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Chapter 1

 

Julia 

 

“Are we going to Provoc?” I asked as we all piled into the cab. 

“Oh, my God I love Provocateur,” Teddy said in his usual flamboyant draw. 

“Yeah, it’s the only place to be seen right now,” Sarah added. “I’ve got to find a hot stockbroker to give me some tips.” 

“Why do they need to be hot?” I teased. 

“Technically they don’t, but if I’m going to pretend to be interested in the guy so I can get free financial advice, I’d prefer if they were hot.” 

“You know you make enough money to actually pay for stock advice. You could date whoever you want,” I said.

I was finishing my makeup while we rode in the cab. Teddy was perpetually relegated to the front seat while Sarah, Kendra and I sat in the back. He hated that we always made him sit up there but as our only male friend who came out with us, he sucked it up and sat up there. 

Going out dancing at the clubs in New York was one of my favorite things to do. This evening it was particularly exciting because I’d just landed a huge client for our hotel chain and Teddy, who was also my supervisor at work, offered to pay the alcohol tab for the evening. There was no way we were going to turn that down; drinking in New York was expensive business. 

“I’m not paying someone to give me advice when these guys will give it for free. Plus, when have you known me to ever actually date someone? I’m not looking for that sort of commitment,” Sarah added. 

“Right, who would want to have a guy for more than one night?” Kendra chimed in. 

“I’m not opposed to more than one night. I just don’t like these clingy guys who want to come over all the time and start getting mushy. Short term is all I have time for.”

Sarah was perpetually single. She managed the marketing at King Hotels and was damn good at her job. The key was her ability to make anyone feel like they were wanted in both personal and professional environments. Sarah had the ability to walk into a meeting full of CEO’s and have the whole lot of them eating out of her hands in a matter of minutes. I envied her ability to connect in that way. 

“Let’s remember this celebration is for Julia,” Teddy added. “Thank you for making me look so good to my bosses,” he laughed with his distinctive high-pitched cackle that made all of us smile too. Teddy was the first boss I had out of college and I was so lucky to have him. He was funny, supportive, and refreshing compared to what I’d heard about the hotel sales industry while I was in school. 

“I’m just in it for the money,” I teased. 

“You’ll get a huge commission check, girl. I’m telling you, this one is going to rattle your cage when it hits your account.” 

“I can’t wait. I’ve decided I’m going to go ahead with the baby thing.”

“What? No!” Sarah blasted from the other side of the vehicle. “You are way too young. Come on Julia, you’re only twenty-five. This is something people my age do, not people your age.” 

Sarah was forty years old and totally right. Women her age in New York were deciding to have babies on their own, but I didn’t want to wait until I was forty to have a baby. I’d always dreamed of a big family and nowadays blending families just wasn’t as big of a deal as it was in the past. If I had a baby now, I still expected that somewhere down the road I could have more children once I met the man of my dreams. But the cruel reality was that might be way down the road and I just didn’t want to wait. 

“You know how I feel about it,” Kendra said under her breath. 

Kendra didn’t like the idea at all. She and I were similar in age, she was only two years older than me but she didn’t have a problem waiting to start her family. I’d always planned to have my family young and in this day and age, I just didn’t need to wait for a husband in order to get started. Kendra and I had come to an agreement that I was going to do this and she was going to be supportive, even though she didn’t fully agree with my plan. 

“I’m all for it,” Teddy said. “You know we offer maternity leave, and you can even work from home if you decide to.”

“I think I’ll just take a couple of weeks and then work from home. But hell, I haven’t gotten pregnant yet so who knows. I did make an appointment with that fertility clinic near the office. It had a six-month waiting list and my appointment should be coming up soon.”

“Did you pick a Daddy yet?” Sarah laughed. “Tall, dark, and handsome with an Ivy League degree?” 

“Yeah, something like that. Anyways I don’t want to make this all about me,” I said as we pulled up to the club. I’d actually spent an exhaustive amount of time reviewing sperm donor profiles. I’d spent so much time looking at profiles and changing my mind about what I wanted that when I finally came across the perfect profile I still wasn’t sure that was what I really wanted to settle on. 

Picking a man based on his identifiable features and education wasn’t exactly a romantic way to have a child. I’d chosen the hair color, eye color, and height as if this person was some doll I was ordering to fit predefined criteria. In real life, finding a mate was so much more involved yet in some aspect it was easier because you knew you loved the person. When you were in love I imagined that the specific looks of your partner wouldn’t be an issue. 

“Girl, tonight is all about you and if you’re going to be having a baby soon then you should be partying like a rock star tonight!” Teddy said as we all climbed out of the cab. 

Teddy knew the bouncer and we quickly made our way past the long line and into the club. He liked partying more than anyone I knew at King Hotels. It always surprised me that he managed to make it to work on time even after staying up until three or four in the morning on some nights. I definitely couldn’t party that hard or that often. Once a week was about all I could handle and only on Saturdays so I could still sleep in and recover all day on Sundays. 

My red sequined mini dress had been sitting in my closet for months just waiting for this night on the town. The fall weather was warm enough to handle the hurried rush into the club and not freeze my butt off. 

We followed Teddy to a reserved couch he had near the main dance floor. He was never the sort who wanted to sit off in the VIP area or in a back corner. If we were coming to Provoc then we were going to be seen. It was fun to be friends with someone who was so outgoing because I certainly wasn’t that way. I could fake my way through a sales meeting or even a night on the town, but the truth was that I always preferred an evening on my couch watching movies. 

Ordering bottle service was a requirement for most clubs if you wanted your own assigned area and this club was no different. Teddy had pre-ordered mixers, red bull, bottles of water, and Grey Goose for our group and the waitress brought it over to us as soon as we sat down. There was something so exhilarating about being with Teddy when he was splurging like this; it wasn’t at all what our night was like when we paid for our own drinks and Kendra and Sarah knew it. 

“Thank you, Teddy, for making this night amazing,” I toasted as soon as we had all put together our drinks. 

“Cheers,” everyone said and tapped our glasses together. 

“Let’s make a pass around the club,” Sarah ordered as she pulled me up from the couch. “I need to get my sights on a few options.” 

“Okay.” 

Being Sarah’s sidekick was normal for me. I didn’t have trouble with finding decent men to talk to for the evening but my issue was making any sort of connection that would last longer than just one night. The men in New York were more finicky than the women. Not many of them wanted a real relationship and instead were typically looking to get laid as quickly as possible and then drop the girl. I’d seen it so many times that I totally understood Sarah’s outlook on casual dating, I just wasn’t sure I could manage that much longer. I really did want to find someone who I could have more with and was willing to wait it out and find them somewhere down the road. 

“Him?” Sarah asked as she pointed to a very young looking guy standing with a group of women. 

“The one holding court with the bevy of twenty-somethings?” 

“Yeah, I think he looks like a stockbroker. What do you think?” 

“Maybe, but that’s a large group of ladies to fight off. Are you really up for that?” I laughed. 

“No problem,” she pulled me with her toward the group. “Let’s do a server-distraction,” she laughed. 

I had no chance to make a run for it. No chance to stop the madness before it began. This was going down whether I agreed with it or not. Sarah slipped me a hundred dollar bill and pushed me right into the middle of the group before I could protest at all. 

“Hey, we’d like a bottle of Grey Goose. Keep the change,” I said and handed the sexy looking guy in a suit the hundred dollars that Sarah had given me. This move worked for Sarah a lot and she had only recently started making me do the initial contact. I’d agreed the first time and then been roped into doing it ever since. I walked away right after handing him the money and joined Sarah a few feet away. 

Just as planned, the guy quickly caught up to me and handed me back the money. “I’m not a server here,” he said with an annoying look on his face. 

“Oh, my gosh, Julia he seriously doesn’t even look like the servers. Wow, I’m so sorry,” Sarah said and I slipped her the hundred dollars as I got ready to walk away and leave her to her man hunting. 

“It’s okay, I’m sure she didn’t mean any harm.” 

“Now that I’ve gotten you away from the girls, how do you feel about buying a real woman a drink?” I heard Sarah say as I gave her a glance and headed back toward our table. 

When I rejoined the table there was a group of guys talking Kendra up and Teddy just rolled his eyes at the commotion. Kendra was a goddess, that was the best way I could describe how she looked in her tight black mini dress. Her ebony skin glowed and her long black hair was curled and looking especially lovely that night. 

Often I’d found that men just couldn’t resist hitting on her when we were out. It usually felt like she was the primary target of affection and I was a secondary target. Not that I didn’t look amazing in my red dress, but she just had that sexual vibe that radiated off of her. My vibe said something a bit different, or at least that was what I chalked it up to when the men picked her over me. 

“Our server disappeared, I need some cranberry juice,” Teddy said. “Want to walk with me to the bar?” 

“Yep,” I laughed as I looked at the three men talking to Kendra. 

If I had wanted any of them I easily could have joined the conversation, but I wasn’t feeling the vibe from them. I was looking for a fun guy to bring home for the night, but just for the night. With my newly found commitment to becoming a mother, I definitely didn’t want to get involved in more than a short fling. 

“No gay guys here at all tonight.”

“Teddy, I bet there are more than you think. You’ve got to get out there and socialize. Sitting with the three of us might be clouding your gaydar.” 

“I know, but it’s not that easy to pick up dudes here. This is a sausage fest for hetero women.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t be walking around with me then,” I laughed. “You look straight as a board.” 

We both knew that was a complete lie. Teddy had on a decorative purple button up shirt and some fantastic Versace shoes; he was dressed to impress. As we waited for our turn at the bar I glanced up at a tall guy standing to my right. He was a remarkable-looking man, beautiful really. He towered over me, even with my Jimmy Choos on. I was staring at him as he looked over and caught me right in the act. He looked familiar although I wasn’t exactly sure until he started to talk. 

“It’s busy tonight,” he said with a boyish grin. 

I knew right away who he was. Mike Cooper, a friend of one of my older brothers and some sort of doctor, although I wasn’t sure what type of medicine he had gone into. For a minute I thought he might have recognized me.

“Yeah, it’s always wild here.” 

“Do you come here often?” he asked and then laughed at his own line. “Wow, that was as generic as they come.” 

“Actually, I don’t come here very often.”

Teddy moved up ahead of me in line and I saw Mike look at him and then at me. He seemed to realize we weren’t together rather quickly and continued his pursuit of me. Or perhaps he just didn’t care if I was with Teddy or not and was going to flirt with me anyways. 

“That’s an amazing dress. Would you mind if I bought you a drink? I’m Mike, by the way.” 

“Hi, Mike. I’m Julia,” I said in anticipation that he might actually realize who I was once I told him my name. 

Mike and my brother Rob had been fairly close friends growing up. Rob was seven years older than me and I was very much a child when Mike had been to our home. The last time I remembered seeing him was when he came home for Christmas break during my Junior year in high school. I’d tried to find reasons to be in the same room as him and Rob and my other brothers but I was always relegated to leaving the room. I was pretty sure Mike Cooper didn’t even know I existed. And as I waited for him to recognize me, it was clear he did not. 

“Well that’s a beautiful name for a beautiful girl,” Mike said as he shook my hand lightly. “How about I get you a drink and you come sit with me at my table for a little bit?” 

“Still pretty generic,” I teased him. 

“It is, but the problem is that I would really like to talk with you and we certainly can’t keep standing here in this mess of people.” 

“I’m heading back to the couch,” Teddy busted right between the two of us. “Yeah, I’ll catch up to you later.” He winked at me and then looked at Mike. “Good catch.” 

“Well, you have his approval so I guess I have no other choice but to say yes,” I shrugged and walked up to the bar beside Mike. I was about to tell him what I wanted to drink when he leaned into the bartender and placed the order himself. 

I had no idea what he had told the man but we left the bar without our drinks. Mike slipped his hand down to hold mine and I followed him to the far back corner of the club where he had a private table. 

Holding hands in a club like this wasn’t exactly the same as holding hand normally. It was a necessity to ensure you didn’t lose the person you were following. But, his hand was strong and firm while also being extremely soft. He didn’t act like the surgeons I’d met in clubs before; they typically had an attitude about them that was fairly distinctive. I wracked my brain trying to remember what type of doctor Mike had become, but for the life of me, I couldn’t remember what my brother had said. In all fairness, it had been several years since we had talked about Mike. When I first moved to New York Rob had brought up that his friend also lived there.  

“Our drinks are on their way,” Mike said and held his hand out for me to slide into the small booth. 

Mike sat down right beside me instead of across from me. At this point, it didn’t seem romantic; more a little pushy. If he really didn’t recognize who I was, then he was basically just sitting with a stranger and trying to get laid. 

Guys in New York weren’t all jerks. I’d met plenty of decent guys, the problem was finding any decent guys who I also found attractive and had a connection with. In the twenty-first century women no longer had to settle for a man who was only half of what she was looking for and I just didn’t feel like dating around with men I knew weren’t a good match. 

A few guys here and there seemed promising, but the spark fizzled quickly and I jumped back into concentrating on my career. So far, there was a definite spark with Mike, but nothing too outrageous and a lot of my emotions about him were probably just a girlhood crush that I still carried over. 

“Oh my God, Julia, you need to come with me,” Kendra said as she approached the table and stood over the two of us. 

“Kendra, this is Mike,” I said. 

“Hi, Mike, I promise you can have her back in a minute, I need her.” She was insistent and reached for my hand to pull me out of the booth. Mike had no choice but to move out of the way. 

He was polite and smiled at the interruption but he was clearly annoyed. Kendra wasn’t the type of grab me away from situations though so I was a little curious to see what was going on and why this was such an emergency. 

“Ten minutes?” Mike asked Kendra and me with a playful raised eyebrow. “After that, I’m stealing her back.” 

“Yes, ten minutes is good,” Kendra said and yanked me off into the crowd behind her. 

“What was that all about? He’s super cute, you can’t really be this worried about me sitting with that guy?” 

“No, nothing about him. It’s about Sarah, she um…” Kendra stopped dead in her tracks.

I looked around trying to figure out what was going on. There was a crowd of people around us and when I looked at the couch where we had all been sitting I saw what the emergency was. 

“She’s not!” I yelled and my hand flew up to cover my eyes. 

“Yeah, I’m sure the cops have already been called, or maybe they will let her finish?” Kendra shrugged. 

Sarah had taken her new boy toy to the couch we had reserved. She was riding him, screwing the hell out of the guy, right there in the middle of the club. At first, I wasn’t sure I actually believed my own eyes. Sarah was extremely sexually free, and she’d been known to have a voyeuristic side, but this was extreme even for her. 

“Where’s Teddy?” I asked. 

“There,” Kendra pointed to Teddy standing about ten feet away talking to a man wearing purple shoes. They actually looked like an adorable couple with their matching styles. 

“Should I stop her?” I asked, hoping the answer was no. 

“Yeah, because I sure as heck am not going over there. She’s going to get arrested. Why does she do this stuff?” 

“I don’t know,” I replied and reluctantly made my way over toward the couch. I was almost there when three police officers came down the steps and moved in on Sarah and her new friend. 

There was no big commotion. No yelling or any sort of scene at all. One of the officers just stood next to the couch and both Sarah and her man looked up at him. For a minute I wasn’t sure they were even going to stop having sex, but they did and as Sarah stood up and slid her dress back down, a few people clapped around the two of them. 

Both Sarah and her guy were being handcuffed when I hurried over to see what I could do to help. I wasn’t a rule breaker like she was, I was terrified to even be by the police officers, but she looked calm as could be. 

“Do you want me to call someone?” I asked. 

“Yes. Teddy has the number for my attorney. Which precinct am I going to?” she asked the officer. 

“Just around the corner,” he replied. 

“Okay,” Sarah shrugged. “Just have him meet me there.” 

The officers walked her away before I could clarify where she was going so I really hoped Teddy knew what was going on and how to help her. Teddy was in the middle of full-on flirting mode when I interrupted him. He hadn’t even realized what was going on at all. 

“Sarah was just arrested for having sex right there on the couch! She said you have her attorney’s number. Can you call him and have him meet her? The police officers said they were taking her just around the corner.”

“Wait, was she having sex with the police officer?” Teddy laughed. 

“No, this is serious.” 

“Yes, I can handle it, just a second,” he turned back to his friend and basically ignored me. 

I didn’t know what to do. Teddy was likely to totally ignore what was going on and not call her attorney until tomorrow if he and this guy hit it off. I waited impatiently off to the side as Teddy and his guy friend talked for what seemed like forever. 

It was nearly twenty minutes before Teddy finally exchanged numbers with the guy and came over to me. By that time I was close to screaming at him I was so frustrated, but the one problem with being friends with your boss was that you couldn’t scream at them even when they were being a jerk. 

“Teddy, come on. Just call her attorney already,” I said as Kendra found her way over to us. “Where were you?” 

“I got caught up.” 

“What is going on with the two of you? Our friend just got taken to jail; you really don’t have anything better to do than flirt with people? She needs our help,” I said in a panic. 

Teddy laughed and Kendra just shrugged her shoulders. I was at my wits end with these two and about to just go over to the jail myself if one of them didn’t start helping our friend. 

“She got arrested three weeks ago when we were out together,” Teddy said when he stopped laughing. “This happens to her more than you would think. Is this the first time you’ve been with her when it happened?” 

“What? How have I never heard about it?” 

“Maybe she didn’t want you to know what a pervert she is,” Kendra laughed. 

“So what’s going to happen? Does she have to stay in jail for a long time?” 

“No,” Teddy patted me on the back. “They will book her and she will pay a fine. Her lawyer will go down and either they will drop the charges or she will get a day in court. Then her lawyer negotiates a fine or community service and it’s all over with. It’s really not a big deal. Calm down.”

“Really?” I asked a little bewildered by what I was hearing. 

“Yeah, she will be just fine. I’ll text her attorney. I’ve got his number. Go back to having fun. Where is that hot guy that was hitting on you at the bar?” 

My heart stopped when I realized how long I’d been away from Mike. He probably thought I had totally ditched him. How embarrassing it would be to even go back over there at this point. 

“We will figure it out,” Kendra said reassuringly as Teddy walked away texting on his phone. “Don’t worry. I’m sure he will still be over there.”

The two of us walked back to the table where we had left Mike. Instead of Mike, there was an equally handsome blonde haired guy sitting there with a woman. They were eating strawberries and drinking champagne, probably what Mike had ordered for me. 

“Well, I ruined that.”

“He’s still around. Let’s go find him,” Kendra said.

“No, actually, I think I’m just going to go home. I’m exhausted and I don’t want to date right now anyway. I’m ready to just get pregnant and be a mom. How about I meet you back at home?” 

“Sure, I’ll text you if I find someone to play with this evening and I’m not coming home. But are you sure? This was supposed to be your night to celebrate.” 

“I know, but it really is just fine. I like being at home,” I laughed. 

Kendra was looking at me when her eyes darted over my shoulder. I felt someone walk up behind me and knew it just had to be Mike. Kendra smiled so big that there was no other possible option. Kendra winked and then turned to walk away. 

Slowly I turned around. 

“I don’t think I’ve ever been ditched before the first drink,” he smiled down at me. 





Chapter 2

 

Mike 

 

She didn’t respond to my playful quip and instead just stared up at me like I’d actually caught her in the middle of something. Up until that look, I had honestly thought she just got caught up with her friends or something. Now I was beginning to wonder if she had intended on ditching me. 

“Yeah, I guess I’m not great at ditching people,” she mischievously touched my bicep and leaned in close to me. I leaned down so she could say something in my ear. “My friend was caught having sex on one of the couches. Sorry. I got distracted taking care of that.” 

“Best excuse ever,” I said. “But I did give our drinks to my friend. Should we get some more or go dance?” 

I really couldn’t shake the feeling that I knew Julia from somewhere. She was being much too nice to me to be a girl I had slept with and forgotten, so there had to be some other explanation as to why she looked so darn familiar. 

Her long brown hair was curled slightly and pinned back to show off her neck, a neck that I desperately wanted to kiss. Sometimes when I met a woman there was a good amount of chemistry between us but with Julia, it was dripping off of us. Her sequined red dress hugged every curve like a professional race car driver. 

She smiled at me while contemplating which of my offers she wanted to take me up on. I was happy to go buy some more champagne and strawberries if that was what she wanted, a good conversation with her was certainly on the menu. Or if she wanted to take me for a spin on the dance floor I was up for that as well, it would give me the opportunity to feel her body against mine. 

“Dancing first, then drinking,” she finally decided. 

Sometimes I don’t know what comes over me when I’m around a beautiful woman, but I grabbed her and lifted her off the ground a few inches as I carried her out to the dance floor. She was light as a feather and her lips were oh so close to mine. It would have been the perfect opportunity to kiss her if I hadn’t just met her an hour before and been looking for her in the club most of the time since I’d first talked to her. No, I had to restrain those primal emotions, at least for the time being. 

“Wow, okay then,” she laughed and threw her head back. “That’s a bold move.” 

“You deserve a bold move.” 

I didn’t know much about this girl but there was something drawing me to her like I hadn’t been drawn to a woman in a very long time. In college, maybe, there had been Lisa, but even that was short lived when our professional drives got in the way. This girl excited me and not just the physical excitement that was bulging in my pants. We started to dance to the house music. 

The dance floor was much too loud to be able to communicate effectively. It gave us the opportunity to use the physical charisma between us as a barometer for our communication. The music thumped and I did my best not to let Julia feel just how excited she was making me with her sexy hips and flirty dance moves. 

I didn’t get to be one of the most eligible bachelors in New York City by being bad with the ladies. I knew how to be kind, sweet and attentive. Often though it felt like a game I was playing, and it was becoming an old game. Women knew who I was, usually. They had seen an article or watched a story on television. Julia didn’t look at me like those women did though. Her gaze delved much deeper than I was used to; it made me slightly uncomfortable, she made me feel off my game. 

As we dance I kept a few inches between the two of us until Julia took control and slid her delicious ass right up against my body. There was no way to hide my excitement and I prepared myself for her to move away quickly. But instead of moving away from my hard member, Julia pressed her ass against me even harder. She looked back at me with a mischievous smile and I was done. At that moment I knew I was going to be bringing Julia home with me. 

I couldn’t behave another minute longer and grabbed her hips to hold her there against me. My normal suave etiquette was barely holding on as my desire for this girl throbbed harder and harder. Even as I gripped her and held her against me, Julia continued to dance seductively, enticing me to continue with our little game. 

“You’re killing me,” I mouthed when she turned around and pressed her body against me. 

I felt her soft breasts pressed into my body and let my hands move down the open back of her dress. When I reached to curve of her ass I was nearly able to stop myself, but I couldn’t. One of my hands slid into the top of her dress and I cupped her perfectly formed ass in my hands. This girl was delicious. 

It didn’t matter that the club was playing upbeat music, Julia and I were dancing to our own music. She slid her hands around and pulled the back of my shirt out of my pants so she could let her fingers glide up and down my back. 

Chemistry was the only way I could describe what was going on between the two of us; sexual chemistry. Our bodies were made for each other. Honestly, I’d met women that I’d wanted to manhandle like I was with Julia on the dance floor, I just hadn’t met a woman who actually reciprocated the level of lust I had. 

We danced for nearly an hour in the hot sticky dance club. Neither of us was phased by the environment as we kept our eyes on each other. She would smile sweetly up at me but then her smile turned into desire and I’d feel her hands exploring under my shirt. I half expected that she was going to grab onto my erection right there in the middle of the club, but she never went quite that far. 

“Can I steal her for a minute,” Julia’s friend yelled as she came up and joined us on the dance floor. 

I didn’t believe it was going to be for a minute, but I nodded my head in agreement. This time I followed the two women off the dance floor and kept my eye on them. Julia’s friend said something in her ear and then pointed to a good looking guy standing nearby. The two women hugged and then Julie came back over to me. It was the perfect opportunity for us to take a break and I motioned for us to go back over to the table I had reserved in the corner. 

Julia reached down and held onto my hand as I guided us back toward the table. Her delicate fingers fit perfectly into my hand and I squeezed them playfully when we approached the table and I saw Taylor sitting there with a woman. 

“He’s my friend, let’s join them,” I said loud enough for her to hear me. 

Coming to the clubs was fun because the women were always ready to have a good time, well most of them at least. But it did make it really hard to have a conversation with someone like Julia. 

“Wow, I think I saw him in a magazine,” Julia said.

“Maybe,” I couldn’t help but laugh since the magazine she had seen Taylor in was the same one I was in, but I wasn’t about to admit that to her.

Women were lovely, I enjoyed them in all aspects of my life and truly cherished the female form. There was a limit to my understanding though and when women became pushy or rude to each other in an effort to talk to me, it really bothered me. I noticed a group of women watching Julia and me as we sat down at the table. I gave them a quick glance and then slipped my arm around Julia’s shoulders as I introduced her to Taylor. 

“Taylor, this is Julia,” I yelled so he could hear me. 

“Hi Julia, this is Star,” he said as he introduced his blonde bombshell that had been sharing the champagne I’d left for the two of them. 

“It’s nice to meet you,” Taylor said and reached over to shake hands with Julia. 

We had barely finished the introduction when the group of four young women made their way over to our table. Surely they didn’t plan on interrupting our dates I thought, but then I realized they definitely planned to do that. 

“Oh, my gosh guys. I’m so sorry for interrupting, but can we get pictures with you two?” one of the women said as she looked at Julia and Star for approval. 

“Sorry ladies, not right now,” I said. 

“Please, we promise not to take too long.” 

“No, sorry,” I repeated and then turned toward Julia. 

Instead of looking agitated by the interruption, Julia was actually smiling and nodded that I should go take the pictures. She practically pushed me out of the booth while she laughed at the absurdity of the whole thing. Following Julia’s lead, Star also motioned for Taylor to go ahead and take the photos although she didn’t look nearly as amused by the whole thing. 

“Do you girls want me to take the picture?” Julia asked as she popped out of the booth and grabbed one of the girl’s phones. 

“Yes, thank you,” a few of the girls replied. 

This group of young women was probably barely old enough to be in the club. They certainly weren’t my type of woman and their pushiness was a huge turn-off. By this point, I was just taking the pictures to get them on their way. 

Taylor joined me and the two of us stood between two women and smiled into the camera. But after Julia took one photo, one woman asked for a picture alone with Taylor, then another woman asked for a picture alone with just me. This went on for at least ten minutes before we were finally able to get them to move on. 

I felt terrible by the time I sat back down with Julia. This wasn’t at all the kind of guy I was. “I’m so sorry, I apologize for the interruption,” I said as I poured us both a glass of champagne. 

“Not at all,” she said with that same playful grin. “That was really entertaining. I bet those girls will be talking about the two of you for weeks now.” 

“Normally I would say no to anything like that if I was on a date with a woman. Please know that it’s not normal for me.”

“It’s a good thing we aren’t on a date then,” Julia laughed. “And I don’t mind. There will probably be a group of guys coming around to take pictures with me really soon too,” she dramatically rolled her eyes and I couldn’t stop laughing. 

“Oh yeah?” 

“Yep, I know, it’s hard to compete with the likes of me,” she continued. “I’ll try and keep you in the loop though.”

“Yes, please do! How about I get us some more champagne and food?” I asked and everyone nodded. 

I pulled Julia’s hand up to my lips and gave her a quick kiss before making my way to the bar to get what we needed. Julia was again throwing me off my game. Her lighthearted way of handling that situation was so ideal that I couldn’t have dreamed of a better response. She saw those women and was welcoming and inviting to them and even helped with the photo, it was pretty damn amazing. 

So far Julia was checking off so many boxes of what I wanted in a woman and we hardly knew each other. I really had to get to know her and suddenly my mind was shifting from bringing her home to actually talking and getting to know what she liked and didn’t like. If you would have asked me just a few hours before if I was interested in any sort of dating, I would have vehemently denied it. 

“Wow bro, I like her,” Taylor said as he joined me at the bar. 

“I know, she looks familiar to me though. Is she famous or something?” 

“Not that I know of, but she handled those girls like a pro. It wouldn’t surprise me if she was in television or involved in publicity somehow. Either way, nice catch.” 

“Thanks. I just can’t shake this feeling that I know her though. It’s really weird.”

“What’s her name?” He asked.

“Julia is all I have so far.”

“Well, let me know if you figure it out. I’m going to get my date onto the dance floor and then head home in a bit. It was nice catching up with you. Let’s talk this week, let me know if you ever figure out who she is.” 

“Deal.” Taylor and I gave each other a quick hug and then he went back to the table to get his date. The two of them were on their way to the dance floor as I came back with some more champagne.

“I thought at these tables you were supposed to get someone to do that for you?” Julia asked. 

“I know, haven’t seen her all night though.” 

“Well, that seems unusual,” Julia said and grabbed my hand when I sat down with her. 

“They will bring some snacks over soon. I hope you’re hungry.” 

“Starving, famished. I could eat a small child,” she joked. 

“Hopefully it doesn’t come to that.”

I couldn’t resist, as I looked at her cute little smile I leaned in and let my lips touch hers. At first, she pulled away a little, I think it was out of surprise that I had just kissed her though and she soon leaned into the kiss. Her hands wrapped around my neck and her fingers worked up into the back of my hair. 

Julia parted her mouth and turned to the side as she let me thrust my tongue inside of her. The delicious taste of her mouth electrified me and it seemed to have a similar reaction to her as I felt one of her legs cross over the other and slide between mine. She wanted me, her body was telling me that she wanted me and I just couldn’t ignore it. 

“Wow, that was nice,” Julia said when we finally pulled apart. 

“Yes, it was.” 

I poured a couple of glasses of champagne and handed one of them to her. Her red lipstick wasn’t even smeared after our kissing session. My eyes stayed fixated on her lips while they wrapped around the edge of the glass and then she slowly lifted the glass and the alcohol slid into her mouth. 

“What?” She asked playfully as I stared at her. 

“I feel like I know you,” I finally said. 

“Oh, you do?” She asked and then coyly looked away. “That’s a pretty good line.” 

“It does seem a little cheesy, sorry.”

“I know what you mean. I feel like I know you too. Maybe we really do know each other?” She winked and then went back to drinking her champagne. 

“Do we?” 

Just as I asked the question the waitress came to the table and put down the food I’d ordered. I’d ordered way too much of it. In fact, I felt like a maniac as soon as the food arrived and there were six different platters for us. I had thought Taylor and his new friend were going to join us but now it just looked like I planned on force-feeding Julia a ton of appetizers. 

“I’m starving,” she said and drank another glass of champagne while we both went head first into the various foods. 

“You are so beautiful; I just want you to know that before I start stuffing my face with food.” 

“You’re pretty good looking yourself there, Mike,” she replied before putting a stuffed jalapeño into her mouth in one bite. 

Her eyes got large right away and then started to water. She was looking at me as if I could help her and all I could do was pour her some more champagne. I wasn’t even sure that champagne could help cool her tongue after eating that hot piece of cheese-filled pepper. 

“You didn’t know that was a jalapeño?” 

“No,” she said with the food still in her mouth. Her cheeks were filled with the food and she continued to chew it though. “It’s okay,” she said more to herself than to me. “I’m okay.”

“Just spit it out, it’s fine, here,” I said and handed her a napkin. “They aren’t everyone’s cup of tea.” 

“No, no, it’s fine,” she insisted and continued to chew. “I like it. I just wasn’t prepared for it to be a pepper,” she laughed a little even though she didn’t look like she was having fun at all. 

Her dewy white skin had turned the same shade as her red dress. She finished off one glass of champagne and then another one before she managed to finish chewing and swallowing the pepper. The whole time she still had half of a smile and looked cute as could be. 

“I feel horrible. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you that was a jalapeño. I bet they look a lot like fried stuffed mushrooms.”

“Yeah they do,” she laughed. 

“I’m so sorry,” I pulled her in for a hug and held onto her for a minute. “You looked like you might die from that thing. Was it horribly hot?” 

“No, I’m okay. It just caught me off guard.” 

The room and the people around us disappeared as she stayed wrapped up in my arms for a minute. I wasn’t exactly a protector or anything like that, at least that had never been the persona I identified with when I was around women, but being around Julia made me feel different than normal. I’d actually just let her eat that pepper and I should have said something, it had happened so fast though. For a moment I expected she would get annoyed or agitated with me, any other woman would have. I expected her to lash out at me, but she didn’t. I was trying to manufacture a reason not to like this girl and it had totally backfired on me. 

Julia didn’t seem annoyed at all; as she lifted her head up she was smiling and laughed at the whole thing. This was the sort of laid-back personality I’d been hoping to find in a woman, it was how my buddies and I always reacted when something like this happened to us. The women I usually met didn’t seem to think things like this were very funny. The last girl I’d been on a date with actually called me a jerk before we had even finished our appetizer. 

“Probably good that this isn’t a first date,” Julia laughed. “I don’t think I would have liked having snot dripping down my nose on a first date,” she gingerly wiped her nose with a napkin. 

“You still look really good, even with snot,” I laughed. “How would you feel about doing a real first date some time?” 

“I think we could manage that. So does that mean this doesn’t count as a date? Because I’d really love to bring you home for a night of fun. Of course, if it was a first date I wouldn’t do such a thing,” she said playfully. 

“This is definitely not a first date,” I replied, eager to please her.  

Who was this girl? How was it that I felt so connected to her and yet knew nothing about her at all? She had a great sense of humor and a body with curves that I couldn’t stop looking at. 

The music drifted off and it was just the two of us sitting there again as if everyone else had disappeared while we continued talking and having an amazing time. We talked about a lot of things, but nothing really personal. Our opinions on the new Broadway show, what we were looking forward to this fall around town, and even the subway and its constant inability to allow a phone signal while you were traveling through the city. I didn’t have the heart to tell her I hardly ever rode the subway anymore but it did seem odd that in this day and age they couldn’t figure out a way to get cell service or Wi-Fi down there. 

The conversation between the two of us flowed easily from one topic to the next while we sipped our champagne and ate our bar food. It was the best first date I’d had in a really long time, especially considering it wasn’t a date at all. Perhaps that was why we were getting along so easily; there was no forced intimacy like what happened on first dates normally. There were no expectations of what would come next in our night and I felt more at ease than I typically was, it was as if I already know Julia, but I didn’t know her at all. +

We both switched to water as it got to the early morning hours and the night started to wind down. It was nearly three o’clock in the morning when I finally settled the tab and walked Julia out to my hired car. I wanted to bring her home. Normally after a night even half as good as this one I would have brought the girl back to my house. Not tonight though, I wanted to see her again. I wasn’t about to ruin this whole thing. 

“If you give Joe your address I’ll drop you off,” I said when we climbed into the back of the big SUV. 

I handed her a pad of paper and she wrote her address down and passed the slip of paper to my driver Joe. Although she had teased about bringing me home with her, I really was just fine with dropping her off. The connection we had was intriguing to me and I planned on asking her out again. 

“Thank you, Joe,” she said before turning back toward me. “Thank you for the ride home.”

“You’re welcome. I’m happy to do it. I really wouldn’t feel right just putting you in a cab. You should give me your number too, so I can call you and arrange our real first date.” 

“No, I think I’ll give you that later,” Julia said as she slid onto my lap and hiked her dress up and over her thighs. Instantly I was aroused and ready to slide inside of her. Knowing that there was only a small bit of fabric between my body and hers was exciting, but I wasn’t trying to have sex with her that night. The plan was simple, get her number, drop her off, and give her a kickass goodnight kiss. 

“I had an amazing time tonight,” I said between kisses. 

Her lips pressed erotically against mine and she pulled in a deep breath while we played with one another. I tried not to concentrate on the feeling of her hips slightly moving on top of me. I wasn’t going to be able to hold out for much longer. There was only so much a man could do. 

As we pulled up to her apartment Joe came around and opened the door so I could walk Julia up to her apartment. Julia climbed out of the car first and whispered something in Joe’s ear before heading to the front door to get it unlocked. 

“What did she say?” I laughed as Joe shut the door. 

“That I wouldn’t be needed anymore tonight.” Joe gave me a knowing smile. 

Apparently, I was sleeping over. 





Chapter 3

 

Julia

 

Mike was going to be mine. I should have said something to him about who I was, but I just couldn’t ruin our night. It didn’t matter. I’d fantasized about him for so long and now I was going to have him. We probably wouldn’t see or talk to each other again, but at least I would have one fun night to remember. I wasn’t even sure if he was still talking to my brother Rob at all. 

“I had a great evening,” Mike said as we got off the elevator on my floor and walked toward my apartment. 

“Yes, it was really fun. More than I was expecting.”

“Oh, so you weren’t expecting me to be fun?” He laughed and raised an eyebrow at me. 

“I think you have far exceeded what I thought you were like,” I knew I’d said too much when he looked at me with a slightly cocked head. How would I of had expectations for a man I’d just met. Dang. I had let it out of the bag; he was going to see through this whole thing. I leaned in to kiss him in an effort to distract him from any thoughts regarding what I’d just said. 

He grabbed my hips and pulled me toward him as he found a way to wedge us both in between the doorway. If he had figured out that we really did know each other, he wasn’t saying anything about it just yet. He looked down at me and smiled a little before taking my lips as if he’d had them a million times before. 

I was glad to be pressed up against the doorway since I felt my knees getting shaky and I likely wouldn’t have been standing without the support behind me. I liked kissing Mike. It was better than I’d fantasized about and yet I still felt like I was in a bit of a daze as I looked up at him when he pulled away a little. 

“Come in,” I managed to whisper. 

“Okay,” he replied without an argument at all. His hazel eyes glistened with desire as the light from the hallway flickered above us. 

“We can have a night cap,” I suggested in an effort to hide my desire to take him straight to bed. Knowing that Mike was a decent guy took away the normal trepidation I had about bringing a man to my house. I knew him well enough to know he wasn’t going to hurt me or doing anything crazy; he was a good guy, he was the perfect fling for me. 

Who was this person that I’d become though? I wasn’t the sort of girl who lied to guys and took them home. Normally, on the rare occasion that I wanted to take a guy home, or go home with him, I didn’t lie to get my way. Something had come over me and I just knew he wouldn’t want to sleep with me if he knew who I really was. He’d balk at the fact that he knew my brother or that he knew me when I was younger and none of that should matter. We clearly had a connection and that was real; the rest of it didn’t matter. 

“Sure, let’s have a night cap,” Mike agreed. 

I turned around and fumbled with my keys as I tried to get into my apartment. Normally, even with some alcohol in my system, I didn’t have a problem getting into my door. But on this night there was an extremely handsome man with a throbbing body part pressed up against me. He hands slid around and under my skirt hemline as he kissed my neck. None of this was helping me as I tried to concentrate on sliding the key into the hole. His fingers moved up my thighs and then all the way to my stomach as he took in the touch of my bare skin. My lacy black panties were exposed as my ass pressed up against him. 

“Hey now, I need to concentrate,” I teased. 

“I’ll help,” he offered and took the key from me. 

He didn’t help at all. Instead, Mike held onto the key while he continued to kiss my neck and drive me wild. I could hardly stand still as my body longed to have him. I pressed my hips back against him and leaned my neck into his kisses. The touch of his fingers on my bare skin made me want him more and more. I couldn’t take this anticipation much longer. I was dripping with excitement. 

“You’re not even trying to open the door,” I said softly. 

“Oh, sorry,” he laughed. 

With one quick movement he had the key in the door and swung the door open. He wrapped me up in his arms and flipped me around to face him as the door shut behind us. The quick movement made me giggle at first, until I saw the serious nature of his desire. 

I dropped my bag and he dropped the keys as our hands thrust onto one another and started to remove our clothes. My fingers shook with excitement while pulling his shirt off and then sliding up and down his amazingly defined chest. How was it possible that a human could look so perfect? Guys like Mike weren’t usually the ones I went for. I didn’t trust a guy who looked that good; surely they were just sleeping around and having their way with every hot girl that came around. I was more comfortable with Mike than I would have been if I truly had just met him that evening. But Mike didn’t know that was why I was comfortable with him. Perhaps he thought I was just full of self confidence? Or maybe he believed I was the sort of girl who just brought men home right away? 

As much as I tried not to over analyze what was going on, my insecurities were ruling me and I had to stop them. This was my problem. Not just with Mike, but with everyone… I over thought things. I thought about decisions so much that sometimes I didn’t make a decision at all…which was still a decision. It was one of my major flaws, or at least I thought it was. 

“Bedroom… this way,” I managed to say with the tiny bit of confidence I had left. 

“Okay,” he smiled and pulled me into him. 

As we stood in the entryway, Mike let his hands tease my outer thighs before pulling my dress up and over my head. I cringed with self loathing and not wanting him to see me in the full light of the hallway. We needed to get to the bedroom; the dark of the bedroom offered me the opportunity to at least pretend I had confidence. 

“This way,” I pulled on him as I moved away a little. 

“Wow, that ass,” he groaned and slid his hands over my ass and pulled me back toward him. “You’re amazingly beautiful.”

“Thanks,” I laughed. 

“Seriously Julia, this ass. I can’t get enough of it.”

His eyes were fixated on my behind and he slid his fingers over the edge of my lacy panties. He was definitely an ass man; there was no doubt he was telling the truth as he gawked at my behind. The way he was looking at my butt gave me a little burst of confidence. He really liked it; the roundness that I always felt self conscious about seemed to be fueling his desires. 

“Let’s go to the bedroom,” I urged and pulled forward. 

Mike let me pull in front of him but he stayed there staring at me as I walked a few steps. His eyes utterly fixated on my ass. I paused and wiggled it a little for him. Hell, if he liked my ass then I could work with that. 

“Damn, I could look at you forever,” he said and flipped on the lights in the living room as he followed me to the bedroom, flipping the lights on in there too. 

“No need for those I laughed.” 

“Oh, yes. I want to see every inch of you while I make love to you.” 

“No,” I groaned. 

“Julie, there’s something you should know about me,” Mike started to say. “I love the female form. I appreciate curves and you are stunning. I’d really love to see you.”

“Um, okay,” I said without an ounce of confidence that I was going to enjoy this. 

Having the lights off was my way of letting go and forgetting about all the body flaws that bothered me. My curvy frame wasn’t too fluffy, but in New York it was hard not to compare myself to every model walking down the street. 

“Look at me,” Mike said as his gaze fully enveloped me and I did as he asked. “You are beautiful and I’m so glad I met you tonight. If you would like to wait, I have no problem heading home and calling you tomorrow for a first date.” 

“No,” I said instinctively before the pessimist inside me was able to re-think what he was saying. “I want you now.” 

I grabbed him and started to kiss him before I lost my nerve. It was erotic to have the lights on and to have heard what he just said to me. There was a part of me that felt like this was a line he said to a lot of women, but was it totally horrible of me to think that instead of just taking him at his word? Yeah it was! But I couldn’t help myself. 

I made a conscious decision to believe him though. Sure, he could have said that same thing to many different women, but it didn’t matter. In fact, it didn’t even matter that we would probably never go on a real date. So why did I even care if he was making things up to make me feel more comfortable? 

My thought process shifted to just enjoying our evening and not worrying about anything else. It was one night. One night of passion and love making. 

I grabbed his pants button and undid it while we kissed. In the process I felt the massive member that had been pressing up against me earlier. This was going to be one hell of a night. 

For a few minutes we stood there in the doorway of my room playing and kissing with each other. My fingers wrapped around his hard body as his hands softly moved up and down my back before settling on the clasps of my bra and unhooking it. Mike groaned a little as he guided my black bra onto the ground and his hands moved back up to cup my breasts. He played with them gently at first. Slowly caressing me as we kissed and started to move toward the bed. 

I kept my eyes closed in an effort to forget about the lights being on and Mike being able to see every curve of my body. His hands were warm and helped me feel at ease, even comfortable there in his arms. 

I tugged on his hardness and pulled his underwear off. He was standing totally naked, erect and excited for me. In that moment it was clear that nothing else matter because he was there with me and I was there with him. I had to stop ruminating about why or how we had ended up there together and just enjoy the night. 

“Your hands feel so good,” he groaned. 

Then I did something that I hadn’t done in years. I slid down to my knees and took him into my mouth. Giving oral to a man was such an intimate thing that I really didn’t do it unless I had been dating the guy for a long time. It was a sexual act that was even more intimate to me than actually making love. But I wanted to feel his body inside my mouth. I needed it. 

My lips wrapped tightly around him and I took his body in. He groaned with each sucking motion and I thrived off of his noises. The louder he was the more I wanted to continue doing what I was doing. I move deep around him and took in each inch that I could savoring the slight bit of power that I felt in that moment. For such an intimate act, oral sex was also a powerful sign of the confidence I was feeling that evening. I moved harder and faster while pressing my hands against his thighs. His cock dripped with excitement from my touch and I knew if I continued he would certainly explode any minute. 

“Julia,” Mike groaned as his hips moved softly against my mouth. 

I didn’t answer him. I was busy. Busy trying to drive him crazy. Busy taking his body into my mouth and powerfully building up his desire until he couldn’t take it any longer and pulled away. 

“What?” I laughed as his arms wrapped around me and pulled me up toward him. 

“Oh, you’re going to get it,” he teased and tossed me onto the bed. 

“Oh, no,” I said playfully. 

Mike started to kiss up my legs and stopped to look at me. His smile was childlike and his excitement clearly visible as he looked at my panties. He didn’t pause for long before I felt his teeth take hold of the fabric and pull the panties all the way down my leg in one swift movement. He didn’t even wait for me to lift my ass to make things easier. 

The desire in his eyes was like a drug that had taken over him. He let the panties fall out of his mouth and then quickly pressed my legs apart and looked down at my naked body. At first I wanted to close my legs and hide from the embarrassment I was feeling, but I looked at Mike and realized he was in awe of me. His desire was in full. 

“So sexy,” he groaned before using his fingers to spread me open. “I can’t wait to taste you.” 

His words flashed through me and I felt my body react instantly to them. I was already wet with desire, but I got even wetter. Then his tongue gently touched me and I moaned a primal sound that it caught me a little off guard. 

Mike was gentle, slow, as he moved his tongue up and down my body. He played with every inch of me in a seductive dance to build up my desire. His tongue magically found the little spots that felt like they hadn’t been touched in years. First moving up to the top of my clit and then pulling me into his mouth with a long sucking motion that felt so powerful.  

I moaned louder and he pulled harder on my body. He’d let me out of his grip for a moment or two while he licked and played with me and then pulled me into him again and again. The buildup was powerful, so powerful that I found myself holding onto the sheets as I thrusted my hips up toward him wanting more and more. 

If he wasn’t careful, I was going to cum in his mouth. The powerful lick of his tongue and enticing sound of his own groans was turning me on more than I thought possible. The primal need to release started to build up in me and I grabbed his head and tried to pull him away. 

“I’m going to cum,” I warned him. “The condoms are in that drawer.” 

“Cum for me,” he said without moving toward the drawer at all. 

“No, no, no, I want you inside of me,” I said. 

“Later baby, I want you to cum,” he practically ordered before returning to play with my body. 

I didn’t have the energy to fight with him. His tongue felt so damn good and I did really want to release. He moved with a new vigor and intensity as I moaned out in pleasure. I couldn’t take much more of this, that was for sure. 

When he slowly slid two fingers inside of me that was the last straw and I thrust against him with pure desire. He grabbed my clit with his mouth and formed a delicious suction around me as I wiggled and moved against him. The harder I moved though, the more he held onto me. His fingers curled inside and stroked me as the power of the moment built up more and more. 

Shit, I was going to cum, I felt myself letting go. I didn’t have control in that moment. I was totally and utterly succumbing to his powerful touch. My pelvis thrust into his grip and I let go with a loud scream of pleasure. “Yes, oh my God,” I yelled and felt my whole body tense up with the feeling of total pleasure. 

“Go baby,” Mike groaned as he released my clit but sustained the stroking of my g-spot as I continued to cum hard.  

I opened my eyes slightly to see him watching as my body gave in to the pleasure he was serving me. I was too wrapped up in the moment to even think about the shyness I normally had. Instead, I gave him a show as my body shook and shivered in front of him. I drenched his fingers with my release and couldn’t stop as he continued to play with me. 

Then he started to do something that I was totally unfamiliar with. Instead of stroking inside of me, Mike used one of his hands to press down on my pubic bone as he started moving his curled fingers up and down inside of me. He moved slowly at first and the unusual sensation caught me off guard. It felt good and new to me. As I felt a weirdly new feeling building up, I couldn’t help but relax and let my body give in to this new sensation. 

Soon I was in a totally foreign state as Mike moved his fingers faster and faster. He continued to hold me in place and the buildup got more and more intense. 

“Oh, my God, that feels so good,” I muttered. 

“Try to relax.”

“Okay,” I agreed and took in a deep breath and tried to relax. 

The second I relaxed my pelvic muscles the building sensation took over and I felt like I was going to cum, but a weird way that I had never felt before. Mike moved his fingers quickly and then suddenly pulled them out of me and started rubbing my clit back and forth as I gave into his movements and felt a gush of fluid rush out of me. 

At first I thought I had just peed the bed. I opened my eyes in terror as he continued to rub my clit vigorously. 

“Relax, you’re squirting,” he said and leaned down to kiss me. 

“I am?” I said in total shock. 

“You did. That was fucking hot as hell.” 

Mike kissed down my body and then continued to lick me totally soaked body. His pleasure in licking up my juices was evident by the moans he was making. This experience was so new and utterly unknown to me that I had my eyes opened and was trying to see how wet I had just gotten the sheets. 

To my total dismay there was a huge wet spot down by my legs. I couldn’t believe what had just happened. It was cool though, exciting even. 

“Wow,” I muttered looking at the mess I’d made. “Should I go get a towel?” 

Mike was still licking me as he looked up and smiled a little at my concern over the wet spot. 

“You’re not going anywhere. Don’t worry about it.” 

“I’ll just go grab it real quickly,” I offered and tried wiggling away from him. 

“No way,” he ordered and just pulled me over to the other side of the bed while he reached into the drawer and grabbed a condom. 

“Oh no,” I teased as he ripped it open and started to roll the piece of rubber over his hard body. 

“Oh, yes,” he smiled down at me. 

He was kneeling over me as he finished putting the condom on and looking down at my body like he still couldn’t get enough. The funny thing was, I couldn’t get enough either. I wanted more, like a drug that I’d tasted and couldn’t stop. I looked longingly up at him as he lowered himself onto me and kissed my neck softly while he pressed his body slowly into mine. The feeling of him entering me filled me up and I held onto him and adjusted to this new feeling. 

Mike moved slowly at first and then his thrusts grew in intensity. Harder and longer each stroke continued. We moved together in a rhythmic motion of perfection with my body meeting his speed and intensity. 

I saw the look on his face when Mike lost total control and turned into the primal beast that I was more familiar with in a man. He thrust harder and harder toward his goal of release and I clawed into his back with the feeling of total completeness that was building up in me. I’d already cum so much that it was a little shocking to me that I felt so close to giving in again. Was it even possible for me to cum again? 

With a few more strokes I knew that I was indeed going to release and closed my eyes to feel the pleasure that was building up. In our very short time together I was already feeling more sexually satisfied than I’d felt in months, maybe even years. 

“Yes,” I said and urged him on. 

My voice seemed to give him power and he pushed harder toward his release. I thrust my hips harder and felt my body brushing up against his as my center rumbled and I tightened with pleasure. 

As if we had planned the perfectly timed orgasm, I started to release just as Mike gave a few final thrusts of pleasure and let out a deep moan of pleasure. It was utterly perfection. 

“What an amazing night,” Mike whispered when he slipped next to me and wrapped his arms around me. 

“It was pretty perfect,” I agreed as the exhaustion of our evening weighed heavily on my eyelids. 

“Let’s get some sleep,” he whispered as he held onto me. 

I was comfortable in his arms. Weirdly comfortable and totally willing to fall asleep with him there in my bed. The morning would be an awkward good bye and then we would both move on with our lives. I was okay with that too. I was planning on moving on with my life and having a baby. 

Guys like Mike weren’t actually out there, or at least I hadn’t found them. He was an anomaly that I felt like wasn’t possible for me in real life. This thing between us wasn’t real, it was a fabrication of our feelings of comfort for each other. 

It wasn’t a bad thing. I was okay with it. The reality was that I really did want to have one last night of fun before having a baby and becoming a single mother and this night had been more perfect than I could have imagined. Mike was a gentleman and really damn good in the sack. I could move on with my plans now without feeling like I was missing out or that I was giving up something. 

The power of the sleepiness I felt overwhelmed me more quickly than I was prepared for. I was only snuggled in Mike’s arms for a few moments when I felt him wrap the blanket around us and the warmth was so inviting. 

By morning, this fairytale feeling would be over and the flush of alcohol would be gone from both of our systems. We would go about our normal lives and this moment would just be a pleasant memory. 

“Goodnight, Julia,” Mike whispered and rubbed my arm as I snuggled up to his chest. 

“Goodnight, Mike.” 

“I have to work early in the morning. Do you want me to wake you up before I leave?” he asked as the reality of the morning started to bleed into our evening of romance. 

“No need,” I said and closed my eyes. “It’s okay.” 

“Okay, I’ll call you for our date though,” he offered. 

“Goodnight.” I wasn’t convinced that I’d ever hear from him again. “Sweet dreams.” 

“The sweetest of dreams to you too,” he kissed my forehead and started to stroke my hair as I felt myself drifting off to sleep. 

There was a tiny bit of uneasiness about the idea of him being gone when I woke up. It wasn’t going to feel great and I knew it, but it was what it was and I couldn’t change that. This was a one night fling for both of us. He was trying to ease the feelings about it all by promising a date but what guy wouldn’t make that promise? Not many would admit that they were just trying to have a night of fun. 

None of it mattered in the end though because I was going to be a mom soon. I was going to bring a beautiful life into this world and dedicate myself to being the best mother possible. 





Chapter 4

 

Mike

 

She looked sweet and utterly adorable sleeping so soundly next to me. I climbed out of bed and was about to grab my clothes and head out but stopped. I didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye. 

After getting dressed I went to the kitchen and fumbled around a little to make a couple cups of coffee for us. Even though I’d already given her a fair warning that I had to leave early for work, I wanted to talk to her one last time before I left. 

“Good morning Julia,” I whispered when I sat down on her side of the bed. 

She moved a little but barely opened her eyes. It was only six am and we certainly hadn’t had a full night of sleep. I was use to getting only a few hours though and was ready to head into the office. Sunday was my paperwork day. I didn’t work every Sunday, but this week I’d gotten way behind because my partner Bruce had been missing in action which meant I was taking on his patients. 

We named our practice RMA, or reproductive medicine associates. Bruce and I had been in business for the last five years together and up until recently things had been rather uneventful. Never in all my life had I thought I’d end up being the responsible one in a business partnership. But here I was always hounding Bruce and trying to get him to show up for work more. He spent more time philandering with the ladies than he did in the office, that was for sure. 

We had arranged to meet up on Sunday to touch base on all his patients I’d seen, and I also needed to talk to him about why he had been gone so much. With just the two of us running our practice, it was pretty damn difficult when he disappeared for whole days at a time. 

 “Julia, here’s some coffee. I’m going to get going,” I said again as I let my hand rest on her cheek. “I’ve got a work thing today.” 

“You made coffee?” she said softly.

“I can’t guarantee it’s very good.”

“That was sweet of you.” 

She pulled herself up and sat against the large white headboard. Her dark brown hair cascaded around her bare breasts and I did my best not to stare at her form. My cock, on the other hand, was paying very close attention. 

“I’ll call you, okay?” 

“You know Mike, it’s totally alright if this was just a one-night thing. You don’t have to call. I get it. We had fun and I’m perfectly fine with that.” 

“I’ll call you,” I replied to her skepticism. 

“Okay,” she leaned in and pressed her lips softly against mine. “But if you don’t…”

“Wow, I’ve never had a girl so sure I wasn’t going to call,” I laughed. “I’m not sure if I should be offended or not.”

“Oh, you should definitely be offended,” Julia laughed. 

“Listen here young lady. I had a great time getting to know you and I’d like to take you on a real date. I’m going to call you up and we are going to schedule it. Deal?” 

“Deal,” she said with a little smirk on her face. “Now get going so I can go back to sleep.” 

I kissed her one last time and downed my coffee before heading out. Julia ended up following me to the front door and locked it behind me as soon as I left. The skepticism of this girl made me laugh out loud as I walked into the elevator to head downstairs. Maybe she didn’t want me to call. I’d never had a woman try so damn hard to make sure what we had stayed a one night stand. 

Our Sunday morning meet up didn’t go as planned. Bruce wasn’t there so I spent most of the morning finishing my notes on patients and clearing out some old files. It wasn’t until noon that Bruce decided to show up, strolling in with a huge smile on his face and not a care in the world. 

“Nice of you to show up.”

“We said noon. It’s noon. I don’t know why you’re so agitated,” Bruce fell into the big leather couch in my office and put his feet up on the coffee table. 

“Dude, I said eight o’clock and you said noon. Then we decided on nine.” 

“That’s not how I remember it.”

“Okay, well you’re here now. So let’s go through a few of the cases I saw for you. I have a couple questions,” I said and pulled out the charts that needed updates. 

“These three women don’t have numbers listed by their sperm donors. You know that’s a huge error. How are we supposed to know if we have the right numbers now? Did you keep notes somewhere? We need to update these.” 

“There are no numbers for these three,” Bruce said and smiled down at the charts. “I am the donor.”

Bruce Simon was a perpetual playboy bachelor. Up until that moment I’d always assumed that he was just a sloppy bookkeeper. I’d seen other files of his that needed notes and numbers added, but never went back to check if it was done. We were partners, after all, I wasn’t his keeper. It wasn’t my job to babysit him. But this was huge. This was not at all what I’d expected to hear and I was pretty damned shocked to say the least. 

“Bruce, please tell me you aren’t saying what I think you are saying.” 

“I’m saying that I’m the sperm donor for these three women. I thought I was pretty clear about that,” he laughed. 

“This is serious. You can’t be doing that. There has to be some sort of legal thing saying this is not allowed. What the heck?” 

“I have a lawyer. He drew up some papers. It’s iron clad.”

“But you’re their doctor. Come on, man!” 

“Mike, I was going to be their doctor no matter what sperm swam up and grabbed a hold of their egg. I don’t think that should matter. Plus, it’s not like I’m tricking these women. They come in here begging for me to do this. I’m just being of service to them.”

“Bruce!” 

“Mike!” he yelled back at me. 

“No, you can’t do this. The medical licensing board would be all over this. Stop doing it! If you want to father people’s babies at least send those women to me to be their doctor. Or just stop doing it all together. God, we are going to be sued,” I put my head into my hands in utter disbelieve. 

“It’s fine. I will start telling them no. To be honest, I can’t believe no one has asked you.”

“Perhaps I’m just better at setting boundaries with my clients?” 

“Or maybe I’m just the better looking one of the two of us,” he started to look at himself in the mirror off to the side of the couch. 

Bruce was blonde with blue eyes and an olive complexion, I knew from working in this industry that those assets were very popular among women looking to have a baby. Not to mention his willingness to participate had made him an easy option for women. I had never even considered participating something like that and I’d never been asked either. 

“I don’t care what the reasons are, Bruce. It’s not ethical if you’re going to be their doctor. Can we at least agree on that? And I would like to talk to our attorney to mitigate any other potential issues that could arise from this.” 

“I already talked to Bob, he helped me with the contract that the women sign.” 

“I’m still going to talk to him and you still need to stop being the doctor for these women. Understood?”

“Yep.”

“Now, let’s talk about these other files and I’ll get you up to speed on what was accomplished.”

“Sure thing,” Bruce said and continued to look just as relaxed as the moment he came into my office. 

Nothing seemed to bother him at all. I used to be like him. I used to be carefree and unconcerned about boring business stuff. Somewhere in the process of building up our successful practice I became worried about the longevity of things. I became semi-responsible. 

We spent nearly two hours getting everything back on track and rearranging some patients, so I could see the people he had this unorthodox and complicated medical relationship with . I gave him some of my patients and he gave me some of his so everything ended up working out. 

“By the way, I’m going to need you to cover a couple patients tomorrow morning too. I’ve got a thing tonight,” Bruce added as we wrapped things up and were heading out of the office to the parking lot. 

“Dude, I’m getting burnt out here. Why can’t you come in on time or just reschedule your patients?” 

My blood pressure was boiling at this point. We had already hired an office manager and had several other support staff in our office, all these people were there to help reduce the strain on the two of us. But the way Bruce was operating lately, I was going to have to start looking for a new partner soon. 

“I’ve got a hot date tonight and I hate leaving early in the morning. It’s a little rude, don’t you think?” 

“Wow.”

“What?” he asked as if he was totally oblivious to the real world that one of us had to live in. “How’s your dating life going?”

“My dating life is going well. I actually left a hot new girl this morning so I could be here. It wasn’t rude at all. It was me being responsible.”

“Impressive.” 

“It’s your job, Bruce. Get in here by eight and see your patients or reschedule them. I can’t keep picking up your slack.” I didn’t wait for him to respond and climbed into my vehicle and slammed the door. 

Done, I was done with this crap. Not only was Bruce putting our whole practice at risk with his shady side deals, he wasn’t even covering his end of the work that needed done. Charging clinic rates for women that he fathered children with couldn’t be within the ethical boundaries of the practice. But I called our attorney Bob to see what he had to say. 

“Bob, it’s Mike Cooper. Did you tell Bruce he was cleared to father children with his patients?” 

“Good morning to you, too,” he scoffed. 

“Come on, I trust your legal counsel and Bruce is saying he got your okay. Why wasn’t I told about any of this?”

“Here’s the deal. If a friend of yours asked you to take care of her during her pregnancy you would do it, right?” 

“Yes, I’d probably do it. But that’s not crossing an ethical boundary.” 

“What if a friend of yours asked you to father a child?”

“I don’t know if I would do that. I really want to be a father, but it would be hard to know there were children out there that I wasn’t involved with raising.”

“Okay, so your issue with that is that you wouldn’t get to raise the child, not any sort of ethic issue with the woman asking you or with the sperm being provided?” Bob asked as if this was all leading to some final answer that I just wasn’t seeing. 

“Yes. That’s right.” 

“Read the contract. It’s clear that I’m simply stating Bruce, as a friend of these women, is providing them his sperm. There is an agreed upon fee and the contract is over once he’s delivered the specimen. It has nothing to do with who they choose as a doctor. Although, I did suggest to Bruce that he not be their doctor and refer them to someone else. I actually suggested someone outside of your practice.”

“Thank you. That’s what I was saying.” 

The rest of my Sunday was rather uneventful and I had to try my best not to pick up the phone and call Julia. Her trepidation over me really asking her out was bugging me the more I thought about it. Perhaps she really didn’t want me to ask her out and this was her way of pushing her agenda? 

Was that possible? 

Sure, up until that morning I wouldn’t have thought my own partner was lying to me and going behind my back and it turns out he was. So it was possible I’d misread the signs between Julia and I. I’d just sit on her number for a day or so before calling her and see if I felt the same about her after a little time. 

Weekends in general weren’t for relaxing. Most of my errands had to be done on the weekends and by Sunday night I was usually totally exhausted. This particular Sunday was no different and when I finally crawled into bed around ten o’clock, I couldn’t wait to get some sleep. 





Chapter 5

 

Julia

 

“How was your weekend? I didn’t even hear you come home last night,” I said when I saw Kendra sitting at our kitchen table Monday morning. 

“I didn’t come home until this morning.” 

She had a cheeky grin that I’d seen before from her. Kendra had a way with the guys, she was much better at picking them than I was. I envied her. If I had as much luck as she did, I probably would be more willing to wait to have a baby in hopes of finding the man of my dreams. 

It was totally plausible that my own lack of confidence was why I struggled with meeting decent men. I could admit it. When a woman was confident she carried herself differently. When a woman didn’t care if men liked her or not, there was something totally different about how she walked and even the aura around her. I wasn’t one of those women. Even though I felt like I had a normal amount of confidence and I could fake it for an evening or so, I was always rethinking what was going on in my mind. There was constant self doubt in my head during interactions with men. And my night with Mike was no different. 

“So that guy turned out to be decent?” I asked. 

“Yes, we had an amazing weekend together. You know when you just click with someone and everything seems perfect? That’s what it was like.” 

“Nice! That’s really great, Kendra,” I was so happy for her. The last few months both of us had been so jaded about the guys in New York, maybe our luck was changing. Although Kendra had also managed to meet a great guy just last month, who she had promptly dumped after she found out he was only in town for a month of work. “The guy I brought home, Mike. He was spectacular. But I don’t think we will see each other again.”

“Why not?”

“He’s really hot and was extremely nice, but to tell you the truth I just don’t think I’m his type at all. He probably dates models and women like that. And well, there’s something else…”

“So just to be clear,” she said as she interrupted me, “he’s not the one saying any of this? You’re deciding for him that you aren’t the right one for him?”

“Yes,” I laughed. “Plus, my appointment is today with the fertility place. I thought it was next week but it’s today. I’m moving forward with it. Not exactly the sort of thing a guy is going to want if we were to date. He’s not the love of my life and I’m not going to sit around and wait for that person to appear. I’ve made up my mind.” 

“Julia, why don’t you wait just a little bit? You are still young; you have plenty of time to start having babies. Just wait a year. Or maybe two. Hell, you are still so young. I can’t believe you are even considering this.” 

I totally understood where Kendra and my friends were coming from. I was still young and I knew if I really wanted to wait I could do that. The thing was though, I’d already decided that I was ready to be a mother and I didn’t want to wait. It was unconventional, I knew, but I was ready to get pregnant and have a baby. I was going to be one of those cool young moms with a great career and the perfect life. I just couldn’t wait. 

With all the second guessing I did in my personal life, this was something that I was sure of. I knew deep down that I was ready and to be honest there wasn’t much that I still had to think about. It was very unlikely anyone could have talked me out of this plan, not even my best friend. 

“I know, I know. But I’m okay with being a single mom. Really, I’m excited about it. I don’t need anyone else around. Actually, I’m more excited about being able to do this all on my own than anything else. I’ll get to pick the name, I’ll get to pick my new apartment and decorate the baby’s room. I make a great living and I’m on track to move up the ladder in a couple of years. Now is the perfect time for this.”

“Julia, this is a little crazy, you have to admit it.”

“No I don’t. Women are having babies by themselves all the time. Just because I didn’t pick some dude up and accidently get pregnant doesn’t make it weird. I’m financially responsible and since we’ve been roommates for so long I have been able to save up a lot of money. I’m ready.”

“Fine, I’m not going to argue any more. I’m sure the process takes time, right? You’ll have the ability to change your mind somewhere down the road.”

“Yes, although I don’t think I’ll change my mind at all. This is an expensive process and I wouldn’t be moving forward if I hadn’t already made up my mind. But today I’m just meeting with Doctor Simon and discussing my options. I have picked out a few possible sperm donors from the registry and I still need to narrow that down before I could move forward.”

“Sperm donor, eww! That sounds gross.” 

“It’s not that gross.” 

I tried to defend it but Kendra was right on this one, it did sound a little gross to be talking about sperm at all. I didn’t even want to imagine what it was like for the men to be hiding away in sterile doctors’ offices spewing their seed into a cup. But I liked this plan much better than having to be tied to some random dude for the rest of my life. 

If I happened to get pregnant from a guy I dated for a night or two, well, that seemed like a recipe for disaster to me. There could be custody battles and child support hearings and all sorts of messiness. Nope, my way was much easier. I just paid for some sperm and hired a doctor to squirt it into me, then BAM! It was baby making time. 

“Well do you want me to go with you? I’m not totally on board but I’ll go with you if you need support.”

“Kendra! That’s so nice of you!” I wrapped my arms around her and held on tight. This was the sort of friend she was. She clearly didn’t like my plan, but she still offered to be there for me. “You are amazing! But I think I should do this alone. I want to be focused and plus it’s good for me to practice my independence.” 

“Good! I really didn’t want to go to that place,” she laughed. “But you let me know if you ever need some backup, I promise I will go with you. And I’m sure I’ll come around to this whole idea if you end up going through with it. I’ll be here for you.”

“Thanks again, Kendra. You’re a really good friend.” 

“I know. I know. I’m the best. The baby can call me Auntie Kendra.” We both laughed at the idea, but it was likely what would end up happening. Since I didn’t have any sisters Kendra was as close as I was going to get to that sort of relationship. 

“That’s a plan,” I said with a hug before finally heading out of our apartment and to my doctor’s appointment. 

My heart was pounding out of my chest as I maneuvered my way through the city to the clinic office on 56th street. After much rumination I’d settled on Doctor Bruce Simon. His online reviews were stellar and many of his patients had noted going back to him over and over again. 

The first appointment was supposed to be more like a blind date, or at least that was what I had gathered from everything I’d read up on this process. I was going to interview him and his practice to see if we were a good fit and he was basically going to be making sure I was a good fit as well, but honestly I couldn’t imagine any doctor not working with a woman that was willing to pay them. 

My fingers were freezing as I pressed the button for the elevator up to his office. It was a beautiful fall day and the weather was in the mid 70’s so I shouldn’t have felt as cold as I was feeling. But as I looked at my hands I saw I’d been clenching my fists the entire trip to the office and still had fingernail marks on my hands from the tight grip. 

I took in a few deep breaths as the elevator door closed and I did my best to try and calm down. Getting pregnant with the help of artificial insemination wasn’t all that hard, but there were a ton of steps to jump through. Doctors had liability issues if they helped a woman who wasn’t healthy get pregnant, even if it was something as little as squirting some sperm inside of her. The rules, or what I understood up to this point, were daunting. Especially if you consider I could have decided to lie under some random dude and get pregnant without so much as a check of my pulse before I did that. 

As the elevator doors opened I took a few steps and stood in front of the fancy glass doors to Doctor Simon’s office. My vision was blurry as I stared at the sign on the door. I couldn’t even read the names on there but I saw the large RMA letters and knew I was in the right spot. 

I pressed open the door and took another deep breath in an attempt to calm down. It wasn’t helping much though, I still felt like I could hear my heart beating in my ears and my breathing was so heavy that I was sure everyone in the waiting room could hear me. 

“Good afternoon and welcome to Reproductive Medicine Associates. How can I help you?” the young blonde at the desk said with an annoyingly chipper smile. 

“Um, hello. My name is Julia Rivas. I have an appointment with Doctor Simon.” 

“Miss Rivas, here you are,” she said with her fake smile. “I have some paperwork for you to fill out. The doctor is running a little behind, but it shouldn’t be too long.” 

“Thank you.” I grabbed her clipboard with my shaky hands and found a spot in the corner of the room. 

The waiting room was filled with happy couples and only a few single women. I didn’t necessarily feel out of place, but I didn’t feel comfortable either. Handling new situations on my own was just one of the things I needed to adjust to if I was going to be a mother though. So I took another deep breath, wiped the sweat from the palm of my hand, grabbed the pen, and started filling out my life story on the clipboard stuffed with papers. 

It was nearly a half hour before I’d completed my large packet of paperwork. The questions went on and on as if they were never going to end. When was your first period? How long have you been considering having a child? What steps have you gone through to try for a child? Some of the questions seemed absolutely ridiculous to me while others were clearly more geared toward couples who were having fertility issues. But as I walked back up to the young blonde at the desk, I finally felt my breath calm. This was what I wanted and filling out thirty minutes of paperwork wasn’t going to sway me from my dream. In fact, I was even more certain of my plans now that I’d managed to navigate that road block. 

It was a road block, I was sure of it. They put this enormous packet of information together to deter young women who just wanted to gather information and weren’t really interested in moving forward. Of course, some of them would stay and stick through the paperwork for the appointments. But I suspected more than a few women had dropped that clipboard and made their way out of the office. If the months of waiting for an appointment was enough of a deterrent, the paperwork might have been. 

There were a steady stream of names being called to go back to their appointments, but my name wasn’t called at all. There were a few women in the waiting room that had been there longer than I had, but soon even they had been called back to a room. I waited patiently. Certainly this was just another road block put up to keep women out of the process who weren’t totally dedicated, or at least that was my theory. 

Then a woman, who had just come in five minutes earlier, was called to go back to the patient area. I couldn’t take it any longer and jumped out of my seat, about to lose my cool before I realized this was not going to help me get accepted into this office. I had to keep my cool. Certainly a woman who could easily fly off the handle about a late appointment wasn’t going to be considered a good mother. 

“Excuse me, do you know how much longer it will be? I’ve been waiting for quite some time.” 

“Oh, yes, I’m sorry. I was just about to have you come up. Doctor Simon is still running late. If you’d be okay with seeing his partner I could squeeze you in, or we could reschedule you for a later date.” 

I’d already taken the day off from work and waited most of the morning. As much as I really wanted to meet Doctor Simon, since he was the one I’d picked, at this point I just wanted to get through this appointment and onto the next step in the process. 

“How much longer will the doctor be?” 

“I’m sorry, I don’t know. He could be just a few minutes or he might not make it in at all today.” 

“Oh.”

“His partner is very good and I know they share notes when they have to cover for each other. It’s possible you’d even end up with his partner delivering your baby since they rotate their on-call nights. It might be a good thing to meet him now.” 

“Okay,” I said with all the fake acceptance I could muster. “I’ll see him.”

“Great, it should be less than an hour and I’ll have you back there.” 

I clenched my fists tight and pressed my lips even tighter as I made my way back to my little corner of the waiting room. Another hour! This place was ridiculous. My stomach grumbled with hunger as I waited out my time and watched as other women went ahead of me. 

By the time my name was finally called I was in a thoroughly bad mood. Even her upbeat banter was lost on me as the nurse took my vitals and went over my pile of paperwork with me. When she finally stepped out of the room I was livid about the whole situation. This doctor’s office wasn’t behaving like one of the top-rated fertility centers in the city. They certainly didn’t appear to be the rising star that so many women were talking about. 

Granted I might have been confused by the dozens and dozens of offices I’d looked at. Each of them had blurred together and I couldn’t have been sure about everything I’d read, but I was positive the women who had come to see Doctor Simon loved him and to be honest I wasn’t even sure who his partner was. 

When I heard the doctor outside my room I hurried to get my agitation in check. Deep breaths, smiling, and I prepared for him to enter the room. 

“Where’s the chart?” I heard him said to the nurse. 

“Just go in, I’ll get it to you in a second. I’m finishing something up,” the nurse replied. 

As the door opened I took a deep breath again but then stopped breathing all together when I saw who was standing in the doorway. 

“Julia?” Mike asked with an awkward look on his face. 

“Hey, Mike. Wow, you’re a fertility doctor? I didn’t see this one coming,” I laughed nervously. 

He was totally silent as he sat down on the rolling stool across from me. I was sitting in a rather uncomfortable metal chair and laughed nervously about the whole situation. How did I not know that this was the sort of doctor he was? It was rather humorous, especially after the morning I’d had already. 

“Wow. I have a really busy day today. I thought we sort of handled this whole thing that morning when I left,” Mike said curtly as he crossed his arms. 

“What?” 

“I didn’t take you as the sort of girl who would do something like this.”

“What are you talking about?” 

“I’m flattered, Julia, really. But I have a busy day. I’ll call you, okay,” he said and stood up to leave the room. 

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. I didn’t come here to stalk you. Is that what you think is happening here? Wow, you are really full of yourself.” I felt the blood nearly boiling inside me at the insinuation that I’d purposely ended up in that room waiting for him. I had no idea he worked there. I certainly wouldn’t have showed up pretending that I wanted to get pregnant and hoping that would get me another date. 

“So, you just happened to make an appointment with me but didn’t know it was me? Come on now,” Mike said as he stood in the doorway. 

The nurse appeared behind him. “Here you go, doctor. Sorry it took so long to get her chart. She was another one of Doctor Simon’s patients that needed to be seen today,” she said and handed Mike what I assumed was my medical chart. 

He held onto it and looked back at me with only the slightest bit of remorse. In fact, I wasn’t even sure it was remorse at all. As he stood there about to open the chart that held all the secrets to my medical, sexual, and fertility history, I slapped the chart out of his hand. 

“I don’t know who you think you are but I’ve been waiting for months to see Doctor Simon. I waiting for hours in the waiting room and just finally agreed to be seen by his partner. I had no idea it was you and the fact that you’d even think I was someone like that means you obviously didn’t get to know me at all the other night. What sort of crazy narcissist thinks a woman who wants to have a baby would stalk her one night stand and show up at his office? That’s utterly insane.” 

“Wait a second. You don’t need to be so upset, Julia. I was just confused.” 

“Right. And the first conclusion you jumped to was that I was a crazy stalker? Great. Perfect. Could this day get any better?” I stood up and gathered my purse. There was no way I was staying. No way I was going to continue to talk about the biggest life decision I have ever made with a man who was so stuck on himself he thought I’d come there for him. Nope, I’d just wait for Doctor Simon and set up a new appointment with him. 

“I’m sorry, Julia. Please sit back down. I will see when Bruce is going to get in and you can see him.” 

“Sir, Doctor Simon hasn’t been answering his phone at all,” the nurse said quietly. “I’ve been trying him all morning.” 

“It doesn’t matter,” I yelled and pressed past Mike. “Schedule me with him and call me with the time.”

“Julia,” Mike called after me. 

“You know what?” I turned back to him in a furry of anger. “I actually thought you were a good guy. I had heard Rob talk about you for years. I had a crush on you since the moment you came home from college. But I definitely didn’t think you’d turn out to be such a jerk.”

Then I realized that I’d just given away my own little secret. I just connected Mike to my brother Rob. His face was pale with acknowledgment as everything started to click for him. I could tell by his expression that he still hadn’t realized who I was until that very moment. 

I turned to leave. This was done. Whatever had been between us was done. Clearly I wasn’t going to run off and live happily ever after with Mike. I’d known it when he left that morning after our night together, but I knew it even more as I stood there in front of him watching his face contort at the realization he’d slept with one of his friend’s sisters. 

I was halfway down the hall before Mike even made an effort to respond. “Julia Rivas,” he yelled after me. “Rob’s little sister. I…” 

I didn’t wait to hear what else he had to say. I pressed through the waiting room door and stormed out the glass front doors to the office. 

Nervously I waited at the elevator, hoping desperately that Mike didn’t come running out there after me. I was mortified by the whole thing. Not only by the fact that he never realized who I was, but by the fact that now he knew I was trying to have a baby and that he actually thought I’d stalked him and snuck into his office like that. Mike definitely wasn’t thinking as highly of me as I had been thinking of him. 

Even after realizing that I hadn’t stalked him, the whole thing was just horribly embarrassing. I was sure I wouldn’t be coming back to see Doctor Simon either and now was going to have to find a new doctor and wait months and months to get into them. 

As the elevator doors closed tears poured down my face. Nothing was turning out the way it was supposed to. My entire life had gone from feeling perfect to feeling like I would never be happy again. How quickly life could turn around. 





Chapter 6

 

Mike 

 

“What was that all about?” Sheryl asked.

She bent over and picked up the chart that Julia had thrown onto the ground. I just stood there in utter disbelief over all the information that was jetting through my mind. I still wasn’t really sure I understood what was going on. 

“I thought she was a crazy stalker like that one girl, remember that red head who showed up after I didn’t call her?” 

“Oh, yeah. That was crazy! So this girl was a stalker? That doesn’t make sense though, she was scheduled with Doctor Simon and not you.” 

“I know that now Sheryl!” I snapped. “It would have been much more useful information to have before I opened the door to the room.”

“Sorry. How was I supposed to know she was one of your girlfriends?” 

“Don’t act like I have this long line of women I date. Come on, I’m not like that,” I tried to defend myself. 

“Maybe not DMV size long, but it’s definitely Starbuck size,” she laughed and I couldn’t help but smile. “So you did know her? She was pretty upset. Let me guess, you didn’t call her back either?” 

Not calling women back wasn’t something I did. Even if I wasn’t going to see them again I’d usually call and make some sort of excuse. I’d tell them how busy work was, or make some other excuse for why it just wasn’t a good time right now. At least since the stalking incident I’d made more of an effort to let girls down over the phone so they wouldn’t show up at my work. But none of that had anything to do with Julia. 

“Apparently it was just a wild coincidence,” I said. “She was really scheduled with Bruce?” 

“Yeah, looks like she had her appointment booked several months ago.” 

“But she had to have known it was me who worked here. She knew me. I was friends with her brother.”

“So, you think she stalked you and set up an appointment three months ago with Bruce, knowing he was a basket case who wouldn’t show up for work today and that way she could wait in the waiting room for three hours and then get scheduled with you?” 

Sheryl was smiling at me. No, of course I didn’t think she had done all that. And if I had had a moment or two to think about things before going into the room I would have noticed Julia’s last name and I was sure I would have realized who she was. It was just a comedy of errors. 

“She is also my high school friend’s little sister. I met her at a club over the weekend and went home with her,” I ran my hand through my hair as I contemplated the fact that I hadn’t realized it was her. “I thought she looked familiar but I just couldn’t place where I knew her from.” 

“Oh, shit. You are a jerk,” Sheryl laughed. 

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.” 

“No, really. I mean, I thought you were sort of a jerk for the way you acted when you saw her in the room. But wow, you really slept with your friend’s sister and didn’t even realize it was her? That’s pretty epic.” 

“Yeah.”

“And this poor woman was planning on having Doctor Simon help her with artificial insemination. So now she is probably utter embarrassed that the man she slept with, who didn’t know who she was when he should have, also now knows about her fertility. Wow, if I could find her and give her a hug I would. And yep, you’re a jerk.” 

“Shit, yeah. So, she was really coming in here to start the process?” 

“Yeah, she was doing her initial consultation.” 

“She’s like twenty-five and beautiful, funny too. Why on earth would she want a baby with some sperm donor?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe because she’s tired of meeting jerky guys who don’t call her back and have no idea they actually know her?” 

“Ouch.”

“You deserved that and you know it. Now we have a shit ton of work to do, so as much as I’d love to continue on with this conversation about your shortcomings, we really need to get through this day.” 

“I’m going to kill Bruce next time I see him,” I said as Sheryl handed me the next patients chart. “He better be dead already or there’s no reason for this shit. I just talked to him about showing up and being more accountable.” 

“Maybe he’s really dead?” Sheryl shrugged as we went back to work. 

We both knew Bruce wasn’t dead. He was just shacked up with some woman and had his phone off. He liked to pretend like he was totally dedicated and turn his phone off so the girl would feel comfortable with him. In reality, he had his phone off so all the women texting and calling him wouldn’t disturb his date with the new woman. And of course, so his business partner, me, wouldn’t be able to reach him when he abandoned me with all his patients for the day. 

The rest of the day was a blur. Patient after patient came into the rooms. I focused on them as much as possible and took copious notes to ensure I could look back over them later when my mind was clear. 

It was impossible to get Julia off of my mind though. I’d planned on calling her and setting up a date. I was going to make things happen between the two of us despite the way she’d pushed me away when I left that morning. Her distance was starting to make more sense too. If she knew who I was the whole time and I hadn’t realized who she was, well that probably didn’t sit well with her by the morning. Plus, she was planning on having a baby! That’s a pretty big deal. 

As the last patient left the building, I collapsed onto the couch in my office. The stack of patient charts was piled at least a foot thick on my desk and just then my phone rang with a call from Bruce. 

“It’s him, isn’t it?” Sheryl laughed. 

“He just called the main desk,” Miranda added as we all hung out in my office. 

“Oh, I’m going to kill him,” I said just before answering the call. 

“Don’t kill me,” Bruce said as if he knew exactly what I was thinking. “I’m sorry. I ended up breaking up with a girl and it went badly. The police were involved and I had a horrible day. I’m going to be there tomorrow. I promise this sort of thing isn’t going to happen again. Our conversation the other day is still true. I’m going to make an effort.” 

“Bruce, I don’t even know. To be honest, I don’t believe a thing you’re saying right now.” 

“I understand.” 

“You’re not even going to argue with me?” I asked a little concerned that my friend who normally argued about everything wasn’t even making the effort. 

“No, I really did have a horrible day. The woman tried to jump off my balcony after I broke it off. It was awful. I barely pulled her back and had to call the police. They took her to the psychiatric hospital.” 

“Shit, I’m sorry, man,” I said as I realized this story was likely true and not something he was making up. 

“Yeah, I’ll be there tomorrow and tell you about it. I need to crash. Emotionally exhausted,” he said before hanging up.

“So what sort of crazy excuse did he have this time,” Sheryl laughed. 

“I’m not sure it was actually an excuse. He didn’t seem like himself at all.”

“Well, I’ll be the judge of that tomorrow. You have a good time with all those notes tonight,” she said with a sympathetic smile. 

“That’s what he gets paid the big bucks for,” Miranda added as the two women waved good-bye and headed out for the night. 

“Don’t worry about me. I’ll still be here in the morning when you come back,” I hollered after them. 

“We aren’t worried,” Sheryl laughed.

I heard her lock the front door after it shut. I often had to stay for an hour or two after patients left. It was a normal part of keeping up with my paperwork. But since I’d seen so many patients that day I hadn’t had time to put any notes into the computer or the patient’s charts officially. Instead, I had taken notes on paper during their sessions. Now I had to go through each chart and nicely write my notes for the day and then make a pile of patients that I’d have to talk with Bruce about. 

Our notes in the medical charts were a legal part of the patient’s case. If it was a patient of Bruce’s I liked to make sure I was reviewing the case thoroughly before adding to the chart. The last thing I needed was to say I gave a patient one medication when I really gave something else. Or to miss something important about their case. 

Luckily this day was filled with consultations and routine checkups. We liked to keep certain days of the week for certain types of appointments as much as possible. If it had been a Friday, I would have been much more upset with Bruce since Fridays are our complicated cases that really require the assigned doctor to review them. 

I moved to my desk and groaned at the amount of work I had to do that evening. It was entirely possible that I’d be there well into the night. But before I got too far into my paperwork, I dialed Julia to see if I could apologize to her. 

“This is Julia, leave a message after the beep,” her sweet voice said right away after the first ring. 

“Hey, Julia. I’m really sorry about what happened today. And about not realizing it was you. I did feel like we had a connection and I honestly felt like I knew you from somewhere but I just couldn’t place you. In my defense, you’re much prettier now than I remember you before. Crap, sorry. I didn’t mean that to sound bad. Sorry, just give me a call back. I’d like to apologize.” 

I hung up and then let my head fall into my hands with exasperation. That was by far the worse apology voicemail in the history of men. Why hadn’t I thought things through a little more before calling her? 

In every other aspect of my life I was fine with taking notes and precautions to ensure I said or did the right thing. With my patient charts I was meticulous. But yet I dialed her up without even thinking through what I wanted to say, without writing down any notes. And I basically said she was ugly back when I was in high school. She had to hate me!

Reluctantly, I pushed my phone away and got started on my paperwork. It was highly unlikely that Julia was going to call me back anytime soon. In fact, I wasn’t sure she’d ever actually call me back. 

 

***

 

Three days later and I still hadn’t heard back from Julia. It was driving me nuts. She had to know that I wasn’t intentionally a total jerk. Even if she didn’t want to see me again, even if she didn’t want to use my office for her pregnancy, I still couldn’t live with the idea that she thought I was a monstrous jerk of a man. Finally I decided to call Rob and check in with him, maybe feel him out to see if Julia had told him about what happened. 

“Hey, what’s up?” Rob answered.

“Not much, just checking in. Want to grab a drink soon?” I said. 

“When have I ever not wanted to get a drink?”

“Very true. How about tonight?” 

“You know me so well.” 

It was true, I did know Rob well. If we tried to schedule something a little further out he would cancel on me. My best bet was always the same day invitation. I was the same way. Most of the time I didn’t make plans for my weekend and just grabbed whoever was available to head out, or I’d have a woman I could call for a date. 

“So meet you at nine down at Henry’s?” I asked. 

“Shit, no I can’t do it tonight. I forgot I was doing this thing with Marissa.” 

“Oh, Marissa?” 

“Yeah, just this stock broker I’m dating. Nothing serious.” 

“Yeah, we can catch up another time,” I said as nonchalantly as I could manage. “Maybe you could invite your sister too. Isn’t she in New York now?” 

“Julia’s been here for a few years Mike, I told you about her job at the Hotel. Remember, she’s a sales consultant for big wigs at King Hotels?” 

The second he mentioned what Julia did, I remembered the conversation we had over a year before. It was a brief talk in the middle of a noisy bar just before we went and picked up some girls. It was one of the only times we had hung out in the last year and to be honest, talking about his sister wasn’t really hitting my radar that night. 

“Oh, yeah. Sorry, I forgot. King Hotels, that’s pretty cool. What else is up with her lately?” 

“Man, I don’t know. I can’t keep up with her life. You know how she is.”

Actually, I didn’t really know how she was at all. I’d been trying to reach her for days without any luck. But I wasn’t about to unload that juicy piece of information on Rob. I wasn’t sure he would think me sleeping with his sister was a great idea. 

“Oh, I know how it is. Okay, well, call me sometime and we can grab drinks. It was nice catching up with you.” 

“You too,” Rob said and we both hung up. 

One of the best things about having a friend like Rob was that we had been friends for so long that a quick conversation was enough for the both of us. There was no need to fill each other in on why we had been too busy to call earlier. No need to pretend or keep secrets from each other, except for the part about me doing his sister. I was going to continue to keep that secret.  

With only a small amount of effort I called around and was put through to a Mr. Schneider who was the head of the sales team at King Hotels. A few white lies and five minutes later I had the address of the hotel where Julia worked. 

I grabbed my coat and hailed a cab with only an intention of scoping out the building and seeing what was in that neighborhood. Nothing more than that. I would just get the lay of the land so perhaps sometime down the road I could do lunch in that neighborhood and run into Julia. 

It was freezing out. Not at all normal for a September afternoon. I had my coat buttoned up as high as it would go and still had to tuck myself into the collar in an effort to stay warm as I climbed out of the cab in front of the hotel. 

As I stood in the freezing wind in front of the large glass building, I decided to head inside. The lobby of the hotel was modern and decorated with glass sculptures and odd pieces of art. There were several leather seats organized in a square off in the corner of the lobby, so I grabbed a seat and pretended to look at my phone for a minute. 

Casually I looked around every few moments and tried to get the lay of the land. Unfortunately, even after thirty minutes I hadn’t been able to ascertain whether or not the marketing and sales team offices were on the main floor or somewhere else in the building. 

Then I saw Julia. My pulse quickened as I looked down at my phone and tried to peak at the offices where she had just walked out of. My technique of looking at my phone and then looking up was working fine until I made eye contact with Julia as she walked toward me. 

The jig was up. She clearly had seen me looking at her. Now all I had to do was decide what sort of story I was going to tell her about why I was there. Maybe I had a meeting there? No, I didn’t even know what offices were in that neighborhood. There was no way I could pull that story off.  Perhaps I could just say I was supposed to meet a friend there in the lobby. 

“Mike, what are you doing here?” Julia asked as she took a seat across from me. 

There was an open seat right next to me, so it was a telling sign that she had chosen the seat as far away from me as possible. She leaned forward with her elbows resting on her knees and a stern expression of disapproval on her face. 

“I’m stalking you,” I said with a shrug of my shoulders and a smile. Hoping that a little humor might lighten the mood. 

“I know you’re trying to be funny, but really, what are you doing here?” 

“I’m here to tell you I’m sorry. I’ve said it a few horrible ways on your cell phone, but I needed to make sure you really heard me. I didn’t mean to act like that.” 

“Okay, thank you,” Julia said and got up to walk away. 

“That’s it?” I ran after her. “You’re just going to forgive me and then walk away?” 

“What else do you want Mike? Do you want to embarrass me here at work like you did at your office? No, thank you. I accept your apology, so now you can go about your life and not worry about my hurt feelings any longer.”

She turned to walk away and I instinctively reached out for her hand and grabbed it. Electricity flooded my body at the touch of her soft skin. A visceral reaction pulsed into me and I was throbbing with excitement within seconds. 

“Can I take you to dinner? You have to be getting done soon. We could go someplace close and I promise to be a gentleman.” 

“Now you want to take me to dinner? That’s not necessary.”

Her eyes locked onto mine and she softly shook her head back and forth as I kept my gaze locked on her beautiful brown eyes. I wasn’t ready to let go of her. With her hand in mine I knew I wanted to spend more time with Julia and if the only way she would agree was for us to do it right then and there, I was game. 

“Mike, I’m not sure if you understand why I was in your office. But that doesn’t exactly make this a possibility,” she motioned down to my hand which was still wrapped around hers. “Let’s just call it good. You apologized, I accepted. We can both move on.” 

“So you’re saying no to a free meal?” 

“I’m saying no.” 

“Julia, is everything okay?” A man asked as he stopped next to us. He eyed my hand on Julia’s and I quickly let go of her. 

“Everything is okay, Teddy,” she reassured him. 

“Hi, I’m Teddy Schneider, the supervisor here. Is there something I can help you with?” He asked me as if I was going to book a dozen hotel rooms or something like that. 

“No, I think Julia has it covered. She just offered to come to dinner with me so we could discuss me booking a conference here later next year.” 

“Fabulous idea, yes. Please go and discuss it. Julie is my top sales woman. She will help you with anything you need.” 

As Teddy Schneider walked away I tried to pull another playful smile out to see if it would help reduce the tension, but Julia’s stern face never cracked at all. She stormed back toward the hallway of offices and I followed her to the one that had her name on it. 

I was about to put up a new argument when I realized she was grabbing her coat and purse. My smile took over my face as she pushed past me and walked quickly toward the front of the lobby. Her three-inch heels clicking away on the tile floor of the large room while I took large strides to catch up to her. 

“Thank you, Julia,” I whispered while holding the front door open for her. 

“You’re going to have to book a convention with me now.”

“Ok,” I replied without a moment of hesitation. 

I happened to be on a convention committed for fertility doctors. I certainly could throw King Hotels name around at the next meeting and try to book with them. I had a new bounce in my step as I followed Julia across the street to where we were going to eat. I was happy that Julia had agreed to come on the impromptu date. 

“We are going to eat a meal here and that’s it,” Julia said pointing at the Italian restaurant we were standing in front of. 

“Perfect.” 

“Nothing else, Mike.”

“Okay, that’s perfect.”

I held the door open for her and she gently brushed up against me as we made our way into the tiny local Italian restaurant. Giovanni’s was nicer on the inside than it looked from the street. I never would have considered taking a woman there on a date if I’d only looked at the rusted sign outside the building. Once inside, the floors were a brilliant stained wood and the sitting area roomier than many high end eateries in New York. Each table was dressed with a white tablecloth and artificial candles. It was actually really romantic and I could see Julia hesitating as we stood near the main dining area and waited to be seated. 

“I’ve never been here before. I thought it was going to be different,” she snuffed just before a server made his way to us. 

“Hello and welcome to Giovanni’s. Do you have a reservation?”  

“No, I’m sorry, we don’t,” Julia said. “We can come back…”

“I’m sorry, it’s my fault. This is sort of a last-minute date,” I interrupted before Julia could tell the man we were leaving. “Is there any possible way we could get a table? I’d be very grateful,” I said and handed the man a hundred-dollar bill as I shook his hand. I figured it was worth a try to get a table. Sure enough the man started looking at his seating chart and whipped a name off the list and made room for us. 

“Your name?” He asked looking at me. 

“Doctor Cooper,” I said pulling out the doctor card to push even further. 

“Thank you. Yes, it looks like I do have a cancelation tonight and can squeeze you in. Please, come this way,” the man said as we followed him to a back corner of the restaurant. “I’ll be your waiter; my name is Jessie. I’ll give you a minute and then come back with some menus.”

“Thank you,” I said and held Julia’s chair out for her. “This is a nice romantic spot,” I said as she sat down. 

“You know I didn’t want a romantic spot. I thought this place was a dump.”

“We can make the best of it,” I said and sat down across from her. “Now, will you let me apologize?” 

“Go for it.”

“First, about how I acted at the office. I’m so sorry. That was disrespectful and rude of me. My only defense is that my co-worker, Doctor Simon, abandoned me and I was doing double duty. One time in the past a woman I’d dated snuck into the office and when I saw you I jumped to conclusions. I’m very sorry and I sincerely want to apologize.” 

Julia looked away from me and tears welled up in her eyes. She went from being hard and distant to sweet and vulnerable in a blink of an eye. I reached out and grabbed her hand in an effort to comfort her. 

“It’s okay,” she managed to say through tears. 

“I had a great time with you the other night. I honestly thought we connected and was looking forward to taking you on a real date.” 

“I’m not really looking to date,” she said as she continued to look away and only glanced back at me for a moment. “Obviously, from me being at your office, you know I’m looking to start a different phase of my life.” 

“Yes, I concluded that after I realized what was really going on.”

“Mike, I’m sorry I didn’t say something about knowing you,” she said and turned her tear filled eyes toward me. “I thought it was fun when we were at the club. It was exciting that you saw me as this beautiful woman instead of a little girl. I should have said something.” 

“No, that’s fine. I really did feel like we had met before or I knew you. It’s my jerky self who is to blame for that too. I should have asked you more questions and gotten to know you more. I’m sure it would have come out. But the truth is I was just enamored by you and well, attraction seemed to be in the lead of my brain that night.” 

I squeezed her hand and she smiled back. It was the first smile I’d gotten and I finally thought we would be okay. I handed her a napkin to wipe her eyes with as our waiter approached the table and handed us our menus. 

“Can I get you guys something to drink?” he asked. 

“I could really use a drink,” Julia said before I could get a word in. “Bring us a bottle of red wine. Something good.” 

“Yes, what the lady said,” I echoed. 

“Our special is pasta primavera tonight. I’ll get your wine and be back shortly,” the young man said eagerly. “Our best red wine is three hundred dollars,” he whispered in my ear. “Is that what you want?” 

“Yes, that sounds perfect,” I replied. 

“Three hundred dollars, wow,” Julia laughed a little. “You really do want me to forgive you.” 

“If buying wine is all I have to do, I’m all over that,” I held onto her hand still and didn’t want to let go. The soft touch of her skin was calming to me and I really could have sat there all night long holding onto her. If she didn’t want to pull away from me then I wasn’t about to give up the chance to hold onto her. 

“So I guess I should tell you why I was at the office,” Julia said dramatically and pulled her hand away from me. “I am ready to have a baby, but I’m still in the beginning stages of the process and was basically wanting to interview Doctor Simon to see if he would be a good doctor to work with.” 

“Can I ask you why?” 

“Because I’ve heard women are really happy working with him and often come back to him over and over again for their babies.”

“No, why do you want to have a baby this way? I don’t mean any disrespect at all. Of course I know that women choose to have children this way all the time. But you’re a beautiful, smart, funny, young woman; it seems like you wouldn’t have any trouble finding a man who wanted to have a baby with you.” I smiled at the thought. 

Truthfully I couldn’t think of a man who would turn Julia down if she asked them to father a child with her. She was a beautiful woman who clearly had her head on straight and a thriving life. She was the cream of the crop in New York and having a baby through artificial insemination didn’t seem to suit her at all. 

“Don’t you think women who choose artificial insemination have it easier though?” She asked. “They don’t have some weird guy they have to deal with. No legal issues. No relationship issues. It’s easier this way.” 

“Some of that is true, but sometimes…” I started to say and then stopped myself from going any further. “Let’s change the subject, should we,” I said nervously. “This seems a little heavy of a topic for our first date.” 

“Oh, so you’re still going with the dating story here?” She laughed out loud. 

“Um, yeah, we are at a romantic restaurant and I just ordered wine. This is definitely a date.” 

“I thought this was supposed to just be an apology,” she laughed. 

“Yes, it’s an apology and a first date. We don’t need to put so many labels on things though do we?” 

“Hey, how did you find out where I worked anyways? I never told you that did I?” 

Julia looked fantastic as her face softened and she leaned forward on the table. Her big brown eyes glistened from the tears that were still in them, but her smile lit up her face and I could tell things were better between the two of us. 

“I called your brother,” I shrugged.

“Oh no! You didn’t tell him I was at your office did you?” she exclaimed. 

“Of course not. There’s doctor patient privilege there,” I said. “I just called to catch up with him and then snuck in some questions about you and how you were doing here in New York.” 

“I’ve been here a few years. You really hadn’t talked about me before?” 

“Not really,” I said making a face and shrugging. “We are sort of self centered and we usually talk about me or Rob and what we are doing. I don’t think we ever talk about other people much.” 

“Yeah, that sounds like you two,” Julia laughed. “I haven’t told any of my brothers my plans yet. I just don’t think they will understand why I’m doing it.” 

“Why you’re having a baby on your own?” I asked. 

“Yeah, I know it’s unconventional. But I’ve made up my mind and I’m moving forward with it. I just need to pick a baby daddy,” she laughed. 

“And you’re using a sperm bank?” 

“Yes, why? You have a weird expression on your face. Is there something I should know?” 

“No, no, I mean they clear their donors of diseases and some even do gene testing and I know they are very safe. It’s just…” I was going to keep talking but saw the concern on Julia’s face. “Don’t worry about it. I’m sure you’ll find a donor that is exactly what you’re looking for.”

The waiter interrupted us and poured our wine before taking our food orders and disappearing again. I’m sure he could sense the intensity of our conversation and he quickly made himself scarce. 

Julia and I were both leaning forward toward one another with our hands on the white linen table cloth. There was only a few inches separating the two of us, but it felt like a huge divide that I wasn’t sure Julia wanted me to cross for her. 

“Mike, if anything, I really consider you a friend. This is your area of expertise and I would like your opinion. Is there a certain sperm bank I shouldn’t use? Or something more specific I should be asking them? Don’t let me make a huge mistake with this if there’s something you know that would help me.” 

“Okay, I’ve been doing this a few years now and I have to say that many times mothers start worrying about not being able to have a real father they can introduce to their children. Even if that is just through pictures and stories, like a letter he writes to the child or some other information about who the father is. Many times women who find a friend to father their child seem to be much happier with the process in the long run.” 

“So they don’t like not knowing who the man is?” 

“Not all of them. I’m certain many of the women I’ve worked with were very happy with the anonymous donor process. You’re right. They don’t have legal issues or anyone else involved in the process.  There are definite benefits to that process.” 

She looked confused as she sipped her wine, the sweet red nectar softly touching her lips before sliding into her mouth. I got hard just watching how her lips took the glass in and let the wine enter her. For a moment I imagined those delicious lips wrapped around my body and I had to look away. God she was amazingly beautiful. 

“So people ask their friends to do it? How does that work? I have a few gay guy friends that I’ve thought about asking.”

“Yeah, something like that. People work out all sorts of arrangements that work for them. I even know a man who donates to women and then doesn’t have any involvement. But the women know who he is, they know they can get medical information if it is ever needed, he even puts a clause in the contract that he will meet the child when they are older if that is something the woman and child want. I don’t know, I think there isn’t a right or wrong way. But definitely something you should think about before making your decision.” 

“Thanks Mike, I appreciate your help. It’s weird, but I appreciate it.”  

“Of course, you can feel free to ask me anything about this stuff. I might not know the right answers but I’d be happy to help.”

As our dinner arrived we sat quietly eating and drinking our wine. Where the heck were we supposed to take the conversation after we’d talked about sperm donors? Not exactly a normal first date at all. 

“How do you like working in this field?” Julia finally asked. 

“I love it. My patients are going through an exciting and scary time of their life. It’s an honor to be there to help them through it.” 

“Seems like a good field to be in. Everyone is always happy and having babies.” 

“Not everyone, unfortunately. Many couples come in and are trying desperately to have a baby and nothing we do seems to work. It can be heartbreaking at times.” 

“Oh yeah,” she said softly. 

“So how do you like your job? You look like a boss lady there at the hotel. Are you doing well there? Do you love it? How do you like that boss of yours? He seems like quite the guy.”

“So many questions for a first date, geesh. Slow down, dude,” she laughed. 

Our dinner continued for over two hours with a combination of awkward first date questions and intermittent fertility questions. As much as I saw Julia as a sexually attractive woman and I wanted to take her to bed, I did feel her pushing me away into a friend zone the longer we talked. By the time dinner was over I’d been shoved right into the depths of friend zone. 

“Thank you for dinner and the talk, Mike. You’re going to be a great resource as I go through this. You’re a good friend,” Julia ended with a kiss on the cheek as I walked her to a cab out front. 

“Anytime. I’m more than happy to help and I promise next time you’re in the office to see Doctor Simon, you’ll love him. He’s got better bedside manner than I do,” I laughed. 

“Thanks again, I’ll talk to you soon. I’m sure I’ll have tons of questions throughout this process. Good night,” she said and waved to me as her cab drove away. 





Chapter 7

 

Julia 

 

“How was your date with Mister Hottie McHotster?” Teddy asked the next morning when I showed up to work. 

“Date?”

“Don’t play coy with me. That’s the guy from the club the other night. I’d remember those dreamy eyes anywhere. So you’ve got him chasing you. Girl, you are the boss!”

“Teddy, it’s not like that. He’s an old friend. It’s a long story but we are just friends.”

“No, I’m not buying that at all. Any man who looks at you like that isn’t thinking about a friendship with you. What did you do, Julia? Did you friend zone that hot man? Tell me it isn’t true?” 

“You know this isn’t appropriate work talk. What happened to you working on your boundaries of supervision?” I laughed as I handed him the Starbucks coffee I’d grabbed him on my way into work. 

“I can do better. How about you get your sales up or I’m firing your ass,” he joked. 

“That’s better.” 

“Seriously, Julia. What’s up? Give me the deets. You know I live vicariously through your heterosexual love life. My life is so full of head cases lately I can’t find a decent guy to save my life.” 

“You and me both,” I giggled and sipped my coffee. “But seriously, Mike is a friend of my brother’s and things just got super weird. It turns out he’s a fertility doctor and when my doctor didn’t show up for the appointment, Mike stepped in. Wow, what a mess that was and so embarrassing.” 

“Serious? That’s cool though. It would be nice to have someone you know helping in that process, right?” 

Teddy didn’t understand much about women and love, but I certainly wasn’t about to have the man I slept with become my fertility doctor. No way, no how. That wasn’t about to happen. Not to mention all the drama that would surely surround this process if I was constantly trying not to flirt with my doctor. Nope, I was going back to Doctor Simon as soon as I could and I’d deal with him for the rest of the process. 

One thing that Mike said had me thinking a lot though. Maybe I should consider a sperm donation from someone I actually knew? I could see his point about how I might want actual medical information in the future and my child would certainly be curious about who their father was and what he looked like. It would be nice to show them a picture and maybe even tell them about their father. 

“I’m going back to my original doctor as soon as he gets in, but there was something else that I was thinking about,” I paused to try and find the right words. “How would you feel about being my sperm donor, Teddy?” 

“No.” 

“What? Wow, that was really fast.” 

“I thought about it actually. When another friend of mine asked me. The thing is, I do want to be a father some day and I think I’d want to be really involved in my child’s life. I don’t think I could handle having a baby and not being involved. I’m sorry.” 

“Please, Teddy, don’t be sorry. I totally understand. I just thought it was worth asking.”

“I could ask around to some of my friends and see if any of the guys might be interested for you, if you’d like?” 

“Yeah, maybe that would work. I’d be open to talking to them if someone was interested. It does seem like a pretty big deal and I wouldn’t want to force it on anyone. I might still go with the plan for an anonymous donor, but I’m going to look a little closer at the possibility of using someone I know.” 

“What about Ed from accounting? He’s had the hots for you since you started. I’m sure he’d volunteer his soldiers for the cause,” Teddy laughed. “But I bet he’d want to give them to you the old fashion way.” 

“Eww no, Teddy! I’m not looking for someone who wants to have sex. That’s exactly the reason I asked you,” I laughed. 

“Yeah, yeah, I know you just wanted your child to have my sense of style,” he did a spin to show off his outrageous suit of the day. 

“My son or daughter would be lucky to have your style. I mean, they’d probably get beaten up a lot in school, but…” 

“Ha, ha, ha. Very funny. Why don’t you ask the hottie who was here to take you on the date? Maybe he’d do it?” 

I froze at the suggestion. Would he consider doing such a thing? We had moved past the first night and one night stand thing. I really did think we could be friends now, but would he be interested in donating his DNA to my cause? I didn’t think he would. Mike seemed like the sort of guy who wouldn’t consider being a sperm donor, but then again he was the one who had suggested I ask someone I know. 

“I don’t think he’d be into it. Plus, I still think he’s really hot. Probably wouldn’t be the best plan.”

“That’s exactly why you should ask him. Your kids would be so friggin adorable! Plus, he’s obviously smart and you know him so that would help down the road if you wanted to get back in touch.” 

“No, I mean, I don’t even know how I’d ask him. I probably should have asked while we were at Giovanni’s yesterday, but now it would just be weird.” 

I couldn’t help thinking that Mike would be a good option though. He was drop dead gorgeous, he obviously knew how the process worked, and he did seem a little into himself, so he wouldn’t want to be involved in the child’s life. My heart pounded at the thought of Mike being the father to my child. I liked the idea. I liked that fact that I know him and I thought he was a relatively good guy. He just might be exactly what I was looking for. 

But thinking about asking Mike made me so nervous. Out interactions had already been way out of the realm of what I was use to having with someone. We’d had a one night stand, a horrible office visit, and then a romantic dinner. The polar opposite emotions during all of those encounters made me nervous to even consider another such encounter with Mike. 

“I’d just call him up and ask him. If this is his business he’s probably considered if he’d ever offer to do it. Just ask. It can’t hurt,” Teddy said as if I’d be asking Mike for a piece of chocolate and not his DNA to give life to a baby. 

“I don’t know...” 

“Or ask him on a date. Maybe not something as romantic as Giovanni’s if you’re not trying to have a relationship though,” he rolled his eyes at my choice of restaurants. 

“Okay, yeah, maybe bowling or something that friends would do?” 

“Sure.”

“Um, yeah, I think that might work. I’ll think about it and call him later this week,” I lied. There was no way I was getting the courage up to call Mike and ask him. I already knew I wasn’t going to be able to do it. 

“What’s his name again?” Teddy asked as he grabbed my phone off my desk. 

“It’s Mike Cooper, why? I don’t have any pictures of him on there. You can look at his Facebook page…”

“Okay, you’re calling him,” Teddy said as he thrust the phone back into my face. 

I could see the call being dialed and then connecting. I froze out of utter and total fear. I couldn’t just talk to him like that. I needed to prepare what I was going to say. There had to be some time between when I wrote down my notes and when I actually called, if I actually called. No, I couldn’t do this. 

“Hello?” I heard him say as Teddy held the phone near my face. “Hello, Julia? Are you there?” 

“Um, hi,” I managed to bumble. 

“How are you? It’s nice to hear from you,” he replied and then waited in awkward silence as I didn’t answer him. 

All the blood had drained out of my head and I felt like I would pass out at any moment. Why the heck was I so damned nervous just to talk to him? I hadn’t felt this way before? I’d already slept with the man! He’d been inside me! Yet I could barely manage to think as I considered asking him to father my baby. 

“We should go bowling,” I blurted out in a much louder voice than I had intended. 

“What’s up with your phone?” Mike laughed. “I couldn’t hear you before and now it sounds like you’re yelling.”

“Um, I don’t know. Probably just because I’m inside. Well, I get if you’re busy and stuff. I don’t want to intrude, I was…”

“I’d love to go bowling with you, Julia,” he said softly. “How about Friday night? 

“Yep, come pick me up at seven,” I said and then hung up the phone. 

“Julia, that was rude.” Teddy laughed and put the phone back on my desk. 

“He probably thinks I’m some sort of maniac! Oh, my God, I can’t breathe. I’m really going to do this. I’m really going to ask him to be the father. Am I doing it? Oh I don’t know.”

“Yes, you are. He seems like a good guy and if you’re going to have a baby it should be with a good guy. But, maybe you could just have the baby the old fashion way with him? You like him, right?” 

“No, no, I don’t want that. We just got together for fun. It’s not serious and I’m certainly not going to offer a relationship and ask for a baby, that’s crazy. We are friends, I’ll sell it like that. We are friends and I just want his sperm and I don’t want his money or anything like that. Just his sperm so I can have a cute baby.”

Teddy shook his head in agreement and we both sat back down sipping our coffee in silence. If Mike would agree to be my sperm donor that was going to be the best possible outcome. The more I thought about this plan the more I liked it. 

The problem was going to be getting up my nerve to ask him. But once I got the nerve to ask him everything would work out, I just knew it. 

“So how are you going to deal with your sexual attraction to him and his to you?” Teddy asked as I’d finally calmed down. 

“What? No, there’s no sexual attraction. We are friends now, it’s decided.” 

“Yeah, I don’t buy that for a second. But you keep telling yourself that lie,” he snickered at me. 

 

***

 

Friday night seemed to take forever to arrive. I was a ruminating mess throughout the week contemplating how I was going to ask Mike. The idea that I would actually be able to say what I wanted to say without it sounding crazy was all I could think of. Surely I wouldn’t be able to find the right words and I’d mess the whole thing up, I was sure of it. 

When Mike buzzed from the lobby of the apartment complex I looked at Kendra as if I was a deer caught in headlights. 

“Answer it,” she said and pushed me toward the intercom.

“Hello.”

“Hey, it’s Mike. Buzz me up and I’ll come to your door and get you.” 

Did I want him to come to my door? That was more like an official date sort of thing and I wanted this to just be friends. I should just go down and see him in the lobby. 

Buzz. 

Kendra pressed the button to let Mike into the building. “What are you doing?” I yelled in a panic. 

“Letting him up. Stop being so weird about this.” 

“I’m not being weird. This is just me,” I shrugged. 

“Yeah, well stop over thinking everything and just go have fun. If the topic comes up then ask him. If there’s a love connection then maybe you should go for that instead of worrying about this whole baby thing. Maybe he’s the one?” 

“He’s not the one,” I rolled my eyes at Kendra. “I’ve already established he’s not the one. Do you remember me telling you how he acted at his clinic? No, we are going to be friends.” 

“Okay, Julia.” 

She was patronizing me, I saw it in how she pressed her lips together and gave me a slight look from the corner of her eyes. It didn’t matter if she believed me or not. Mike was going to be my friend and nothing more. I’d already done all the work to decide on this baby and Mike was helpful in giving me the idea of using someone I know. Certainly hearing that from him made me think about it much more than I had before. But we were just friends. 

I opened the door right away when he knocked and pushed myself out into the hallway before Kendra could talk with Mike. The last thing I needed was for her to start in with her questioning and innuendo about what she knew. Nope, she wasn’t getting near him. 

“Hey,” I said as I held onto the door so Kendra couldn’t come out. “Should we get going?” 

“I could come in and say hi to your roommate, if you want me to?” 

“No, no, we better get going. Kendra hasn’t been feeling well,” I grabbed Mike’s hand and pulled him down the hallway as I heard Kendra open the door behind us. 

“Have fun you two love birds,” she yelled just as we got to the elevator. 

I shook my head back and forth as Mike smiled at the outburst. I couldn’t even bring myself to respond to her though and instead just stepped onto the elevator in silence. 

Mike looked so handsome in his dark washed jeans and funky t-shirt. His effortless look probably took him two minutes to put together while I had agonized over which jeans and t-shirt I should wear for over an hour. Then I tortured myself over how to wear my hair and how much makeup to put on. It was a whole afternoon process for me and I still wasn’t sure I’d made the right choices. Finally, I settled on my loose-fitting boyfriend cut jeans with my favorite Kansas City Royals t-shirt. My hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail and I’d only put on some mascara and blush for makeup. 

This wasn’t a date, this was my chance to get to know Mike and see if he really would be a good option for my donor. If things felt right I was going to ask him that night… Well, if I managed to get myself together enough and muster the courage. But it definitely wasn’t a date. 

“Thanks for asking me out on this date,” Mike said as I froze solid in place. “I was worried you wouldn’t want to get together anymore after all that happened. I’m glad you called.” 

“What are friends for?” I said in a bit of a panic. 

“Yep,” he replied while pressing the button for the ground floor. 

“It will be fun to get to know each other some more. Plus, I haven’t been bowling in ages. I’m really excited.”

“Me too.” 

It was awkward between us as we sat in the Uber and made our way to the bowling alley. Mike looked like he wanted to say something to me but every time he was about to talk he got quiet and then turned to look out the window. 

 When I tried to make an effort at small talk, it didn’t turn out that well either. 

“The weathers been much warmer lately, that’s cool,” I said randomly. 

“Yeah, better than how cold and windy it was earlier this week.”

“Yep,” I replied lamely. 

Ugh, the tension going on between the two of us was insane. I had to think of something to loosen us up or there was absolutely no way I was going to be able to ask Mike to give me his sperm. 

As we pulled up to the bowling alley Mike held the car door open for me and out of nowhere I slapped him on the butt as I walked past him. Something took over me, some demon flirting part of my brain that I wasn’t even aware existed. 

“Game on,” he laughed and slapped my ass back on our way into the building. “I’m going to kick your butt.” 

“I doubt it. I’m pretty damn good at throwing balls around.” 

“Nope, I’m not buying it. Prove it,” he laughed. 

We gathered our overly stinky used shoes and went to our assigned lane to start the evening of bowling fun. The light hearted feel of the night was finally there and I was optimistic we could work this out and I might just have the sperm I needed to get pregnant. 

Mike was a funny guy. Throughout the evening he threw out one liners and jokes that had me laughing harder than I remembered in a really long time. 

“Knock them out, those pins deserve it after the way they’ve been acting tonight,” he rooted me on as I went up for my last frame of our first game. 

Sure enough my ball went straight into the gutter. I clearly remembered being much better at bowling than I actually was. I’d barely managed to bowl 100 while Mike was closer to 300 in his score. 

“Dang, I think you’re going to win,” I joked. 

“Let me show you how to do this,” he said as he grabbed the ball and came around behind me. 

His arms wrapped around my body and I felt his breath on the back of my neck. Every inch of my body tingled with excitement. His touch was invigorating, it drew out so much lust in me that I had a hard time remembering to breathe. 

I swallowed hard as he put the ball in my hand and wrapped his around mine. He wiggled his hips a little behind me before pulling my arm back and checking my swing. 

“It’s okay, you don’t have to show me,” I said trying to cut the sexual tension, but it didn’t help. 

“So you start with the ball here,” Mike said as he ignored my comment and put the ball in front of me. “See that second arrow on the ground? Let’s aim for that one.”

“Um, Okay,” I nervously muttered. “But I’m sure it’s just going to go into the gutter.” 

“Nope, let’s think positively. You’re going to pull your arm back and then when you release I want you to twist it like this,” he rolled the ball a little in my hand to show me the twisting motion. 

“So pull it back and twist while I release it?” 

“Try to wait until just before you let go of the ball and keep your eye on that spot on the floor so you know where you’re aiming,” Mike said and took a step back. 

“What are you doing? You’re not going to help?” 

“I think you should give it a go. It’s my final frame, I’m counting on this strike,” he smiled back at me. 

I closed my eyes and took a few steps back to start my walk up to the lane. I could feel him looking at me and tried not to think too much about it as I envisioned the ball flying out of my hand the way I had seen him throwing it so far that evening. 

Slowly I held the ball in front of me and took my steps up to the lane while pulling it back and twisting the ball as it released from my fingers. I kept my eyes on the spot of the ground, just like Mike said and then watched in amazement as the ball barreled down the lane. At first it looked like the ball was going to go straight into the gutter but then something started to happen. The slight spin I gave it made the ball curve toward the center pin and then bam!

“I got a strike!” I yelled and jumped into Mike’s arms. 

“That’s my girl,” he said supportively as he hugged me. 

Our hug turned from friendship to much more though as we held onto one another. I felt so comfortable in his arms, so welcomed, it was nice. The problem was that I was bad at relationships and I didn’t want to ruin this friendship by making it into some short term relationship when I could have so much more with Mike. He could be my baby’s father. This friendship could be exactly what I was looking for and the perfect solution to me wanting a baby and needing to find a sperm donor. 

As we pulled apart from our hug I finally felt the nerve to ask Mike what I’d been contemplating all night long. In a sudden burst of courage I pulled his hand and brought him back to the chairs so I could ask him. 

“Mike, will you be my sperm donor?” I asked as I held onto his hand and looked into his eyes hopefully. 

He blinked a few times and then pulled his hand away from me. Before the words came out of his mouth I already knew the answer was going to be no. It was written all over his face. “I can’t,” he said. “I’m sorry.” 

“No, no, it’s fine. I liked your idea of asking someone I know and I thought about you and how we had become friends. It’s totally okay,” I said as I tried to hold tears back. “Should we play one more game or head out? I’m feeling really tired, maybe we should go.” 

“Julia, I can explain.” 

“No, there’s no need for all that. I totally get it. Let’s just go,” I said and hurried over to the counter as I pulled my rental shoes off. 

“I had a great time with you tonight, Julia. I was caught off guard by your request though. I thought we had something going here. I’m sorry.” 

“Of course, don’t worry. We are still friends. I’d love to go bowling with you again very soon. I’m going to just go with the anonymous donor. I think that’s the best option for me.” I really was just saying anything I could so Mike didn’t talk anymore. 

We grabbed an Uber and drove in silence back to my place. When we got there, I jumped out and said, “Thanks for a fun night. I’ll talk to you soon,” as I hurried toward my building. 

“Julia,” Mike started to say. “We can talk about it more if you’d like.”

“No, no, I totally get it. No worries. Have a great night,” I said and hurried into the building. 





Chapter 8

 

Mike

 

All she wanted was my sperm. 

I had genuinely thought she wanted to go on a date with me. We had the chemistry and there was that something extra between the two of us that I just couldn’t explain. A level of comfort that I really enjoyed when I was around Julia, but it wasn’t at all what I thought it was. 

How had I been so wrong about everything? 

Julia had me locked into the friend zone harder than I could ever remember being. It was probably for the best. A relationship likely wouldn’t have worked out anyways, but damn I sure would have like to give it a try. 

“You look out of it today,” Sheryl said as I showed up for work Monday morning. “Is everything okay?” 

“Yeah, a rough weekend.” 

“Aren’t all of your weekends rough?” she joked. 

“Please tell me Bruce is actually here.”

“Yes, he’s in his office.” 

“Thank God, I couldn’t manage another Monday like we had last week. I swear I didn’t eat or drink a thing for twelve hours trying to jam all those patients in. How does today look?” 

“Half as busy as last week,” Sheryl laughed. “Dr. Simon will be taking care of his own patients.” 

“Ha, ha, you’re so funny,” I snarled back at her as I walked down the hall to Bruce’s office. 

We had worked out our issues over the last week and things were normal between us again, but I honestly was still waiting for the next time that Bruce didn’t show up again. I didn’t trust his promptness would stay. Building our business to the size that it was had taken a lot of hard work. I just didn’t understand why Bruce wasn’t taking part in it anymore. For so many years he had wanted the same thing I did, but now he always seemed distracted by his love life. 

“Morning,” I said as I let myself into his office. 

“Good morning. I’m here and ready to work again,” he said barely looking up from his paperwork.

“I appreciate your newfound dedication, Bruce.” 

“Yes, I am dedicated again. This is my stack of patients for the day; I’m just making sure I’m up to date on what’s going on with each of them.”

“Cool. Alright, I guess I’ll leave you alone to work then,” I said and made my way back out of his office. 

Something definitely seemed off with Bruce. Maybe that whole incident with the woman at his house had thrown him off? Or maybe there was something else going on with him, I wasn’t really sure but I was very happy to have him in the office to see his own patients that day. 

The day was relatively uneventful until about three o’clock in the afternoon when I saw Julia in the waiting room. She was there for her appointment with Bruce and I did my best to stay out of sight. I certainly didn’t want her to be uncomfortable about coming to our office. Just to make sure I was out of the way I grabbed Bruce after I heard the nurse call Julia’s name. I pulled him into my office to talk really quick before she came down the hallway. 

“Hey, this girl Julia Rivas is a friend of mine. I’m going to take a little break while you see her. I don’t want it to be uncomfortable if she sees me here.” 

“If she’s your friend, why would it be uncomfortable?” Bruce asked. 

“Well, she asked if I would be her sperm donor and I told her no. I just don’t want it to be weird now.”

“Oh, okay,” Bruce said as he left my office. “I’ll offer her mine if she wants. I’m happy to do it.”

“No, I didn’t mean…” I started to say and then heard Julia walking down the hall with the nurse and quickly shut my door. 

For a moment I stood at the door contemplating coming out and running into Julia. It wasn’t the cool thing to do, but at least I could talk to her and try to explain why I had said no to her offer so quickly. 

I was flattered that she had asked me. And if it had been some other female friend of mine I might have said yes. But something told me that it was wrong to do that for Julia. Maybe I was afraid that it would have put me in this endless friend zone when I really wanted to have more with this girl? Maybe I was just a jerk who didn’t want to help a friend out? Either way I definitely wasn’t comfortable with Bruce being involved. 

What had I done? I didn’t want her to have Bruce father her child. There was no way that was a good idea. She should use an anonymous donor, that was best, or so I thought. There was no way she would want Bruce to do it. He wouldn’t offer it to her and I knew she wouldn’t bring it up to her new doctor on their first visit. Or at least I really hoped they wouldn’t have that conversation. 

I continually opened my door to see if Bruce was done seeing Julia. Five minutes went past and then five more. How long was he going to stay in there? This was getting ridiculous. I’d never known Bruce to spend so much time in one room. Then again I didn’t normally pay attention to how much time he was in a room, but I was sure it wasn’t nearly as long as he was in there with Julia.

 The anticipation was killing me. I finally came out of my office and was pacing in the hallway when Sheryl found me. 

“You have a patient in room two that’s been waiting for a little bit,” she said and handed me the chart. “You should probably head in there if you want to stay on schedule today.” 

“Yes, I’m sorry. Just a second, I need to talk to Doctor Simon really quick.” 

“He’s doing an initial consult with that woman you know. I think he takes a little bit with those. You probably have time to see your patient. I’ll tell him to wait for you when he comes out.” 

Reluctantly I hurried in to see my patient. It was a quick check up to monitor the gestational progress of her early pregnancy. I took ten minutes with her and focused on her issues as much as possible while trying not to worry too much about what Julia and Bruce were talking about. 

Sure enough as I came out of my room Bruce was standing there waiting for me. He had a cocky smile on his face like he knew he was about to say something I wasn’t going to like. My stomach sank before he was able to say a word. 

“So, she’s interested in having me do it. Are we okay with this now? Did you go over the contract with the lawyer? I’m cool with it if you are.” 

“No. No I’m not cool with it,” I said in a panic. “You can’t father Julia’s baby. Bruce, you are not going to be giving her your sperm. No, absolutely not. Your swimmers are not going anywhere near her.” 

“So the legal stuff is not in order?” he said playfully. 

“No, I think that is fine. The lawyer didn’t have too many concerns but I haven’t finished checking all of that out. I mean you can’t father Julia’s baby. You are not putting your fluids inside of her. I won’t allow it.” 

“Why?” he asked still smiling at me annoyingly. “And you won’t allow it? I wasn’t aware that this was a decision you were part of. Perhaps you should have come and sat in on the consultation,” he laughed. 

“You are not saying yes to her. Please tell me you didn’t already agree to that?”

“I haven’t agreed to it. I told her I needed to step out. There seems to be a little unfinished business between the two of you. She asked about you. I saw it in her eyes. She doesn’t want me to father that baby. So is there some unfinished business?” 

“Yeah there is,” I said. “Where’s your damn contract at?” 

Bruce walked into his office and grabbed a contract which was scarily located right on top of his desk, as if he was ready to use it at any time. I took the contract from Bruce and went right to Julia’s door and knocked. 

My hands shook and I tried to calm myself down before entering the room. I didn’t want to act like some crazy jealous boyfriend but I was not okay with Bruce fathering her child. Especially since she and I had been together. I’d already had my body inside of hers. I’d already felt her orgasms around me. No, if anyone was going to father this child it was going to be me. 

“Come in,” she said softly. 

“I’ll do it,” I blurted out. “Sign this and I’ll do it.” 

“Mike, what are you doing here? Wait, what is that? What do you mean you’ll do it? The donation? You’ll be my donor?” 

“Well I’m not about to have Bruce father your child! That’s insane,” I said a little louder than I wanted to. 

Julia’s eyes watered and she started sobbing. She was crying so much that I instinctively wrapped my arms around her and held onto her. I wasn’t quite sure why she was crying. Had I said something wrong or was she crying from happiness? I stood there with her in my arms for well over a minute. I alternated rubbing her back and taking in her scent while I waited for her to calm down and tell me why she was crying. I couldn’t exactly guess at this point. 

“Thank you, Mike,” she finally muttered. 

“You should read through the contract first. I should probably read it too,” I laughed. “It is Bruce’s. I mean Doctor Simon’s.”

“I don’t need to read it. Just tell me what it says,” she said as she wiped the tears from her eyes. 

“Let me read it to you,” I replied softly as we sat together in the chairs. 

I read through the entire document as if it was some sort of story I was telling her. I used vocal inflections to make it sound less boring, but overall it was a very bland read. It was nice to give it a good look before signing it. Although I’d looked it over with the lawyer, I certainly didn’t have any stake in the document before and was much more interested in it now. 

“So I pay you and you give me the sperm. And I’m agreeing that I won’t sue you for child support, right?” Julia asked when I was finally done. 

“You should take it to a lawyer and have them look it over though. I really don’t feel comfortable with you signing it right now.”

“You’re right. I want to make sure and do this the right way. Thank you so much Mike. I really appreciate you agreeing to this. You are my ideal candidate.” 

“Candidate, like a contestant on a game show or something?” I laughed. 

“You know what I mean. Thank you so much. So what comes next?”

“Like the actual act?” I laughed. 

“I mean if I have my lawyer look over this and everything is okay, then what?” 

“Then come back in and we will figure it out with your doctor. I think Doctor Simon should continue your care so we can keep our friendship intact.” 

“Perfect. Thank you again, Mike,” Julia said and gave me a kiss that took me off guard. 

It was a quick peck, more friendly than anything else, but my body still reacted firmly to her touch. How had I let things get so far off course? I’d gone from eating up her delicious naked body to standing there hugging my friend who I was now going to have a baby with. This wasn’t at all how I thought things were going to turn out when I brought this lovely woman to bed. 

“Okay, I better get back to my patients. I’ll talk to you soon,” I held the door open for her as she hurried out and down the hall. 

“Thank you again, Mike. You’re the best friend ever,” she blew me a kiss and then made her way into the lobby. 

Julia was smiling now and happier than I could have imagined. She really did want to have this baby. I couldn’t believe I’d just agreed to be part of the whole thing, but I also liked the idea of getting to be around Julia more. It was an odd mix of emotions for me as I watched her practically dance out of my office. 

“Ouch, best friend,” Bruce said from behind me. 

He put his hand on my shoulder as if consoling me through a hard break up. I wasn’t sure I liked the idea of being called her friend so much, but it was better than not being her friend at all. This whole thing with Julia was a new frontier for me. 

“Yeah, I’m not loving hearing that.” 

“So she’s going to have your baby? Did you guys do it in there? Should I have housekeeping clean up the room before the next patient,” he gave me an elbow nudge. 

“No, we didn’t do it. Didn’t you hear? I’m her best friend now,” I growled back at Bruce and stormed off to see my next patient. 

I was busy reading the next patient’s chart when Sheryl came up next to me. She stood there, silent, not saying anything but waiting for me to say something. I narrowed my eyes onto her gaze and shook my head. 

“What?” she asked. 

“You want to say something, just say it already.” 

Sheryl and I had worked together for a long time. She was my employee but also a friend since we worked so closely for so long. I could see it in her eyes. She had something to say about this whole situation and if I didn’t just let her say it right away I’d have to look at the stare the rest of the day. 

“Friends make the best couples,” she shrugged, smiled and then walked away from me. 

“Interesting,” I mumbled before heading back to work. 

It true though. The best couples I knew were friends first. Perhaps this was the start of something that would last for a very long time. Or it was possible I’d just gotten myself into a heaping mess that I’d regret forever, only time would tell. 





Chapter 9

 

Julia

 

“Mike agreed!” I yelled at Kendra when I returned from my doctor’s appointment. “I was totally going to go with the anonymous donor and then Doctor Simon started talking about how it was better to use someone you know. I told him I asked Mike and he said no, but Doctor Simon went and talked to him and Mike agreed! I’m so excited.” 

“Yeah, you seem a little excited,” she laughed as I sat with her on the couch. 

“You don’t even understand. The big thing holding me back was deciding on the donor. Then when I started thinking about Mike I knew he was the right one. But when he said no I started to question everything all over again. Now I’m so excited! I’m going to be a mother. Can you believe that?” 

“No, I actually can’t.” 

“It’s happening, girl, it is happening!” 

“So did you guys do it in his office or something? How is this going to work since the two of you have already slept together?” 

It was a good question and one I’d worried a little about on the way home. I hadn’t clarified with Mike that I was totally fine with doing this through artificial insemination. I absolutely didn’t want to make him uncomfortable or put him out anymore than I already was. 

“We will do it the medical way. He’s already doing so much for me I don’t want to make it weird.” 

“Then wouldn’t it be better for him if he got to have real sex instead of using a cup?” Kendra asked. 

“No, no, he didn’t even want to agree to this before. I really want to keep things as friends and try and not be weird about it. If we are sleeping together it would be more like a relationship and I don’t think that’s what he wants. I’ll stick to the cup.” 

“Probably something you two should talk about and you need an attorney and some sort of legal agreement. I have a friend who could help you out, let me get you his number.” 

“Perfect, I’ve got a document about this already from Mike’s office. I just need someone to look it over and make sure it is good and I’ll be ready to go.” 

“Wow, Julia. I really can’t believe this.” 

“I know, it’s so exciting!” I yelled and hugged Kendra who wasn’t hugging me back all that much. I could feel the tension in her body regarding this whole situation but I wasn’t going to let it get me down.

Everything was working out better than I could have imagined. I just couldn’t wait to get things started and hurried off to my room to get my new ovulation kit out. It used an app on my phone to measure my temperature and last period in order to find the perfect ovulation day for insemination. 

For the next few days I did all my due diligence. I followed a healthy diet, got good sleep, and took my prenatal vitamins. I met with the attorney and scheduled my insemination for Friday since that was my perfect fertility day and so I could spend the weekend resting after. 

The week flew buy with so much to do in order to get ready for my big day. I had waited and planned for so long that it really seemed impossible that it was going to happen this Friday. I was trying to hold back my expectations a little bit since I knew it possible that I wouldn’t get pregnant with the first try. That was okay with me though, now that I’d found Mike I had a great feeling about the overall process and if I had to give it a go for a few months I could manage that. 

By the time I walked into the clinic for my appointment I felt like a girl getting ready to go on a date. I was so nervous. All my confidence from the week was gone and I had to make a purposeful effort to take deep breaths while I waited in the lobby. 

“Miss. Rivas,” Doctor Simon’s nurse called me. 

“Yes, that’s me. Oh, okay,” I babbled as I grabbed for my purse but only grabbed one handle so all the contents went tumbling onto the ground. 

A nice pregnant woman was next to me and leaned over to help me. She ended up holding my purse for me while I threw all the items back in there. My hands were shaking I was so nervous. 

“Is today the day?” she asked when I stood up. 

“Yeah, I’m so nervous.” 

“Don’t worry. It is easier than the other way,” she laughed and then rubbed her belly. 

“I guess it is,” I said nervously as I walked back to the room with the nurse. “Um, is Mike around? I mean Doctor Cooper? I, think I need something from him.” 

“He’s going to stop in and visit with you before Doctor Simon,” she laughed. “I think he’s been as nervous as you are all morning.” 

“Really?” 

“Yes, go ahead and have a seat. I’ll go get him.” 

I tapped my feet on the ground and flipped through a magazine without reading any of the pages. I couldn’t even focus my vision I was so distracted by everything going through my mind. This was really it. This was going to happen. 

Knock. Knock. 

“Come in,” I said and dropped the magazine on the floor. 

“Are you okay?” Mike asked as he closed the door behind him. 

He had on the same light blue set of scrubs that I’d seen him wearing every time I had been in the office but on this day he looked different. His smile was brilliant white and the dimples on his cheeks seemed a little bigger than I remembered them before. He was so handsome standing there that my breath caught and I couldn’t even respond to him.

Mike leaned over and grabbed the magazine from floor and set it on the table then grabbed the extra chair in the room and pulled it up right in front of me. His knees touched mine and he put his hands on my hands and squeezed them softly. 

“Julia, are you doing okay?”

“Yes,” I finally managed. “Oh, I have the document too. It’s in here somewhere,” I grabbed for my purse and spilled the contents on the ground again. I couldn’t believe just how out of sorts I felt around him. “Sorry, I did this in the lobby too. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” 

“I think you’re nervous.”

“Maybe, but I know I want to do this. Are you still going to do it? Please don’t back out.” 

“I’m still game to do this. I brought my favorite ammunition back in my office.” 

“Oh,” I said a little in shock. “You mean you are going to go do it right now? I um…”

“The fresher the better,” he laughed. 

“So here’s the contract,” I thrust the paper between the two of us. “I don’t want you to think that we have to date or anything like that. I did accept your request for yearly updates on the child if you and I weren’t in contact anymore. Um, what else?” I tried reading through the contract and remembering what else the lawyers had updated but I just couldn’t think straight.

“It’s fine, Julia. I read it over after the last update. I’ll sign it right now,” he said and pulled a pen out of his pocket and signed the document. “Here you go.” 

He handed me the pen and his fingers lingered over mine for just a second. The warmth of his hands calmed me down almost instantly. Why was he so calm about this whole thing? He was the one who had said no before and now he appeared to be perfectly fine with it all. And why was I so damn nervous all of a sudden? All week I’d been excited and ready for this day and now with Mike in the room I was losing my shit. 

“We don’t have to date or anything like that. I really meant it when I said we could be friends. As much involvement as you want is cool with me. I’m just so excited you agreed to do this. I feel so much more comfortable about this all.”

“It’s kind of exciting, isn’t it?” 

“Yeah it is,” I said as his hands touched mine. 

“Are you sure? I just want to ask one last time.”

“Yes, I’m sure. I’m so excited to be a mother, Mike. I never wanted to be an older mother and I didn’t want to get stuck with some loser guy. I love that this is working out and I absolutely can’t wait to meet this baby.” 

“Well then, I better go get to work,” he winked at me. 

“Wait,” I jumped up from the chair as he was just about to leave the room. “Can I give you a kiss for good luck or would that be too weird?” 

“Right here,” he smiled and pointed to his cheek. “I won’t need luck though.” 

My lips pressed softly against him and he let one of his hands wrap behind my back as we stayed in that spot for a moment. This was the start of the rest of my life, I could feel it. It was unconventional and a little crazy, but it was my life and I was so damn excited for it. 

“Okay, go get um, big guy,” I said and gave him a pat on his butt as he left the office. 

He flashed me a mischievous smile before disappearing down the hallway. Did I just flirt with my sperm donor? Well, he was also the man I’d slept with only a few weeks before and my brother’s friend from high school so maybe that gave me a little more leeway in the flirting department. But it was probably sending the wrong message to him since I didn’t actually want a relationship from him. Friendship would be nice, though. I had already fantasized about what it would be like to stay friends with him while my child grew up. 

We wouldn’t have to see each other often but a couple times a year we would get together. Mike would comment how much our son looked like me and I’d tell him about all the things our son did that reminded me of Mike. Or maybe we’d have a pretty little girl and I could dress her up for her visits with Mike. I still wasn’t sure if we would call him their father or not, that seemed like a sticky situation. Also, what would happen if I met someone and decided to get married somewhere down the road? There were a lot of little details I’d have to work out along the way but I was really excited to get going on that path already. 

The nurse knocked softly but didn’t wait for me to answer before she entered the room. She had a gown in her hands and some paperwork for us to go through. 

“This is the office paperwork that we need to have you sign. Take your time reading it and then sign and date each page. The doctor will be in after you push this button to turn the light on outside your room. Please disrobe from the waist down and wait for the doctor on the table.”

“Okay,” I said trying to take in everything she had just said. 

She closed the door behind her and I glanced through all the paperwork. It seemed like pretty standard paperwork to me. Talked mostly about the procedure and the minimal risks that there were, infection seemed like the big one and I wasn’t concerned about that. There was a form stating that this was a one-time procedure and I would have to pay additional fees for additional procedures, that seemed pretty normal. 

I signed all the papers and got undressed before clicking the call button to show that I was ready. Quickly I hopped up onto the table and tried to look as put together as possible with my naked butt sticking out behind me and a blue paper drape across my lap.

Knock. Knock. 

“Are you ready?” The nurse asked. 

“Yep.”

“Doctor Cooper wanted to know if you’d like to have him in here for the procedure,” Doctor Simon asked. 

“No,” I said. 

“Okay then, let’s get this baby-making going.” 

The nurse had a small container in her hands and turned to work at the counter for a minute while the doctor and I talked. Doctor Simon was just as handsome as Mike, but in a different sort of way. He was a little older with blonde hair and blue eyes. He seemed a little rougher around the edges than Mike but still was a very nice man. 

“Can you tell me about the process first?” I asked with my hands crossed in front of me. 

“Sure, the nurse is putting the specimen into a device that I’ll use to insert near your cervix. It will only take a moment but then I’d like you to lay here for thirty minutes or so after. There’s a lot of research that says lying down isn’t really necessary, but I’ve just got a thing about it and would appreciate you giving it a try.”

“Of course, no problem.” 

“Then I usually suggest patients take it easy for a few days. But you don’t have to go too far out of what your normal activity level is. And that’s it. I’ll have you back into the office in two weeks, but you can also get an over the counter pregnancy test that sometimes works as early as ten days.” 

“Great, okay, let’s do this,” I said and eagerly lay back onto the table. 

The paper under me crinkled as I adjusted myself as the doctor guided my feet into the stirrups. It seemed just like a normal doctor appointment, in fact, the whole process was much faster than a normal OBGYN appointment had ever been. 

“Okay that’s it,” Doctor Bruce said about a minute after he started. 

“That’s it?”

“Yep, I’ll have the nurse get you a few magazines and you just lie back and relax. We will come let you know when thirty minutes is up.” 

“Thank you.” 

“I know Doctor Cooper was interested in visiting with you. Would you mind if he stopped in sometime during the next half hour?” 

“Sure,” I said just as the nurse helped to pull the blue paper drape over my legs and situate them so they weren’t in the stirrups anymore. 

“We will see you in two weeks,” he said as he shut the door. 

“I’ve got a warm blanket I’ll grab for you,” the nurse said. “Here are some magazines too. I’ll check on you in a few minutes.” 

“Great. Thank you.” 

She quickly came back with a blanket and covered me up so I didn’t look quiet as weirdo lying there waiting for Mike to come into the room. I kept my knees pulled up a little but otherwise just tried to relax and let the baby-making process happen. 

When Mike arrived he had that damn adorable smile on his face again and it was infectious. I couldn’t help but smile back at him. 

“How’s the baby-cooking going?” he asked and pulled a chair up next to me. 

“It’s good,” I said and rolled my eyes. 

“So would now be a bad time to ask you on a date?” 

“Ha, ha, very funny.” There was a nervous silence between the two of us. Obviously he was joking. Why on earth would he want to take me on a date now? I was clearly trying to get pregnant. “Don’t you have patients who need to be seen? I’m going to be fine. Just going to let this soak in for a little bit and should be out of here soon.” 

“I’ve got a few minutes free.” 

“Is it weird?” I asked. 

“What?” 

“Cumming in a cup and then having it put inside me?” 

“Well, I would have preferred the old fashion way, but the cup will do.” 

“Thanks again. I’m so excited. This is the most perfect way I could have imagined this happening. I’ll never be able to thank you enough.” 

Mike’s pager went off and he pulled it out to look at it for a minute before putting it back on the side of his pants. I’d never realized he even had that thing. He didn’t pull it out at all the night at the club or even when we sat and ate at the Italian restaurant. 

“Duty calls. I’ve got some twins on the way tonight or maybe tomorrow if they are stubborn.” 

“Of course, I understand. Go take care of your work. I’m just going to head home and spend the weekend vegetating on the couch.” 

“So that was a no on the date option then?” 

“I’m going to be eating pizza and watching Netflix on the couch all weekend. You’re welcome to come hang out if you’d like.” 

“Sure, that sounds fun. I’ll text you after these babies make their debut.” 

“Okay.” 

“Congratulations, momma to be. I’ve got a good feeling about my swimmers,” Mike gave me a hug as he talked. The sweet scent of his cologne and stubble of his days’ worth of beard growth sent my body into a fit of tingles. 

My face flushed at his touch and I even felt like I got wet with excitement. We had made a baby with just a hug and a kiss on the cheek, but that didn’t mean Mike didn’t turn me on like crazy. 

“I’ll see you, um yeah, tomorrow then,” I stuttered.

“Yep, let me know if you want me to bring anything. I’m an excellent pickle and ice cream shopper if you want to get ahead of the cravings.” 

“Oh you are?” 

“I assume I am. I love food, so pretty much any craving you have I’m ready to deliver the goods at a moment’s notice.”

“Thanks, Mike. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

“Take care of yourself, see you tomorrow,” he said and shut the door behind him. 

By the time I left the office I was giddy with excitement over the idea I might have a baby on the way soon. I counted down the days I’d have to wait before taking the test and made sure to plan the next two weekends at home to rest. 

Of course I knew that resting wasn’t likely to have an effect on my ability to get pregnant, but I just wanted to make sure that everything I was doing was helping me be in the best possible health to make this baby happen. 

On the way home I even downloaded a local grocery story app which could deliver food just in case I didn’t feel like going out this weekend at all. I’d already told Teddy I’d be taking it easy at work over the next week and I wouldn’t be working any overtime during this pregnancy. 

Teddy was supper supportive of me. Even Kendra had come around to being supportive throughout the week. She’d gone and drank up all our alcohol and caffeine as her way of saying she was on board with the lifestyle I was going to be leading the next few months. 

By the time I crawled into bed that night I was on cloud nine thinking about all that was ahead for me. I was going to be a mother soon. I was going to get to raise a sweet baby of my own. This was a whole new life for me and I absolutely couldn’t wait. 

It was even more exciting as my friends had started to come around and be more supportive. Also, having Mike agree to be the donor was the icing on the cake. The only thing I was worried about was the intense sexual chemistry I felt when I was around Mike. 

The last thing I wanted to do was ruin the friendship we had. He was a great guy and however much he wanted to be involved in the life of my new baby, I wanted him to be there. But I’d have to hold back my urges so that I didn’t ruin the friendship. My baby deserved the best and having Mike around as a friend was the absolutely best thing I could think of. As I closed my eyes, all I could think about was the smell of Mike’s cologne and the touch of his hands as we said goodbye. This thing might be harder than I’d expected it to be. 





Chapter 10

 

Mike

 

I was already turning out to be a crappy friend. After 48-hours at the hospital, my patient had finally given birth, but I hadn’t slept all weekend and needed to head home and crash. I apologized to Julia and she seemed okay with it all, but it was a huge disappointment to me. Before I fell asleep I texted her in an effort to save our date. 

MIKE: How about next Saturday night? 

JULIA: For Netflix and pizza?

MIKE: For whatever you’d like to do. 

JULIA: Netflix and pizza again sounds great. 

MIKE: Perfect! 

She could have offered to sit and read books and I would have agreed. I was drawn to Julia now more than ever. The week dragged on as if I was waiting for something huge and not just a tame night at Julia’s house. I kept distracted with work and Bruce helped me with a new project we had been contemplating for a long time. 

We were looking at adding a new doctor to our practice. It was a huge deal for us and considering the turbulence Bruce and I had had lately I wasn’t so sure it was the right time, but the process could take months or even years as we search for just the right person to bring onboard, so we decided to get the word out. The resumes rolled in from physicians looking to move into their own practice. 

“This is hard,” Bruce grumbled as we sat and looked through files late Friday night after our work day had finished. 

“I know, everyone seems way more qualified than we ever were when we started this place.”

“I know! I’m afraid we’d bring one of these people on board and they would take over!” 

I had the exact same thought as we looked through our early list of candidates. Bruce and I did a damn good job running this place, but we weren’t perfect. It would be a balance trying to find someone to fit in with us without being too meek or too over powering. 

“Maybe we should bring on two new staff doctors and no partners,” I suggested. “Then they will both know they are not in charge and we are the bosses.” 

“Do we have enough patients to support that?”

“Hell, you and I don’t need to be taking so many patients all the time. We could just be the handsome faces of the business and keep small patient loads. We could let the new docs be patient heavy.” 

“I’m liking the sound of this.”

“Let’s have your business guy run some numbers for us and then we can look at that. I also think we could take over the rest of this floor as soon as that tech firm goes bust.” 

“Ha, yeah, they always end up going bust, don’t they?” Bruce and I both laughed. 

Every firm that had shown up across the hallway was in and out of there within the year, sometimes only a few months. It was a combination of bad management and just young people who were too eager to get big. It was the exact reason I wanted to have a clear plan of our expansion before we made any big moves. 

“I’m going over to Julia’s house tomorrow,” I said a little desperate for a man’s take on what I was doing. 

“Cool, how’s she doing? Any word on the little one?” 

“It’s only been a week.”

“Oh yeah, the days just blend together for me lately. I haven’t been myself since I’ve had to start showing up for work every day.” 

“Yeah, I think you’re going to like this new plan a lot.” 

“Damn right I am. I can’t wait to be one of those jerky doctors who doesn’t show up except for once a week.”

“Again,” I added. 

“Yeah, yeah. So you’re going to hang out with your baby momma, that’s sweet. A little dangerous, but sweet.” 

“What do you mean dangerous?” 

“You’re going to screw her and then ruin that nice little contract that I gave you. Emotions always ruin things.” 

“For your information I’ve already screwed her, well before the whole baby thing though,” I laughed. “But I know what you mean. I’ll keep it friends. She would be a nice woman to have around as a friend. Plus, I’ve known her since she was like ten, so that might make the whole baby thing even sweeter.” 

“If you don’t screw her.”

“That’s what I’m saying, Bruce. I’m keeping it friends.” 

“Okay,” he said looking utterly unconvinced. 

I wasn’t even sure that I was convincing myself that I was going to be able to keep things as just a friendship with Julia. I knew it was the best plan though and I genuinely wanted to do what was best for her. 

We wrapped up our resume explorations and called it a night. On the way out of the clinic I couldn’t help but glance over at the tech firm across the hall with all their lights on. There was an office full of workers who clearly weren’t heading home anytime soon; the burnout rate on those tech guys had to be pretty damn young. 

***

I grabbed the pizza; a half meat and half veggie. I also picked up some ice cream and movie snacks before making my way to Julia’s apartment. With a quick buzz of her intercom she let me in and I was up the elevator and knocking on her door shortly after. 

Her apartment was small, with a bedroom for her and one for her roommate. The living room was in the middle with the kitchen attached to it. They had a soft grey sofa and big television in the room but not much else. It was cramped quarters and I couldn’t help wondering if she was planning on staying in that same apartment after the baby came. 

Maybe the roommate would be leaving? Maybe it was none of my business because I was just a donor in this situation and not supposed to be involved in Julia’s life like that. 

“I brought food!” I said as Julia opened the door. “I wasn’t sure if your roommate would be around so I got plenty if she is.” 

“Nope, she’s off with her new man.” 

“The guy from the club?” 

“No,” Julia laughed as if I was being ridiculous. 

“So what’s on for the night? Anything good? Movie or television series?” 

“I’m flexible. I was really hoping to watch that new series based in the medieval times or whatever. You know the one with that sexy blonde lady and the dragons who are taking over.” 

“Yeah, perfect. I haven’t watched that yet.”

“I’m glad you’re here, Mike. It’s good to see you,” Julia grabbed the pizza from me and I followed her to the kitchen. 

She was pregnant already, I just knew it. Her skin was glowing more than when I’d seen her last. She looked so happy. Like a woman who was in the process of making a baby. 

“How are you feeling? You look great!” 

“I feel normal. I think I’m just eating more because I’m nervous,” she laughed. 

“Well, you look great,” I said again watching her bend over and grab a big bowl from the cabinet below. Damn her ass looked fine in those shorts. 

“Thanks,” she laughed as she caught me staring at her butt. “I think it’s getting bigger alredy.” 

“Perfect. I love big butts.” 

She just laughed and finished putting some chips in the bowl she had grabbed. Together we filled our plates with pizza and snacks and then made our way over to the couch to get our night of television started. 

Julia had on a pair of tight workout shorts and a big oversized sweatshirt. But she’d cut part of the top off the sweatshirt so it hung down on one shoulder and had shorter sleeves. Her hair was up in a messy ponytail and she didn’t have a touch of makeup on, yet she looked absolutely stunning. 

I sat on the couch while she fiddled with the remote and found the show we were going to start watching. It was one of those series that had several seasons and could easily keep us occupied for days and days. Exactly what I hoped for, days and days of hanging out with Julia. 

She found a spot on the couch a little further from me than I had hoped, but then again if we were going to keep this situation as just friends then distance was good. It was hard for me to imagine being just Julia’s friend though. The more I was around her the harder that thought became. 

“So I should be able to take the test in a couple of days, right?” Julia asked and pulled her legs up next to her on the couch. 

“Yep, but remember, the whole first trimester is about growth. It’s also the time when people have miscarriages the easiest. Try not to get too excited until things are a little further along.”

“Oh, okay,” Julia said as the smile dropped from her face. “How often do women have miscarriages?”

“Didn’t Bruce go over this with you?” I asked as I moved closer to her to comfort her a little. 

“I’m not sure, I wasn’t paying attention. I was so excited I might have missed it. So I could get all excited for the baby and then lose it? What happens with a miscarriage? I hear women talk about them all the time but I really don’t know much about how it happens. Will I be in pain? How will I know it’s happening?” 

She was starting to panic and I felt horrible for even bringing it up. Having her blood pressure up and worrying about the baby wasn’t going to change anything that was happening inside of her. At least it wasn’t going to make it better, in fact, I believed that stress could actually make things worse for a growing fetus. 

“Julia,” I said and held onto her hand. “You can’t worry about it yet. I’m just saying to try and take a little bit of a muted approach in the first few weeks. You can still get excited. You should definitely get excited. In fact, I want you to call me right away when you take the test and tell me all about it.” 

“But be prepared if something bad happens?” 

“Well, sort of. Just know that it could happen. Keep taking care of yourself and doing the best you can to keep your health in top order. That’s all you can do. Nature sometimes messes things up and there is just nothing we can do to fix that.”

“So I shouldn’t buy that new condo I was thinking about just yet?” 

“You can buy your condo. You can buy your crib. You can do any of those motherly things you want to do. Because if it doesn’t work this time all you have to do is try next month and then the month after. You’re young and healthy, I don’t think the process will take you very long at all.”

“I can’t help but be excited,” she said as she hopped up onto the side of the couch. “I don’t think I’ll be able to hold it back if I’m pregnant. I guess I’ll just have to go with it.” 

“Yeah, I don’t think you will,” I smiled up at her. 

She slid back down to her seat on the couch and flipped the show on. I stayed there next to her and decided not to move back to the other side of the couch. It was more comfortable being there close to her than in the corner anyways. 

As we watched the show I found myself inching closer and closer to Julia. Soon she had her head tucked in next to my chest and we were cuddling watching Netflix for hours. Her hair smelled of coconut and I couldn’t stop taking in her scent as we sat together. 

When she let her hand fall onto my lap I froze though. The touch of her fingers on my thigh had my whole body aching for her. I knew we needed to stay friends, or at least that was what I’d been telling myself, but there was a calmness about me when I was with Julia. 

I didn’t move her hand. I tried not to focus on it. But I loved that she was touching me. My eyes continued to watch the show yet I wasn’t paying attention to any of it. Instead, my full attention was on everything about Julia. Her scent, her movements, even how she breathed. When she moved her fingers slightly, I mentally urged her to keep moving up my thigh. 

Oh, how I would have loved if she’d just grabbed a hold of me and started stroking me right there. Sex was on my mind, there was no doubt about it. For all my talk about being friends I did want more with Julia, it didn’t matter that she wanted to have a baby. But I knew that should matter to me. I should care that this was the life she wanted and me trying to have sex with her was going to confuse her, I really should have cared. 

“I swear if that guy gets any more kills under his belt he’s going to end up the King,” Julia said as she lifted up her head and looked at me. 

“I know, right?” I laughed, not knowing at all what she was talking about. 

In the process of looking up at me, Julia had moved her hand off my leg and back onto her own leg. The disappointment was real. I reluctantly went back to watching the show and paying attention to what was going on, at least for a little while. 

Soon I found myself drifting off though. It was well past midnight but Julia was still watching the show and I didn’t want to leave. I repositioned myself a little lower on the couch and found a spot for my head on the pillows behind me. Moments later I was drifting off to sleep. 

When I started to wake up I wasn’t exactly sure if I was waking up or still in the middle of a dream. Julia’s hand was definitely rubbing up and down my hard shaft. My jeans were still on but I was bulging like I could bust out of them at any moment. 

I assessed the situation. Julia was stroking me, so she was interested in not being just friends? This was what I wanted. This was the ideal situation. Certainly I couldn’t turn this down. 

But then this part of my brain that I absolutely hate started taking over. She was vulnerable right now. This was a big deal for her and maybe she thought I wouldn’t stay around if she didn’t sleep with me or something. I wasn’t exactly sure what was going on. I let my fingers glide through her hair as I enjoyed her hand on me for a minute while I tried to decide what I should do. Surely we could figure this out. Maybe this was going to be a fun thing for us, we could be friends with benefits or something like that. 

“Julia, I thought you just wanted to be friends?” I said softly. 

She didn’t respond. 

“I’m open to this if you’re interested but we should probably talk about it.” 

Again, she didn’t respond at all. Yet her hand continued to stroke and play with me. I was so confused as to what was going on here. Surely she was awake, wasn’t she? I mean a girl didn’t just start stroking you while she was sound asleep, or did she?

I leaned over and tried to get a good look at her face, but her head was tucked in so close on my chest that I couldn’t get a good look. She was slumped down pretty good as well. 

“Are you awake?” I finally asked. 

No response. 

Slowly I pulled her hand off of me and moved her head so she was resting on the side of the couch. She was asleep! Julia didn’t even know she was stroking me. Quickly I moved to the other side of the couch and tried to take in the whole situation. 

We had been asleep for so long that the sun was starting to come up now. I didn’t want to leave without waking her up but I couldn’t exactly wake her up at the moment since I was throbbing through my jeans. 

Instead, I started picking up the mess we had made and went into the kitchen to clean up a little bit. Julia started to stir a little on the couch and I moved even quieter around the kitchen in the hope that I wouldn’t wake her up just yet. But sure enough she started to wake up and was looking around to see where I was at. 

“Oh, well I should invite you over more often if you’re going to clean for me,” she said sweetly as she came into the kitchen. 

“You can invite me over anytime.” 

“You know, I was having a delicious dream, and it was about you,” Julia said as she moved in closer to me. 

“Really, what was it?” 

“I don’t know if I should say. I mean we are friends and all.” 

“Yeah, definitely don’t tell me then. You wouldn’t want to share something like a dream with your friend.” 

“I dreamt that we were cuddled up in some lounge chairs on a beach somewhere. It was really romantic.”

“Oh, that’s nice.”

“And well…” she drifted off as she pulled herself up onto the counter next to the sink where I was doing dishes. 

“Well, what?” I asked trying not to have any idea what was going on in this dream of hers. 

“We were about to have sex. I was teasing you.” 

“Really?” I said with a fake surprised expression. 

“Yep, and I think you were liking it.” 

“Oh, I’m sure I was liking it. I have no doubt in my mind at all that I would have been loving having your hands on my body.” 

“I was wondering,” Julia said as her hand traced up my arm. “Are you fully committed to being friends?” 

“Of course. I want to be involved as much as you’re comfortable with. I’m actually excited about this idea.”

“I mean, what if I just couldn’t resist,” she said and then grabbed me and pulled me in for a kiss. 

I dropped the plate that I was washing and enjoyed every second of Julia’s lips on mine. She was definitely awake. There was no doubt that she knew exactly what she was doing in that moment. 





Chapter 11

 

Julia

 

I couldn’t help myself. Having Mike right there all night long was torture. I might be pregnant with his baby but if I hadn’t been doing all of this the two of us could have given a fun relationship a try. Hell, I wasn’t sure at all what I was doing at the moment. All I knew was that I wanted to kiss Mike, so I was kissing Mike!

“Julia, we should probably talk about this,” Mike said as he pulled his lips away from me but moved his body right in front of me. 

“Did you want to talk about it?” I teased him and pulled him close. 

“We should.” 

“It doesn’t have to be serious. We are already friends. I might be carrying your baby already. We can just relax and have fun. How about it?” 

“Like a friends with benefits thing?” 

“I’m sure they never work out like people think, but we will be different. If either one of us meets someone else, then we will just stop this whole thing and move on. No hard feelings. It’s just fun.” 

“So we are going to do this more than once?” Mike asked with a little smirk on his face. 

“Probably,” I said and wrapped my legs around him and pulled him in closer to me. “Deal?” 

“Um, yeah we can see how it goes.” 

That was all I needed to hear and I quickly pulled him back in close to me. This time I didn’t kiss him though. Instead, I just let us stay right there in the close proximity of each other and I waited for him to make the move. 

Sure enough he leaned in closer and gently put his lips on mine. This was going to be a hell of a lot of fun. No worries about a relationship, no worries about getting pregnant. None of that. Well, assuming I was already pregnant, then I wouldn’t have to worry. 

“Do we need a condom?” I asked curiously. 

“I guess not. But I’m fine with wearing one if you want me to.” 

“Yeah, why don’t you wear one,” I said just to ease my mind. 

I’d just spent thousands of dollars for a doctor to squirt Mike’s sperm into me. I didn’t want to feel like that was all a waste of money. Plus, there was just something about wearing a condom that allowed me a little bit of distance emotionally. I thought it would be good to have a little emotional distance since this relationship was going someplace I wasn’t at all ready for. 

“Cool,” Mike replied and lifted me up and started carrying me into the bedroom. 

I laughed at his enthusiasm. He didn’t seem to care one way or the other about the condom. He just wanted to know the answer so we could move onto the next step of fun. It was fun too. The last time we were together it was hot and heavy. The romance seemed in high force that evening, but this time we were so much more comfortable with each other that we were actually giggling as we took each other’s clothes off. 

“Get your butt on that bed,” I said playfully and pushed Mike back onto the bed. 

“Yes, mistress,” he teasingly replied. 

“Mmm, I kind of like that. Maybe I’ll be in charge tonight. I don’t usually get to be the one in charge,” I said as I grabbed the condom.

“Yes,” he said roughly as his throbbing cock moved with excitement. 

“Oh, do you like that? Do you like me being in charge?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said again. 

“Mmmm maybe if I’m in charge tonight I should take my time with you. Tease you. Play with you.” I knelt down next to Mike and let my hand slowly drape up and down his leg. I moved it near his cock and then away again. One time I let my fingers circle the tip of him before I let go and moved to his other leg. 

His body was pulsing so hard that he started to drip with excitement. I couldn’t help but lick it up. My tongue moved slowly around the tip of him and took in the salty taste of his precum. Soon I had my lips wrapped tight around him though and slid down to the base of him before sliding back up. 

Slowly, I moved ever so slowly as I tasted him. Even though his hips thrust slightly against my mouth, Mike stayed fairly still and took in the power I had with my mouth around him. The faster I moved the more Mike appeared to settle back down. He liked the faster motion but I knew that the slower movements would torture him. I wanted to torture him. Not in a bad way, of course. I just wanted to sexually torture him and bring his orgasm to such a peak that he wouldn’t forget it ever. 

I continued to suck slowly. So slow that at some point even I really wanted to speed things up. He was groaning and moaning like a crazy man. Then it happened, the word I’d been waiting to hear. 

“Please,” he moaned out. “Please.” 

“Oh, do you want me to get on top of you?” 

“Yes, do it. Get on.” 

“Mmmm, maybe in a minute,” I teased mischievously as I looked up at him. 

I was having so much fun playing with him! It was fun to be in charge like that. Fun to get to do what I wanted and take my time with him. I could see what the fascination was with being a dominatrix. It was exhilarating knowing that someone was at your will and you were the one bringing them pleasure. 

After another couple of minutes torturing Mike, I finally decided that it was torture for me to wait any longer. I ripped the condom open and started to climb on top of him when Mike grabbed me and gently flipped me over on the bed. 

“Oh no, you’re not getting off that easy,” he said with determination in his eyes. 

“I thought I was in charge tonight,” I smiled. 

“I lied. Now I’m going to pay you back for that little bought of torture.” 

I just laughed at his plan. It wasn’t really the same level of torture if he was going to lick me like I was licking him. I’d enjoy every second of it, no torture at all. 

But then he started to tease me. He spread my legs wide and looked down at my wet body. His hands held onto my ankles and very slowly moved up my thighs, all while staring right at me. 

“Mike,” I laughed uncomfortably as he looked at me. 

“You’re so wet.” 

“Because you make me excited. Put that condom on and come here,” I urged. 

“Just a second.”

He leaned down and let his tongue gently lick some of my wetness. It was true, I was excited by him and our evening so far. I was probably dripping wet at that point, there was no denying it. 

His tongue moved softly from the bottom of me up to the tip of my clit. He took his time with each stroke but spent a little extra time around my clit. Each one of his licks were hard and slow, which really built up my arousal in that moment. 

As he finished licking me Mike knelt there between my legs. I was ready for him. I was drenched with excitement and absolutely ready for him to be inside me. But then I saw the childlike face of a troublemaker looking down at me. 

Mike smiled and put his hands on my inner thighs to open me up as much as possible. Then he looked at me again. His eyes navigating every curve of my body. Taking time to look at each of my nipples, down at my stomach and then harvesting the curve of my wetness. 

He wasn’t just purposely taking his time, Mike looked like he was loving every minute of looked at me. The first time we were together I was very self conscious of the way he looked at me. But now I saw it. I saw the lust in his eyes, the desire he had, there wasn’t a shred of judgment in the way he was looking at me. He did want every inch of me, I could see it in his eyes. 

“Okay, Mike, that’s enough torture,” I said softly. “I want you inside me.” 

“Mmmm,” he growled. “You look so hot. I’m going to remember every curve of your body.” 

“Yeah?” I asked. 

“Oh, yeah.”

Then I thought for sure he was about to slide the condom on and continue our night, but he had other plans. Mike laid on his stomach between my legs. He kept me pressed wide enough that I couldn’t move against him as he devoured me. 

He even grunted and growled a little as he was licking and eating me. I pulsed against him hard but the position he had me in made it nearly impossible to buck against his tongue like my body wanted to. 

The slow pressure of before was gone and this time Mike was eating me as if I was the last meal of his life. He licked and even nibbled my body, taking in my juice like it was going to keep him alive. He spent just enough time on my clit to get me more excited, but then let his tongue go back to exploring other parts of my wetness. Soon I felt it, the torture of wanting to cum, the amazing feeling of being so close to orgasming and yet so far away. 

“I need you inside me,” I groaned and grabbed at Mike’s hair. 

He wanted to be inside me. He needed it just as badly as I did, but Mike had the self control to continue torturing and playing with me. He wrapped his mouth around my clit and pulled it softly into him. The gentle pressure was delightful and I pressed against him for more. 

“I’ll get on top now,” I tried to order him. But Mike was no longer interested in having me be in charge. He had taken control of our little rendezvous. 

The slow sucking of my clit had me engorged with excitement. I could feel a deep pulsing in my body like I hadn’t felt in a very long time. I needed to release. The full level of my excitement was almost too much for me as I held my breath and pushed against him hoping for more and more from his tongue. 

Then it happened. My body didn’t need to wait anymore. I felt the tingling building up and the blood rushing to my center as I started to cum. It was a different level of orgasm than I was used to though. It was slow, deep and unsteady as it built up longer and longer. My legs were shaking, my hands gripped tightly on the sheets. Finally I was going to get the sweet release my body needed. I couldn’t wait to feel that release. Every inch of my body was ready to explode. 

Then he released me. Mike let go of my body with his mouth and his hands. He knelt in between my legs, not touching me at all. Just watching me as I looked up at him in terror. He’d stopped! No, no, no, he couldn’t stop. I was so close. I was nearly going to explode and he just stopped. What sort of torture was this man putting me through? 

Mike smiled down at me, knowing exactly what he had just done. He relished in this high level of torture that he put me through. He was loving every second of my shock. At one point I was pretty sure he even laughed at me as I looked up at him. 

“What?” he asked playfully. 

“You put that condom on and get inside me right now,” I said forcefully. 

“Oh, so you’re saying that I’m good at sexual torture? Tell me I’m good,” Mike said and held the condom in his hand. 

“You are good. Now get moving.” 

He started to open the condom wrapper and then pretended like he couldn’t get it open. He hilariously dropped it and then picked it back up. Fumbling with the thing like he was a teenager who hadn’t opened one before. 

“Oh, man, these things are so hard to open,” he said dramatically. 

“You are so dead,” I laughed. 

“I don’t know. It’s just so hard to figure out,” he continued his joke. 

Then I did something that I didn’t even know I knew how to do. I slid down closer to Mike and wrapped me legs around him. I pushed him to the side and before I knew it, I was on top of him again. I was positive he was going along with my move, because any sort of resistance and it wouldn’t have worked at all. But there I was, back in control of the situation, but this time I wasn’t interested in wasting any time. 

I grabbed the condom from Mike and ripped it open with my teeth. I rolled it onto him as I hovered above waiting to slide down. It was more like one motion than two and I thrust my body hard onto his erect cock. 

“Wow,” I said as I took him in so deep that I had to adjust for a moment. “Wait, is this okay for the baby?” 

“The chemicals released during sex actually help relax you which is very good for the baby,” Mike said in an official sounding voice. 

I wasn’t really sure if he was telling the truth or not about the chemicals and relaxation. But I knew he wouldn’t be having sex with me if it would endanger my pregnancy. So I did relax and take him into me as I started rocking softly on top of him. 

Even though I’d been so close to orgasm only a few moments before, I wasn’t close at all as I started thrusting on top of Mike. The change in sensation at put me back a few steps, but not all the way to the beginning. 

His hands held onto my hips as I rocked on top of him. Moving slowly but forcefully I was in control, although I was pretty sure that Mike would have taken over at any moment if I’d stopped moving or tried to tease him again. 

We moved together so softly and perfectly, it was as if we’d made love thousands of times before. The pressure of a relationship was gone and I was able to relax and just have fun with our time. I’d never felt so relaxed with a man before. It was rather sad that I’d made it to twenty-five years old and hadn’t felt this level of comfort with a man before. Apparently, it just took a guy agreeing to donate his sperm to me, then I finally trusted and was able to relax around him. 

I also liked that we weren’t worrying about a relationship. We were friends. We’d already decided that I was going to have the baby and I was going to be in charge. There was no co-parenting or anything like that. He donated his sperm so I could make my own dream of motherhood come true. Our friendship was just a bonus with the whole situation and this new plan of a friendship with sexual benefits was the absolute icing on the cake. 

I watched Mike, as he watched me on top of him. He continued to delight in looking at me as I moved. It was such a turn on to see that desire in his face. The genuine longing to know my body warmed me and gave me the courage to stay on top of him, exposed to his view. 

My hands rested on Mikes chest as I found the perfect position on top of him. My hips moved in a short thrusting motion and I rubbed my clit softly against him with each movement. Slowly, but surely, I felt the buildup of excitement becoming unbearable. 

My thrusts slowed as I tried to hold back my orgasm a little. I hated losing control. I hated not feeling like I was in full control of my body. But Mike saw what I was doing. He saw how close I was to losing my control and he held my hips firmly and helped me continue on top of him. 

His added control guided me to continue moving and soon I was thrusting hard on top of him. I had lost my control. Harder and harder I moved. I closed my eyes so I could concentrate on the delicious sense of pleasure that was going on. 

“Yes,” I muttered as I continued to move. “Yes.” 

“Cum for me, baby,” Mike groaned as I felt his thrusts coming harder too. 

I’d never been a fan of dirty talk in the bedroom before but Mike’s words drove me to cum. His permission wasn’t needed, but it was welcomed as I finally let my body release with such an intense orgasm that my fingers latched onto Mike’s chest hard. 

He didn’t yell out from the pain though. Mike thrust deep inside of me and then released his own explosiveness. I was shaking from my release and fell on top of Mike’s chest in exhaustion. I literally couldn’t move of my own free will at that moment, although my body was still shaking from the pleasure quake that had just happened. 

His fingers glided up and down my back softly and then wrapped around me in a bear hug to hold me. The intimacy was welcomed. I relaxed almost instantly and felt myself drifting off to sleep there in his arms with his body still inside of mine. 

I fell asleep. Right there on Mike’s chest as I straddled his still throbbing body, I fell asleep. There was such a sense of perfection with my life at that moment. Everything was exactly as I had hoped, even better than I could have imagined. Life was so good that I finally slept deeply for the first time since my insemination. 





Chapter 12

 

Mike 

 

I stayed the whole weekend with Julia. We didn’t just have one night together, it ended up being both Saturday and Sunday night. Although most of Sunday was spent sleeping after our early morning romp in bed. We did manage to wake up and eat some food late in the day before finding our way back to bed after sunset. 

I’d never had a true friend with benefits before. It was one of those relationships that guys talked about but I wasn’t sure really existed. What sort of woman actually didn’t want a relationship? Up until that weekend with Julia, I honestly didn’t think such a woman existed. 

But we didn’t talk about a relationship at all. In fact, Julia and I talked about her and her baby. She talked about saving money over the last year, so she could buy a condo of her own, paying off her bills, and getting herself financially ready. Julia talked only about a future on her own with this new baby that she wanted so desperately. We never talked about going on dates again, or what I wanted; it was amazing. 

It was a release to be able to have sex and not have to worry about calling for the next date. I didn’t have to worry if we would like each other in a few weeks or how I would get out of the relationship when things didn’t work out. Julia didn’t want those things from me and that gave me the freedom to actually enjoy our time together. 

By the time I left early Monday morning, Julia and I had already made plans to go to a celebratory dinner after her pregnancy test. It didn’t matter if it was positive or negative, we were going to celebrate our friendship and her journey. 

We did set some ground rules, at least for the time being. We were going to continue to use the artificial insemination process if Julia needed to try another round. She just thought it would help her separate things emotionally. And I was going to keep using a condom if we decided to have sex again, although we might not continue that side of our relationship. I didn’t get a lot of clarity on that. 

Julia wasn’t going to call me every day, those were her words and rules not mine. She said she was concentrating on herself and wouldn’t be reaching out to me very much. Perfect, I couldn’t have thought of a more perfect situation. We were going to actually be friends. Just two people who happened to enjoy hanging out with one another and might be having a baby together as well. 

By the time Julia came into the office to see Bruce for her two week check up, our friends with benefits situation was pretty solid. I’d even come over after her home pregnancy test was positive and we had some celebratory sex. 

Julia and I were texting every day. Not because either of us were obligated to, but because we both genuinely wanted to see what the other was up to. We were friends and part of that meant that we liked to talk to each other. 

On the morning of her appointment with Bruce, we talked on the phone to make plans for that evening. “Where do you want to go celebrate?” I asked as we decided on her celebratory dinner. 

“Nothing spicy. Is it a thing to have indigestion so early on?” 

“Everybody is different,” I offered. It was a pretty standard answer for most questions women had about their bodies so early in pregnancy. Every woman reacted very differently to the rush of additional hormones in her body as the baby began growing rapidly. 

“What about a salad place?” Julia asked. 

I liked meat. I enjoyed a good steak and I absolutely hated going to salad restaurants. It was like handing over my money and then getting nothing in return. I could eat a giant salad and half the time I still had to go somewhere else to get more food because I didn’t feel full at all. 

“Sure,” I replied. More than willing to adjust my needs for Julia’s in that moment. 

“Well, maybe pizza?” She asked, totally not worrying about her indigestion at all. 

“We can decide after your appointment,” I laughed. “I’ll see you later today.” 

“Yeah, I’m coming in at four. Will you be able to head to dinner after my appointment?” 

“I should be able to head out shortly after,” I lied. “Have a good day at work, I’ll see you later.” 

As I hung up the phone I realized just how many charts I still had to update from the previous day of seeing patients. I’d been getting behind on my work since Julia and I got together as friends. I was distracted, in a good way. But now I had yesterday’s work to finish and still had a full load of patients for that day. 

I dove into my charts and was still working hard on them at eight o’clock when Bruce arrived. The nurses were checking in our first patients of the day and Bruce and I took a moment to get organized and catch up. 

“You look like a well fed man,” Bruce joked. 

A few days before I’d made a crack about the possibility of living off of oral sex as my sustenance alone. He thought it was hilarious, but also agreed that he believed he could live off a woman’s juices as well. There was something so nurturing about eating a woman out, so deliciously erotic that it made me feel fuller than any salad ever could. 

“Yeah,” I laughed. “She’s coming in today for her official test. We are going to go to dinner after to celebrate.” 

“So you’re dating?” 

“No, not really. It’s more like a friends with benefits thing.” 

“Oh, those never work out,” Bruce laughed. 

“Well, our situation is a little unique. Isn’t it?” 

“Yeah, but sooner or later one of you is going to get attached to the other. I’m just saying, they never work out. So keep yourself ready for that.” 

“I know,” I said without really agreeing with Bruce. 

Sure, most of the time this sort of thing didn’t work out. I hadn’t even believed girls were into it at all. But Julia and I were different. She wanted to be independent. She was the one who had suggested the whole situation. It was going to work out for us. At some point I could see us going back to being just friends without benefits. Sooner or later I’d meet some girl and start dating and I wouldn’t keep sleeping with Julia if that happened. 

“But I think it’s cool what you guys have going on,” Bruce said giving me his thumbs up of approval. “It will help her relax through the pregnancy and it’s good for you too. 

“Yeah?” 

“Yep, she seems like a nice girl. I think this whole thing could go south pretty quickly, but it’s possible she’ll help you be less of a jerk with the ladies,” Bruce laughed. 

“Me? I’m not a jerk.” 

“I bet your last few exes wouldn’t agree with that statement.” He laughed and left my office.

“I’m not a jerk,” I yelled after him as Sheryl turned up at my office door. 

“That’s a matter of perspective,” she retorted. 

“Any possibility of me getting out of here by five o’clock today?” 

“Not if you want to get your paperwork done,” she showed me the long list of patients we had. 

“Okay, I’m going to bring my notebook and take notes and put them into the chart later. Not ideal, but I really need to get out of here by five today.” 

“Big date?” Sheryl asked with a mischievous smile. 

“Not a date like that. I’m just going to dinner with Julia after her pregnancy confirmation appointment.” 

“Ohhh,” Sheryl replied with a knowing look in her eye. “So you have a time picked out and you shaved this morning. You’re rearranging your day so you can leave by a certain time, but it’s not a date?” 

“It’s not a date,” I said again. 

Sheryl wasn’t having any of my talk though. She just smiled at me and then went over to her nursing station to get ready for the day. It was only a minute later that she was at my door again, trying to pull me away from my paperwork and get me in the room with my first patient. 

“If you’re going to make it to your date on time, you’ll need to see your patients on time,” she winked at me. 

“It’s not a date,” I defended again. 

But she was right. I had to stay focused throughout the day to get through my extra long list of patients. Even on the best of days, I never got out of the office by five o’clock. Inevitably there were delays or additional time I had to take with patients to ensure we covered all the bases. Not to mention the fact that any number of my patients could go into labor at any moment. 

Bruce and I tried to alternate evenings and weekends that we were on call, but if a patient went into labor during the work day, we each handled our own patients. The whole process of building up our business was exhausting though and some months I swore I only got a few nights of full sleep the entire month. 

Luckily, the business analysis had come back saying we could sustain two new doctors and we would be able to move forward with that plan for expansion. Although neither of us seemed to have the time to do in-depth reviews of the resumes for potential candidates. It wasn’t that much of a hurry since the tech firm across the hall still had six months on their lease. As much as I didn’t wish harm on anyone, I wasn’t going to be sad if their company went bust and had to terminate their lease early. 

I made my way in to my first patient of the day with a fresh notepad and a determination to get through my day on time. I couldn’t wait to take Julia out and celebrate her exciting day. It was exciting to me too. 

My day drudged along with patient after patient. I did my best to stop thinking about Julia while I was in the room with each patient, but the second I walked back to my office I was looking at the clock and waiting for her to arrive. Four o’clock couldn’t come fast enough for me. 

Julia send a couple of texts in the morning talking about how excited she was for her appointment but other than that I didn’t hear from her for the rest of the day. This appointment she had with Bruce was purely an official checking in with her hormone levels and confirming the pregnancy. There wasn’t a lot to the appointment and I was relatively certain she’d be disappointment by how fast it was. The fun appointments wouldn’t come for a few more weeks when she got to hear the baby on the monitor and see him or her growing. 

For me it was different than I’d expected things to be. I was invested in her pregnancy much more than I thought I was going to. I worried if she was sleeping and eating right. I wanted to tell her all the advice I had to give and it took everything I had not to butt in with my opinion. 

She was having HER baby. This wasn’t technically my baby, at least that was how I was looking at things. I found myself trying to think about her separate from the pregnancy and separate from the idea that it was my sperm that helped to make the baby. We signed the legal documents for this. I’d agreed that she would be the parent and I would not have rights to the child, so therefore I didn’t have rights to anything while she was pregnant. 

I was Julia’s friend. We had some delicious side benefits, but we were friends and that was it. Maybe in the future I’d have some sort of optional interaction with her and her child but I had to stop thinking about the baby as if I had any claim on him or her. 

By the time four o’clock rolled around I was stuck with a patient for a good half of an hour before I could come out and see how Julia was doing. Sheryl had let Julia wait for me in my office without clearing it with me first, but I didn’t mind. 

“Hey, I should be done shortly. Just one more patient. How did your appointment go?” 

“It was good. It’s official. I’m having a baby!” She said loudly and jumped up to give me a hug. “Thank you, Mike.” 

“Yeah, you know, it was a lot of hard work. I’m sure you’ll think of a way to thank me,” I joked. 

“I am actually going to lay down and take a little nap while you finish working. I didn’t sleep well last night and I’m exhausted. Would that be alright?” 

“Absolutely. In fact, we have a special sleeping room here for when we are on call and running back and forth to the hospital a lot. How about I get you set up in there?” 

“Yes, that sounds nice.”

“I wouldn’t call it nice, but it’s better than sleeping on this hard couch,” I laughed. 

Together we walked to the room at the back of our office where I showed her our not so fancy sleeping room. It used to be a closet and we had converted it to the sleeping room with a single bed in there and a small night stand next to it. We had investing in a good quality mattress and some nice linens for the bed purely to ensure we could get a good sleep when we were only able to be in there for short amounts of time. 

“Thanks, I probably won’t be able to actually sleep, but I’ll give it a try.”

“I’ll come get you when I’m done,” I said as she sat down on the bed looking utterly exhausted. 

After seeing my patient I went back to the sleep room to check on Julia and I was pretty sure what I was going to find when I got there. Sure enough she was fast asleep and I wasn’t about to wake her up. I wrote a note telling her I’d be in my office and for her to come over when she woke up. If she hadn’t slept at all the night before she needed her sleep more than we needed to hurry off to a date, or dinner, whatever we were calling it. 

“I thought you and Julia were going out?” Bruce asked as he walked past my office when he was leaving around six o’clock. 

“She fell asleep in the back room and I didn’t want to wake her up.” 

“Oh, you’re good,” he shook his head as if he knew what secret plan I was up to. 

“I’m just letting her sleep for a little bit. She was tired.”

“Yeah, you’re being the good guy. Let her sleep, be there for her, slip in as the friend she can’t live without. I see the long game here.” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m just trying to be helpful.”

“And get laid,” he grinned. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Enjoy your night,” he laughed a little as he headed out for the evening. 

Bruce made me sound like some calculating individual that was plotting every detail of the interactions between Julia and I. That wasn’t how I was at all. I didn’t think and plan things through between us. If at any moment Julia decided to pull away or asked me not to be as involved, I’d comply in a moment. But she seemed to really need someone around. She seemed to like having me around and I liked being there for her. 

While I waited for Julia to wake up I worked on my paperwork. By seven o’clock I went to check on her and she was still sound asleep, so I continued with my notes and finished them up for the day of work. I finished around 8:30pm and I didn’t want to wake her up but it was getting rather late and I decided I should get her up. 

“Julia,” I said softly as I sat on the side of the bed. 

“Oh, yeah. Sorry. What time is it?” 

“It’s almost nine,” I smiled back at her. 

“What? Oh, why did you let me sleep that long? I’m sorry. I bet you’re starving,” she said up quickly and then looked like she was dizzy and quickly laid back down. 

“Stay there, I’m going to check your blood pressure,” I hurried and grabbed what I needed and took her pressure. “Have you been eating and drinking okay?” 

“I wasn’t really hungry today, or thirsty. It was probably the nerves.” 

“Julia, you’re hypotensive. We need to get some fluids in you. If I get you a Gatorade do you think you could drink it?” 

“Yes.”

She was able to sip on the Gatorade drink for a little bit but I was still worried about her. We certainly weren’t going to go out for dinner and I wasn’t even sure I felt comfortable having her go back to her house.

“Is Kendra at your apartment tonight?” 

“No, I think she’s out.” 

“How about you come home with me then?” I suggested and then quickly added the qualifiers to my question. “Just because I’m really close to here. I have a spare bedroom you can stay in and I have plenty of food and drinks to keep you nourished.”

“Okay,” she responded without much contemplation. 

“Perfect, let’s get you some rest.” 

It was a relief that she had willingly agreed to come with me. Otherwise I would have had to take her home and stay with her to make sure she was taking care of herself. 

We took an Uber to my place. Normally I would have walked but I didn’t want Julia exerting any more of her energy than she had to. We pulled up to the building and I noticed her looked at it in awe. 

“It’s a little big, but the condos are really nice.” 

“I thought this was an office building. There are all condos?” 

“Yep. I think there are forty five or fifty floors. I’m not sure, I guess I don’t pay much attention. My condo is on the thirty-fourth floor.”

“Wow this place is beautiful,” Julia said as we entered the lobby. 

“It really is a nice place. Best door staff in the city,” I said loud enough so they could hear me. “Oh, and 47 floors,” I said as we got in the elevator and looked at the buttons. 

“Is there a pool?”

“Oh yeah, there is actually a full gym, pool and business lounge here. They have an outdoor patio area too off the fifth floor. It’s a great place.” 

“Yeah, it looks really expensive too,” she laughed. 

There was no denying that. It was an expensive place to live, but I had plenty of money and just wanted an easy place to live and get around town. I’d actually bought a two bedroom condo just to make sure I had room for a home office if I ever decided to do that, but I never did. Instead, I used my second bedroom as a spare room for when people came to stay over, like my parents and other friends who wanted to come to town to visit. Although, it really hadn’t gotten much use in the last few months at all. 

“This is me,” I said dramatically as I opened the door to my condo. 

“What? Oh, my God, this view. You can see the whole city. Mike, this is so pretty.” 

“I’m sure all the condos on this side of the building have similar views,” I joked. “It is nice though. Especially at night.” 

Julia stood in front of the floor to ceiling windows for a few minutes while I went to the spare bedroom to make sure it was in order. I hadn’t been back there in a while and hoped I didn’t have a big mess of things to deal with. 

“How about some left over Chinese food?” I asked when I returned to the living room.

“Yep, sounds great,” she replied without taking her eyes off of the view. 

“Okay, well sit down then. I don’t want you passing out. I’ll definitely make you go to the hospital if you do that.” 

“That’s silly, you’re a doctor.” 

“Then do as the doctor ordered and sit down so you don’t end up at the hospital.” 

“Wow, you’re a mean doctor,” Julia laughed as she moved over to the table and sat down facing the view. 

“I’m the worst. Good thing you got Doctor Simon instead of me. You would have hated me.”

“Probably,” she laughed. 

“Okay, how are you feeling about sweet and sour chicken vs broccoli and chicken?”

“Sweet and sour.” 

“And I don’t have Gatorade but I do have some flavored sparkling water, will that work?” 

“Yep.” 

“Perfect,” I brought over her food and drink and then grabbed mine before joining her at the table. 

Julia was distracted by the view and it dawned on me that I really hadn’t just sat and enjoyed the view in a long time. It was nice to sit there with her and eat dinner while taking in the magnificent sights of the city. 

“I can’t believe I actually went through with this,” Julia said while still looking out at the city. 

“You seemed pretty determined.” 

“I know, but I often give up on things that take a lot of work. I’m pretty proud that I continued on with this. I’m so excited. This is going to be the start of the rest of my life.” 

“I bet you’re going to be an amazing mother.” 

“Thank you,” she said with a small tear in her eye. “I am going to do the best I can.” 





Chapter 13

 

Julia

 

I slept better than I probably should have over at Mike’s. The guest bed was more comfortable than my own bed and once I fell asleep I didn’t toss or turn at all. When the sun started to peak in the next morning, I couldn’t believe just how great a night of sleep I had gotten. 

“Hungry?” Mike asked when I came out of the bedroom after freshening up in the bathroom. 

“Starving.” 

“Then let’s get you some food, little lady.” 

Mike started piling on a bunch of food for me. He had made some sausages, eggs, and pancakes. He poured me a big glass of orange juice and then sat down to eat with me. It was nice being there with him. I felt so safe around Mike, not just physically, but emotionally. I didn’t have to worry about chaos at all with him and that was a relief. Plus, it was amazing to know that he could answer any of my pregnancy questions, that took a lot of worry off my plate. 

“You’re going to get me fat,” I laughed as he poured some syrup onto my food. 

“You should gain twenty to thirty pounds. And don’t worry about what you gain. It’s important to eat and take care of yourself. That’s all you should worry about. You can always lose the weight after the baby is born.” 

“Yes, doctor,” I said as I ate the food in front of me. I hadplanned to try and be a little picky with my food. Ideally I wanted to eat healthy foods and stay away from sugars and unhealthy carbohydrates, but for this meal I was just going with the flow.

“So what do you have planned today? Your color looks better. Are you feeling dizzy when you stand at all?” 

“Nope, no dizziness. I’m feeling pretty good. I was thinking of going shopping for some comfortable clothes. I know I’m not going to be showing anytime soon, but I’d like at least one outfit I can wear when my pants start getting too tight. And if I keep letting you feed me, I suspect that will happen sooner rather than later.” 

“No way I’m going to stop feeding you, so I guess you better get those pants.”

“Yeah, I’ll buy a couple pairs just in case.” 

“Are there shops like that around here? I’ll go with you if you’d like. I’m not afraid of a little shopping.” 

“It’s New York, Mike. There are shops for everything all over the place. I’d love some company shopping. I think Kendra is busy this afternoon and I haven’t really confirmed the news with anyone else yet.” 

“Deal. I’m at your service,” Mike said as he dramatically bent over. 

Shopping with Mike turned out to be really enjoyable. He had a decent sense of style and was able to quickly adapt to the trends in the maternity world. We went into a couple boutique stores and I quickly ruled them out as anything I was willing to pay for. Many of them were charging a couple hundred dollars for their jeans; it was outrageous. I certainly wasn’t going to pay that much money for pants that I’d only be wearing for a couple of months. 

Finally we found a shop that was in one of the malls. It was a national chain store but they had reasonable prices and a variety of options that I really liked. Not to mention the prices weren’t crazy. 

“You should get them all,” Mike said after I finished trying on a few outfits. 

“What? No way, I’m not even showing yet. How do I know what they will look like when I get big and fat? I’ll just get this outfit.” 

“I think you’ll look amazing with your baby tummy.” 

“Really? Amazing?” I asked a little skeptical. 

“Yep. You’re so darn beautiful now, you’ll only get more beautiful as the pregnancy progresses.” 

“You’re such a suck up,” I laughed. 

“I’m serious, Julia. Do you really not see how beautiful you are?”

“No, not at all.” 

“I just don’t get that. I mean you’re a smart, intelligent woman. You have to know you’re stunning. Like ten out of ten level of beautiful.” 

Mike was laying it on thick as he complimented me. There was no way I thought I was a ten out of ten. Maybe an eight on the relative scale for female beauty but sometimes I thought even that was pushing it. 

“I’ll admit that I’m not hideous,” I said. 

“Oh, that’s all you’re going to admit to?” 

“Yep, I’m not hideous. Maybe a little above average,” I laughed. 

“Oh, wow, I can see we have a lot of work to do with you before you’re a mother. You don’t want your daughter to worry about how she looks, right? You have to see how beautiful you are. It’s not like you need to lead with it, but you need to understand it. I bet guys are throwing themselves at you every time you’re at the bar.” 

“No, that does not happen,” I laughed. 

“I practically threw myself at you.”

“No way, I was totally the one flirting with you more. You were all cool and collected.”

“I’m good at pretending,” Mike said. 

I ended up buying one outfit and then we called it a day for shopping. It was fun hanging out with Mike. I’d definitely enjoyed it and as we were saying our goodbyes I decided to see if Mike wanted to visit some more later that evening. 

“I’m going to be watching a few more episodes of our series if you want to come over tonight. Kendra will be home and I think she might watch as well. She saw the series already but says she’d like to watch it again.” 

“Yes, I’d love to,” Mike responded freakishly fast. 

“Okay then, come on over whenever you’d like.” 

“Five o’clock sound good?” he asked. 

“Yep. I’m probably going to go sleep until then,” I laughed. “I’m so tired. I just can’t shake this feeling that I need more and more sleep.” 

“Julia, you are literally making a new human inside you. Sleeping is good. Eating is good. Drinking water is good. You have to do those things to keep your body working.”

“Thanks for that reassurance, Mike, I appreciate it.” 

“Okay, go sleep. I’ll see you later,” he said as he opened the cab door for me and sent me on my way. 

When I got home Kendra was there waiting for me. I could have sworn she said she was going to be gone all day but she looked really worried. Then I pulled my phone out to see what if I had missed any messages from her. Sure enough she’d been texting me all morning and I hadn’t responded to any of them. 

“So, you’re not dead. That’s good,” she said and rolled her eyes. 

“Nope, I’m alive. I’m so sorry I didn’t see your messages. I totally got wrapped up with Mike and shopping and I didn’t check my phone at all this morning.” 

“Girl, I thought you were dead on the sidewalk somewhere. Geesh. You text me and tell me you’re up and heading out from his house and then don’t text me back at all. What are you doing to me, woman?” 

“I’m sorry. But Mike is coming over here to watch television and visit tonight, if you’d like to yell some more.” 

“He’s coming here?” She asked and started messing with her hair. “When? How long do I have to get ready?” 

She looked like someone who was excited for a boy that they had a crush on to come over. It was a little confusing since Kendra didn’t date white guys at all. She exclusively dated men of color and hadn’t ventured away from those preferences since I’d known her. 

“Why? Are you trying to steal my baby daddy,” I laughed. 

“No! I don’t want him, but I bet he knows some damn fine doctors in this town and I’d really like to meet those friends of his.”

“Oh, I see what you’re plan is. Make a good impression so he can fix you up. I got you, girl. I’ll help you out,” I laughed. 

She rushed out of the living room and back to her room where she remained for the rest of the evening. By the time Mike showed up she was done up like she was going out on the town, except she had her sweats on to stay in and watch television. 

Kendra was a pretty girl without all the hair and makeup, but she was drop dead gorgeous when she did herself up. A little piece of me thought I should have done my own hair and makeup, but then I remembered that Mike and I were just friends and it didn’t matter if I had my hair done when we were hanging out. 

“Well, don’t you ladies look pretty?” Mike said as we let him into the apartment. 

I could tell he was good with people. New people, friends, pretty much anyone felt comfortable around him. There was no denying the charisma he had. It was one of the things that had thrown me off so much when I first met him, but I was started to get used to it now that we had hung out a bit. 

Our night of Netflix watching went fantastic. We got through five episodes and it was really fun having Kendra there too. She took the pressure off of the romantic stuff that had been going on between Mike and me so we were all able to just hang out and have fun. 

Mike even told her about a few friends of his that he thought she would like, both of them doctors, and when he pulled up his softball league photo, it was clear that Kendra would have taken either one of them. Nearly all the guys on Mike’s team looked like they could have posed for GQ magazine. It was a little intimidating knowing that he had so many good looking friends. 

“So let’s make a plan to go out sometime and we will invite Kendra and I’ll invite one of my friends,” Mike said when he finally headed home for the night. 

“Yes, let’s do that,” Kendra interrupted and gave Mike a hug. “I swear if you get me one of those men I will owe you for the rest of my life.” 

Mike just laughed and shook his head. I was pretty sure women tried to get him to hook them up with his friends a lot. But they were probably more interested in hooking up with him if they knew him. 

“He is so perfect. I can’t believe you’re having his baby,” Kendra squealed before the door of our apartment was even closed all the way. 

“Kendra, he can hear you.” 

“I don’t care,” she yelled. “Mike is so handsome,” she said teasingly. 

“Okay, okay, he is handsome. But he is also a really smart guy and very kind too,” I added. 

“And you’re not going to date him? Tell me you’ve changed your mind on this. He’s perfect Julia. He’s the guy for you. This is meant to be, I feel it in my bones.” 

“Okay, I’ll admit that the thought of being more than just friends with Mike has crossed my mind. But I’m planning on just seeing how things go between us. There is no telling how he’s going to react as the pregnancy progresses. There is no telling how I’ll react. But yes, I’m going to keep the option open of having something more than just friends,” I said as Kendra started smiling and jumping up and down. “But only if you stop jumping around like a teenager,” I laughed. 

 

***

 

A few weeks later Sarah and Kendra had put together a list of condos for us to go look at. I had my preapproval from my bank and I was ready to make an offer if something came up that I couldn’t live without. 

The housing market in New York moved fast. Placed were often sold before they were even put on the market at all. Sarah had come around quickly to the idea of me having a baby. At work she was constantly talking about the best preschools and how I needed to get my unborn baby onto the wait list. 

Preschools were not even on my radar yet. I hadn’t looked at daycare either. All of that was a little overwhelming for me considering I hadn’t even made it to my first ultrasound appointment yet or bought my new condo. 

One thing at a time was about all I could do. On this particular weekend I had my eyes focused on the condo search and nothing else. I gave Sarah and Kendra my ideal requirements and they were excited to put together the list of places to see. We invited Mike to come too, but he was on call for the weekend and apparently tons of ladies were going into labor. My realtor arranged a vehicle to take all of us around and we started our search early Saturday morning. 

“This first place is a little run down inside, but the building has been updated in the common areas. The price is well below what you were looking for so you’d have plenty of wiggle room for remodeling,” my realtor Beth said. 

“I’d prefer not to have a remodel job, but I’m open to looking at it since it does have some good square footage.” 

“That’s the big selling point of this place. It’s bigger than any of the other places we will look at today.” 

“Great, let’s take a look,” Sarah said enthusiastically. 

I walked into that first condo with an upbeat opinion and totally open to liking it. But it was a pit. The building was really old, even though they had remodeled, it still didn’t look all that great at all. I knew it wasn’t the right fit for me. 

We continued down the list of places and one after another I was disappointed. Sometimes there was a glaring issue like super small windows, or tiny bedrooms, and other times I just didn’t get a good vibe from the building or the location. I was exhausted when we pulled up to the final building for the day. 

“Maybe I’ll have to do some research on my own,” I said. “I could narrow some places down online.” 

“Sure, let’s just look at this place though. It was over your preapproval budget but they just lowered the price. The owners moved overseas and would really like to unload it.”

As I looked up I realized we were at Mike’s building. I loved his building. It sounded like an amazing place to live but I really didn’t think I could afford a place there. Not a two bedroom like I wanted. 

“It’s a two bedroom?” I asked. 

“No, it’s a one bedroom with a den. But I believe the owners added double doors to the den so it’s pretty much a two bedroom. It’s small, but very nice inside,” Beth said. 

She went on to list all the amenities of the building and I was hooked. I knew I liked the place when I had visited Mike, but the idea of living there was just amazing. I could see raising my child there. I could see living there for a very long time. It felt right. The building felt right. 

When we got into the apartment I knew it was mine. I felt at home from the moment I walked in there. The place was empty and as the sun was starting to set I walked up to the windows and looked out at the view. It was a little different than Mike’s view, but still unbelievably gorgeous. 

“It’s eight hundred square feet, but that’s big for this area of town. Plus, it’s a newer building and you shouldn’t have many issues for several years.” 

I walked into the bedroom, explored the bathrooms, but when I stepped into the den I knew I was going to make an offer. It was the perfect size for a baby room and had some beautiful built-in book shelves. 

“Let’s make an offer,” I said to Beth. 

“What are you thinking? Maybe go in about ten percent below their asking?” 

“Sure, but I’ll pay their list price if I have to.” 

“They just lowered the price today, so they might want that list price. But your preapproval will go far with them. A guaranteed sale at a little lower price might just go through. Sign these and I’ll get the offer over to them. It’s late and they are overseas so we probably won’t hear back until tomorrow though.”

We did all the things that needed to be signed right there in the apartment and Kendra, Sarah and I went out for drinks to celebrate afterwards. Of course, my drink was just a fruit juice, but it was still nice to have a night out with my friends. 

“Do you think I should have asked Mike before buying a place in his building?” I asked the girls.

“Oh, Mike lives in that building?” Sarah said looking really worried. 

“Yeah, is that bad? I stayed there the other night. Loved the building but didn’t think it was in my budget.” 

“So he doesn’t know you were considering a place in his building?” Kendra chimed in. 

“No, but now you guys have me worried. Is this bad? I mean he likes the building. I would think he’d be okay with me being in a nice place.” 

“I don’t think it’s about you being in a nice place,” Sarah added. “I’m just worried he might think you’re trying to get him to co-parent or be more involved than he wants to be.”

“He’s pretty involved right now,” I laughed. 

“I know, but there’s no actual baby right now. I’m just worried that he will not take it well,” Sarah added. 

“I’m sure he will be fine,” Kendra said reassuringly. “He’s not going to care. But you should text him or tell him before you end up running into him in the elevator.” 

“Of course. I mean, we are talking all the time. I’ll tell him right now,” I said as I pulled my phone out. 

“Oh, no, this is not a text messaging sort of thing. He needs to see your face and you need to see his. Tell him in person. Where is he right now?” 

“I think he’s at the hospital,” I said. 

“Then go there. Offer to bring him dinner or something and talk to him,” Sarah added. “The last thing you need is him freaking out and thinking you’re some sort of stalker. 

“Stalker?” I laughed. “He wouldn’t think that!”

“Did you forget how he reacted when you showed up at his office?” Kendra added. “You need to nip this in the bud early so you don’t have to worry about it. I’m sure it’s going to be fine, but you need to tell him tonight.” 

“Fine,” I said as I sent Mike a text and offered to drop off dinner and tell him about my condo shopping. “I’m texting him now.” 

Within five minutes he responded and I made plans to meet up with him in an hour. The girls decided to stay at the bar and keep drinking their real drinks, while I grabbed a cab and made my way to the hospital. 

I stopped and grabbed some delicious burgers for us to eat and only ended up being a few minutes late. Unfortunately, Mike had just been called into deliver a baby and I ended up sitting in the lounge for two hours before he was finally able to get a moment free. 

“Well it’s cold, but mine was delicious,” I said when he finally came in. 

“Thank you so much. You didn’t have to wait though. It’s getting so late.”

“I know, but I had to tell you about the condo I put an offer in on. It’s in your building,” I said going straight for my news. 

I’d decided that showing any sort of trepidation would only make it seem worse that I hadn’t talked to him first. Instead, I was going full force with the excitement and I was putting on a good show too. I smiled big and tried my best to look really excited, which I was, but I was also really nervous to see how Mike was going to react to my news. 

“That’s good. It is a nice building. But I thought you said you couldn’t afford it?” He asked as he ate his burger. 

“I didn’t think I could. But there was a one bedroom with a den that was just reduced. It will work nicely for a baby room. It’s on the fifteenth floor. Looks over the water more than the city but it has a nice view.” 

“Julia, that’s great. You’re really going to like that building and it will be a great place to raise your baby,” he said and then went right back to eating. 

Mike continued to eat his food without talking at all. We sat there in silence and I realized there was definitely an issue with me buying this condo and not giving him a little warning about it first. He wasn’t rude about it at all, he was kind and said all the right things, but Mike was pulling away from me for sure. 

“So we will see if I end up getting it or not. The offer is in, so I should know by tomorrow.” 

“That’s good news, I better get going. It’s a busy night,” and just like that Mike was gone. 

He didn’t give me our usual hug goodbye. There were no sweet reminders for me to eat more or drink more water. He was just gone. My heart sank at the possibility that I had upset him by buying a condo in his building, but I was trying to give him some time. He didn’t say he was upset. He didn’t act upset. Perhaps he was just busy. 

The next morning when the condo sale was approved, I sent a text message to Mike to let him know it had gone through. I didn’t get a response back that morning at all. That’s when I knew something was really wrong. He didn’t text me back later that night either. In fact, it wasn’t until Monday afternoon that he finally replied with a thumbs-up emoji. That was it, two days later and all I got was an emoji. This was not good at all. This was bad. 

Mike probably thought I was trying to force him into a co-parenting thing or make our friends with benefits relationship something more. And although I definitely wouldn’t turn him down for either of those options, I honestly didn’t buy the condo intending for him to be anything more than a friend. 

Nothing had changed. I was still perfectly fine with being a single mother. I was just going to do it from a kick ass condo that happened to be a few floors down from where he lived. Where I lived didn’t have to matter. The building was huge and it was likely I wasn’t going to see him at all even if we lived there together. There were thousands of people that lived there. But I couldn’t shake the sinking feeling in my stomach and the idea that Mike and I might have just broken off our friendship because of my condo purchase. 





Chapter 14

 

Mike

 

A month went by with Julia and I only barely talking over text messaging. I definitely didn’t want to be that jerky guy who blew her off, but I also didn’t like how fast she had moved into my building without giving me any sort of heads up. I didn’t care that she bought a condo in my building, but I also wasn’t sure I wanted to be locked into this thing we had going on. A nice, fun, friends with benefits relationship seemed ideal, but if she was living right next to me I honestly didn’t know how to handle that. 

I threw myself into my work that month. Taking on more patients and working on our business plan for expansion. It took every bit of my energy, mostly because I didn’t like the guilt that was eating away at me because I had been blowing Julia off. 

When Taylor called and wanted to head out for drinks at the local sports bar, I agreed. A night on the town might be just what I was looking for. 

“I can call up some girls to keep us company if you want?” Taylor offered. 

“Not tonight, man. I just want to drink and watch the game.” 

“I hear ya. Ladies are just trouble.” 

“Very true. Trouble and a headache,” I added. 

When we got to the bar there wasn’t a table left in the place. It was packed with people there to enjoy their weekend. Taylor and I found a spot at the bar after a few minutes of rummaging around and finally settled in with a couple of drinks. 

“So what’s new with you?” He asked. 

“Not much. Well, I’m expanding the practice soon, that’s exciting.” 

“Really? I’m surprised.”

“Why? We are doing great. I’m surprised you still work under the big umbrella of the hospital. You know you’d make a ton more money out on your own.” 

“I don’t know, it seems like a lot more trouble than it’s worth. The way things are now I can show up, clock my hours and go home. I don’t work weekends. I’m never on call. I get a flat salary and don’t have to worry about billing; it’s a pretty sweet gig. I actually thought that you would end up coming over to my side sooner or later.” 

“But what are you getting paid, like two hundred thousand?” 

“Try four,” Taylor said with a flashy smile. 

“You’re just a family doc and they are paying you four? That’s outrageous,” I was in shock. I’d always assumed the pay through the hospital was much lower. 

“I mean, it doesn’t hurt that I made New York’s most eligible bachelor list. You know I’ve got a full practice and no one is cancelling their appointments.” 

“Ahh, so you have all the hot mom’s coming to see you. I get it.” 

“Yeah, but I think it’s mainly about productivity. Still, I know you’re making well into the seven figures at your practice. But you’re working all those nights and weekends. You are going to burn yourself out sooner or later.” 

“That’s why we are…” I trailed off as I looked toward the doorway and saw Julia coming into the bar with Kendra and two of my friends. One of them was the guy who I shared Kendra’s number with and the other was a mutual friend of both of ours. 

“What?” Taylor asked as he noticed my attention had clearly been diverted. “Oh, damn those girls are hot. Devon and Patrick have some good taste in ladies.” 

“That brunette is the one having my baby,” I said and then realized I hadn’t exactly filled Taylor in on the whole back story to that comment. 

“You’re having a baby? Why is she out with him then? She’s a knock out. Is she crazy? Did you have to dump her because she was crazy?” Taylor had known a few crazy women of his own over the years, so that was of course the first thing that popped into his mind. 

“It’s a long story. She’s an old friend and asked me to be her sperm donor.” 

“That wasn’t very long.”

“I can’t believe she’s dating,” I said almost to myself as I watched the bar manager open up a table just for their group in the corner. 

Patrick was a high powered real estate agent in town. He knew everyone and everyone knew him. If you were buying a large business property or a multimillion dollar condo, you went through Patrick. 

I could barely contain myself as I watch Julia flirting with Patrick and him returning the affection. They clearly liked one another. They looked more comfortable than a first date. I couldn’t take it any longer and looked back toward Taylor. 

“Why can’t you believe she’s dating? She’s a beautiful girl.” 

“She’s pregnant. She wanted to have a baby so bad that she asked me to be a donor. I would have thought she was going to concentrate on motherhood.” 

“She doesn’t look pregnant in that dress. She looks like she’s trying to get pregnant,” Taylor laughed at his own joke. 

“Well, she is pregnant. About two months along so she’s not showing yet. I really hope she told Patrick about the baby. It would be a pretty shitty thing to be going out with him and letting him like her if she wasn’t planning on continuing to date him.” 

“Wow, okay, so did you sleep with this girl to get her pregnant? Is that what’s going on here?” Taylor looked a little confused by all my emotion over Julia being out on a date. Hell, I was even a little confused about it. 

“We slept together but she used a donation for the insemination. It’s part of the long story I was talking about before.” 

Just then Patrick and Devin happened to notice us and motioned for Taylor and me to come and sit with them. We all played softball together and hung out a lot. It wasn’t unusual for any of us to invite the others over, but I absolutely didn’t want to sit next to Patrick while he was flirting with Julia. 

“Let’s go over,” Taylor said as he hopped up. 

“I’m not going.” 

“Now that would look weird. You have to go. And if you don’t want her dating other people then maybe you should consider dating her yourself. Just an idea,” he walked over to the table and left me there at the bar. I had no other choice but to go join them. 

The walk over was torture. I did my best not to look Julia in the eyes, but eventually we made eye contact. She smiled at me and that just made me feel worse for not keeping in touch with her the last few weeks. 

“Hey guys, what are you doing out without some pretty ladies on your arms?” Patrick asked. 

“Just grabbing a drink and having a chat,” Taylor said. 

“How are you?” I mouthed toward Julia as the guys were talking. 

“Good,” she smiled back at me. 

She looked good. Her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail and she had a skin tight black dress on. It showed off all her curves which I absolutely thought were becoming more defined. She was rocking a pair of black heels and had her makeup done. She was dressed to impress Patrick and that made my stomach swirl. 

Why was she dating? I mean really. Wasn’t the whole purpose of going on a date to see if you could find someone for a relationship? There was no way Patrick was going to want to date her if she was pregnant and no way Julia was going to get herself in some sort of relationship mess while she was preparing for her baby. I didn’t understand at all what was going on. 

When the waiter came to the table to drop off the drinks that Kendra, Julia, and the guys had ordered, Julia was drinking plain ice water. If that wasn’t a tell-tell sign that she was pregnant I wasn’t sure what was. No girl went on a date with a guy like Patrick and just ordered water, they usually wanted to drink for free all night long with him. 

“Julia’s pregnant,” Patrick announced to the table as if the child was his or something. “Don’t worry, it’s not mine. We haven’t been on that many dates yet,” he laughed. “But isn’t that exciting? I think it’s really brave of you to do this on your own.” 

I’m pretty sure my mouth was actually open as I watched Patrick lean in and give Julia a kiss on the lips. What sort of weird parallel world was I in? I had no idea what was going on. And then I felt sick. My stomach had been rumbling since I saw Julia and I finally couldn’t take it any longer. I excused myself and made a bee-line for the restroom. 

I barely made it into the stall before everything in my stomach was emptied into the toilet. My hands were shaking, I was sweating, I felt like I could hardly breath and yet I’d felt fine only a few minutes earlier. 

“Everything okay in here?” I heard Taylor ask from the doorway. 

When I came out of the stall it was clear that I was not okay. My breathing was rapid, I was having a full-blown panic attack. I’d had them before, not many over my life, but I knew what it was. Normally I was only panicked about things like the ten year lease I signed for my business or the tests I took in college. This was a whole new level of panic and over a woman, which I’d never had before. 

“A panic attack, eh?” Taylor said as he got a paper towel wet and handed it to me. “On your neck. You know the drill.” 

“Dude, I don’t know why I’m freaking out. She’s not my girlfriend or anything. She can date whoever she wants to.” 

“Maybe you should figure that out sooner rather than later.” 

“So Patrick is just dating her and doesn’t care that she’s pregnant?” 

“Well, I don’t think he knows it’s your baby. He wouldn’t have been acting like that. But nowadays you have to hold onto a stable woman when you find one. I’ve dated women with kids before; it’s not a big deal.” 

“But she’s still cooking her kid. Like she literally just got pregnant. You don’t think that’s weird that he’s dating her?” 

“I think pregnant women are sexy as fuck. I can’t wait to be married and bone my wife all throughout her pregnancy.” Taylor wasn’t even the person I thought he was. I had no idea what was going on. My hard line friends were now pro-pregnancy and talking about their sexual fetishes with pregnant women. 

“Go talk to her. Or talk to her tomorrow when she’s done with her date. Just clear whatever is going on between you. I’ve never seen you this crazy over a girl.” 

“I know.” I didn’t actually know until that moment though. 

“You need to ask her out. You can figure the rest out on the way. Don’t let her run to Patrick.” 

“She might not say yes. Patrick didn’t dick her over like I did,” I shrugged. 

“Trust me, I saw how she looked at you as you walked over. She would rather have you.” 

I hoped Taylor was right about that. I really did. There was no possible way I could sit back and watch Patrick become the father to my baby. Was it my baby? No, not in the legal sense, but I felt responsible and I wanted to be in Julia’s life. 

There was no way I knew what to do next. Nothing was certain. Nothing was planned. All I knew was that I had to let Julia know that I wanted to date her. Not like a casual thing where we were messing around and just being friends. I wanted to give it a go. A real try. 

Taylor left me in the bathroom while I calmed down a little more. It was nearly fifteen minutes before I finally felt put together enough to head back out into the bar. When I finally came out and walked down the hallway, there was Julia waiting to talk to me. 

She had her arms crossed and looked like she had been standing there for a long time. It was a little embarrassing how long I’d been in the bathroom; certainly she was thinking I was doing something on the toilet and not throwing up. 

“Hey,” I managed to say as I leaned next to her on the wall. “So Patrick, he’s a nice guy.” 

“He really is a nice guy.”

“How long have you two been going out?”

“This is our second date with Kendra and Devin. Sort of a double date thing we have going on. It’s nice. Takes the pressure off of the need for conversation and stuff like that. There is always someone who’s willing to talk if I don’t want to.”

She laughed nervously and that made me feel much better. But things between us were weird, off, or different from how they had been a few weeks before. It was all my fault and I knew it. 

“I’m sorry I’ve been quiet lately,” I said trying not to totally admit to purposely not responding to her messages. 

“Oh, is that what you call it? I just call you a jerk when I talk about you to Kendra,” she teased and elbowed me a little. “I know you’re just trying to figure things out. That’s what I’m doing to.” 

“And dating Patrick,” I threw in there. 

“Well I wouldn’t exactly call it dating. We have been on a couple of dates. But nothing serious,” she said sweetly as she leaned toward me. 

Instantly relief washed over my body as I saw the expression on Julia’s face while she was looking at me. She clearly had feelings for me, or at the very least she liked me. I was such an idiot for pushing her away. 

“Would you be interested in going on a date with me?” I asked, unsure of what her response would be and feeling less confident than I normally did when I asked a woman out. 

“A real date?” 

“Yeah, like one where I come pick you up. You wear a sexy dress like this. I buy you dinner, you know the kind,” I said and motioned with my head over to the table where Patrick was still sitting. 

“Hmmm, I think I’ve vaguely heard of such things.” 

“But yes, it would be a real date. I think we should give it a try. I mean we can always go back to ignoring each other if it doesn’t work out,” I laughed. 

“Or you could go back to ignoring me?” She raised her eyebrows. “Because I wasn’t ignoring you at all.” 

“Yes, or you could join in this time if you need to.” 

“Yes, Mike, I would like to go on a real date with you. I would like to dress up and do my hair and have you pick me up and take me out. That sounds like a great idea.” 

For a minute I thought Julia was going to lean in and kiss me. Her mouth was pouty as she licked her lips and leaned in closer to me. Patrick was only a few feet away. I couldn’t believe she would even consider kissing me like that. But she didn’t, instead she gave me a hug and motioned for the two of us to rejoin our group at the table. 

As we slid back into the booth I immediately noticed that Julia was not flirting with Patrick nearly as much as she had been doing earlier. It dawned on me that she could have been flirting with him on purpose to make me a little jealous. Although, she had gone on two dates with the guy with no intention of making me jealous at all; she just was having a good time. 

My heart skipped a little at the notion of Julia ‘having a good time’ with Patrick. Normally I wouldn’t have thought a girl like Julia would sleep with a guy on the first date. She seemed like the sort of girl who tested the waters a little before she ever considered sleeping with the guy. Maybe a couple of dates first or even a half dozen dates. But I knew she made exceptions to that rule because she had made one for me. 

The entire rest of the evening I stared at the television screens in the bar and avoiding conversations among our group. I could hear them talking and I tried to keep up with what they were saying, but I couldn’t stand the thought of seeing Julia sitting there with Patrick. I kept wondering if they’d kissed yet. Or if they had gone to bed together. My mind was a horrible place to be when I was thinking about Julia, but then other times it was the best possible place in the world. 

When the night wrapped up Patrick loaded Julia and Kendra into a car and went with them back to their place. Apparently Devin was going in an entirely different direction home and Patrick was going to have the Uber drop the girls off first and then go to his house. He was a good guy. 

That was probably one of the reasons I worried so much about Julia being out with Patrick. Not because he was a terrible guy for her to go on a date with, but instead I worried because he wasn’t a terrible guy. I couldn’t help but think that Julia might actually like him and that just killed me to think of. 





Chapter 15

 

Julia 	

 

“I’m so tired of packing boxes,” I groaned as Kendra and I were putting together another box in the kitchen. “Are you sure you don’t want to just keep all this stuff?” 

“No, you can’t afford to buy all new kitchen stuff and I’m looking forward to restyling this place after you leave.” 

“What? You don’t like my style?” 

“I like it just fine, I just want to try something new. Plus, it will be nice to move over to your bedroom. I’ve always wanted the big bedroom here.” 

Kendra and I were the best roommates. Even the arguments we had weren’t actual arguments. I couldn’t have imagined sharing an apartment for as long as I had with anyone else. 

I was a home owner now. If something went wrong, it was my responsibility to pay for it. That was huge for me. All the changes in my life were good though. I sort of liked the idea that everything was happening at the same time. That meant that when everything was done, then I’d have this whole new life that was super cool. 

“Have you gone on that date with Mike yet?” Kendra asked as she lifted a box of cups and brought it to the pile by the door. 

“Not yet. We have both been so busy that it’s crazy. I’m actually going later tonight. Well, if no one goes into labor before five o’clock. After that Bruce is going to take call for the rest of the evening.” 

“Oh, you call your doctor Bruce now?” 

“Just because that’s what Mike always calls him. When I go to the office I still call him Doctor Simon. I’m actually going in for an ultrasound soon. Should get to know the sex of the baby, if I want to. But I haven’t really decided yet. Do you think I should find out?” 

Kendra was laughing as I talked, but not because of me, she was looking at a text message on her phone. She had been seeing Devin for a few weeks now and the two of them were really hitting it off. He was an ear, nose, and throat doctor. Not exactly the sort of doctor that I would think of as a sexy profession, but he made good money, had a stable career, and Devin was really into Kendra. 

“Sorry, what were you saying?” She said as she looked up and realized I was standing there waiting for her. 

“How is Devin?” I laughed.

“He’s so good. I mean really, really good. I like him at dangerous levels.” 

“What are dangerous levels?” 

“I’m not even looking at dating anyone else. I haven’t responded to other people’s text messages flirting with me at all. I agreed to go out with him both Friday and Saturday nights. Something is wrong, it’s dangerous. I don’t think I’m ready for this level of relationship yet.”

“Kendra, you have to go with the flow. Just see how things turn out. It’s okay to just date one guy at a time. You should have some fun and stop worrying about what things are supposed to look like. Just have fun.”

I was talking to her like I had some expert experience in serious dating, which I absolutely did not. I could be the worst dater in the whole city, or pretty damn close. Now I was pregnant and trying to date; that was silly and I knew it. 

The only way I could mentally wrap my brain around going on the double date with Patrick and Devin was to come out and tell Patrick what I was doing. I did my best to push him away and make the whole thing a friendship date that we were going on just to support Kendra and Devin, but Patrick didn’t care at all that I was pregnant. 

In fact, a lot of guys had been flirting with me lately, more than usual. Not the normal type of guys like at a bar, I’d been getting hit on at the gym, the coffee shop and even by potential clients from the hotel. I chalked it up to the pregnancy glow and told most of them no, but Patrick ended up being a fun date. Well the first one was, the second one I saw Mike and how pitiful he looked when he saw me out with another guy. 

When Mike finally called to schedule a real date with me I was well beyond the stage of needing to keep him as a friend. I clearly had some feelings for him and he had some for me so going on a real date was a good idea. However things turned out from there was up to us. If dating wasn’t our thing we would just have to figure out how to go back to being friends. The truth was, I didn’t have the energy to worry about my relationship with Mike any longer. I had too many other things going on in my life to worry about now. 

“I like this new Julia. The super chill, laid back girl who is telling me to relax,” Kendra smiled back at me. 

“Yeah, I’m liking the new me too. I can’t believe I was so worried about everything all the time. Clearly I just needed to get knocked up and I’d be able to calm down.”

“Ha, I’d be crazy if I was pregnant. I couldn’t handle that level of responsibility.” 

“Yeah, sometimes I’m worried about being a mom. But most of the time I think about how amazing it’s going to be. I’m lucky that I have a good job and good friends like you though. That makes it easier for me to think that I can make it through all of this in one piece.”

“Girl, you are going to make it through this just fine. You are one of the most put together people I know.”

“Thank you, Kendra,” I said as I hugged her and started crying.

“Oh, no, this again?” 

“I know, I just can’t help it. I’m going along fine and then suddenly my emotions overwhelm me and I’m sobbing. I guess pregnancy hormones are to blame, right?” 

“Probably. So do you know what you’re going to wear on your date tonight? It doesn’t look like you are showing much, are you?” 

“Not really. I mean my tight jeans need to be unbuttoned, but other than that I could wear just about anything. I don’t like the tight dresses though, my boobs feel like they have doubled in size and are going to explode out of them.” 

“Your girls have gotten bigger. A nice side effect of pregnancy I guess.” 

My breasts were busting out of everything I owned. I found myself wearing a sports bra to work just to keep them in check and fit into my shirts that I own. It was one of the after effects of pregnancy that I hadn’t really considered. I didn’t own many shirts for work that fit, even if I wasn’t showing very much, purely because of the level of boobs I had going on. 

Kendra and I talked about going shopping for some more clothes but instead I made adjustments where I could for my work outfits. All my casual stuff fit just fine because it was t-shirts and other stretchy materials. 

“I don’t know how nice it is, but I suspect Mike won’t mind.” 

“How about that sun dress I got when we were in Cancun? I bet it would fit you now with those new jugs of yours.” 

“Sure, I’ll give it a try. But it is November; not sure a sun dress is the most appropriate thing to wear,” I said as I looked out at the blustering day. 

“We will pair it with some tights and a cardigan. It will be fantastic.”

Kendra went right to work putting together a perfect date outfit for me. I couldn’t have been more grateful. Planning what to wear was so low on my priority list I honestly might have just gone out in the sweatpants and t-shirt that I’d been packing in all day. 

After an hour of sorting through both of our closets for the perfect pair of tights to go with the perfect cardigan, we had the outfit. The dress did fit me well, but there was no doubt my breasts were bigger. They could barely be contained by the dress. I sort of liked the new look though. 

Even when I was younger I’d imagined getting breast augmentation or hoped that my boobs would get bigger, and now they were. The flowery dress fit me nicely and wasn’t too tight around my belly. Even though I wasn’t really showing yet, I did have a fuller stomach than normal and was really self conscious of it. People would just think I was fat, instead of pregnant at this stage of the game.

“He should be here soon,” I said as I looked at the text from Mike.

“What? No!” Kendra hurried into my bathroom and then motioned for me to get in there too. “Your hair, your make up. Come on, girl. We need to finish you up.” 

“He’s seen me without my hair and makeup done plenty of times,” I laughed as she plugged the curling iron in and started working on my face. 

“This is your first official date, Julia. Don’t be lazy.” Kendra handed me my makeup pallet so I could do my face while she started working on my hair. 

I really had no choice in the matter and did as Kendra ordered. I kept my makeup light but did put on an extra coat of mascara to highlight my eyes. When all was said and done I didn’t look half bad for a woman who was three months pregnant. 

“He’s here,” I said and hurried out to the speaker to wait to buzz him in.

“Okay, keep your cool tonight. This is just a date. It’s no big deal. Don’t worry about the happily ever after stuff. Just have fun and be yourself,” Kendra said acting more nervous than I was. 

“I’m fine, Kendra. But you look a little nervous.” 

“Awww, I want you two to work out so badly. You’re the cutest couple. But I know it might end up with you guys just being friends and I totally get that too. Okay, I’m going to stop talking now,” she pretended to zip her lip as the buzzer sounded and I let Mike into the building. 

“I’m just going on a date like any other date between the two of us. I’m relaxed. I don’t know why you’re so worried.”

Kendra just shook her head back and forth and pretended to zip her lip again. She was funny and a great friend too. I knew what she was talking about. The idea of ending up with Mike was obviously crossing my mind too, but I wasn’t focusing on it at all. My expectation was that we were going to go on a date or two and then end up deciding to just be friends. 

Having a baby was a huge deal and dating someone who was having a baby was a big deal too. Plus, Mike had some emotions going on about being the donor to my baby and as much as I tried to separate my mind from the Mike in front of me and the Mike who was growing inside me, I couldn’t. I suspected that Mike had a hard time with it as well. 

I pulled the door open on the first knock. Expecting to see him standing there in a something casual, instead I was surprise to see he had on a button-up shirt with nice slacks and fancy shoes. 

“For you,” he said sweetly and handed me a bouquet of flowers. “I picked them myself… from the flower shop,” he joked. His smile lit up my apartment. It was contagious. The flowers were amazingly beautiful, a perfect combination of yellow, pinks and reds. Not just roses, but a mix of several different flowers that all worked together very nicely. 

“Thank you. I’ll put them in some water,” I said as I went toward the kitchen and realized we had packed up most of everything that was in there. 

“Give me those. I’ll figure it out. You two go have fun,” Kendra said as she smiled like the Cheshire cat at the two of us. 

“You are moving into your new place soon?” Mike asked looking at all the boxes. 

“Yep.” 

“I could get some of the guys to help you move if you need help.”

“That’s so nice of you,” Kendra said as she stepped in between the two of us. “Isn’t that such a nice thing to offer? I mean moving in New York, wow, that’s a tough thing. You’re a really nice guy, Mike. Don’t you think he’s a nice guy, Julia?” 

“Thank you for the offer, but I’ve hired a company to do it for me. You’re more than welcome to help me unpack once I get there though. I am not looking forward to that. And I think we should get going,” I said as I looked wide eyed at Kendra and hoped she wasn’t going to keep pushing with her agenda. 

“Have a great night, guys. You look adorable together…” she said as I shut the door on her and hurried Mike down the hallway. 

“She likes you,” I said.

Mike held the elevator door open for me and then came in and stood right next to me. His hand grazed against mine and the soft touch of his skin was welcomed so much by my body that I tingled all over. 

“I like Kendra. She’s a good friend to you. Seems like a very nice woman. You look amazing tonight. Did I tell you that yet? I was thinking it, but I might not have said it out loud.” 

“Thank you. It’s getting a little harder to find things that fit well,” I adjusted the top of my dress and pulled it up to cover my breasts a little more. 

“That dress fits you perfectly,” he mischievously smiled as he watched me adjust it. 

“I know. They are huge, aren’t they?” I said looking at my own breasts. “It’s like they have a mind of their own.” 

“Hello, ladies,” Mike said leaning down and talking to my breasts. “I’m excited to take you girls out tonight.” 

“Stop,” I laughed and pushed him playfully away as the elevator opened on the main floor. “They are getting so big and they hurt too.”

“They are just doing their job. Part of the amazing job a woman’s body is capable of,” Mike said as if it was no big deal. 

Sometimes I forgot that Mike was so familiar with the pregnancy stuff. He obviously knew more about pregnancy than I did and I really should have been using him more for questions. 

It had been nearly a month since we saw each other at the sports club and a month before that since we had argued about the new condo. As Mike held the door open for me and we loaded into the hired car he had waiting, I realized that I definitely missed having him around as a friend. 

Once inside the fancy black SUV, Mike moved over so he was sitting next to me in the long bench seat. He gently grabbed my hand and pulled it up to his lips, taking an extra long time kissing the back of it before placing both of our hands in his lap. 

“I missed you,” he said softly. “I’m glad we finally got this date scheduled.” 

“Yeah, I missed talking to you for sure.”

We sat in silence for a little bit, but it wasn’t that weird sort of silence that happened when people were arguing. Instead, I was wrapped up in how comfortable I felt there with Mike. Even after two months of barely seeing each other, I felt safe and calm sitting with him in that car. My leg was bouncing up and down with a little bit of nerves though and I was doing my best to control it. 

Going out with Mike was a big deal. It was a bigger deal than I had let myself understand until I was there in the back of that car with him. This was the real deal. This was our first true effort at seeing if what was between us was more than just friends. 

“How do you feel about steak?” Mike asked. 

“Oh, my God are we going for steak? I’ve been craving meat so bad lately that I made myself a steak at home the other night.”

“I know,” he smiled back at me. “This is the stage where your body is lacking iron and other nutrients. Are you taking your vitamins?” 

“Yeah, of course.”

“Make sure to eat lots of dark green vegetables too,” he added and then quickly flipped back into date mode. “This restaurant is supposed to be really good. I read some reviews online and everyone loves it.”

“Did you have to murder anyone to get a table?” 

“Nope, actually Patrick got the table for us,” Mike said only showing a small crack of a smile. 

“You told Patrick that we were going on a date and he helped you get a reservation?” I asked, a little surprised that Patrick would put that sort of effort in after I told him I couldn’t see him anymore because my life was too complicated. 

“Yep, he likes me,” Mike joked. 

“You know I only went on a date with him because Kendra needed a double,” I added. 

“And because he’s an awesome dude.” 

“Well, there was that,” I laughed. “But I saw you and right away all I wanted to do was be with you that night. I’m glad we figured things out and are going out tonight.” 

“Me too,” Mike pulled my hand in even closer to him. “I’ve missed you,” he said again. 

There was a true sincerity in Mike’s words that hit me hard. I felt my eyes welling up and the tears forming faster than I could stop them. I looked up and tried to count in an effort to distract myself, but then I felt a soft piece of fabric being placed in my hand. 

“What’s this?” 

“For the tears,” he said softly as I put the handkerchief up to my eyes. 

“You carry a handkerchief around?” I had to laugh a little. “I’m just a little surprised by that.” 

“I carry it around when I’m going on a date with a highly hormonal woman who is at the end of her first trimester of pregnancy.” 

“Wow, I can see that your level of knowledge about my medical state could get really annoying,” I laughed. 

“I’m not trying to be annoying about it. Just sensitive to what you are going through.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I teased as I finished wiping my tears.

“Thank you for agreeing to go on a date with me. I’m excited to show you a good time tonight,” Mike said thoughtfully. 

He held my door open for me and set his hand at the base of my back as he guided me into the restaurant. Mike held my seat out for me and made sure he was sitting next to me instead of across from me for our meal. When the steak came I could hardly hold myself back from eating it up so quickly that I could have choked on it. A little conversation in between bites was about all I could manage as I did my best to feed the growing beast inside of me. 

“Did you have an ultrasound with Bruce yet? I don’t think I saw you come in.”

“Just a quick check of the heartbeat with a Doppler thing so far. I’m having the ultra sound in a couple of weeks. Would you like to come?” 

“I would.” 

“Sure, I’ll let you know when I get back to my calendar. I think it was on a Wednesday, but not sure. I’d love to have you there.” 

“Are you going to find out the gender?” Mike asked trying to look casual about the question. 

“I’m not sure. I mean I really want to know, but I also like the idea of it being a surprise. The problem is that I want to buy nursery items and I don’t want everything to be yellow. I don’t really like yellow at all.”

“I’m sure you’ll come to a decision that is right for you,” Mike said and then shoved a piece of meat in his mouth as if he was trying not to say anything more. 

“Do you think I should find out?” I asked as I ate my steak too. 

“It’s your pregnancy. I don’t want to intrude with my ideas. This is your thing. You do whatever you feel is going to work for you.” 

“That’s a very politically correct answer,” I put my fork down and leaned in. “What would you do if you and I were together? If this baby had come naturally and you felt like you were an actual partner in this decision. What would you say then?” 

“I’d say that this is one of the last true surprises out there and you could always decorate the nursery after the baby is born. The baby won’t be in there at first anyways. You’ll have them in your room in a bassinet next to your bed. But that’s just my opinion and I know that doesn’t matter in this situation.”

“Shit! I have to get a bassinet too?” I said and put my fork down as I rolled my eyes. “I swear I’m going to be the most unprepared mother in the world.” 

“No,” he laughed. “You would have figured it out after the first night of having your baby in the other room and realizing you didn’t want to be that far away from them. Trust me, mother nature has a way of helping moms figure out what they need.” 

“I do like the idea of not finding out the gender. I’m a bit of a planner though so it’s hard to imagine waiting until after the baby is born to do all the nursery stuff.” 

We sat and ate quietly for a few moments and then Mike glanced at his watch and looked a little panicked. He motioned for the waiter to bring the check and then downed the rest of his glass of wine as he nervously waited for me to finish eating. 

I was waiting for him to tell me where we were going or why it was so urgent that we hurry up, but he never rushed me. He sat there quietly watching me finish my meal. When I finally managed to wrangle the last bite of my steak into my mouth Mike threw his napkin on the table and came around to pull my chair out. 

“Where are we going in such a hurry?” I laughed. 

“The show is starting in twenty minutes. I guess I timed the date a little poorly.” 

“We are going to a show?” I said as I started to tear up again. “I haven’t been to a show in ages.” 

He handed me his handkerchief again and we rushed out to the waiting black SUV. After helping me into the vehicle, this time Mike just slid in next to me and moved me into the middle seat. 

“Need to get to the Booth Theatre as soon as possible,” Mike told the driver. 

“Yes, sir,” the driver responded. 

“Man I hope we aren’t late. They won’t let us in. The Booth Theatre is a stickler on showing up on time. We’d have to wait until intermission and then we would have missed the whole first half of the show.” 

“It’s okay,” I replied and grabbed Mike’s hand. “We will make it.” 

Sure enough we did make it. We were probably one of the last people to get through the doors before they shut them, but we quickly shuffled into our seats just as the lights went down and the show started. 

Seeing a Broadway show seems like something we New Yorkers would do all the time. Before moving to the city I imagined that I’d spend every weekend at the theater. But life didn’t turn out like that. I often had a full day of plans on Saturdays and Sundays and never put aside the time to go to the theater. That was why going with Mike was even more special. 

We sat holding hands throughout the first act and both were mesmerized by the performers. One was a highly known movie actor who was doing a short stint on Broadway. I always assumed those actors just did theater as a way of boosting their name a little, but this guy truly was good. He was fantastic on stage. So good that I forgot all about the last action flick that I’d seen him in and only saw him as portraying the character he was in the play. 

“This was a great idea,” I whispered to Mike at intermission. “I’m so glad we came.”

“I thought you might enjoy it. It doesn’t hurt that the actor is shirtless the whole show either,” he teased. 

“I hardly noticed because his acting is so fantastic.” 

Mike just laughed as he guided me up to the lobby and we grabbed something to drink while we talked for a few minutes. I absolutely loved being at the theater and being around other people who enjoyed going to the shows. 

“I wish I came to the theater more often. I feel like a bad New Yorker,” Mike said. 

“Me too! I was just thinking that. It is always what people ask me to do when they come visit and I think that is the only time I go. It is a waste to not come more often.” 

“I’ll take you anytime you’d like,” he said and pulled me in close to him. 

I liked being there in his arms. We leaned against the wall and he kept one arm around me as we sipped our drinks and enjoyed a few moments together. I was so calm there with him. It wasn’t at all like a first date. I didn’t feel the need to constantly be flirting with him or pretending he was funny; I was just myself and that was relaxing. 

Mike smelled like a combination of cologne and bacon. I thought I’d smelled it before when he picked me up but I dismissed my senses as being disrupted because of my pregnancy, but as we stood there I could definitely smell bacon. 

“Did you cook bacon today?” I said as I leaned in and took a big whiff of his shirt. 

“Are you smelling me?” he laughed. 

“You smell like bacon. I’m pretty sure it’s bacon. Did you could bacon?” 

Mike was laughing at me as he sipped his drink and didn’t answer me. I was much more sensitive to smells now and I was sure that he smelled like bacon. That was just weird. Not that I minded. I’d been eating way too much bacon lately and been a little addicted to it. I ended up eating two pieces before bed almost every night. It wasn’t the healthiest, but I just couldn’t stop. 

“I did cook some bacon recently,” Mike said as he dramatically pulled out a baggie with two pieces of bacon in it. 

“Why do you have bacon?” I said and grabbed it from him. 

Something had come over me. I didn’t care how old that bacon was. I’d smelled a scent of it all night long and couldn’t wait to have a taste of it. But it was still really weird that Mike was carrying around bacon. 

“I thought you might like a fun snack during the show.” 

“How did you know?” I said as I hurried and ate the two pieces he had for me. 

“I asked Kendra what you were snacking on lately,” he said with a boyish grin. 

“You made bacon, carried it around all night, just to give it to me at intermission?” I asked as I looked at him in total awe. “You are the best friend a woman could ever ask for,” I said dramatically.

“Could we cool it with the best friend talk?” Mike teased. 

“Sure,” I had to laugh a little at his expression. I knew he was trying to get out of that dreaded friend zone. 

After the show, Mike walked me up to my apartment and used my keys to open the door for me. It had been the best date I’d had in a very long time. And although it wasn’t technically our first date, it felt more like our first real date. 

“Did you want to come in?” I offered as I wrapped my arms around his neck. “I’ve missed you.” 

My hormones were going crazy as I practically threw myself at Mike. But to my surprise he didn’t agree to my offer. 

“I had an amazing night, Julia,” he leaned in and softly kissed my lips. The sweet taste of his tongue jetting into my mouth only briefly before retreating again. “I can’t wait to take you out again very soon.” 

He pulled my hand up to his lips and kissed the back of it like he had done earlier. I couldn’t help but jump back into his arms for one last kiss before heading in for the night. I made it a quick one and then opened my door and stood in the doorway. 

“Thank you for a great night, Mike. I can’t wait to see you again,” I said as I closed the door. 

“Goodnight, Julia,” he said from the other side. 

I bounced up and down with excitement as I turned and watched him leave through the peep hole in my door. Things were changing between us, a glorious change that I was so excited for. 





Chapter 16

 

Mike

 

Things were much better between Julia and I after our date although we still couldn’t manage to get time together. The more I tried to schedule out time to see Julia, the more my schedule was getting booked up. 

We were in full force now trying to get the details for our expansion up and going. The tech guys across the hall didn’t go out of business like we had hoped and were going to ride out their lease, but Bruce did talk with them about moving to a different location. Patrick helped the tech firm find the perfect new place and we were set up to take over their lease in just a few months. 

Bruce and I were going over dozens of potential hires and trying to figure out how we wanted to organize the company with this new addition. Bruce wanted me to be the head of everything and he planned to take a step back to concentrate on himself a little, in a good way. He had really been working on his own issues lately and was turning out to be a really good guy after all. Of course, I knew he was a good guy when we partnered up, but somewhere along the way he had gotten a little lost. 

Julia and I were relegated to text message flirting for the last several weeks, but I didn’t mind it at all. It was nice to see her name pop up on my phone and she always put a smile on my face. 

JULIA: Today is the big day! Ultrasound at 3!

MIKE: Do you want me there? 

JULIA: If you want to be, but I can just tell you afterwards too. 

MIKE: Okay.

JULIA: Kendra and Sarah are coming. ☺ 

I wasn’t sure if she really wanted me there or not. If she had her whole crew of girlfriends, she probably didn’t need me. It was hard for me to separate myself from the baby she was carrying, and it seemed like Julia was doing a better job of it than I was. 

I figured I’d let her have the moment with her girl friends and then maybe I’d pop in at the very end of her ultrasound. I certainly didn’t want to push my way into the moment and she and I were doing so good at this level of our relationship that I didn’t want to mess that up. We were going slow, but still had a very strong connection. 

“You’re smiling like you are texting your high school crush,” Sheryl said as she saw me in my office that morning. 

“I do have a crush on her.” 

“Julia? How is she doing? Are you two still dating or are you friend zoned?” 

“We are in the beginning stages of dating. She has a lot going on in her life right now and I messed up early on. I’m just trying to be cool about it and not push things too fast.” 

“How do you feel about dating a woman who is going to be a mother?” 

“You know, I don’t know. I like Julia and I know this is part of her life so I just think about her. I haven’t thought too much about what is going to happen when the baby comes.” 

“You should think about that. Breaking up with a new mom is a jerk thing to do,” Sheryl said and left my office. 

I didn’t know why she assumed I’d be breaking up with Julia after the baby came. I might keep dating her. If we were getting along there was no reason to stop dating. Sure, we would take it slow and she would be busy with the baby, but I liked talking to her better than any other woman around so there was no need to break things off. 

I’d read through the last chart at least three times and still didn’t know what I was going to put for my note. It was as if I couldn’t focus at all. The more I tried not to think about Julia, the more I was actually thinking about her. 

Julia was really an impressive woman. So were a lot of the women who came through my clinic. To live on your own in New York was a big deal. It wasn’t like smaller cities that you could afford to live in an apartment by yourself, but then to live on your own and also have a child, wow, I was in awe of the women I worked with for sure. 

But Julia was an independent woman. Even in the last few weeks after our date, she hadn’t been texting and calling me all the time. She returned my messages at her own pace and always seemed to be plenty busy. She was working her butt off at work since she was feeling good and trying to drive in as many sales as possible before it was time for her to go out on maternity leave. 

Although I hadn’t been able to arrange a convention to book with her hotel, I did manage to point a few other high powered friends of mine in her direction who booked events with her. It was the least I could do to try and help her meet her sales goals before the baby came. 

It was getting frigid outside and snow was on the ground now. Julia said that it became harder to book people in the winter because they didn’t want to come take a look at the large group spaces and only wanted photos. Everyone waited until early spring and then tried to rush with their bookings, but Julia was worried that she’d be too far along in her pregnancy and not be able to handle the influx of customers. 

The last time she talked about her work she said she was making over forty calls a day with clients and potential clients. It seemed to me she was pushing herself too hard, but I didn’t see it as my place to bring that up. Obviously she had goals for work and I didn’t want to be the person who was trying to hamper those. 

Instead, I made an effort to help in the ways I could. I had deliciously healthy lunches delivered to her work each day. Although I paid for them anonymously, Julia knew it was me who had sent them. I’d tried desperately to get away for a long lunch or early dinner over the last few weeks, but just couldn’t manage it. Business was terribly busy and with just Bruce and I as the doctors, we both were working our butts off to maintain the patient load until we got some new people hired in the spring. 

“Today’s the big day, Daddy,” Bruce joked as he plopped down on my couch in my office. 

“I know. She’s coming with some friends though. I’ll just wait and talk to her afterwards.”

“She’s doing great. I saw her a few weeks ago. The baby’s heartbeat was perfect and she’s eating well and gaining some weight. I hate when these ladies try not to gain weight during their pregnancies.” 

“Me too. They worry way too much about it. I love the added cushion,” I winked at Bruce. 

“Oh, so you and Julia are spending some time in the bedroom?” 

“I wish. No, we are taking things slow for now,” I said and rolled my eyes. “But man I’d be happy to get my hands on her any day of the week. She was looking fantastic the last time I saw her. Delicious even,” I said as my body reacted to just the thought of Julia from out date night. 

“You will, I’m sure.” 

I wasn’t exactly sure what Bruce was implying. It might have just been a joke, but I didn’t take it well at all. Was he assuming that I’d keep moving things along until I got my way with Julia? Because I wasn’t going to push her into a sexual relationship again. If she just wanted to date and not do anything else that was fine with me. Although she had offered to invite me in on our last date, it didn’t seem right. If we had been on a real first date she wouldn’t have invited me in and I knew it. 

I wasn’t as nervous about the upcoming ultrasound as I was sure Julia was. Throughout our text messaging I always heard about the baby flutters and it sounded like she was feeling very well. Soon she was going to feel the first real kicks and I couldn’t wait to hear her excitement when that happened. 

Being a doctor I had talked to women about the kicks several times, but I’d never had such a close personal relationship with a woman who was going through pregnancy. It was fun for me to hear all about it from her end of things. 

By the time three o’clock rolled around I was deep into my day of seeing patients and decided to keep working unless Julia asked me to come in. I heard her and her friends after they called Julia’s name and even when they got into the ultra sound room I still heard the uproar of the group of them together. 

It was hard for me not to burst in there and just sit and watch the whole thing. But Julia hadn’t text me back and asked for me to come and I didn’t feel like she really wanted me there. I kept my eye on the room as Bruce went in with the ultra sound tech. 

“She’ll be okay,” Sheryl reassured me. 

“Oh, yeah, I know. I’m just excited to see if she if finding out the gender.” 

“You should go in.”

“No, I’ll let her have the moment,” I said as I grabbed my next patients chart and went in to visit with her and her husband. 

I’d become pretty good at zoning out the outside world when I was in with a patient. There were always things to worry about. Always something going on with the business or some commotion in the waiting area. But when I was in the room with a patient I did my absolute best to devote myself to that person and only them. 

About halfway through meeting with the new couple I was with, I heard a scream. It was not something we heard very often around our office. Except in bad situations, like when a baby didn’t have a heart beat or some other dramatic issue had arisen during the test. 

“I better go make sure everyone is okay,” I said as I excused myself from the patient room and hurried down to the ultra sound. 

I should have just gone in with her. Why was I such an ass?  

“It’s okay. Everything is okay,” Bruce said as he stood right by the door when I burst in there. 

“What’s going on?” I asked.

Julia was staring at the ultra sound and hadn’t even noticed I was in the room. Sarah and Kendra were jumping up and down and screaming like wild women. The ultra sound tech was casually going about her job and getting measurements. Then I saw what the commotion was all about. There were two babies!

I went over to Julia and squeezed my way in next to her. Her hands were resting on her chest and I grabbed one of them as I stared at the picture on the screen with her. We could hear the loud beating of two heart beats and I was overcome with emotions as I looked and saw Julia looking up at me. 

“I’m having twins,” she said with tears rolling down her face. 

“You sure like to do things big, don’t you?” I said and gave her a sweet peck on the forehead. 

“Congratulations, you two,” Bruce said as he stood at the end of the bed Julia was on. 

We continued staring at the ultra sound picture as the tech moved the device around and did all the things she needed to for her report. Julia looked really pale though and she wasn’t talking at all. 

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Girl, I can’t believe this. This is amazing. Twins is like the jackpot. Do you know what gender they are? Do you want to have one of those cool gender reveal parties? I could totally help throw you one of those,” Kendra said. 

“No, I don’t think she wants to know,” I said when I realized Julia wasn’t even listening to any of us. “Write it down and put it in an envelope for her for later though.” I asked the tech. 

Kendra and Sarah were still bouncing off the walls with excitement but I could tell something was wrong with Julia. She wasn’t happy or sad at the moment. Instead, she was blankly staring at the ultrasound screen even though the procedure was over. 

“Girls, I think she might need a minute. Maybe I could bring her home later?” 

“Sure, she’s at the new place now anyways. They just brought her boxes over the day before yesterday,” Kendra said. 

“Perfect. I’ll take care of her. Thanks, ladies.” 

“It’s going to be amazing,” Kendra said as she leaned down and hugged Julia. 

“We will help you whenever you need us to,” Sarah added. “It’s going to be fantastic. Think of all the adorable sweet pictures you’ll have and all the fun times at the park. It’s going to be so awesome,” Sarah added in an effort to get some sort of reaction from Julia, but there was nothing. 

Julia barely managed to hug her friends and after helping her sit up I was really worried about her. She was still staring off into space a little, very pale, and I thought for sure she was going to pass out at any moment. 

“Julia, I need to know if you’re feeling okay,” I said as I stood right in front of her. 

She shook her head yes, but I didn’t believe her at all. I had seen this reaction to multiples before. It was often what happened when a single woman decided to have a baby on her own and didn’t consider the natural ability of the body to make more than one baby. When couples were in my office for fertility issues and such, they were excited about multiples. Well except my favorite couple, Nathan and Mary. They had been trying to have a baby for ten years and used all their money for the process. So when they found out they were having triplets and were still living in a tiny one bedroom walk-up in Queens, it wasn’t the best news. 

“Sheryl, will you come stay with Julia for a second?” I hollered from the room. 

She was there in a second and stood in my spot as I hustled around the office to get what I needed for Julia. I made up a comfortable spot on the couch in my office. Grabbed some snacks from the fridge and some Gatorade for her to drink. I pulled a pamphlet that we had on multiples and being a single parent, since we had this happen every now and again with our fertility practices. Then I hurried back to Julia’s room and Sheryl helped me get her into my office. 

“Rest here. Eat some food. I have a few patients I need to see. Sheryl and I will be right out there if you need anything,” I said as I sat her down. 

Julia leaned back on the couch but still wasn’t exactly reacting to me. She was still staring off at the wall when I closed the door, leaving it open a crack so we could check on her. 

“She doesn’t look good,” Sheryl whispered. 

“Yeah, I don’t think she paid attention during the part of the insemination process where we talk about the possibility of multiples. 

“Did she do hormones?” 

“I think she was on a low level one from her primary before the insemination. But it looked like identical twins from what I saw of the ultra sound. Same amniotic sac.” 

“Boys or girls?” Sheryl asked. 

“I didn’t get a good look. But I think the surprise will be nice,” I said before hurrying back into the patients room that I had left earlier. 

I apologized profusely before getting back on track with the new couple. Luckily they were very understanding of the interruption and we were able to finish our appointment rather quickly. I had four other patients I saw throughout the rest of the afternoon and made sure to look through the crack in my door whenever I had a break to check on Julia. 

She had moved to lying down on the couch and at some point had eaten a few of the snacks I brought in there and sipped the drink. She looked like she was sleeping when I finally wrapped up my day and opened the door to come in. But when I sat next to her on the couch I realized she wasn’t sleeping at all. She was crying softly into the pillow that she was hugging tightly. Julia looked so sad, so utterly devastated. 





Chapter 17

 

Julia 

 

I couldn’t believe it. I didn’t know anyone in my family that had twins. It wasn’t even on my radar during the initial appointments. I had only taken a couple doses of the hormones my other doctor had prescribed and he said it wasn’t a strong one at all. He said the hormones would just ensure a viable egg was released each month. 

Being a single mom sounded so exciting when it was just one baby. I had wrapped my brain around all of that responsibility. I hadn’t considered the possibility that there would be more than one baby. 

I had gotten myself into this situation and I had no way of getting out of it. Somehow I had to find the courage to figure this out and it was overwhelming me. The problem was that I could hardly breathe. The whole thing was going to be an absolute disaster and instead of having a wonderful time being a young mother I was going to hate it, I just knew it. I wasn’t going to sleep at all because I’d be up all night feeding them. How was I ever going to keep my career on track with twins at home? Somewhere down the line I would start gaining a ton of weight because I wasn’t taking good care of myself. 

I sobbed quietly in Mike’s office until he finished his work and came in to sit with me. I couldn’t stop crying when he got there and when he sat next to me and rubbed my leg, it just made me cry more. 

“Why are you crying? This is exciting. You’re going to have two beautiful babies,” he said delicately. 

“I know I should be happy. I know, but how am I going to take care of two babies? I was already going to be pretty bad at taking care of one of them,” I said through my tears. 

“It’s just the same as one baby, you just do everything twice.” Mike tried to be upbeat, but that just made me even more overwhelmed. 

 “It’s not my plan,” I managed to get out. 

“Was it your plan to meet me?” Mike asked as he leaned down and put his face in front of me. “Sometimes plans don’t go the way you want them but they still turn out pretty damn good. I mean, I think it turned out good. And those babies of yours are going to be so adorable since they have my genes,” he continued on until he finally got me to crack a smile. 

“It’s not funny, Mike. How am I going to take care of two babies?” 

“You will figure it out. You’re one of the smartest women I know. I don’t think having two babies is going to bring you down. You’ll rise to the occasion. You’ll make the absolutely best out of it. And I have a feeling once you meet those two bundles, that you’ll be perfectly happy with having twins.” 

“Thanks,” I said and started to wipe my tears as I sat up on the couch. “It’s just hard to see past all the stress right now.” It was nearly impossible to see past the stress, actually. But having Mike there trying to cheer me up was really helpful. He stayed there with me and we ate more of the snacks and talked for hours about my stress and worries over bringing two babies into this world. 

Some of the things I was worried about were logical. Like the logistics of paying for a nanny or getting two cribs into the small den of my new condo. Then there were other things that were less logical, like how big my boobs were going to get if I wanted to breast feed. Or what combination of foods I’d always have to keep in the house when they were teenagers and didn’t like the same things. My mind was all over the place with the idea of having two babies, which would turn into two kids and two teenagers and then two adults. 

“How about we concentrate on the here and now before we start worrying about the feeding habits of teenagers,” Mike said with a small smile. “One day at a time here. For right now, you should concentrate on relaxing. All this stress isn’t good for the babies or for you.” 

“Relaxing, I don’t even know what that is anymore. I just got over to the new condo and I can’t find anything in my boxes. I don’t even have my bed set up. I slept on the mattress on the floor last night,” I laughed. 

“Well, that’s something I can help you with. How about I stop by the fifteenth floor and help you get set up a little bit so you can get a good night sleep?” 

It was the sweetest thing Mike could have offered to do. I didn’t want to lift all the heavy wood pieces to my bed and hadn’t gotten around to having Kendra and Sarah over to help me yet. 

“Perfect. And let’s get some food on the way home, I’m starving,” I said as I looked at the pile of snacks we had just devoured. 

“Of course,” Mike agreed without making mention of the plethora of food I’d already devoured. “I’m starving too.” 

I didn’t think he was telling the truth about still being hungry, but it was really sweet that he was trying to make me not feel bad about it. Mike arranged a car for us and we swung past my favorite Indian joint to grab some take out before heading back to our condo building. 

The building didn’t feel like home to me yet, but it was so inviting to arrive in the front doors and have the smiling doorman greeting us. I was going to like it there; I knew it the moment I’d decided to buy my condo. 

The elevator had glass mirrors throughout the inside and as Mike and I got in I noticed my stomach was showing more than I thought it was. I turned and admired the growing bump in the mirror and Mike stood behind me and did the same. 

“You’ll start getting big faster now. Those two little ones are going to be growing a lot the next few weeks.” 

“I can’t believe I didn’t realize I was having twins. Should I be bigger than this by now? Am I not eating enough?” 

“It’s your first pregnancy so a lot of times women don’t start showing until around now. I think you are right on track.” 

I lifted my shirt a little and looked at how round my stomach was from that angle. It was amazing how I was growing two human beings inside of me at that moment. I suddenly felt more at peace about everything. Of course, I was still really overwhelmed about how I would manage with two children. But nature was a powerful thing and I knew that I would be more excited after I got to meet my two little ones. 

“Did they say what the gender was?” I asked as I realized I hadn’t been fully paying attention during the ultra sound after I found out it was twins. 

“She wrote it down and I had her put it in this sealed envelope. Did you want to open it and see?” 

“Oh wow,” I grabbed the envelope from him and just held onto it. Now I really wanted to know what gender the babies were. “There’s going to be twice as much planning and decorating as before. Maybe I should look so I can get started on everything.” 

“Maybe,” he said going along with what I wanted. 

“But wouldn’t it be exciting to find out when they are born? I mean you are right, that would be the best surprise ever. I do like that idea as well.”

“You’ve got plenty of time to think about it. How about we put it in one of your kitchen drawers for now and you can decide another time. Tonight we should eat, get your bed up, and get you some relaxing sleep.” 

“Or other things to relax me,” I said playfully as we got off the elevator. 

Mike just smiled back at my flirting with him. The idea of having his hands on me did seem really relaxing though. I wasn’t going to say no if things heated up between us. In fact, I was hoping there would be a little heat when we got to working on my bed. 

Having all these hormones running through my body just had me wanting to have sex all the time. It didn’t seem like a logical thing for a woman’s body to still want to have so much sex after she was already pregnant, but maybe nature meant it that way since couples wouldn’t have to worry about contraception if the woman was already pregnant. But then again, contraception was more of a modern thing and nature just wanted women to have babies, so I had no idea. 

“Let’s eat,” I nearly growled as we entered my condo and went up to the counter where I had a couple cushioned chairs. 

“No table?” Mike asked as he looked around the mess I had there. 

“I don’t think I have room. Where would I put one?” 

“By the windows, of course,” he stood over by the window and looked out at my view. “I think you’d like waking up and eating your breakfast over here. But you also don’t have a couch or a television either. What is in all these boxes?” 

“I don’t have much of my own furniture. Kendra owned the living room set. I just have my bedroom stuff. All these boxes are the rest of random stuff I had around the apartment and in the kitchen. I should have tossed some of it away, but I didn’t know how much I wanted to worry about purchasing new things just yet.” 

The truth was that I hated most of the stuff I had but I thought my feelings might change once I got my stuff over to the new condo. I wasn’t a very sentimental type of person, but I didn’t want to throw items away that I might wish that I’d kept later down the road and I thought I should wait and go through my boxes slowly and plan out the condo better. 

I was hoping to buy some modern furniture for the living room and a trendy baby bed for the den. But now I’d be buying two baby beds and that was going to change everything. Surely I was going to have to save my money for baby stuff now and wasn’t going to want to spend it on furniture for the living room. 

“Your place looks really big for a one bedroom. I think you made a great choice,” Mike said as we sat at the counter eating our dinner. 

“I know. I was a steal,” I said between shoveling food into my mouth. 

Knowing that I was having twins, made my constant need to eat feel much more reasonable. I had been worrying that I was eating way too much over the last few weeks. The problem was that I was always hungry. I was constantly wanting food and sex. And now I had my food, next I wanted Mike in my bed. 

As much as I liked thinking about having Mike in my bed, I wasn’t going to push that plan too much. Things were really good between the two of us and there was too much room for error if I started pushing a relationship with him. I was going to take a back seat and just see how things turned out. 

Mike got a text message on his phone that seemed to distract him a lot. I just sat there waiting for him to tell me what was going on but he was so engrossed in a back and forth texting session that I didn’t want to interrupt him. 

Something was wrong. Whomever had texted him didn’t have anything good to tell him at all. I continued eating my dinner while he finished his conversation. 

“Sorry, just some work stuff. Some legal issues came up with the new expansion. That thing has been so stressful. And one of the people we interviewed ended up turning something into the medical board like a tattletale. Our lawyer has it handled because everything we do is legal; it’s just got me a little worried now.” 

“What did they turn in?” 

“Oh, Bruce made a crack about being a sperm donor on the side for cash. And the uppity guy we were interviewing didn’t think it was legal or ethical or something. I didn’t really think anything of it but our attorney just texted to tell me the board is doing an official review of both Bruce and I.” 

“It wasn’t legal what we did?” 

“It was legal. I’m one hundred percent sure of that. I think the questionable part is having a doctor from a fertility and obstetric clinic, donating to their patient. Bruce is probably in more trouble than I am ethically. He’s remained the doctor after donating. But you stayed with Bruce for your doctor so I don’t think I would be in trouble.” 

“But this could affect your whole practice, couldn’t it?” I said, a little worried for Mike and the new expansion he was planning. 

“I’m not sure the extent of the consequences just yet and I don’t think talking about it will help you relax at all. I’ll let you know if I hear of any news as this whole thing develops.” 

I was stressed out for Mike just thinking about having some sort of investigation like that going on. He looked like he had already forgotten about it though as he slipped his phone back into his pocket and finished eating his meal. 

Oh, how nice it would be to have the type of personality that could just let things roll off your back like that. One minute he looked extremely anxious and the very next he had totally forgotten about it and was enjoying his meal. 

We moved into the bedroom when he finished. I had boxes all over the room but I did have the bed pieces set up in the general area where it was supposed to be put together. I was also organized enough to have all the bolts and screws in a bag sitting next to the bed and the tools I needed to get it all put together. 

“This shouldn’t take long. I might need you to hold the headboard steady while I put the pieces on.”

“I can handle that,” I said as I found a spot by the headboard and held onto it for him. 

Mike used a box to balance the long side boards for the bed and made quick work of putting the frame together. He had the slats for the bottom of the bed attached quickly after that and was loading up my mattress all within thirty minutes. 

I was positive that the girls and I would have spent hours trying to get that thing put together. Even though it was relatively easy, the three of us managed to make a mess of things rather quickly when we were all together. 

“Do you have sheets? I can help you put them on,” he offered. 

“Yep,” I grabbed my set of nice hotel quality sheets and threw one side of them over toward Mike. “I love these. They are so soft. Like staying at a hotel.” 

“Are these hotel sheets? Did you steal these Miss Rivas?” He asked with a stern look on his face. 

“I wouldn’t exactly call it stealing. I mentioned that I really liked the sheets that our hotel used and a set of them turned up in my office one morning. I didn’t question it,” I laughed. “Sometimes you just have to go with the flow.” 

“They are really soft,” he rubbed his hands on them after we finished making the bed. “I bet you’ll sleep great tonight.” 

I walked around the bed and stood next to Mike. We were close to each other. Closer than we should have been if we were planning to keep our relationship platonic. 

“How are you feeling?” I asked him. 

He laughed. “I think I’m supposed to ask you that.” 

“Oh, I feel fantastic.” 

“Yeah?” he asked as he pulled me in closer. “You sure you’re feeling okay?” 

“Yep.” 

His eyes gazed into mine as we stood there with our bodies pressed against one another. Being with Mike was calming to me. It was like home to me. Just having him there in my apartment made me more comfortable about all the unknown things coming ahead for me. 

His hands rubbed up and down my arms and then we leaned in and kissed softly. He moved slowly and sensually as we kissed and touched each other, both of us climbing onto the bed and lying down as we continued to make out for a little bit. 

Mike’s hands were soft and gently as he rubbed one of them on my stomach while we kissed. It was exciting having him there and I wanted all of him. I needed to have him. 

He pulled my shirt up and over my head and then started kissing every inch of my stomach. He was gentle, yet firm with his kisses and even stopped to rest his ear on me and see if he could hear anything going on inside. 

“Any grumbling in there?” I laughed. 

“Nope, all quiet.” 

Mike rolled me over and unhooked my bra before diving full face into my booming breasts. They had to be twice the size they had been before. I was so swollen and big that it made me more sensitive than I’d been before too, so as Mike pulled my nipple into his mouth I moaned out in pure pleasure at the sensation. 

“Mmmm yes,” I said and arched my back to press my body into him even more. 

“You’re so sexy,” he groaned and then took in the other breast. 

Mike played with and sucked on my breasts for a while before finally turning his attention to licking me. And I was swollen down there too. My whole body had extra blood flow and I felt the pleasure right away when his tongue hit my naked center. 

Quickly I felt the pleasure building like I’d never felt it before. Within minutes of his tongue touching me I was screaming and moaning and trying to catch my breath as a huge orgasm was building up. 

“Come here,” I said as I pulled on his hair. 

“Now?” he asked pausing for just a minute. “Right now? Where’s the condoms.”

“Yes, I want you inside me right now, fuck the condoms,” I urged and literally started pulling his head up toward me. 

Mike hurried and pulled his pants off and then held himself over me. His body pressed slowly into mine and I closed my eyes and let the full feeling engulf me with excitement. Soon I found myself thrusting hard against his body wanting more and more from him. I couldn’t get enough. I couldn’t get the feeling that I was searching for and then Mike shifted his hips a little. 

“There, how about that?” he asked as he moved slowly and rubbed his body against mine as he thrust inside of me. 

“Yes,” I groaned. 

It was perfection. His body was hitting my clit as he moved and I vibrated from inside with utter excitement. My hands held onto Mike and I used my legs to help me move against him as we made glorious love. We kissed sweet and softly as I finally released an intense orgasm which was followed shortly after by Mike having his own release. 

Our night was perfection and I was more relaxed than I’d been in months as I cuddled up in his arms. He pulled the blankets up over us and kissed my forehead before the two of us drifted off to sleep. 

 

***

 

For the next several weeks Mike and I were pretty inseparable. We both stayed at each other’s apartments from time to time but sometimes we did stay on our own. We went shopping together and texted all the time. 

He was crazy busy with work and so was I but we both made an effort to see each other throughout the week. It certainly didn’t hurt that we lived in the same building. Sometimes Mike wouldn’t get done with work until nearly midnight, but he’d send a text and see if I needed him to do anything before he went to bed. 

We hadn’t officially defined our relationship, but it was going good, whatever it was. For two and a half months we basically had a normal dating life, except most of our conversations were around my growing stomach and the babies that would soon be joining us. 

Us. That was a word we had been using a lot lately. Not in the sense that Mike would be responsible for the babies at all. I was always careful not to expect anything like that. But he did talk about us all going on walks and exploring the city from their point of view. He wanted to be more involved than I had expected, but I knew we still had to have a real conversation about how things were going to look once the babies were here. 

The last thing I wanted was more miscommunication between the two of us. But talking about the situation was really anxiety provoking and not something I wanted to bring up when things between the two of us were going so well. 

The other thing that was happening a lot was our sex life. We were exploring all sorts of fun positions and having a blast in the bedroom. I was more sexually free with my large stomach than I’d ever felt with flat abs. 

Mostly it was because of the way Mike looked at me. He lusted after me just like he did when we first met. My growing size only enhanced his desire for me and that was a huge turn on. He was instantly hard any time the suggestion of us making love came up. It didn’t take but the smallest of hints and he was all over me. I’d never had so many orgasms in my life. We were good together. The chemistry between us was off the charts and the more time I spent with Mike the more time I wanted to spend with him. 

He was making this whole pregnancy less stressful for me. He made me feel excited about having twins and about the future that was ahead for me. Mike was careful not to suggest that he’d be the father to the babies though. Of course, he was the genetic father, but he was careful not to make statements about taking care of them or being there every day. 

By the time March hit I was as big as a house, or at least I thought I was. We were making plans to meet up with his friends Nathan and Mary, the couple who had triplets. I was getting so excited to meet the babies someday soon. Fourteen more weeks would bring me to the ideal of 40-weeks pregnant, but Doctor Simon said if I made it to 36-weeks that would be fantastic. Many times women with twins just weren’t able to keep them in there for the whole 40-weeks. 

I was utterly determined to take the best care of my unborn babies as possible. If that meant resting more, I was resting more. If that meant eating more green food, I was doing that. I was doing everything I could to make sure this pregnancy progressed as long as possible and my two sweet little ones came to me healthy. 





Chapter 18

 

Mike

 

“Double date time,” I hollered as I used my key to get into Julia’s apartment. I knocked slightly as I entered, but she knew I was coming. We had finally managed to arrange a date with Nathan and Mary to talk about the joys of parenting multiples. They were such a great couple so I couldn’t wait to hear what they had to say to help Julia with some tips for what was to come. 

“I’m not going,” Julia said from her bedroom in a muffled voice. 

“What are you talking about? You have been looking forward…” I stopped when I saw her hiding under the covers and did my best not to laugh. “Julia, what are you doing?” 

“I’m not going. I’m hideous,” she said peeking her head out from the covers for just a second. 

“I happen to know that isn’t true. You look amazing. You still have six weeks to go, babe. You can’t hide in here for a month and a half.” 

“I can and I will.” 

“Julia, we have been trying to schedule something that worked for all of us for months. Come on, let’s get you dressed and get to the restaurant. I’m sure it was very hard for them to find a babysitter for triplets.” 

“Don’t play that guilt game with me, mister,” she said finally coming out from under the covers. “Nothing I have fits me. Or if it does fit me I look like a house wearing it.” 

“How about this dress? It’s nice and flowing, I’m sure it will fit beautifully.”

“House.” 

“Okay, these leggings with this shirt?” I tried again. 

“House.” 

“Maybe you’ll just have to go as a house then,” I said frustrated at her stubbornness. “We really do need to get going. I don’t want them to be waiting for too long.” 

“Fine,” she grumbled at me as I left the room and she finally got up to get dressed. 

Julia threw on the first dress I had offered and pulled her hair up in a messy bun. When she opened her door she looked absolutely adorable, except for the grumpy expression on her face of course. 

“There,” she said. “Let’s go.” 

“You look beautiful.” I stopped to pull her in for a kiss and she pulled away from me. “Stop it, you look beautiful and I’m going to kiss you.” 

She finally smiled a little bit and let me kiss her. Then she liked the kissing so much that she wrapped her arms around me and we were full on making out. Her hormones were large and in charge and in any other situation I would have happily put her to bed and taken care of all her needs, but we were late and I really wanted to get moving. 

I pulled her off of me as softly as I could and held her hand hoping that she wasn’t going to get emotional about it. Emotions and hormones were a tricky combination for us guys to navigate around women during this time of the pregnancy. 

Sometimes I wondered how she and I were going to get along for the rest of the process. It was getting dicey at times with our little arguments and trying to be there for Julia without stepping on her independence. 

“I know. I know. We need to get going,” she said reluctantly. 

It was a relief when we arrived at the restaurant to find Nathan and Mary still waiting for our table. I hated being late for things, especially when I was the one who had planned them. Luckily, Julia perked up once she met Mary and the two of them hit it off instantly. 

They were off in their own little corner talking about pregnancy and babies while Nathan and I caught up a little over a beer at the bar. It was nice to be around a guy who knew a little bit about what I was going through at the moment. 

“So, hormones. Wow, they are a trip,” I said taking a long swig. 

“Yeah, and get ready for them to get worse after the babies. Then you’ll have crying and happy and crying all over the place.” 

“Thanks for meeting us. I know Julia has been really nervous about the babies and I thought Mary might be able to help her get used to the idea.”

“Of course.”

When our buzzer finally sounded Nathan and I waved for the girls to join us and we all made our way through the crowded restaurant to our table. Once we managed to get past the crowd at the front of the restaurant, it was actually rather quiet in the back.  

“So this is exciting for you guys. I never thought of you as a family man,” Nathan said when we first sat down. 

“Oh, I guess I should clarify. Julia is my friend. She’s having these babies on her own, I just thought it would be nice for her to talk with Mary a little,” I said. Instantly, I regretted my comment. Julia went from looking happy as could be to scooting her chair out quickly and rushing off to the bathroom. Mary followed closely behind and I sat there with Nathan feeling like a total ass. 

“I thought they were your kids?” Nathan asked. 

“Technically they are. She used me as her donor. But she was always talking about how this was her chance to be a mother and she was going to be independent.” 

“When was the last time she said something like that? Because from the look on her face I think she was expecting more from you in the involvement area.” 

“It’s been a few months, I shouldn’t have said it. Damn, now I feel terrible. I do want to be involved. I just don’t know where I fit in. She has her own apartment. She has her own plans for the babies. She doesn’t include me in this stuff. How am I supposed to know what to do?” 

“I’m sure she will be fine. Mary will calm her down and they will come back and we will all have a great evening. Nothing to worry about just yet.” 

“Yet?” 

“No, not until there is yelling involved,” Nathan said without cracking a smile at all. “That’s when you need to worry.” 

I appreciated the tip. And when Mary returned with Julia I jumped up and told her I was sorry as I pulled her chair out. She shook her head in agreement and we continued on with the evening as if the comment hadn’t happened at all. Well, sort of. 

The conversation stuck to what it would be like for Julia to take care of two babies at a time. Mary was delicate when she talked about breast feeding and having a helper around when possible. She did look over at me but never specifically said that I should be there to help her. 

“The hardest part is the night time. You’ll be tired and it would be helpful to have someone there to occupy one baby and change them while you breast feed the other. And then you could rotate. But you can do it on your own too.” 

“I’m not sure I can breast feed twins. I know it’s healthy and I’ll give it a try, but it is really overwhelming to me.” 

“You can do it for a few weeks and then supplement with bottles. That’s what I had to do. Nathan went back to work after two weeks and I had my sister come stay with us. She was a lot of help.” 

“I’ve only got brothers,” Julia said and rolled her eyes. “But I have a couple girl friends who are really excited to help out. I’m sure I could get them to come over a few nights at first.” 

I just stayed quiet. I didn’t want to say anything that would make her feel bad again. We could talk about it all a little more in the next few weeks. I would be happy to help out where she wanted me to be. Hell, I liked the idea of having us be together and raising the babies together. The only reason I had brought up the statement that they were hers was because of how the pregnancy had started. She didn’t want a baby daddy. Julia didn’t want anyone telling her what to do or how to raise her babies and I was just trying to follow along with that and be supportive. 

Of course, I did see how that might have changed for her over the past few weeks since we had been spending so much time together. It was more like a relationship than our situation had ever been. We should have talked about it before dinner. I should have asked her how we were going to explain things. It was all my fault. I took full responsibility, well I would after dinner was done and the two of us were able to have a good conversation. 

“Have you decided on your birth plan?” Mary asked Julia. 

“I’m just going to the hospital and letting Doctor Simon do his thing. My biggest fear is that I’ll have to have a c-section. I just don’t want to go through that recovery and have the babies at home. That sounds really hard.” 

“Maybe your mom could come stay with you?” 

“That wouldn’t be helpful,” Julia laughed. 

“I know what you mean, that’s why I had my sister. But start working on lining up your help for those first couple of months. You’ll need to get some sleep so you have to have a few extra sets of hands. Even with Nathan, we still had two or three people at our house helping us out at times. These little ones require a lot of time and attention.”  

“I’m a shit,” I whispered to Nathan as the women talked. 

“You’re in shit, that’s for sure,” Nathan laughed. 

“Maybe I could help out?” I said to the ladies as they talked. 

“No, I wouldn’t want to force you to help care for MY children,” Julia said with a stare that looked like she could have killed me. 

“Yeah, you’re in trouble,” Nathan leaned over and whispered. 

For the rest of the dinner I did the best I could to lay low. I laughed at the jokes Mary told and tried to appear sympathetic to the plight of the pregnant woman, but the whole time all I could think about was that I needed to talk to Julia in private, so we could straighten this whole thing out. Certainly, I wanted to help with the babies. I wanted to keep seeing Julia. And I wanted to be part of her life and their lives; we just had to figure out how that was all going to work. 

When dinner was over, and we finished saying our goodbye’s, I helped Julia into our Uber and tried to hold her hand while we pulled away. She yanked it away from me though. She was upset and I had done this to her. 

“I’m sorry. I thought you wanted to do this alone. Tell me what you want.” 

“You’re right. I do want to do this alone. It’s okay. I’m just emotional,” she said suddenly softening up a little. “We can figure it all out later. I was just caught off guard and a little embarrassed.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“If you want to be involved in their life and my life you can. If you don’t want to be you don’t have to be. I did this for myself and I was the one who wanted to have the babies. I understand if you want to move on with your life and not be a co-parent.” 

“I didn’t mean…” she interrupted me by grabbing my cock and rubbing it hard right there in the back of our Uber. 

“Did you mean it when you asked me what I want?” she asked. 

Julia looked like a woman who had been possessed by hormones as she eyed me like a piece of meat. We definitely needed to talk more about everything that was going on but at this point I was pretty sure I needed to give her a few orgasms to calm this lust that had taken over her body. 

If I wasn’t a physician the rapid change in her emotions would have worried me much more than it did. But I knew she was using sex as a coping mechanism for all the emotions that were going on inside of her. I also knew that trying to talk about it at that moment would be a very bad idea. She had primal needs that needed met before we would ever be able to flesh out how much parenting involvement I was going to have. 

When we got back to her apartment she practically threw me on the bed as we walked into the bedroom. She had her own clothes stripped off long before I was able to get mine off. And she was climbing on top of me before I even managed to get my pants all the way off. 

She slid onto my throbbing cock and rode me so hard I thought for sure she was going to break me in half. She was a beast as she pressed into my chest and thrust her hips against me and I fucking loved every minute of it. Watching her beautifully round body on top of me was a sexual turn on that I wouldn’t forget any time soon. Making love to Julia throughout her pregnancy was much more erotic than I’d imagined. 

My patients often talked about how turned on they were all the time or how they couldn’t get enough of their man during the pregnancy. Seeing it first hand with Julia was a treat for me. I was lucky to be there with her and wished I wouldn’t have made her feel so bad at dinner. 

“Grab my nipples,” Julia suddenly ordered of me. “Hard.” 

I did as I was told and squeezed both of her nipples as she moved faster and faster against me. She yelled out with pleasure and I throbbed with lust. It took everything I could muster not to cum right then and there, but I didn’t want to have the wrath of my primal woman turn on me. 

Her fingers dug in and I thought for sure she was about to release when she jumped up off of me. She moved to the side of the bed and bent over. She motioned for me to get behind her and I dutifully did as she asked. 

My hand rested on her soft ass as I slid into her. Slowly, gently, I moved as I enjoyed every moment of being inside of Julia. Her head was on the bed and she moaned with pleasure with each of my thrusts. It was a huge turn on to see her so engrossed in the pleasure of the moment. I grabbed her hips as my thrusts got deeper and she pressed hard back against me. There was no way I could hold back any longer. I had to feel the sweet release of letting go as I thrust hard a few more times and then finally couldn’t handle it another second. 

I came hard inside Julia and she pressed back against me with delight at the explosion. We both crawled back up onto the bed and I knew right away that Julia wasn’t finished with her own primal explosion. 

Her hands played with my exhausted body. She teased me and was already working to see if she could get me excited again. Oh no, that wasn’t about to happen so fast; I knew my body well enough to know that. 

I also knew that she wasn’t going to stop until I had utterly satisfied her needs. So I pressed her back onto the bed and let my fingers touch her softly. 

“Yes,” she groaned as I played with her. 

Julia pulled me down to kiss her while I played. It was exciting to have her in my mouth while my fingers played with her wetness. I titillated her clit and rubbed on her in every direction as I worked up her excitement. 

When I finally slipped inside her Julia grabbed my lip and bit down on it as she thrust her hips toward me. I was pretty sure she’d drawn blood with that lustful move but I didn’t care. 

I stroked in small circles, feeling her body react to my fingers. Feeling the excitement growing more and more for her. She was getting close and I knew what I needed to do to help bring her over the edge. 

Slipping away from the delicious taste of her lips. I kissed down her body taking my time to suck on each of her nipples for a just a moment. I then moved over her sweet belly and touched the right and left sides with my kisses for the babies growing inside of her. 

When I made it to her center, she was dripping with pleasure and I took her in clit and held onto it. My fingers stroked hard and deep as Julia grabbed the sheets and propelled her clit farther into my mouth. 

Then it happened, the sweet release that Julia had been dying for. Her whole body tensed up and her back arched. I didn’t stop doing what I was doing but continued on in an effort to prolong her pleasure as much as possible. 

“Yes, she moaned, “fuck, yes,” she finally fell back to the bed in total exhaustion.

I moved up beside Julia and put her head on my chest as we wrapped up in each other’s arms. For weeks we had been making love and hanging out together. It had been the best time I’d had in a very long time. I was so happy to have her there. So excited to see what the future might have in store for the two of us. 

“Are you thirsty? Do you want me to grab you a drink?” I offered. 

“Sure,” she said as she rolled off of me and curled up on her side of the bed. 

I hurried into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and placed it on Julia’s side of the bed. I was just about to get back into my side when she sat up and looked at me with tears in her eyes. 

“I think you should sleep at your place tonight,” she said looking so utterly sad that I didn’t know what to say or do. 

We’d just made love for an hour. She’d been so into it. We were both into it. What had happened? What had gone wrong? Was this just a burst of hormones? I didn’t want to leave her there like that. I couldn’t leave her in that state. 

“Honey, what’s the matter? We should talk. You don’t want to go to bed upset.” 

“I’m tired. We can talk another time.”

“Julia, is it about that crack I made at dinner? I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. We should talk about it. I want to be here for you if you want me here.” 

“But you don’t want to be here, so let’s not worry about it. I will abide by the contract. I’ll make sure you get your yearly cards and a visit if you want to.” 

“Julia, I know you’re hurt, but we have time to talk this through. I’m going to go because I don’t want to make this more of a thing than it needs to be. But I’m open to being a part of this if that’s what you want.” 

“Again with what I want? When are you going to step up and tell me what you want? What about saying that you want to be part of my life, of the babies lives? Just go,” she said as the tears rolled down her face. “Just go.” 

As much as I wanted to explain my position, it just wasn’t the right time. Julia was clearly very emotional and she had to be exhausted after all that we had just done in bed. I decided to leave and give her some space. We had weeks to work through this before the babies arrived and I was certain we would come to a solution once we were both able to have time to think about it. 

“I’m going to go, but I want to talk more about this later.” 

I leaned down and tried to give her a kiss but she turned away and I was only able to kiss her cheek. For a moment I stood in the doorway of her apartment contemplating not leaving at all. I thought about sitting in the living room and just waiting for the morning so we could talk, but I decided to do as she asked and I left. 

All the way up to my apartment I felt sick to my stomach. Julia meant a lot to me. She was important to me. I didn’t want to lose her. I wanted to be in her life. This was all just a big miscommunication and I was sure we could straighten it out. 

I didn’t sleep much at all that evening and had to go to work the next day. I tried stopping by to see Julia before I left but decided not to wake her up. Instead, I send a text message, hoping that it would calm her nerves a little. 

MIKE: Julia, I care about you a lot and I would like us to sit down and talk soon. 

At work I went about the day as normal seeing patients and dealing with our business troubles. Both Bruce and Sheryl noticed I wasn’t myself that day but I wasn’t in the mood to talk with them about what was going on either. It was more of a self reflection sort of day as I figured out what I wanted in this relationship and how that was going to look for me. 

“Hey, hospital just called. We have an emergency patient in there,” Bruce said. 

“Who?” 

“No name yet. I’m waiting for a call back. Is it your turn or mine?” 

“Let’s see who the patient is,” I said as we waited for the call back. 

I had a few patients that were getting close to full term and I knew Bruce had a couple that were past their due date. Either one of us could be the lucky doctor who was going to be up all night long delivering a baby. 

The phone rang and the look on Bruce’s face told me that something was wrong. He was not longer smiling or light hearted at all. Instead, he was serious and took some notes as the person on the other end talked. 

“Yes, get her stabilized and I’ll be right there,” he said and then hung up. “It’s Julia.”

My heart sank. She was still very early along. She had two months before her due date. There were so many things that could go wrong at this point. So many things that could go wrong with her and with the babies. 

“I’ll take care of things here,” Sheryl said as she motioned for the two of us to get out of there. 

It was the middle of the day and we would have to cancel all the patients for the rest of the day. But at this point I didn’t care and I could tell Bruce didn’t either. He knew how important Julia was to me. She wasn’t just his patient. She was a friend now and we rushed to the hospital as quickly as we could. 





Chapter 19

 

Julia 

 

At first I wasn’t sure what was going on. I was having some major cramps but thought my night with Mike had brought them on. I’d orgasmed pretty hard with him and certainly believed my body was just reacting to that. 

But as the contractions continued and got worse, I knew something else was going on. I’d read all about Braxton Hicks contractions and how a lot of women had them when they were as far along as I was. I called the doctor’s office and made an appointment to go see Doctor Simon later that afternoon. The problem was, I definitely wasn’t going to make it to that appointment. 

I tried walking around to relief the pain from the contractions but soon I realized I was in full labor. I was pacing around my condo and the contractions were hitting exactly five minutes apart. That was when the panic set in. What was I supposed to do? Just go to the hospital on my own? I could barely walk, there was no way I could get myself there. 

“Kendra,” I said as I put her on speaker phone. “I’m in labor. I need you to help me get to the hospital.” 

“I can’t. I just landed in Vegas with Sarah, remember?”

“No!” I had totally forgot they were going away for that trip. “What do I do?” 

“Call Mike,” Sarah said as I was put on speaker. 

“No, he doesn’t want to be involved. I need to do this on my own. What do I do? I’m so scared, guys.”

“Just call him, Julia. He will make sure you are safe,” Kendra said. 

“Okay,” I said in order to deal with the contraction that was building up. “I’ll let you guys know how it goes.” 

“Wait, aren’t you too early?” Sarah asked. “You better get to the hospital right now. This is way too early. You go right now. Just go downstairs and the staff will get you there.” 

“Okay,” I grunted through my contraction and hung up on my friends. 

This was it. I had to be the independent woman that I kept saying I was. I didn’t have a hospital bag or anything like that ready yet so I just grabbed my purse and slipped my sandals on my feet. 

I waited for a contraction to end and then hurried to the elevator and down to the lobby. But by the time I reached the lobby I was already having another contraction. They were coming much quickly than every five minutes and I was terrified that I was going to lose the babies. 

“I think I need an ambulance,” I grunted from the elevator as I leaned against the doors and breathed through the contraction. 

“Shit, yes ma’am,” the young man at the front desk said as he dialed his phone. 

“Can you help me to the chair?” I asked. 

“He had the phone on his ear and hurried over to me to help me while he was giving the 911 operator directions to our building and which entrance to use. Luckily, the building was really easy to find and the ambulance was there in less than five minutes. 

“How far along are you?” the paramedic asked. 

“Thirty-one weeks,” I said through another contractions. “I’m having twins though.”  

“Okay, let’s get you to the hospital. Is there a doctor we can call?” 

“Yes, Doctor Simon at Reproductive Medicine Associates.” 

The paramedics got me onto the gurney and began taking my vitals before we even left the lobby of the condo building. I couldn’t figure out why they weren’t just rushing me into their vehicle and to the hospital. 

One of them was attending to my vitals while the other strapped me in and then started listening to hear if the babies were okay. He seemed pleased with what he heard but the woman who was working on me wasn’t as happy with what she saw. 

“It’s elevated,” she said looking at her partner. “We need to get her OB on the line.” 

They hurried me out to the ambulance and to my hospital. The driver was on the line with dispatch who was communicating all the details that the paramedics were giving them about my condition. 

From what I could gather my blood pressure was elevated enough that it was a concern for them. But I was in the middle of labor so they had to assume there would be a little spike in my blood pressure during such a physical event. 

“Approval on the injection,” the driver said to one of the paramedics. 

By this time I already had an IV line in me and the paramedic had medication waiting to shoot into it. Normally I would have had tons of questions about a medication that was being shot into my veins but in that moment I was in so much pain that I didn’t care what they were doing. All I wanted was to get to the hospital and make sure the babies were okay. 

When we pulled into the emergency room a handful of people came out to help take care of me. There was a doctor there in a set of scrubs, but it wasn’t Doctor Simon. Although I was worried about having my doctor there I also knew that at this point I was going to be delivering these babies with whatever doctor happened to be on hand. 

The doctor and nurses moved me over to a hospital bed and started working on me so quickly I didn’t know what was going on. One of the nurses helped me get out of my clothes while everyone else was working on things around the room. This was when I knew the situation was more urgent than I had though, when they wouldn’t even spare the time to give me privacy to change into a hospital gown. 

“Are you allergic to any medications?” A nurse asked. 

“No.” 

“You are thirty weeks along?” 

“Yes.”

“You are having twins?”

“Yes.” 

“Is there someone we can call for you? Do you have a partner that you’d like to have here for the delivery?” 

I paused and contemplated having them call Mike. He would have wanted to be there; I knew he would, but at that point I was still upset with him and didn’t feel like reaching out. I figured he’d probably hear I was in labor when the hospital called looking for Doctor Simon and decided not to take any extra measures to notify him of what was going on. 

“No.” 

“Okay, well I need you to sign this and we do need to have someone to contact in case of an emergency.” 

I filled out her paperwork and put my brother Rob down as my emergency contact person. I could have had them call him and bring him down to the delivery, but I didn’t feel like listening to him tell me how gross it all was. I also didn’t want to have him looking at me naked while I went through the labor and delivery. 

The nurses went back to hooking me up to monitors and wrapped some straps around my stomach to listen to the babies. I had a blood pressure cuff working and squeezing my arm and electronic things on my chest listening to my heart. I felt like some sort of experiment as the nurses whipped around me hardly stopping to look at me at all. 

Finally a young nurse came and sat down next to me. She grabbed my hand and held it while I labored through another contraction. They were coming nearly constantly at this point and I could hardly take it any longer. 

“When this one is done the doctor is going to check you to see if we have enough time to bring you up to the labor and delivery floor. It would be better to deliver up there since we have all our equipment there.” 

“Okay,” I said through my pain. 

“Nice and slow. Remember that breathing is your friend. Take in a deep breath and then blow it out,” she said as if she knew exactly what I needed to hear. 

As soon as I started listening to her I was able to calm down and focus a little better. I had taken the weekend class to learn all of this stuff, the problem was that I hadn’t remembered any of it when the panic of my contractions hit me. 

“Okay, it’s almost done,” I said feeling the tension in my stomach letting up. 

The doctor was watching the contraction on a monitor next to the bed and waited until it had finished before checking me. He looked happy when he was done and nodded to the nurses that they could bring me up stairs. 

“She’s going to go soon, but the sac is intact and I think you have enough time.”

“Perfect,” the young nurse said as she unhooked me from all the monitors but kept the wires and chords connected to me. “We have all this stuff upstairs. It’s a quick ride in the elevator and we will have you in the delivery room.” 

“Okay,” I said and closed my eyes as we zoomed down the hallway. “There is someone I should call,” I finally said.

“When we get to your room we will get that information and call them.” 

I should have just given Mike’s information to the first nurse who had asked. This wasn’t the time to be holding a grudge against him. 

“Okay, let’s get you into this bed. It will be much more comfortable,” the nurse said as she put down one side of the bed that I was on. 

I slid myself slowly over to the big bed in the room. She was right, it was much more comfortable. Plus it looked like the bottom of the bed could be taken away so you could deliver right there without moving. That was fantastic. 

Another contraction hit and it hurt so bad that I felt like I couldn’t catch my breath. The nurses hurried to hook up the machines and I heard a commotion at the door as Doctor Simon and Mike came busting in. 

There was no time for modesty. The nurses had the whole top half of my gown off while they were making sure all the electronics were connected correctly and Doctor Simon quickly got right up there to see how far dilated I was. 

“Do you want Mike here?” Doctor Simon asked. 

“If he wants to be.” 

“It’s a yes or a no,” Bruce said looking a little annoyed at me. 

“Yes,” I finally said.

Mike had stayed over by the doorway and when Bruce motioned for him only then did Mike make his way over beside me. He looked nervous but I grabbed his hand as another contraction hit. 

“I think we are going soon, people. Let’s get ready,” Bruce yelled to the nurses in the room. “I need two incubators in here too. Let’s get the teams ready. Come on, people,” he barked as a swirl of nurses and other staff started to fill the room with equipment. 

“How are you doing?” Mike asked as he kissed my forehead. 

“Just perfect,” I grunted through my contraction. “I think I need to push.”

“Not yet, Julia,” Mike told me as he anxiously watched everyone getting set up. 

I did my best not to push as the contraction tightened down on my body. I could feel so much pressure and pain that I knew the babies were coming soon. 

“I’m going to break your water,” Bruce said as he and a nurse set up the bottom of my bed and put something below me to catch the liquid. “You will deliver quickly after this.” 

He was right! The next contraction after he broke my water I started pushing. It didn’t take long before the first baby was out. I heard him scream and they brought him quickly over to be evaluated. 

“They have to take care of him first before you can hold him, just because he’s so early,” Mike said as he held my hand. 

“Thank you,” I cried as I looked over at all the people working on baby number one. “Is he okay?”

“He’s crying. That’s good,” Mike said. “Now let’s concentrate on the next one.”

“Breach,” Bruce said looking up at Mike. 

“No, give it a minute. The baby just needs some time to move,” Mike urged. 

“No, man. His butt is coming out. I’m going to try and rotate. Take care of her,” Bruce said as he looked at me only briefly and then started pushing on my stomach. 

“He’s maneuvering the second baby trying to change the position so the delivery will go more smoothly. It might hurt a little. Take some deep breaths.” 

Honestly, Bruce pushing around on my stomach and trying to change the position of the baby didn’t hurt any more than the contractions I was already going through hurt. Whatever he was doing seemed to have worked because Bruce went back to his chair and shook his head positively as he and Mike looked at each other. 

“Did it work?” I asked. 

“Yep, so the next contraction you have I need you to push,” Mike said. 

“Okay,” I screamed as I felt the next contraction coming. 

It was only a few minutes later when baby boy number two was born. He started crying almost immediately after he was out but he also had to be rushed over to the team waiting for him to assess how he was doing. 

“You did such a great job,” Mike leaned down and held onto me. 

“I can’t believe I did that.” 

“I can. You’re amazing.” 

“Are they both boys? I think he said boys, right?” 

“Yep, two boys. You’re the mother of two perfect baby boys.” 

“Go check on them please. Make sure they are okay. When can I hold them?” 

Mike went over to the teams that were working on the babies and watched what they were doing for a moment. He talked with the baby doctor that was there and motioned to me at one point during the conversation. I wasn’t sure what the two of them were talking about but Mike looked like he was trying to convince the man to do something. 

When he finally came back over to me Mike was smiling big. His expression put me at ease instantly. 

“They are doing fine but they will need to go to the intensive care unit since they were born so early. It’s necessary for them to be on oxygen but everything else is looking nice at this point. I did talk the doctor into bringing the boys over to see you before they have to go to the NICU.” 

“I can’t go with them?” 

“No, but as soon as you’re feeling up to it I will take you down there in a wheel chair and you can stay by their side as long as you’d like.” 

“Okay,” I said as I started to cry. 

“Do you have names picked out yet?” One of the nurses asked. 

“No,” I said through my tears. 

“Okay so for right now we will name them Baby Boy A Rivas and B Rivas, is that okay?” she asked and looked at me and then at Mike. 

“Yes,” I said feeling absolutely terrible that I didn’t even have names for my babies yet. 

“It’s fine. A lot of people don’t have a name picked out yet. You’ll come up with something after you spend some time with them. Rest for a couple of hours first though,” the nurse said. “They will be busy with their doctors for a little bit.” 

The first bassinet was brought over to me and I got my first glimpse of Baby A. He was in a covered incubator type bassinet and had a breathing tube on his tiny face. It broke my heart to see him in there but he did look like he was breathing well on his own and was a beautiful shade of pink. 

“You can put your hand in through here and touch him,” Mike said as he moved the incubator as close to me as possible. 

I reached in and touched my sweet baby for just a moment before they had to take him away. It was heart breaking and I was sobbing as the second incubator was brought to me. Again I reached inside and briefly got to feel the soft skin of Baby Boy B before he too was taken away to the NICU. 

As the room emptied out I couldn’t stop crying. They were here. This was all so real and yet it didn’t feel real yet at all. 

“Can I get you anything?” Mike asked as he sat on the side of my bed. 

“I don’t know,” I said through my tears. 

“The nurses are going to come in and look after you for a minute. They have a bunch of girlie stuff to do with you and then if you’re hungry they will bring you some food. Make sure and drink plenty of water and we will see if the babies are doing well enough to suckle in a little bit.” 

“Oh yeah. If I don’t breast feed soon won’t they have problems latching on?”

“No, the nurses will bring you a pump and show you how to use it. Then you can feed them breast milk through a special dropper or they will even put it directly into their stomachs through a small tube if needed. Then when the babies are ready you can breast feed. It will be just fine.” 

“Thank you, Mike. I’m glad you are here.” 

“There is no place else I would be. I’m so happy for you, Julia. This is so exciting. They are actually here.” 

“I know, this is crazy. I’m not ready at all,” I laughed. 

“Sorry to interrupt, but we do need to get you cleaned up. Do you want your guest to stay?” The nurse asked as she looked over at Mike. 

The nurses obviously knew who Mike was. He was in there delivering babies for patients all the time. On this particular day he wasn’t the doctor though and the nurse was treating him just like she would any other guest that was there to see a patient. 

“I’m going to step out. I actually have a few phone calls to make. You ladies take care of business,” Mike said before leaning down and giving me one more kiss on my forehead. 

The nurses helped to give me a sponge bath and washed my hair for me. They changed the sheets and even brought me a new gown to wear. It took a good hour and a half before we were all done and they left to get me a food tray. 

“Could you see if Mike is around?” I asked one of the nurses. “Doctor Cooper.” 

“Oh, yes, he said he had to leave really quickly but he would check back with you tomorrow and hoped you had a good night.” 

“He left?” 

“Yes, he was going to come in and say goodbye but looked like he was in a hurry to leave.” 

“Oh,” I said as my heart started to beat faster and faster. 

I was trying the best I could not to jump to conclusions about why Mike left so quickly. Unfortunately, after just giving birth to twins who I couldn’t even see yet, I was not in a good emotional state to contemplate why Mike had left me like that. 

He had promised to take me to see the babies and then just left the first chance he had. If that was how he was going to be around me and my boys, then I didn’t want to push him to be part of our lives. It was better for me to know that I had to do it all on my own than to think that I could count on someone else and not have them there. Although I was devastated that Mike had left me without even saying goodbye, there was no time for me to dwell on him and his issues. Instead, I ate my dinner and took a nap until the nurse came back later in the evening and told me I could go see the boys in the NICU. 

The nurse helped me into the wheelchair and brought me to the other end of the hospital where the boys were being held. There were dozens of babies in a variety of different bassinets and incubators. Lots of noises from beeping monitors and other machines throughout the room. I felt my anxiety increasing the longer I was in there but the second we pulled up to my boys, I was calm as could be. 

They were both breathing easily with just some tubes in their noses. They did have some monitors on their chests and IV’s in them, but overall, they were looking really good. 

“You did good, momma,” the baby nurse said to me as she brought me closer. “Both of them are very healthy. I think a couple of weeks in here to make sure they are eating well and you’ll be able to bring them home.” 

“Thank you,” I said through my tears. “Can I hold them yet?” 

“Not yet, but really soon. You can touch them though and talk to them. They will like that.” 

For the next two hours I stayed in the NICU talking to my boys and reassuring them that I was ready to take care of the two of them. It didn’t matter to me that they were early. It didn’t matter if Mike stuck around or not, because now it was me and the boys and I was going to do everything I could to make sure their lives were perfect. 

“I have names for them,” I told the nurse as I was wrapping up my visit. “Brody and Ben,” I said to the nurse as she wrote them down. “I’ve got middle names too.” 

“Here, write down how you want them spelled and I’ll make up their name tags for them,” she said softly. 

“Brody Philip Rivas and Benjamin Parker Rivas,” I said as I wrote their names down for the nurse. 

“Beautiful names,” the nurse said as she took the paper from me. 

I felt so much better after seeing them and giving them their names. When I finally crawled back into bed all I could think about was what a wonderful life the three of us were going to have. 

 

***

 

The next few weeks I spent at or near the hospital. When I was released I was able to rent a special hotel room near the hospital from the company I worked with. They gave me a special rate of five dollars a day because they couldn’t technically give it to me for free. 

My work was absolutely amazing and supportive when I had to go out on my maternity leave two months early. Sarah and Teddy took over my clients and they even gave me the commission from the people that I had already started to work with. 

I was at the hospital nearly all day long caring for the boys, pumping my milk and just being there for them as they grew and got strong enough to come home soon. I did go home for a few brief trips to I grab some clothes and I managed to order the boy decorations I wanted for the nursery. 

Mike had been trying to call and text me but I didn’t have time for him at that point. He tried to explain that the legal stuff with his work had gotten out of control and I wasn’t mean to him but I also didn’t really care at that point. My priority was my children and Mike would have to deal with his own priorities however he saw fit. 

“Can we take you to dinner?” Kendra asked when her and Sarah showed up at my hotel room across from the hospital. 

It was nearly ten o’clock at night and I tried to let the babies sleep at night so I could get some sleep too. I was actually about to crawl into bed when the girls showed up at my door but I couldn’t remember the last time I had actually eaten anything. 

“Sure, there is a place across the street. I don’t want to go far,” I said. 

“Of course.” 

Both Kendra and Sarah had been to see me a few times but they weren’t able to see the babies just yet. As soon as they were off of oxygen the boys would be moved to the lower level of care and in there I could bring guests to see the babies. 

“What’s going on? How are the boys?” Sarah asked as we ordered our food at the diner across the street. 

“They are doing good. I think only another two weeks and they can come home. Both of them are over four pounds now so that’s nice.” 

“Very good. And what’s going on with you and Mike?” Sarah asked.

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean he’s calling me and Kendra all the time checking on you because you won’t call him back or answer his text messages. He wants to talk to you. Are you really still mad at him?” 

“I’m not mad. I just don’t have any extra energy right now. He doesn’t want to be involved with me and the babies. I don’t want to deal with him. That’s all there is to it.” 

“Hmm, he seemed really worried about you guys,” Kendra said. 

“He said the babies were mine and I could take care of them,” I blurted out as I tried not to cry, but was unsuccessful. 

“He said that?” Sarah looked appalled. “What a total jerk!” 

“Yeah, well I thought so too. I mean we needed to talk some more things through but if he was willing to say something like that I just don’t want to even deal with him. I have more important things. I’ve got the boys now.” 

“We are here for you. Whatever you need,” Kendra said. 

“Yep, anything. Do you want me to go kick his ass? I’ll do it. You know I could take him out if I wanted to. One quick kick to the knees and he’d go down hard.” 

I couldn’t help but laugh at Sarah and her willingness to go to battle for me. It was a good quality to have in a friend. 

“I’m so lucky to have you guys. Thank you both for being here for me. I really appreciate having you two. Oh, and I’d like to see if you guys want to come stay at my house a little after the babies come home?” I said with a little trepidation. “I’m going to need some help. My mom is coming next week and the babies will still be in the hospital. She can’t come back for a little bit after that.” 

“I’m there,” Kendra said with so much excitement the people at the table next to us turned around. “I can’t wait to change some diapers.” 

“I’ll come over and help too. Plus I know Teddy wants to help if you’d let him. He’s really looking forward to being Uncle Teddy.”

“Sure, and thanks again, guys.” 

We finished our dinner and the girls decided to come stay with me at the hotel to keep me company for the night. The nurses had talked about moving the boys down to the next level of care soon and it was possible that would happen the very next day. If it did, I couldn’t wait to bring Kendra and Sarah in to see them. The girls were going to go absolutely crazy over my sweet baby boys. I was exhausted and not much of a host though as I fell asleep less than five minutes after we got into the room. 





Chapter 20

 

Mike

 

“So we are okay? No sanctions or whatever the heck the board likes to do to people?” I said to the attorney as I sat in his office. 

“Yes, but from now on I’d just say no if I were you guys. In this particular case the woman that Bruce had donated to was well known and went to bat for him. It might not turn out as well if they got wind of a second case.” 

“Deal. We will close up our sperm donations,” I said trying to keep things a little light. 

“Mike, this was a close call. If they would have taken your license or Bruce’s you two wouldn’t have a way to make a living. If we are moving ahead with this expansion I think you should look at taking on a business manager at the site. Someone who I can work with and we can make sure you are protected.” 

“I agree. We need some additional staff as we grow. I also think it might be time for me to take a little step back and manage more than I’m seeing patients.” 

“Whatever you need to do.”

“Thanks, I’ve got some new life changes going on and I think I’ll need some time to get acclimated to everything.” 

With Julia having her babies I knew I was going to want to help her out as much as possible. There was no way I could keep a full load of patients at work. The legal scare that we had only helped me to realize that there were some major changes I had to make in my life. 

It wasn’t until the next day when I realized Julia hadn’t returned any of my text messages that I really started to worry. I had hurried out of the hospital so fast that I didn’t get a chance to tell her what was going on with our legal stuff and I was really worried she was still angry with me. 

As the next couple weeks went on it became glaringly clear that Julia was still angry. Or she just had decided that she didn’t want anything to do with me. I tried texting and calling her. I even tried reaching out to her friends to see if they could put in a good word. 

When I was at the hospital I swung by the NICU and a few times I’d seen Julia in with the boys, but I didn’t want to interrupt them. If she needed some time I was going to give it to her. But by the time I heard the boys were getting ready to go home I was beside myself with worry that Julia and I were never going to work stuff out. 

It wasn’t like me to push myself on a woman. If she was pushing me away then I stayed away. If Julia wanted to talk to me she knew how to reach me. I also knew that we would probably be running into one another in our condo complex and we should try and settle on how we were going to interact. 

As I walked down the hall of the hospital after visiting a patient, I was engrossed in planning some way that I could reach out to Julia without being overbearing. It was harder than it seemed. I had obviously tried calling her over and over again. I’d sent text messages just asked if there was a time we could talk and none of it was working. 

“Hey, asshole,” a woman’s voice said as I walked around the corner near the cafeteria. 

“Oh, hey Sarah. How are you?” 

“Seriously, Mike. You are the lowest of the low. I can’t believe you.” 

“What?” 

“You know what. You deserve to burn in hell for how you treated my friend. What sort of total asshole just disappears like that? And saying she could take care of her own babies, I mean, wow. That was rude.” 

“Sarah, I don’t think you have the full story.” 

“I’m sure you have a lot of excuses. But save them, I don’t want to hear it. You stole my girls heart and then crushed it in a million pieces. I know she won’t admit that her heart is crushed but it is. She was devastated by you.” 

“I’ve been trying to talk to Julia since the babies were born. She won’t return my calls and I didn’t want to stress her out while the boys were still here. I want to be involved with her. I love her,” I said and paused when I realized the words had just come out of my mouth. 

“You love her?” Sarah asked skeptically. 

“Yeah,” I reassured myself. “I do love her. I’ve had a lot going on with legal stuff at work and I fully admit to being a total jerk when we went out to dinner. But I didn’t want to say I was going to be an involved father if that wasn’t what she wanted. She said she wanted to do this all on her own. I didn’t want to take that away from her or make her feel like I had to be involved.” 

“Have you two talked about any of this? I mean it seems like a pretty big deal and something the two of you should have talked about at some point over the last few months.” 

“No. We haven’t had a chance and I’ve been trying to reach her.” 

“You guys have been hanging out for months. How have you not talked about what was going to happen after the babies came?” Sarah looked at me as if I was an idiot. 

The way she asked the question did make me feel pretty stupid. Julia and I had been spending tons of time together. We were enjoying one another and having fun. We both were avoiding the topic. It wasn’t just me. Julia didn’t bring it up either. 

Sometimes I would say something like I couldn’t wait to have all of us go for walks to the park. Instead of speaking up and saying that it sounded like a good plan, Julia simply shook her head in agreement. 

Other times when Julia talked about how hard things were going to be for her taking care of the babies all by herself, I wanted to speak up. I wanted to say something about what it would be like if I helped out more. One time I even wanted to tell her that I could stay the night and help with the babies. But the nerve to say something passed and we went back to both being quiet and avoiding the topic. 

“Well, we need to make this happen. You two just need to be in a room together and hash this out.” 

“That’s what I’ve been trying to do. I’ve been trying to talk to her but she won’t talk to me. This whole thing is just her being stubborn. Okay, not just her. But she is being really stubborn. I can’t believe she hasn’t returned any of my phone calls. I mean, at some point I just needed to take the hint and stop calling.” 

“And you being unwilling to communicate what you want,” Sarah added. “You should have told her a long time ago that you wanted to be involved.” 

She was right. If I had come out and told Julia that I loved her a long time ago then I wouldn’t have had to worry so much about figuring all of this out now. I’d been keeping my feelings close to my chest and waiting for Julia to tell me her feelings. I shouldn’t have waited. I should have just gone for it and told her. But now everything was a mess. She was angry with me in the midst of trying to care for her newborn babies. The last thing she needed was for me to get her all worked up with my feelings. 

Everything was out of control now. Julia was busy with the boys and it had been weeks since we had talked. It wasn’t going to be easy for me to get close to her without the help of her friends. I didn’t even know if her friends could help at all at this point. Julia might already have her mind set; she might have decided to move on. 

“I’ve been visiting the boys at night after Julia leaves. I love them so much. I want to be involved. I need to be involved. Not out of obligation or anything like that. I just need Julia and the boys in my life.” 

“Then we need to figure out a way for you to tell her that. Let me get Kendra and Teddy, so we can all talk this through and figure out a plan.” 

Sure enough Sarah found Kendra and Teddy and the four of us ended up in one of the hospital conference rooms trying to figure out what to do next. Julia clearly wasn’t going to call me back just yet and if she didn’t want to talk to me I wasn’t going to just show up somewhere. 

The three of them were like super heroes coming to my rescue. They believed in my feelings for Julia and somehow believed that me being involved in her life was a good thing. There was no way to know what Julia was going to say about the whole thing, but having her friends support me in my quest was a really good thing. 

“Maybe we could have you surprise her in the nursery holding the babies?” Kendra said. “You could do that whole kangaroo care where the babies are resting on your naked chest. Oh, yeah that would be awesome.” 

“No, absolutely not,” I replied. “I’m not going to hold the boys without her permission.”

“What about if you just waited for her outside the nursery?” Teddy suggested. 

“I don’t think it should be done at the hospital. I can wait a little bit. I’ll just come visit her once she returned to her apartment.” As much as I wanted to straighten things out with Julia right away, I didn’t want to push myself on her in the middle of getting ready to come home. She had enough to worry about without worrying about me too. 

We sat in that conference room for over an hour throwing around ideas before we finally settled on one. I wasn’t one hundred percent sure I loved the idea, but it was exciting to have a plan and something I could look forward to. 

“Okay, well I’m going to work with Julia so I know when the babies are coming home and I’ll keep in touch with everyone else,” Kendra said. 

“Yes, I can’t wait,” Teddy added. 

“This is going to be fantastic. I’ll help you with your part, Mike so you don’t have to worry about any of that. Within the week the two of you love birds should be on your way to a happy future.” 

“Thanks for your help everyone. I really hope this works.” 

After some reassuring hugs, everyone took off and left me in the conference room to contemplate our big plan. That was when I started to get really nervous. This was going to expose me more than I’d ever been exposed. I was going to have my raw emotions laid out there for Julia to see and she could decide to stomp all over my heart. 

Of course, I hoped she had the same feelings for me as I had for her but there was no way to know for sure. I was already nervous about the whole thing. My hands were sweating at the thought of this surprise. Not just because of what it might mean for Julia and me but for what it could mean for our future. 





Chapter 21

 

Julia

 

“It looks like the doctor is going to release the babies tomorrow,” the nurse said as I was wrapping up my visit for the night. 

“Really?” 

“Yep, they are doing fantastic. Neither of them need breathing assistance and they have been gaining weight steadily. You’ll need to set up an appointment with your pediatrician for one week from today.” 

“Oh wow, I don’t even have a pediatrician yet,” I said realizing that there was one more thing that I hadn’t prepared for. 

“No problem. If you’d like I can set you up with one that we recommend?” 

“Perfect, that would be wonderful.” 

As I left the nursery to head back to my apartment for the night I couldn’t stop worrying about all the things I still didn’t have situated. I hadn’t even been staying at my condo; the times I was there I had very little energy to get things situated. 

I’d ordered some baby stuff for the nursery but I hadn’t even made the beds up yet. I also had two bassinets for my bedroom for the boys to sleep in the first couple of nights but neither of them were assembled at all. There was a changing table, rocking chair and swing that had to be assembled to. Basically I felt totally unprepared to be bringing the boys home already. 

I should have had more ready by now. They had been in the hospital for weeks and even though I stayed at the hotel most of the time I had come home several times over the past weeks. I was just exhausted. 

The truth of parenting twins hadn’t even started to set in yet and I was already barely able to walk straight I was so tired. I was visiting the boys and taking care of them during the day. I was able to breast feed them when I was there but then I pumped in the night time and they received bottles from the nurses. 

My level of exhaustion felt like it couldn’t possibly get any worse and yet I knew when the boys came home it was going to get worse. I wasn’t going to get enough sleep unless someone was at the house to help me. There was no way I could manage alone. All my confidence about being a single mother was gone. As I stepped into my condo and saw the mess of things everywhere around the living room I just collapsed onto the ground and started sobbing. It was so overwhelming, everything was so overwhelming. 

I planned to stay up late that night getting as much ready as I could possibly manage. I would start with the small bassinets that were in my room and then work down my list by what I felt was most important for when the babies came home the next day. Well, at least my plan had been to stay up late and get things done, unfortunately I fell asleep right there on the floor of my entryway. 

When I woke up to my phone ringing I was so disoriented that I couldn’t even figure out how to answer the darn thing. It was morning, I could tell that by the light shining in through the window, but I had no idea how long I’d been sleeping. 

“Hello,” I said as I finally clicked the right button to answer the call. 

“Hello, Miss Rivas. I just wanted to let you know that the doctor has written discharge orders for the boys. When do you think you’ll be in this morning?” 

“I’m on my way,” I said without skipping a beat. 

I was still in my clothes from the day before and I probably smelled horrible, but I grabbed a sip of orange juice and headed back to the hospital. On the ride over I sent a text message to Sarah, Kendra and Teddy to let them know what was going on. The last few days they were all harping on me to keep them in the loop. 

When I arrived back at the hospital it looked different to me. Before I’d been engulfed with sadness as I came to visit the boys each day and that sadness made the hospital look dreary. As I walked through the halls on this morning everything was brighter and full of life. I was bringing my boys home and I couldn’t wait. 

“Good morning, Julia,” the nurse for my boys greeted me as I finished washing up and made it back to their corner of the room. “The boys are both hungry if you haven’t pumped recently.”

It was then that I realized I’d slept all night long and hadn’t pumped at all. My breasts were so full that they were starting to leak through my nursing bra. I quickly grabbed a spot in a rocking chair and the nurse handed me Brody to feed first. 

The nursery they were in now was the regular nursery. They had moved there a day before in preparation to go home. Neither of them had any special needs at that point; just the basic baby care like all the other infants in that room. 

I was the only mother in the nursery with her babies though. Most of the women just had the babies in the rooms with them. A few of the babies would stay in the main nursery if their mother needed some sleep or if the baby was going to have to see the doctor soon. 

After feeding Brody the nurse handed me Benjamin. I had been worried that I wasn’t going to be able to tell the boys apart, but I was able to tell them apart from the first day I saw them. They were identical twins, but I could still see a different in them. It was hard to describe but I saw it. 

My phone was buzzing in my purse as I fed Benjamin and I didn’t reach for it. Whoever it was would leave a message if it was important. Somehow I’d gotten on some new mother calling list and I’d been getting a lot of sales calls for baby stuff. 

“Do you have someone coming to pick you and the boys up?” The nurse asked. 

“I was just going to take an Uber,” I laughed. 

“That’s fine.”

“Well, maybe I’ll get my friend Teddy to ride home with me,” I said as I reconsidered how much stuff the boys had and how hard it would be to get them loaded into an Uber. 

“The car seats you have will carry really nicely and should be easy to strap into a cab or Uber. But it would be nice to have a second set of hands, especially for your first couple of trips. Is the father not in the picture?” 

It was the first time a nurse had flat out asked me about the father of the babies. Most of the nurses skirted around the issue. Sometimes they would ask about my partner or other random questions to see if I would spill the beans, but this was the first time the father of my babies was brought up. 

I did need to figure out what my answer was going to be when people asked me such things. I was certainly going to get asked it a lot. A young woman with two new babies and no man by her side; people would be gossiping about that every time I showed up at a mommy and me event. 

“He’s not in the picture,” I said without giving any further details. 

“Well, maybe one of your friends could help,” she said in a freshly upbeat voice. 

“Yes, I’ll give my friend a call.” 

When I finished feeding Benjamin I tried dialing Teddy, but he didn’t answer right away. I then saw that I’d missed a call from Sarah so I tried calling her to see if she knew where Teddy was. 

“Hey,” Sarah answered her phone. “I’m going to drop some stuff off at your place. Is it cool if I let myself into your apartment?” 

“Of course, that’s why I gave you and Kendra a key. You two are always welcome there. By the way, do you know where Teddy is? I think I’m going to need someone to ride with me and the boys home from the hospital.”

“Teddy, can you go to the hospital and ride home with Julia and the boys?” Sarah asked him. “Yep, he’s right here helping me out. He is on his way. He says he can’t wait to help.” 

“Now you’re just making things up,” I laughed. “Teddy is never excited to help.” 

“You’re right, he normally isn’t, but I think he’s making an exception for those boys. I have a feeling he would do anything for them,” Sarah said before she was distracted by a loud noise in the background. 

“What’s going on there?” I asked. 

“Nothing, but I better get going. Will you be home soon? I could wait for you there.” 

“Yeah, maybe two or three hours after we get everything sorted out and loaded into the Uber.”

“See you then,” she said and quickly hung up on me.

Sarah seemed off. I wasn’t sure what was going on but she seemed like she was up to something. Hopefully the loud crash I’d heard wasn’t her breaking something at my condo. She was notorious for breaking things and then getting rid of the evidence. Then I’d spend weeks wondering where I put something only to find the broken pieces stuffed in a bag somewhere in the back of my closet. The last time she had broken a picture frame right after I moved into the condo and I looked through all my boxes thinking I’d lost it. 

When Teddy showed up at the hospital we spent a whole hour getting the boys ready to leave. I fed them both again and we put them into a couple of cute outfits I had waiting for them. Teddy was a huge help to have around and he was much better with the babies than he gave himself credit for. 

“I think I’m doing this wrong,” he squealed as he tried to change Ben’s diaper after a big blowout. “Help, I need help.” 

“You’re doing great,” the nurse said as she stood next to him and encouraged him. 

I was busy finishing up with Brody and had just finished getting him latched into his baby carrier when he blew out his diaper too. I had a feeling all my money was going to go to diapers in the near future. 

When we finally managed to get both the boys fed, cleaned and loaded into the carriers it was time to head out. The nurses filled a cart full of the miscellaneous items that the boys had at the hospital. They gave me the rest of the formula that was in their drawers, diapers, little blood pressure cuffs. Pretty much everything that the boys had used during their stay was put into some bags and loaded onto the cart for me to take home.  

“We have the car seat guy waiting downstairs. He will help you load them into the vehicle and show you how to make sure each seat is in right.” 

“Wow, thank you so much,” I said a little shocked that they were going so above board for me. 

“Yeah, Doctor Cooper requested it the other night when he stopped by,” the nurse said just as we got out to the Uber. 

“Doctor Cooper?” I asked a little confused. 

“Yeah, he’s been checking on the babies most evenings. He must be working all sorts of crazy hours because he usually stops by after regular visiting hours.” 

“Oh, okay,” I said, not knowing what to say to the information I had just heard. 

“Let’s get these babies loaded,” Teddy cut in and lifted Brody up to the big SUV he had waiting for us.”

The car seat guy went over all the little details that we needed to know and helped me connect both of the car seats. He showed me where a lot of the new cars had the extra safety clips for car seats and we talked a little about safety in the city in particular. 

When I finally had the boys loaded in, Teddy and the nurse finished loading everything else into the back of the vehicle. Teddy sat up front with the driver while I climbed into the middle seat between the boys. I could already tell that traveling with these two was not going to be easy at all. I couldn’t even imagine what it would be like if I needed to take them to a doctor’s visit if they were sick. 

“Teddy, did you hear what that nurse said about Mike visiting the babies?” 

“Um, yeah.” 

“What do you think about that?” 

“I don’t know. It seems like a nice thing to do. What do you think about it?” 

“I thought he didn’t want anything to do with us. It’s just weird that he would be stopping by to visit the boys and he didn’t ask me first.” 

“From what I’ve heard, you haven’t been returning his calls,” Teddy said as he looked back at me knowingly. 

It was true. I hadn’t been returning Mike’s calls or his text messages. I didn’t have the energy to fight with him and I just didn’t want to deal with all that emotion at the moment. I had planned on calling him back eventually but then he just stopped trying to reach me. 

“So what have you heard?” I asked. 

“Not much, that’s about it,” he said and turned back to the front of the vehicle. 

“Teddy, you know something and you’re not telling me. I can tell when you’re lying, don’t even try it.” 

“I don’t know a thing,” he replied without turning around. Just confirming that he was lying to me. 

I was too tired to push him for more information. I leaned my head back on the seat and closed my eyes for a few minutes on the ride home. Both of the boys had fallen to sleep almost instantly after being put into the carriers. I did like how that worked so quickly to get them to sleep and I wasn’t opposed to using it sometime in the future. 

When we stopped in front of my condo I sat up and started unbuckling the boys from the car. Each of the carriers were strapped in with a regular seatbelt and another latch that ensured the seats didn’t fly out of the car. 

Teddy and the doorman loaded up a cart with all my stuff and Teddy was standing next to the door waiting to take one of the boys as soon as I was ready for him. There was no way I would be able to take the boys out alone unless I had a stroller that the baby carriers could lock into. Then I could just take them out of the car and move them to the stroller. I mentally put that on my list of things that I needed to buy in order to survive my new life. 

“Which one do I have?” Teddy asked as he looked at the baby carrier. 

“That’s Ben.” 

“I still don’t know how you can tell them apart. I think it must be a nature thing since you are their mother.” 

“Probably. Even the nurses who cared for them for weeks sometimes had a hard time telling them apart.” 

The doorman came up in the elevator with us to push the cart full of hospital items and gifts that people had sent the babies. All of my brothers had sent flowers and gifts throughout the time the boys were in the hospital. Rob had managed a short visit one afternoon, but then promised he would come to the condo and visit more often once we were home. 

None of my family really understood what I had done or why I decided to have these babies on my own. Even my mother didn’t seem to care much anymore because she was so in love with the boys. 

“Here let me hold him,” Teddy said as he grabbed Brody’s carrier from me so I could unlock the door. 

“I thought Sarah was staying here until we got back?” I asked as it took me forever to get the door unlock. 

When I finally managed to get the door opened I looked into my condo and it didn’t look like my place at all. The living room was organized and beautiful. The boxes had all been put away and even the pile of items I’d ordered online weren’t sitting in the room anymore. 

“Surprise,” Sarah and Kendra yelled from the nursery. 

“Guys, you put all this stuff on the beds and organized the living room. Oh, my God you are the best,” I said as I hugged them. 

Everything was done. They had opened up all the bedding and put it onto the beds. The rocking chair and changing table were put together. Everything looked absolutely perfect and I felt like a huge weight was off my shoulders. 

“We had some help,” Kendra said as she turned me around and pushed me to walk toward the bedroom. 

As I got closer I could see that both of the basinets were set up in there too. My whole place was cleaned and organized and I had the fresh start I’d been hoping to have when I brought the boys home. 

Then I saw him. 

My heart skipped when I saw Mike standing next to the baby swing in the corner of my room. He was holding two white roses and one red one. He looked so handsome with his blue t-shirt on and sweat literally covering half of it. 

“You helped them?” I asked as the girls pushed me into the room with Mike and shut the door behind us. 

“Julia, I love you. I’m not going to wait another second to tell you that. I love you and I want to be with you. I have wanted to tell you for a long time and only held back from saying it because I didn’t want to push you. But now I can’t hold it back anymore.”

“Mike…” I started to say before he stopped me. 

“You can tell me to go to hell in a second. I just have to get this out so you know exactly where I’m coming form. I’m sorry I had to leave the hospital the night the boys were born. I thought I was going to lose my medical license and was trying desperately to save it. It’s not an excuse but I did want you to know.” 

“Mike…” I tried to interrupt him again. 

“I promise to make it up to you if you let us all be a family. I have taken six weeks off from work and I’m ready to be here with you every night and every day as we get to know the boys. I will get up and change them for you and feed them if I need to or do anything else for them because I love them. I know we signed this contract and if you want to keep it we can, but if it was up to me I’d tear it up so we could be a family.” 

“Mike…” I tried one more time to stop him. 

“No, no, I have to finish. Julia, I knew that first night that you were someone special. I knew that I was going to be different after meeting you and it was true. I am different. I am a better man for having you in my life and even if you don’t want me to be involved in raising the boys I will always cherish that we made this decision. And…”

“Mike,” I put my finger up to his mouth and held it there so he would stop talking for a moment. “I love you too.” 

Instantly all the stress and worry that I had disappeared when I saw his smile. It took us a long time to get to this spot but we were in love and I knew that deep down long before Mike confessed his love for me. 

There were no more words to be said. Instead, Mike wrapped his arms around me and pressed his lips into mine. Softly we stayed intertwined as we kissed and held onto one another until Kendra opened the door a little to see what was going on. 

“Do you want to meet your boys?” Kendra asked as she brought one of the carriers into the room. 

“Oh, I’ve met them,” Mike said as he leaned down and started to take Brody out of his seat. “Me and Brody have had some long man to man conversations over the last few weeks.”

“You know that is Brody?” 

“Yeah, I could tell them apart from the first time I saw them in their incubators.” 

And in that moment I knew that Mike and I were going to work out just fine. He was their father and not just biologically. I could tell by the way he held Brody that Mike had done that before too. 

“So you didn’t think you should talk to me before hanging out with the boys?” I asked a little playfully. 

“Oh, I tried to wait for you to say it was okay, but I just couldn’t stay away from these guys. I had to see them every night. I just had to come visit them so they knew who I was and that they were loved very much.” 

“I’m glad you did,” I said as I picked up Ben from his seat. 

The four of us stood there together rocking back and forth and cuddling like the family that we were. I’d dreamt about having a perfect family. I’d tried to make my own perfect family and fate took over and twisted everything around to make things even better than I could have imagined. 

“And they lived happily ever after,” Kendra said as she stood in the doorway with Sarah and Teddy and took our first family picture. 





Epilogue 

 

“You absolutely have to stay in bed Julia, no more excuses. This is doctor’s orders,” I said to Julia after she tried to get up and help get the boys off to kindergarten for the day. 

“Oh, come on. I’m allowed to get up to use the restroom so I should be allowed to help Brody get his coat on for school.” 

“Nope. You are using up all your standing time by using the bathroom. That leaves no standing time for helping the boys. That’s the rules. I’ll bring them to you though and you can help them in the bed.” 

“I’ve already made it to thirty-two weeks. I have a feeling this time I’m going to make it full term. There’s only one baby. It’s a piece of cake to cook this one up the full length of time,” she joked. 

“Babe, you have to listen to me for the baby’s sake. Okay?” I asked a little more determined to get her to listen. 

As much as I knew that bed rest sucked, I also knew that Julia needed it. She was seeing the new female doctor in our practice and we had consulted on what to do after Julia had severe spotting a week earlier. If she was my patient I would have put her on bed rest too. 

The practice was going so well that we now had five full-time doctors and I was only working a couple days of the week. I did most of the behind the scenes work with our business manager and the legal team. I also worked with our new marketing team to keep new patients coming in. 

Bruce had found the love of his life and married her, she happened to also be the new doctor that we had hired, so that was another mess we had to figure out. I was more worried about it when they were dating than I was now though because he was clearly devoted to her and happier than I’d seen him in years. 

“Don’t cancel the dinner party,” Julia yelled from the bedroom as I finished packing both the boys their lunches. “I can still eat dinner. Everyone has already cleared the day and we don’t want to cancel just because I’m on bed rest.” 

“Babe, what are we going to do, bring the table in here and all eat in bed with you? We can schedule something for after the baby.”

“No, I am fine to eat. I won’t get up and pee that day,” she tried to argue with me. 

“Julia, come on honey.”

“Mike, this is important. I want to see everyone. We have been so busy and everyone else has been so busy. I just don’t want to let this date slip by.”

“Fine, but only dinner. You can’t get up and help prepare it at all but for the actual dinner you can come out and eat. Then you promise to go straight back to bed.”

“Or maybe sit on the couch?” I asked. 

“Girl, you drive me crazy,” I said as I crawled into the bed to kiss her growing tummy. “Baby, your mother is one of the strongest women I have ever met. Just you wait until you get to meet her out here. You’ll see what I’m talking about.” 

“Dad, Dad, Dad,” Brody said as he pulled on my leg. “I’m hungry.”

“I just fed them. I swear I just fed them,” I said as I slid out of bed. “They must be growing. I can’t believe how they are always hungry.” 

“Wait until their teenagers,” Julia laughed. 

I couldn’t even imagine what our life would be like with the boys all grown up into teenagers and our new one just a few years behind them. I finally managed to give each of the boys one last snack and brought them to say goodbye to Julia before we headed off to school for the day. 

Managing school drop-off with my work schedule wasn’t hard since I was the boss, but I could imagine it would be difficult for regular families to balance. I definitely saw how families could benefit from the use of a nanny.

When the boys were younger we had a nanny come stay with them during the day after Julia went back to work. It was a hard decision for her but eventually she had to work just to keep herself feeling good. She was a driven woman and sitting at home with the boys was fabulous and she loved it, but she really did like working too.

By the time Saturday rolled around, the night of our dinner party, Julia was going stir crazy from her two weeks of bed rest. I wasn’t sure she was going to make it for another month of rest so it was nice that we were having the dinner party to boost her spirits a little. 

The bell to the condo rang and I hurried over to answer it. Everyone had arrived at the same time. There was Kendra and Devin, Patrick and his girlfriend, Teddy and his boyfriend, and Sarah came alone. 

“Oh, I’m going to die you all look so good,” Julia said as she came out to hug everyone. 

“You look so good,” Sarah said as she rubbing Julia’s growing tummy. 

We all visited and I managed to get Julia to sit on the couch while I finished preparing dinner. She was alive and vibrant when she was around her friends and I really did love seeing her so happy. 

“So when are you due?” Kendra asked. 

“It would be nice to go another month but I’m not so sure I’ll make it that long.” 

“She’s supposed to be on bed rest,” I shouted from the kitchen. 

“Yeah, yeah, I’m resting right here,” Julia said and then went back to talking to her friends. 

The boys were in their room sleeping and weren’t phased at all by the commotion going on in the living room. We did have a babysitter who was staying in the spare room and ready to help if the boys needed anything throughout the evening, but I suspected we would be paying her for sitting there texting her boyfriend. 

“Uh-oh,” I heard Julia say and the room went quiet. 

“Mike, you better come here,” Teddy said and everyone got up from the couch, except Julia. 

“My water just broke,” Julia said as calm as could be. “I’m not feeling any contractions though. That’s a good thing, right?” 

“No,” I said without stopped to explain. 

I grabbed our emergency bag and gave some quick instructions to Kendra who was going to stay at the house with the boys. Going into labor without her water breaking would have been better than having her water break. Under this circumstance we had to deliver. We couldn’t just stop the contractions and continue with the pregnancy. If the amniotic fluid was all gone, then the baby needed to be delivered. 

“Mike, you’re scaring me,” Julia said as I helped her into the Uber that was waiting for us when we got downstairs. “What’s going on?” 

“I need to get you to the hospital and see if there is any fluid left in there. If not, we have to deliver.” 

“But I’m not having contractions.”

“Then you’ll have to have a c-section. Or maybe we could induce you if both you and the baby are doing okay. It’s going to be alright though. Don’t worry, baby.” 

“Who is on call tonight?” She asked trying to hide her fear. 

“Bruce.” 

“Oh, that’s good. I don’t like that new guy you have.” 

“He’s just a little nerdy. He’s a very good doctor though,” I reassured her. 

We bypassed the Emergency Room and went straight up to the labor and delivery floor. I’d already sent a text to Bruce to let him know we were on the say and he was waiting with the team of nurses at the entrance when we got off the elevator. 

“No contractions and at least a partial rupture of the amniotic sac,” I told the crew. 

“Let’s see if we have anything to work with,” Bruce said as he and I grabbed the ultra sound machine and wheeled it into the room where Julia was getting hooked up to all the monitors. 

“Let’s take a quick look,” Bruce said calmly. 

I knew as soon as he put the scope up to her stomach that there was a problem and it wasn’t going to be a smooth delivery. The baby had no fluid around her and her heart beat was much slower than it should be. 

“Is that the chord?” I asked as he glided the scope near the baby’s head. 

“Yep,” Bruce said and lipped the monitor off. “Prep the OR,” he yelled out. 

“Surgery, what? Why do I have to have surgery? I can push. It’s okay. And did you say her? Are we having a girl?” Julia looked so excited for the news. 

“Yes, it’s a beautiful little girl but we need to get her out quickly. I need you to stay calm and we are going back to surgery. There is no time for an epidural and I know you really want to be awake but trust me, we need to move fast.” 

“Okay,” Julia said with a calmness I hadn’t expected. “You save our little girl.”

She had tears in her eyes and kissed me as we pushed her out of her room and toward the operating room. The operating team was there and ready and we lifted the sheet that Julia was on and moved her to the operating table. 

The anesthesiologist was waiting and as soon as the IV was in her he started assessing so he could behind putting Julia to sleep. Everyone was rushing around the room and getting things ready to take care of the baby once she was born. They had all the crash cart supplies for the baby there and I desperately hoped that they wouldn’t need to use any of it. 

“I love you. I’ll see you soon,” I said to Julia as they put her mask on and started to put her to sleep.

“I love you too,” she said through the mask. 

I was going to lose it. The tears were welling up and it took everything I could to hold back and not hurry Bruce along as he prepped for surgery. He was still scrubbing his hands in the other room as the nurses prepared Julia’s stomach for the procedure. 

Everything was moving really fast but it helped that I knew the process and knew what to expect. It was only a few minutes later that Bruce was cutting into Julia and pulling our sweet baby girl out. 

She was blue and had the cord wrapped around her next so tight that Bruce had to cut both ends as a nurse unwrapped it. The baby wasn’t breathing at all as they took her to the table and started working on her. 

“We good here?” I asked Bruce as he was working on Julia. 

“Yes, go ahead,” he motioned for me to go watch them working on my daughter. 

I’m not sure there is anything that makes a person feel more helpless than watching people trying to save your child’s life. My hands shook and I felt dizzy but there was no way I was leaving her side. Julia wouldn’t have wanted our sweet baby girl to have to fight all by herself. 

The doctor was giving chest compressions while a nurse put a mask over the baby’s face. I closed my eyes and said a little prayer that my sweet baby could fight hard enough to come back to us. 

“We got her,” I heard the doctor say and a moment later there was the sweet sound of a baby crying that echoed through the delivery room. “She’s breathing,” he said to all of us who had obviously already heard her crying. 

I was so relieved that I almost fell over. Luckily, a nurse brought me a stool and helped me to sit down. I sat there a little bit out of the way while the neonatal doctor finished assessing our newborn baby girl. 

“She looks really good, Mike. We will need to watch her over the next few days, but she is looking really good. Come over here and say hi.” 

The nurse walked with me just to make sure I wasn’t a fainter. But obviously I was alright now that I knew my daughter was going to be okay. I stood next to her and held onto her little fingers as tears rolled down my face. 

“You scared us, sweet pea, let’s not do that again,” I whispered and kissed her sweet little forehead. “Your mom is going to be so excited to meet you.” 

The doctor had to take her away shortly after that and I had to wait in the recovery area with Julia as she woke up from the anesthesia. She was scared and disoriented at first, but I just held her hand up to my lips and continued to kiss it and try and reassure her as she woke up enough for me to talk to her. 

“Is she okay?” Julia finally asked. “Where is she? I want to see her.”

“She’s okay. She’s so beautiful, oh my gosh, you won’t even believe it,” I said softly and stroked Julia’s hair as she finally set her head back down on the pillow. 

“But she’s okay?” She asked again and started to cry. “I was so scared, Mike. I was so scared we were going to lose her.” 

“She okay, honey. They are going to keep an eye on her for a few days. You’ll have to be here for a few days too so I’m sure they will let you have her in the room with you when she gets cleared.” 

“I love you so much, Mike. You have made me the happiest women in the world.” 

“I love you too, Julia. I’m so happy we ran into each other that night at the club and that you wanted this dream of a life and allowed me to be part of it.” 

“This life wouldn’t be a dream without you,” she said as I held onto my beautiful wife. 

 

THE END
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Chapter 1

Dash

I gripped the wheel so hard my knuckles ached. My hands were dripping with perspiration, but I wasn’t about to ease up on my grasp. Our lives depended on my quick thinking. I wasn’t a race car driver, in fact, I wasn’t much of a driver at all. I’d always left that job up to someone else and had too many drivers in my lifetime, which bred an innate disinterest in the mundane task. 

I wasn’t into driving, or video games or anything else that took quick thinking and skill and that’s why it happened. I was a nerd, a scientist, and to some, a life saver. My cancer inhibitor XM, which was an X chromosome manipulator, had just been FDA approved and whispers of a Nobel Prize peppered the conversations around me.

I knew there were competitors trying to beat me to a viable cure for cancer, but in my mind, it wasn’t a race against one another, it was a race against the disease. My finding a possible cure, which had shown tremendous success in some cancers, wasn’t as well received as I’d hoped it’d be by some; namely my former childhood friend and now nemesis Mark Laviathon.

He was my greatest competition in the research game, but we’d grown up just blocks from each other. Our parents played competitive Mahjong together and I thought he was down to earth, unlike most of our neighbors in the exclusive gated community. He and I built a tree fort club and fought bad guys, we dreamed of big breasted girls and being famous nerdy guys. Now we were at each other’s throats.

His company had just created a drug that was one of the world’s best pain relievers, but he was having a hard time getting FDA approval because of the heavy narcotics in the drug. It was a better pain reliever than any drug on the market, however, there were spooky side effects which drew numerous complaints. People voiced their grievances after using the drug saying they had powerful, realistic hallucinations that were either intensely scary or eerily euphoric, making use of the drug unpredictable. Also, if it was manufactured correctly, the drug was very costly. 

There were suspicions Mark had taken this drug to the streets. He was rumored to be at the root of the Halo epidemic, which was thought to be a street derivative of his painkiller. Growing speculation supposed Mark was working with the Minneapolis drug cartel to manufacture Halo at half the cost of the legitimate pharmaceutical without waiting for final testing. The same rumors that indicted Mark also claimed there was a price on my head. My company, Rainseed was also working on an over-the-counter remedy that would help those addicted to Halo get off the drug. 

Halo tricked the brain into not feeling pain and often made the brain see and feel things that weren’t there. The danger in tricking the brain to completely obliterate any sensation of pain was it could cause people to act without any caution. Pain was the body’s own alert system, with that disabled, people could possibly injure themselves, or die because of not knowing about or not caring about the pain. 

The street version of the drug made you feel invincible. People were known to jump off buildings and cut off their own limbs when high on the drug, thinking they were impervious to consequences and believing the visions plaguing them were real. 

The strange hallucinations made people think they were able to talk to the dead, see heaven, and walk through fire. Halo, in its pharmaceutical version, was only administered under a doctor’s supervision. I’d known about the drug when we were working on our cancer blocker and decided to try and iron out the kinks with our own brand of pain reliever which didn’t have the scary side effects. What we found was a stabilizer that could dull pain, but not block it out entirely and our drug could be used to wean addicts off Halo. We were able to get FDA approval relatively quickly and it was sold over-the-counter. Many treatment centers were using it as an effective step-down drug for Halo users.

Because of this, investigators believed there could have been a street vendetta against me and my company, propagated by the drug cartel. None of the rumors were substantiated, but we did travel with security and there had been more than one incident where the coincidences were questionable. 

Mark wanted me out of the game. Rainseed had been my passion since college and I gave everything to the company. Killing me would kill my work. It seemed like Mark was fixated on this equation. I could read his tells a block away. He wasn’t someone I cared to keep on the streets; he was dangerous, so I told investigators all I knew about him and the work he was doing.

I was working against him, behind his back. He’d veered too far off course and a few years in prison, I hoped, would get his head back in the right place. Law enforcement and the FBI were close to nailing him on trafficking Halo the night everything went wrong, and my world disintegrated.

My mind was a chaotic mess. Here I was saving lives and doing good for our fellow man, and yet as I looked in the rear-view mirror the black sedan was bearing down on my wife and me. This wasn’t about science. The car’s merciless pursuit at breakneck speed was about death, obliteration, and money. Kill me, and Mark becomes the hero. It was a win/win for him. Kill me, his only real competition, back away from Halo taking a behind the scenes stake in the enterprise, buy my company, and go to the bank. The only obstacle to that perfect plan was my life, which someone was trying, and very well I might add, to end. 

I looked over to Michelle, my gorgeous wife, just as the sun streaming in from the window shone through her hair. I thought myself the luckiest man in the world, being married to her. She was a woman I’d coveted in college. She was a popular, left-wing, liberal-minded activist who’d just published her first novel. I liked challenging women, people who were smart, strong, and unswayed by riches and fame. Michelle was that girl in every way. She’d just finished her second novel and was climbing the best seller’s list when the car chase stole everything.

I could see the fear in her eyes, but she remained calm and steady as she quietly spoke with the 911 operator, “Yes, they are right behind us, two men, both are wearing face masks and one has a gun…”

“Get down, Shelly!” I screamed as I saw a second car flank us on the right, the driver opening his window with his gun poised at Michelle’s head.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

This was it, I was going to have to just grit my teeth and test my skill. The driver had his gun aimed at us and as hard as Michelle tried to tuck herself away, still on the phone with the police, there was no way she’d avoid getting hit if he fired. He would end her life with mine. Miraculously, at that very moment, I saw a break in the traffic. To most, I was going to be the asshole that cut them off on Highway 169 and caused the accident that totaled their car, six cars in fact, but to me, it was the lifesaving chance we needed to survive.

I pressed my foot to the floor and gunned it into the adjacent lane, the guy on the right couldn’t possibly follow me without crashing, but the dumb ass tried anyway and crashed into the cars around him. He wasn’t our problem anymore but we weren’t in the clear as the original car, the one I first noticed trailing me, had avoided the crash and was still a few cars back. As I weaved in and out of traffic, Michelle got confirmation from the authorities they were above us in a chopper and had two squad cars on the ground.

For one moment, for one stupid moment, I let my heart beat again. I felt as if we were safe, like we were going to actually beat them. I was dreaming of a cold McClellan on the rocks and seared salmon with tarragon. I was going to make love to my wife all night long. We’d been wanting to try for a third child and I aimed to try till I passed out. I was daydreaming about keeping her naked for days, forbidding her to dress that gorgeous body as we went for round after round of exotic baby-making sex. We’d been into Kamasutra lately, and seriously, I was planning on bending over backward and seeding her from every direction.

I only allowed myself one indulgent moment, one tiny hiccup relieving the stomach-churning fear and brain-battering stress the last twenty minutes of being pursued by a killer had wrecked on my body. I could hear the sirens, we were almost home free.

Michelle let out a sigh, “Oh, thank god,” she told the kind 911 operator on the phone.

Even though the car was still in hot pursuit behind me, all I had to do was get to safety and let the police do their work. Traffic was clogging up again and while we could hear our rescuers behind us, we weren’t free. I took a risk and floored it around a silver Honda Civic with a bumper sticker that said, ‘If you can read this, you’re too close.’ I thought that was ironic. I didn’t see the cement barricades tapering into our lane into the next and blocking off the road construction that was causing all the traffic. I wasn’t thinking traffic safety, I wasn’t seeing neon orange vests or yellow helmets, I was just thinking, get the fuck out of my way, they’ve got guns! 

I don’t remember much else from that night, just the sound of steal grinding and compacting in. I don’t want to think about Michelle that way, the way they said to help me understand that her death was most likely sudden and painless. I didn’t want to know how I escaped the car and the ensuing flames that engulfed the love of my life. 

There was nothing left… of her or of me. I woke up in a faraway hospital in the witness protection program, my name changed, my identity obliterated. I’d died in the crash along with my wife it was announced to save my life. I was supposed to stay where they couldn’t find me, but that kind of hiding was like a living death, so I opted for my own kind of hell, a hell in which I could manage to live the rest of my life.

The rest of my life was an anvil of dread and damnation I wore around my neck. The rest of my life was the little existence I allowed myself. After fleeing the witness protection program, I hid out in the mountains. My sister finally told law enforcement where I was, and I made a deal with them. I stayed put, and they’d do their best to protect me and my family.

 I see Michelle in my dreams sometimes. In the dreams she comes to me, wearing white, like you’d expect an angel to be wearing, her long blond hair flowing in the wind. I look for wings, but there are none. 

She slides into bed with me and strokes my neglected cock, bringing it back to life, in the gentle way she had that was able to arouse my deepest passions. 

She’d bite my earlobe and feather hot kisses over my tender neck as I rolled into her, my cock sliding between us, ready to claim her as she glided over it, spreading her legs to let me in. 

My mouth would find hers, warm and inviting as my tongue tasted her sweetness. My hands flailed on her body, clawing her closer to me like a wild unbridled animal. I needed her. I needed to be inside her thrusting hard and deep, pumping and pumping until I’d unleashed all of me, every last drop, within her. Oh, the ache was painful and raw. I longed to lay sated by her side, my hand lazily swirling around her rose-colored nipples. I wanted to dance my fingers over her trim waist and dip them into the swollen lips of her beautiful pussy, feeling it glazed with our carnal ambrosia. 

I’d lay in her heat and let her tiny body snuggle into mine until she fell into a deep and peaceful sleep, our child forming within her perfect body. In a satisfied haze, I’d drift off to sleep only to be awakened with her framed picture staring at me. Her eyes still aquamarine, her smile wide and mischievous; just a photograph, forever frozen in time.

She was only in the photograph now, locked away from me forever. Beside the simple wooden frame encasing the candid photo I took of her on Cass Lake was an equally simple wooden urn… all that was left of her. I’d bought a double mausoleum and a lovely epitaph with both of our names and a poem, but I couldn’t bear to put her in it. She stayed with me, haunting my memories with happier thoughts of times long gone. 

Now, I was buried here.





Chapter 2

Jeni

I hated mornings. My bed was a womb of wonderfulness, soft and warm. After I’d tossed, crunched, and re-positioned myself throughout the night, I was in the perfect spot, nestled into my little hollow. How dare the dreaded alarm disrupt my sanctuary, didn’t it know not to disturb my peace?

I rolled over and stared at the clock, six am. Who really got up at that hour? Eight o’clock was a decent hour to wake up, eight was perfect. Six or any version of six was the work of the devil, I was sure of it. I wanted to rebel, dive deeper into my covers and wish the world away.

But alas, I also wanted to save the world and the world was waiting for me, specifically Calvin S. Delgado, the sweetest seven-year-old on the planet. I ripped my covers away and let the cold morning air assault my body. Why did I live in Minnesota of all the coldest places on the planet? Winters were brutal. I was a California girl at heart and always would be, despite living in Minneapolis for going on ten years.

I tucked my feet into my fuzzy pink bear slippers and trudged off to the shower. Before coffee, I was an ogre in a hot girl’s body. After coffee, I was a pediatric therapist with my shit all freaking together, a nature enthusiast and one of those crazy people who climbed steep mountains for fun.

By seven, I was dressed professionally, caffeinated and in my office ready for Calvin, whose mother always brought him in right on time. 

“Good morning, Ms. Delgado,” I said to Calvin’s stern and almost overbearing mom. 

“Cal’s therapy dog crapped on the rug again this morning, the third time this week,” her face crumpled into an angry, distorted ball of flesh as she assaulted the hand sanitizing station, taking five or six doses and slathering the pungent alcoholic gel all over her. 

She was obviously stress-sanitizing. 

“I’m sorry to hear that, Ms. Delgado. I’d heard Buddy was a great service dog. Is he going out for his regular walks?” Oh shit. I didn’t really mean to ask that so bluntly. 

I might as well have asked if she EVER takes the poor dog out to do his business. 

Her dagger-like gaze spoke volumes, “Of course he is. It’s a control issue, the dog hates me. He loves Cal, but hates me, he shits in MY bedroom, every time.” 

And there was the problem, the dog probably did hate her. 

“Oops, did Mommy just use a .25 cent word?” I gave her a sweetly reproachful glare.

“I have a few hundred-dollar words, I’d rather use,” she all but threatened.

I blew her off with a big smile. 

“Sorry about Buddy, Ms. Delgado, I’ll see what we can do to help you… And how are you today, Calvin? I’ve missed you.” I switched gears in whip-like fashion, refocusing my attention to Calvin who was sitting quietly rocking back and forth in his chair, disassociating. 

We had prescribed the dog for him because dogs were the only thing we could get him to respond to. He had little to no interest in anything else. When he talked it was about dogs, when he drew, it was a dog. His mother wasn’t a Momster exactly, but I think she didn’t want to deal with Calvin’s issues and that was normal for parents, especially right after their kid had been diagnosed. 

I’d seen it a lot in my profession, parents who had waited to have kids and wanted the perfect child. Calvin’s parents only wanted one kid and she said over and over how happy she and her husband were that Calvin had been a boy. When he was six he was diagnosed with autism, their world collapsed. I didn’t see autism as an Apocalypse, I saw it as an opportunity to rethink how we looked at education and parenting. 

Calvin’s mom struggled with the concept and was always looking for me to fix him, but what she didn’t understand was, Calvin wasn’t broken. 

I crouched down to Calvin’s level and looked him in the eyes, “You wanna go and see what Buster is doing?”

His eyes lit up and a broad toothless smiled widened across his face, “I love Buster,” he blurted out with joy. 

I think I felt Mrs. Delgado’s eyes roll. I felt her pain; I was more of a cat person myself.

“I can get a trainer out to your house for Buddy. We have some great therapy dog trainers who will probably be able to teach him to tell you when he needs to do his thing.” 

I smiled and winked, again regretting it, but I was trying to keep the mood light. Mrs. Delgado was an intense woman. 

“Sure, send a trainer over, I’m sure it’ll just be a waste of time,” she said with a marked disdain in her voice. 

“You betcha. I’ll make sure to send you guys one of our best,” I was so inappropriately goofy when I felt intimidated. 

Intense people made me nervous. 

I walked with Calvin into my office where Buddy the Chihuahua half-breed sat waiting patiently for his patient. The dog was a death row salvation by another therapist. He was half Chihuahua and half something ugly, mottled, and scruffy. We were able to get him certified pretty easily because, despite his messy, unattractive appearance, he was a great dog. 

Calvin immediately sat next to him and Buddy crawled into his lap. We’d been working on reading, something Calvin struggled with and was unlikely to master anytime soon. However, that day was sort of a miracle, because somehow, Calvin did it. A tiny lever clicked over in his brain and he was able to read his first string of three simple words. It was monumental.

I wasn’t going to rush out and tell Mrs. Delgado just yet, but I wanted to. I just had to bite my tongue, sit on my hands, and pray it wasn’t a fluke for forty minutes until I could tell her and thus validate my purpose on this planet. When I did show her what Calvin was able to read, I think the dark and stormy clouds that had been raining on her life finally let a bit of sun through. 

With tears in her eyes she scooped Calvin into her arms and he didn’t protest. We were making progress, slow but gradual progress and in that moment, with a tense mother and her sweet son, I was reminded why I did this work. We said our goodbyes, scheduled our next appointment and I sent a text to get Maggie, the dog guru, to go to the Delgado house as soon as possible. Calvin needed his dog. 

I didn’t have another appointment until noon and it was a Friday. I’d scheduled a visit to see my crotchety old grandpa and his lovely live-in nurse. I made a point of visiting them at least once a month, considering my dad never bothered. My dad was in his early sixties, he had a young wife and two very young children. He didn’t need a cantankerous father-in-law or a busy twenty-four-year-old daughter cramping his new, do-it-over lifestyle.

I can’t say I blamed him. After mom died, he went into a social coma for ten years. He barely ate. I was happy to see him finding life again because he was all I had. I didn’t have any siblings, his own parents died young, and my maternal grandmother died last year. My family consisted of my father, my stepmother, who was five years older than me, her two kids, who could have been my two kids, and my mean ol’ grandpa. 

Despite his unpleasant disposition, I always visited. I decided to give them a call, to remind Gramps I was coming and to ensure Lydia planned for a few hours of downtime while I was on Gramps duty. Hopefully, she’d do something fun like get her hair done or go to the movies. 

Lydia answered the phone and I heard Gramps in the background being an asshole, “Tell whoever is calling we aren’t buying any of their crap,” I heard him shout before she even had a chance to say hello. “Grant residence,” Ugh she was always so formal. 

“Hey Lydia, it’s me, Jeni. I’m calling to remind you that I’m coming up tonight.”

“Oh Jeni, yes, what a nice surprise. I’m sure your grandfather would be delighted to see you this weekend.” Her voice was sugary and fabricated, she knew very well he wasn’t going to be happy to see me. 

He liked to offend, it was his thing. 

“Who is it, Ms. Green? Tell them to shove whatever they’re selling up their ass,” was his delightful remark. 

I heard her back away from the phone as she let him know it was me calling. 

“Tell her to stay and work, god knows the girl needs money, she ain’t getting a penny out of me. Tell the mooch I’m not here.” Cantankerous ol’ fart. I’ve never requested a dime from him, but I still get Christmas cards and birthday cards with a dollar in them, just like I did when I was four; that must be the money he was referring to. 

“Lydia,” I whispered into the phone. “Tell him I’ll bring him some DeMet’s Turtle chocolates and a Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup if he lets me come.” I knew I was being bad, his doctor had forbidden him sweets, but a few now and then wouldn’t hurt. 

“I’m sure Dr. Shellbourne won’t be too happy about that, but since your grandfather’s not doing so great right now, a little pick me up might be just the medicine he needs.” I could hear the smile in her voice. 

Lydia had been my grandpa’s caregiver for fifteen years. She’d rarely taken a day off by choice and had stayed by the old man’s side through thick and thin. Her own family didn’t visit much, and she liked the quiet life they shared at the mountain cottage near the lake. It was secluded, but only about 15 minutes from Grand Marais, and John McNaughton, the local sheriff, often stopped in to check on them and get a plate of Lydia’s famous cooking. 

Before she chose to be a caregiver, Lydia was a chef at a small local restaurant which she closed when she started working for Gramps. I think she was ready for a quieter, simpler life, not that living with Gramps was simple. He was manageable, he always did what you told him to do, even if he did it while throwing expletives at you.

“Liam,” she called out over the phone, “Jeni’s bringing candy for ya.” She knew that would perk him up. 

“Well, tell her to get her ass over here, what’s she waiting on.” That was more like it. 

“We’ll see you soon, dear. Drive safely,” Lydia said as she rushed me off the phone, most likely to start cooking something grand. 

My Grandma Jan had died just last year and while Lydia wanted nothing to do with my grandpa romantically, she was like a grandmother to me. I visited them to see her just as much as I did him. I was actually excited to see them; they always made me smile in a weird, dysfunctional family kind of way. 





Chapter 3

Dash

I stared at Michelle’s picture for a while that morning. There was no real need to be up at seven every day, I just wanted some sort of routine, otherwise, I’d never get out of bed. I combed my hands through my hair; it was so long now, too long. I didn’t bother cutting it or shaving my beard anymore, who was I ever going to see? The last time I’d talked to an actual human being face-to-face was just over a year ago when I kissed my sister goodbye and left my life forever. 

I didn’t rationalize a need for personal grooming other than what was necessary for healthy hygiene. DJ would’ve called me a Sasquatch; he was obsessed with the mythical creature. He’d be nine now. He had his mother’s smile, almost an exact replica. I wonder if he still thought about Bigfoot or me? Did he terrorize Allesandra with tales of the half man mountain creature? Did they ever talk about me? Did they know I’d become that half man half monster DJ was so fascinated by? It was ironic, I’d become more Sasquatch than man these days. They had to believe I died, it was the only way to keep them safe, but it left them without a father. We all had gaping wounds. 

I tried not to dwell on it and had to remind myself it was for the best. What I’d done was keeping them alive. To the world, Michelle and I both went up in flames. There wasn’t much left of the car or anything else after the explosion turned our lives to dust; it was the perfect getaway. 

I don’t know how I got out of the car before it exploded. When we crashed into the guardrail, it hit her side the hardest… The fuel tank was on her side, it ignited and the car blew up. I wanted to go back for her, but she wasn’t there, nothing that could be recognized of her, at least. I could feel warm wet liquid dripping over my eyes and then a rush of heat that knocked me out. When I woke up in the hospital, I had twenty-one stitches on my chin, another reason for the beard, ten stitches on my forehead and whiplash, but other than those few injuries, I made it out untouched. Michelle was scraped up into a body bag; it didn’t seem fair. 

Mark and the drug cartel were still looking for me. I’m pretty sure Mark didn’t believe I was dead. Not long after the crash, he tried to buy my company. My sister refused to sell it to him and took over in my place. Without any medical or scientific training, most thought it was a risky move for her. She was ten years my junior and at twenty-two years old, had just graduated from NYU in marketing and graphic design. Most people knew she had to be getting help from someone. All I wanted to do was keep Rainseed alive so that our work could continue. 

My sister gave up her life to raise the two kids we left behind, Dashell Jr., who was nine years old and his little sister Allesandra, six. They were almost too young to remember us, but not young enough. They still had a lot of questions, and it broke my heart. My sister was doing an excellent job raising them and running the company, but she was living a life she felt obligated to live and didn’t really want. She was young and deserved a chance to chase her own dreams. 

All of what we’d sacrificed weighed heavy on me, but I tried not to let it destroy what little I had left. I was still doing good for the world. I had built this house to be our mountain hideaway, a place Michelle, the kids, and I could go to escape the city. Now, it was a fortress, trussed up to protect me from the monsters outside. I never opened the door to the upstairs attic space which had a set of bunk beds and decaying toys on dust-covered shelves. I couldn’t bear to throw them away, so they stood as relics of a life long gone. The lower part of the house had been converted from a cozy living room, kitchen, small office, and master bedroom, into a high-tech security stronghold against the world.

The media mourned my “death” for almost a year and had just started to taper off with my name mentioned less and less in the press. It was quite morbid for me to watch, but heartwarming as well; so many people expressed their love and sadness over the loss of both Shelly and I. I guess the only upside to all of it was, I knew we were loved. 

When I was in the witness protection program, law enforcement got word that the drug cartel speculated I might have survived based on the fact my company was still in business and there were no photographs of my burned body on the dark web, where such things could be found.

The men pursuing me that day, simply vanished. Their car was left in pieces on the road. Police officers found the unattended wreckage and said it belonged to an elderly couple who had reported it stolen. There were no detectable prints in the car and no way to connect it to anyone. Most of the witnesses were either injured or dealing with their own damages and didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary. Surveillance footage did show two men dressed in black from top to bottom, but no faces could be made out from the footage. The car beside us must have also slipped away.

There were conspiracy theories that speculated I was still alive. Most were recreational internet groups, but the cartel and Mark had their eyes everywhere. I wasn’t ever going to be truly safe. This was as good a hiding place as any. The police knew where I was, but with no one to prosecute and no reason to hold me hostage, they let me live here without forcing me back into the witness protection program. It’s dangerous but had become less so to the point that my life was just monotonous and boring. 

The cabin was well camouflaged by trees in the heavily wooded remote area. The only thing I had to worry about were the glass windows. In the light of breaking dawn, they’d reflect across the valley. Anyone would’ve known it wasn’t a reflection which could naturally occur in a forest as dense as Eagle Mountain’s.

At night I made sure to shutter the thick metal overlays which obliterated any light generated in the cabin. After sunrise, I could open the metal shutters and enjoy the incredible view of the mountains and valley below. This place would’ve been heaven if it wasn’t also a prison.

That morning had started like any other morning. I got out of bed wearing my favorite pair of flannel pajama bottoms and went to the small media room to check security footage from the night before. I’d outfitted the house with several cameras, both around the periphery and in the nearby woods. I also had infrared scanners which could detect human movement and activity from at least a mile away. 

Since the cabin was so remote, having only one dirt road and no signposts or lights, the only people who ever traveled this way were the delivery service I used to deliver my necessities each month and the occasional lost traveler. Since interactions with anyone were dangerous, I simply watched what was happening around me without engaging with anyone. 

The lost travelers would go up the hill to discover a dead end and make their way back down again. My cabin couldn’t be seen from the road, or from the air; it was almost as invisible as was I. The previous night’s surveillance had shown me the antics of a family of raccoons who’d darted up and around my porch looking for food, with the younger male raccoons scuffling for dominance. 

My friend the black bear and her cubs had come by sometime in the early morning probably looking for their last meal before hibernating and there was a constant buzz of woodland rodents scurrying this way and that. Just a normal day on my mountain, nothing scary or nefarious to worry about, so I decided to raise the blinds and let the sun in.

This was the best part of my morning, opening up to the natural world around me. I would never get tired of the view. Crystal blue skies, graced by pillowy white clouds, with evergreen trees towering above to the sky, perfuming the air with intoxicating aromas of cedar and pine. I’d open the window and let the scents waft in to chase out the stuffy musk of seclusion. 

Next on my morning agenda was always coffee, the rich espresso was imported from Italy. I craved tastes, smells and textures more than ever as they made my isolation more bearable. Breakfast was a fresh fruit, yogurt, and juice smoothie, and then a hike in the mountains behind the cabin before I started work. Every day it was the same routine, it kept me sane and made me feel like my life had a purpose.

Looking down from the mountain, I could only see a hint of the solar panels on the cabin, but I knew what I was looking for. To the untrained eye, the large black glass panels looked like a small body of dark murky water. The tiny house with its bullet-proof shutters and intentional lack of human presence seemed even more lonely when seen from the mountaintop. 

I decided to take a hike to the tiny house I had at the top of the nearby mountain and at about ten o’clock when I returned from my hike, I fired up my Mac Book Pro and got to work analyzing data and diving into my research. For company, I listened to the CB radio and chatter from truckers and workmen on local construction sites. I found their banter comforting and it informed me about happenings on the mountain. I also listened to the police scanner at the same time. It made for a bit of noise pollution, but after hours of deafening silence, a little auditory chaos was welcome and helped me think.

I liked the comfortable underscore of white noise and information. Apparently, the biggest storm of the season was expected to hit that night. I hated those kinds of storms. They were dark and foreboding and often snowed in the roads and pathways making me feel even more isolated and trapped in this place. 

My heart raced just thinking of what the night was going to be like. The metal shutters on the house could be warmed to melt the snow around the house, but in order to open and close the front door properly, I’d have to shovel away the layers that piled on the porch. I did have a snow blower, but I hated lugging it around. 

These storms were dark and miserable and often brought the demons in my psyche to the forefront. I hated grief, it robbed my soul, but on dark stormy nights, grief was often my only companion.

“Charlie, Charlie,” the CB radio cracked.

“Charlie, over,” A jovial man’s deep and rasping voice responded. 

“What’s your ETA? Over?” The first man, maybe a younger man, asked. 

“Gonna be in before that black cloud is, over,” he said offering assurance to the younger man. 

“Ma’s cooking a goose, she wants everyone home tonight, she’s tellin’ me to tell you to get home now. You won’t answer your cell, over,” the younger man scolded.

“Lost reception. Tell Mom I’m fine. If I don’t make it home, I’m at the Rusty Spoon. Over and out.” He sounded like he had no intention of making it home for Ma’s goose, that made me laugh, wonder who was at the Rusty Spoon?

“Ma’s gonna kill you if she doesn’t see your face, over!” the younger man shouted. 

“So will Lucy. Over and out again, lil’ bro. Tell Mom not to worry,” the older man was getting what he needed tonight, and it wasn’t going to be Ma’s goose. 

Strangely the line went to static, either the brothers were out of range or that storm was gonna blow the roof off the place. I had my own satellite tower which was private and encrypted so I would probably still have internet and cell reception. It rarely went out, but a big storm could damage the tower and that’d be a problem. I looked out the window, crystal blue skies to the west and menacing blackness to the east. We had maybe a few hours left before everything would go dark. I made sure to make the most of it and took my laptop outside. Despite the cold, it was probably going to be the last daylight I’d see for a while.





Chapter 4

Jeni

I said goodbye to my last client, a cute little six-year-old girl who always drew me a picture during our sessions. Clutching the lovely crayon drawing of a rainbow in one hand and my cell phone in the other, I slung my well-worn Coach backpack over my shoulder and headed for my car. 

The Coach bag had been a gift from my mom. It was an expensive gift to give an eleven-year-old, but it was meant to be my “adventure bag” and it was supposed to last a lifetime of adventure. Well, thirteen years later, it was still going strong. 

I texted Lydia to let her know I was on my way, for which I got a foreboding text with warnings of imminent danger in return. A storm was on the horizon. I could see it, but I assured her I’d make it up the mountain in time and we’d all have some hot cocoa when I got there. 

Storms didn’t scare me, I’d been up and down that mountain a hundred times, besides nothing really frightened me anymore. I dared life to throw me something I couldn’t handle. After losing my mom, I lost my fear of anything. Even the boogie man wearing a clown suit and carrying an ax wouldn’t phase me. A little snow wasn’t scary. 

I’d made it to the base of the mountain pretty quickly since I was leaving in the middle of the day. I could see the dark storm clouds gathering in the distance, so I made sure to gas up my car. 

Usually, I liked to go the bakery at the base of the mountain and pick up fresh baked goodies, but I had contraband. I was already winning, no need to risk being caught on the mountain in the storm. 

The drive was tedious but familiar. The cabin had always been in our family. We’d fly out to from California to Minnesota and make this trek every Christmas until Mom was killed; then we didn’t go back. If our grandparents wanted to see us, they’d have to come to California, which never happened. When I was fourteen my father’s parents weren’t doing so well. They lived in Minneapolis where my mom and dad met and both of them got sick around the same time with different ailments. My father had to move home to care for them so that’s when we made Minnesota our home. 

As soon as they died, he found someone new on Match.com and they moved to Florida, but I stayed in Minnesota to be near my mom’s family. My mom was a third-grade school teacher. She loved teaching, it was her passion. She always told me to believe in something greater than myself and for her, that was teaching. 

She used to say, “Imogen,” which always made me cringe because I hated my full name, “Being your mommy is the best thing I’ve ever done with my life and being a teacher, is my superpower. I want to be the best I can at the thing I love almost as much as I love you and your father.” 

This was how she started her explanation of why we lived in one of the roughest neighborhoods in Los Angeles when we still lived in California. She believed that in order to really serve the community as a teacher, she had to be where she was most needed, which was apparently right in the hood. 

She was right though, people in the community knew her and appreciated what she was doing for their children and it was actually a pretty nice place to grow up. Poor people bonded together and took care of one other. I was happy when our family was included in things that were going on around us. We’d be invited to barbecues and birthday parties; people were always making stuff and bringing it over. If I think back on it, most of my memories of living in Los Angeles were fond ones. 

My dad hated it but loved my mom enough to tolerate where she wanted us to live. Neither of them had to commute very far for work and I got to go to the school where my mom taught, so we’d walk together every morning. I enjoyed our morning talks, we would banter about the state of the world, or voice our hopes and dreams. I loved my mother, she was the best person on the planet. I cared for my dad too, but my mom was inarguably the better human on all fronts. 

I hate to admit it, but I was terribly spoiled. I think my parents wanted to make up for the fact that I didn’t have a sibling to play with. I had lots of friends in the neighborhood, but I think some of the other kids were jealous of the attention my parents gave me. 

It didn’t help that I was also a beautiful child. I didn’t care that I was beautiful, I wasn’t conceited, but I had my mom’s good looks and my father’s strong, sculpted profile. Being a mix of both of them, I was lucky enough to get all the good genes. Dad used to say he didn’t need another kiddo because I turned out perfect. The fact was they couldn’t have another child for a reason they never discussed with me.

Because I was so loved and adored, I was also smothered. They never really allowed me to do anything or go anywhere. I used to get bored all the time. I wanted excitement and adventure in my life but my parents were strict and didn’t want anything happening to their precious little girl. My friends talked about failing grades and family dramas, but I just didn’t have any of that, so I took to climbing walls and trees for excitement. 

I liked dangling from things and testing my strength. I started rock climbing when I was about eight-years-old scrambling around small rock clusters with my dad when we’d visit the cabin. I was surprised he let me climb with him, but it was an excuse to get us out of the house as Gramps had been unpleasant even then. I took a few courses in rock climbing and became a pretty good mountaineer. I found it relaxing, which most people thought was insane. 

But unlike other, perhaps more sane people, climbing rocks and being on the verge of a possible plunge into oblivion, was very exciting for me. I felt alive when I climbed. 

Later, when my mom died, I vowed nothing would ever scare me. However, that was a lie. There was something that haunted me, even in my sleep. I remembered it so vividly, I felt like I was there, again and again, every time I had the same nightmare. I was an eleven-year-old girl on the way to school with her mother when the monsters came. 

On the day my mom died, I was walking along the brick wall that separated my elementary school from the sidewalk and ran the perimeter of the campus. I was absolutely not heeding any of my mother’s cautioning.

“Imogen, get down from there, honey. It’s too high, you’re gonna fall and crack your head,” she’d caution me with only a tinge of worry lacing her voice.

I’d tight-roped the campus wall so many times without incident that I think she only cautioned me because she had to. I liked to mess with her, it was mostly just joking around, and she knew it. Truthfully, the absolute worst thing that could’ve happened was I’d fall and break something. We both just silently prayed it wouldn’t be my skull. 

I teased my mom, teetering back and forth on the wall, testing her patience every once in a while, throwing in a ‘whoa, whoa’ to get a rise out of her. I loved watching her pretty face turn playfully cross. “Imogen,” she’d say in a disdainful tone, “you are gonna be the death of me one day.”

 Suddenly the sound of shots and screeching tires could be heard in the distance. They came from somewhere over on the other street. I think she was trying to comfort me, but the look in her eyes was sheer terror.

“Sometimes, I wish we lived in a better neighborhood. Now please get down. It’s probably just a car backfiring, but I don’t want you to be an easy target,” she smiled when she saw my horrified expression. “I’m sure it’s just a car, silly,” she added with a twinkle of disbelief in her eyes. 

I was about to jump off the wall, but I was too freaked out to move. A late model car, something dull and loud with jamming deep base music rounded the street shooting at two men running on foot. One of the men, tearing down the opposite side of the street, shot back at the car before he went down. I was so shocked, I saw a man GET SHOT! I was in so much disbelief at the time, I think I must have gone a little catatonic. 

“Mom, they just shot that guy!” I screamed as I finally came to and jumped off the wall to see my mother sink to the ground in a pool of blood of her own blood.

The guy who had shot at the car missed and hit my mom instead. 

She stared at me, her beautiful blue eyes sparkling in the sunlight as she died in my arms. The bullet went right through her lungs, she couldn’t speak, but her eyes said all she needed to say. They said, ‘I love you and I’m sorry I’m leaving you.” I’m glad I told her I loved her over and over again. I’m glad I was still saying it when cops pried her body out of my arms, and in my heart, I was still saying it, thirteen years later. 

Later, I found out they were shooting at each other because one of the guys was in a rival gang and they’d killed someone the night before. It was all so senseless, so much death for nothing. The neighborhood tried to console us with dinners and memorials for my mom, but in the end, we had to leave. Without her, we didn’t belong there, so we went home to a place I’d never been. I watched the snow-covered trees get taller and denser as I made my way up the mountain and reassured myself that nothing would ever scare me again as much as that day. Nothing in this world would ever compare to the day my mother died in my arms, killed by stupid monsters who didn’t know they’d just destroyed the best person in the world.

When I pulled up the driveway of the cabin, Lydia came out into the deep snow with just her house dress and a shawl wrapped around her shoulders. “I am so glad you got here in time, dear,” she said with her big arms spread wide, scooping me up into a robust hug. “Let’s get you inside where it’s warm.” She rubbed her hands up and down my arms as she shuffled me into the cabin. “Do you have any other luggage?” 

“Nope, just what’s on my back,” I told her as I walked into the toasty warm cabin that smelled like burning logs and cinnamon.

“Where’s my candy?” was all I got outta Gramps. 





Chapter 5

Dash

The storm was howling, and the sun had just started to set. It was getting dark and windy quickly. I was relieved to see the two men who made my delivery each month had finished unloading the boxes onto the cement slab and were about to go on their way back down the mountain. I was sure they’d make it to the bottom before the worst of the storm hit. 

I had a delivery platform on the side of the road at the base of my small mountain. If you didn’t know there was a house at the top of the hill, you wouldn’t have any reason to think anyone lived there. I had a camera mounted on the trees, so I could see them come and go. My fortress was secluded and well hidden from view. The slab was just a weird thing you’d pass if you found yourself on the road, which most likely would’ve been because of a wrong turn at the fork or you were a forest ranger and there was a fire, otherwise, no one other than the delivery service used the road.

 The delivery guys always placed the large moving sized boxes on the platform, then backed down the mountain to the crossroads about a half a mile away. I wouldn’t see any other humans for another month. I was happy to see them leave as I hated to think anyone was putting their lives at risk just so I could have toilet paper and fancy coffee. 

As soon as I saw their lights fade away I made my way down the narrow path to the cement slab. I knew the truckers talked about me and wondered who I was. They probably assumed I was a reclusive writer or a hermit. Nobody suspected I was Dashell Frye, the dead/not dead almost Nobel Prize winner.  	

I grabbed one of the heavy boxes, hoisted it onto my shoulders and made the trek back up the mountain. The exercise from living in the mountains climbing every day, chopping wood, and maintaining the house had made me quite buff and strong. I looked very different than I did when I first arrived at the cabin, I was no longer a lean scientist, but was a sturdy, strong mountain man. I went back for the second box, then locked myself inside my safe little sanctuary, my almost brush with humanity over for the month. I was ready to shutter the windows and become a recluse once again. 

In order to make sure I didn’t drive myself nuts with tedium, I kept my orders varied and exciting. It was the only thing I looked forward to, apart from my sister’s nightly Facetime calls. I had to stock mostly non-perishable foods, but I’d also order some things that were special, so I had at least a few fresh foods to look forward to. I’d throw in some frozen fish, frozen vegetables, goose liver pate, and things that could keep for a little while in addition to the essentials: toilet paper, shampoo, laundry liquid, dish soap, rice, beans etc. I’d become a survivalist with a dash of white truffles, European chocolates, smoked meats, a case of single malt scotch, and some fine red wine thrown in. 

It felt a bit like Christmas by the time everything was put away and it was getting late. I was ready for a simple meal and a glass of wine. As I sat down to eat, I got my usual call from my sister Gloria. As per our routine, she was checking in on me and I was ignoring her. 

I was only obligated to answer the Facetime once a week, that was our agreement. I felt it was too dangerous for her to call me. I craved her company and wanted to talk to her desperately, but I didn’t want to put her life in further jeopardy.

She was already in danger because she ran my company and was a surviving member of my family. She and the kids had armed security around them twenty-four/seven. Although, my own satellite was encrypted and as cyber-safe, as I could make it, both on her side and mine, I still took precautions. 

After the ringing stopped, she sent me a message telling me the kids were good. Ally auditioned for the school play and got the role of Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz and DJ had a good report card. Rainseed stocks were through the roof. She sent a lot of funny looking emoticons, then asked where she should send the one billion and five dollars I’d just made. 

I texted her back ‘Great job Ally and DJ. I wish I could tell them in person, I miss you all so much. Put the money in the Swiss bank account as always, make sure you take your share, sixty percent and not a penny less.’ I pressed send and left it at that. She sent me an angry face emoticon and scrawled a scolding text berating me for being a difficult brother. It was a joke, but I knew it wasn’t that funny; neither of us found any of this amusing. 

I was a difficult brother and I had left her in a difficult position. Saturdays were often the day I’d actually speak to her after the kids were in bed. I knew fewer people would be on the airwaves. Most of the thugs I needed to worry about were partying and doing other things on Saturday nights, thus it tended to be the least popular night for criminals to be looking for me, so Gloria and I would spend about an hour or so catching up on Saturdays. Usually, I just listened to her. My days were very routine and there wasn’t anything of interest to tell her. Conversely, speaking to her always reminded me that I was still alive, and I often needed that affirmation.

As the storm started to whip up more fiercely, I turned on the CB just to see if I could catch up on the excitement. Storms made people over-dramatic and fun to eavesdrop on. Oddly, the only people on the airwaves were the two delivery guys who’d just dropped off my stuff and another trucker. 

“Whew…that storm is comin’ in fast, glad we’re off the mountain. Wonder what the ol’ hermit freak does in the storm.” I heard one of the truckers say.

“Beats me, probably just whacking at his dick till it falls off. What else would you do up there all by yourself? Must be a total fucking psychopath to live by himself up there all alone, probably got clothes made out of hiker skins,” the driver mused.

“Has anyone ever seen the freak show in person?” the trucker asked.

“People got all kinds of theories, but mostly sayin’ he’s a psycho killer. I hate doin’ the run to his place, ‘fraid I’m gonna get axed in the back, fucking nutso could come outta nowhere,” the driver added with a note of hysteria in his voice.

He was right, I was fucking nutso, I just couldn’t admit it. Losing my mind was a constant worry. I could have already lost it; I had no accurate barometer to judge, I just hoped I hadn’t. My sanity was precious. The cartel may have taken my life and the woman who I loved most on this earth away from me, but they couldn’t have my mind, the one thing they wanted most. I was winning as long as I had my sanity.





Chapter 6

Jeni

I sat down on the ragged brown and back plaid couch, a big fake smile on my face and an amped up attitude in play, and handed the bag of candy to my grandpa.

“Here you go, Gramps. Now don’t eat it all tonight and go into diabetic shock,” I teased and yet was sort of serious, I think he’d been off sugar for a while. “This also means you have to be nice to me,” I cautioned him as I gently lay the candy in his lap.

He was looking much older than I remembered him being just last month. He seemed frailer and his paper-thin skin had a purplish hue. 

“I don’t need to be nice for chocolate,” was the caustic answer he gave as he ripped into the Reeses’ packaging, unwrapped the chocolate and peanut butter disk, discarded the paper onto the floor, and shoved the entire candy into his mouth. 

What a child, he’d become.

I looked over to Lydia to see if her expression registered the horror I was feeling, but she remained her peaceful, centered self. She didn’t even warn him about choking or eating too fast. Maybe she was throwing in the towel and hoping the old codger would die, so I stepped in, not thinking my cautionary words would do any good at all. “Gramps you might want to slow down there, I don’t want you to choke… and um, some slimy stuff is drooling on your chin” I warned kindly, grabbing a tissue from the box on the table to wipe his mouth, which was pretty disgusting.

“I’ve been eating my whole life, you fucking think a piece a candy’s gonna do me in now?” he was actually growling as he slurred with his mouth and teeth slathered in peanut butter ooze.

I could see why Lydia stayed quiet, what was the point, Gramps was gonna die on his terms and if that meant he died dry heaving on a chocolate peanut butter patty, so be it, there was no stopping the guy. 

Lydia had mentioned he wasn’t doing well and I could see he was slowing down. He didn’t rip into the second candy with as much fervor as the first as I watched his frail, crippled, fingers fumbling with the paper. I made an attempt to get up and help him, but Lydia’s arm gently jettisoned out to stop me. She flashed a big smile and made me sit down and watch patiently. 

She was right, he had to do things for himself. It seemed his independence was all that was keeping him alive, at least it didn’t look like much else was. I started to worry about him like I’d never worried before. He was in his late eighties and having been such a formidable character most of his life I assumed eighty-plus years was as good as he was going to get. 

I enjoyed doing nice things for him because I knew that under his rough exterior was a kind person trying to hide the vulnerable parts of himself. He’d become one thousand times more horrible when my mom died. She was their only child and when his wife died, he sort of just gave up on everything. I had empathy for him because I understood how he felt. 

My way of fighting off the sadness was trying to save the world and climbing mountains, daring life to take me out; he sat in his chair and complained to the one person who could stand to be around him. He was perpetually thumbing his middle finger at the world. 

“I’ve got a nice soup made for us,” Lydia said as she got up out of her chair and walked toward the kitchen, “They had beautiful vegetables at the market this morning, nice and fresh. I got a chicken from Ted on my way back up the mountain. He was processing his last batch and gave me a beauty for a song, even feathered and gutted it for me; nice guy, that Ted.” 

I never really thought about where the chicken came from, but right on, Ted. If I had to watch Lydia de-feather and gut a chicken before my eyes, I’d probably end up becoming a vegetarian.

“I figured I’d put some of the chicken in a stew and save the rest to fry tomorrow. How does that sound?” Bless her, you could tell she didn’t ever have company over, she was too excited about stew.

“Sounds delicious, Lydia.” I flashed her a big genuine smile. 

I loved her. 

I looked over to Gramps and he seemed to be fading; maybe it was just a sugar coma, who knew, so much seemed to have changed since I was last up here. I decided to liven the mood by getting the DVDs I’d rented from Redbox.

Everything in the cabin was so old-school I actually had to buy a DVD player and upgrade them from VHS. They barely had a wifi connection, so introducing streaming would’ve been way beyond their technological prowess. For the rest of the night, we ate Lydia’s stew, watched cheesy family DVDs while Gramps fell asleep on the La-Z-Boy and I cuddled into the afghan Lydia knitted last winter. 

At around 9 o’clock, everyone called it a night and went to their respective rooms. Lydia transferred my Gramps to his wheelchair. I offered to help because it seemed like a hard thing for a woman of her age to do, however, Lydia was a very sturdy and rotund woman. She maneuvered him with very little effort. 

I said goodnight to them and went to my room. The little room was cozy but cramped. I looked outside, and the winds were blowing hard as snow fell thick in impenetrable sheets. Maybe I wouldn’t hike in the morning. Everything outside looked scary and foreboding, so I closed the curtains, happy to be out of the elements and oddly comforted by musty relics of a bygone era. 

I grabbed my iPad to read a Kindle book, turned on the old-fashioned hurricane lamp and cuddled into bed feeling warm and safe. I sent out a little prayer, however, asking that the storm let up, so I could get some hiking in the next day. I really wanted to be up on my mountain; I needed a dose of fresh air. 

I fell asleep earlier than usual and woke up around eight to the smell of strong coffee and something buttery with a hint of cinnamon. Boy, did I love that Lydia liked to cook. I got dressed and bounded into the kitchen to find Gramps and Lydia seated at the dining table.

“Thought you were dead,” Gramps offered.

“She had a long drive last night, now leave the child alone,” Lydia scolded.

He was right, old people and kids liked to be up early, I did not. I expected to wake up to snowmageddon, but everything outside looked sunny and peaceful.

“What happened to the Big Storm?” I asked gesturing wildly with my hands in the air, trying to liven the mood.

“Didn’t turn out to be that big after all,” Lydia said in a jovial tone of voice

“The weatherman is a fucking liar,” Gramps added. 

 “Well, since the weather is better, you guys okay with me taking a scramble up the hill after breakfast? I promise I’ll be back before dinner.” I felt like I needed to ask permission, even though I wasn’t a kid anymore a little respect went a long way. 

I couldn’t wait to tackle the mountain. 

“I checked the weather and another front is supposed to be heading in tonight, dear,” Lydia looked at me almost pleading.

I always hiked the mountain on my weekend visits, so she knew not to forbid me to go, but a little cautioning never hurt anyone.

“I promise, I’ll be safe,” I flashed her a big toothy grin.

“You’re gonna die out there,” was Gramps subtle comment.

I just kissed him on the head and grabbed my bag, “I’ll be back before you know it,” was all I said as I put on my coat and boots and headed out the front door. 

I parked my car at the base of the mountain and started my climb. The route was easy at the base, so I scrambled up pretty quickly. I was feeling confident and happy to be out in the cold fresh air. I was halfway up the mountain an hour later. At that point, I was sort of wishing I had a climbing buddy. The snow was loosely packed, and I slipped on a few of the rocks. I was also more tired than I usually was. I found myself using a lot more muscle strength on the snow and ice than I usually had to exert. I wasn’t worried but wished I had someone to laugh with about nearly falling on my ass a few times. I was happy when I finally made it to the top of the mountain; it was definitely worth the effort.

It felt like I could see most of the world from my little perch. I loved being there at the top. Nothing seemed as big or as important when I was looking down on the valley below me. The mountain put everything into perspective. I felt like up here, at the top of the world, I was in complete control of my destiny. 

I stayed up on the top of the mountain longer than I should have. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew I had to get back down before the second storm hit and I didn’t want to hike in the dark, but I just couldn’t pry myself away from the magnificent view. 

I was also in the throes of deep introspection. I realized while I was sitting up there alone, that I wanted a man in my life. I’d been alone for too long. I’d dated a few guys and one guy, Marshall, was pretty long term at one point, but even he didn’t last. I wasn’t sure why I hadn’t found Mr. Right, but I wasn’t willing to settle for Mr. Maybe or Mr. Meh. Being alone was better than being with either of those two fellas. However, having no one kind of sucked.

As I emerged out of my hazy “I’m so lonely” reverie, I could see storm clouds gathering in the distance. They were pitch black and had streaks of lighting shooting through them. Shit! I was in trouble, I had to get down the mountain and FAST!

A sinister force was heading my way, so I gathered my things and started my descent. At first, I was very careful as the loose snow tumbled down into the deep abyss beside my hiking boot each time I stepped on a foothold. My heart accelerated, and my breathing became erratic. I was losing my shit and I never did that. I had to gather my wits about me and remind myself nothing scared me, not even a messy storm on a snowy mountain. I was able to talk myself calm and kept a steady pace down the mountain. I even relaxed a little thinking I’d be down in no time. I was looking forward to torquing up the heat in my car and eating a nice meal with the folks and that’s when it happened. 

At first, it felt like nothing… literally nothing. I put my foot down and within an instant, it was off the rock and my whole body was weightless. I was falling fast. Shit, shit, shit, repeated over and over in my mind. And then everything hurt. It was the kind of hurt that robbed you of breath. There were simply no words to describe the kind of pain I felt. It was a flailing, desperate, stabbing sensation which attacked every nerve, most viciously at my left ankle and my right temple.

 

When the pain had dulled fractionally, I looked around to see where I’d landed and gave God a little shout out. While I was really hurting, at least I wasn’t dead. I knew there was no way I was going to be able to walk out of that hole, so I wasn’t exactly sure about the dead part. I shuddered to think what would happen if I couldn’t get out of the hole. Death could be on the horizon, slow and agonizing… 

I first tried calling Lydia and Gramps from my cell phone, but I was too deep in the crevasse to get reception. Luckily, I also carried a walkie-talkie with a radio frequency. I dialed into a strong signal and called out for help, over and over again until my voice went hoarse and fear began to settle in. I wasn’t sure I was going to make it out of the situation alive. 

I worried about Lydia and Gramps, they’d be scared sick if they didn’t hear from me. I tried to stay sane and attempted to wiggle my way out of the wedge, but everything hurt so badly I couldn’t manage to get out, so I continued with the radio, hoping someone would finally hear me as the sun began to set.





Chapter 7

Dash

I was listening to the CB radio as I worked and intermittently kept watch over the second incoming storm which was predicted as being stronger and longer lasting than the one before. As I was listening, I heard a distress call. 

A woman’s voice was repeating, “Please help. I’ve fallen on Eagle mountain, south ridge, near the summit. I’m hurt.” Her voice was calm but fearful.

The signal was strong which meant she must’ve been close. If she’d fallen and was hurt as she was reporting, she’d be dead by morning without help. The police scanner didn’t seem to hear her, or most likely her signal was too faint for them as they had a fire station at the base of the mountain. In these parts, the police and fire departments used the same scanner as their duties often overlapped. 

She was in a real trouble. My heart exploded. I never imagined I’d be in a situation where someone might need my help. I couldn’t reveal myself and yet, I couldn’t let her die. I moved to the heat scanners in the media room to see if I could locate her. I found a human body less than a mile from the cabin, so she was near enough to reach before the worst of the storm broke. 

I moved the heat sensor around to see if there were others near her, it could have been a trap; I trusted nothing and no one. As I searched, I only found burrowed woodland creatures readying themselves for the storm. She’d fallen into something deep as she was surrounded by cold blue lines, indicating a hole of some kind. 

I knew that part of the hill very well; I was sure I could find her. It would’ve been better to call the police, but by the time they could get to her, it would be much later, and she might freeze waiting for them. Also, while Minnesota PD knew who and where I was, the local law enforcement did not. They were more of a tight-knit crew and less reliable when it came to keeping things top secret. They couldn’t be trusted with my life, so if I called them, I would have to explain a lot more than I cared to share. This left me with two choices: let her die and be responsible for yet another loss of human life, or risk everything to save her. 

Of course, there really was only one choice. 

 Listening to her on the CB comforted me. She was still alive but her voice was losing steam and seemed dry and parched; I didn’t have much time. I had to go out there and help her now and if it was a trap of some kind, at least I’d die with a clear conscience. I grabbed my gun, some ropes, warm clothes, water, and a medical supply kit, shoved them in my backpack and went outside to get the sled in case I needed to bring her back to the house over rough terrain. I put on my climbing gear, tested my flashlight, and within minutes I was out in the snow, not knowing I was about to change my life entirely.

 I searched with my hand-held thermal imaging camera so she would be easier to find. I hiked toward her distress call and was able to locate her easily. She was lodged deep in a small crevasse near the top of the mountain. The snow was thick and loose. This wasn’t a treacherous mountain or a hard climb for an experienced climber, but with thick loose snow and ice everywhere it would be easy to slip. 

I saw her just over the ridge; she wasn’t moving much. The first thing I noticed was how beautiful and peaceful she looked lying there. Her face was ghostly white with deep red lips and billows of auburn hair pouring out from under her faux fur lined hood. I attached ropes to a sturdy tree and hoisted myself and the sled down.

 She looked up at me and smiled, it was glorious; she looked like an angel. For the first time since losing my wife, I felt a tingle in my heart as if I was almost alive again.

“Hello,” I said.

She stared up at me and didn’t say anything, probably in shock. 

“I’m going to move you onto the sled and get you out of here. Um… are you in pain, Miss?” I felt awkward and wished I hadn’t been so attracted to the poor injured woman. I couldn’t get thought of making love to her out of my head, it was distracting. 

Sorry you fell and might be seriously hurt, but I can’t help thinking of having a nice glass of wine and a slow sensuous fuck by the fire. You up for that? 

 I laughed at myself and my ridiculousness; it’d been too long since I’d had the comfort of a beautiful woman. I refocused my attention and was able to move her onto the sled, tie her down and gently ease her out of the crevasse.

She moaned while I attended to her and I could see she was in a good deal of pain. She seemed disoriented and hazy, so I didn’t engage her in conversation. When I got her back to the cabin, I’d do a thorough exam and worry about next steps then. 

 It took about an hour to get her back to the cabin. The storm came in faster than I anticipated and the wind was whipping fiercely through the trees and the temperature had dropped several degrees. I raced as fast as I could as time was not on our side. When I was finally able to pull her over the threshold and shut the door, I felt a wave of relief overtake me. 

She looked cold and exhausted, as she was drifting in and out of sleep on the sled. I figured the best thing to do was to move her into the bedroom for the evening. I gently picked her up and transferred her to the bed. I then removed her jacket and wet clothing. I noticed her ankle was swollen and bruised, but as I maneuvered it, I was happy to see it wasn’t broken. She had the softest skin, smooth and white. I left her satin lace panties and bra, but my heart was raging a war within me. I used every ounce of restraint to keep myself from peeling them off and sampling the subtle delights within. 

This beautifully broken angel was going to be mine, I knew it. There was no way I was going to be able to keep myself away from her. Thank god, I was a gentleman for now. After snuggling her into the covers, I went into the kitchen to prepare some warm water and pain relievers. I still needed to do a more thorough examination, but she had my head spinning, so I needed a breath of air before I went into medic mode.

What was a woman doing by herself so far up on the mountain? She must have been completely out of her mind to climb before a storm. Who did that? Again, my paranoia ticked away at me, could she be a decoy or trap? Was it possible that this incredible woman was planted to smoke me out? I had to just trust my instincts and continue knowing I did the right thing rescuing her even though my nerves were electric with fear. I guess I’d have to wait for answers. She barely woke when I gave her the warm water and aspirin. She said something about Jesus then drifted back to sleep. 

It was time for a stiff drink; there was no way I was going to make it through the night without one.

I turned on the CB to see if anyone was missing the woman, but the CB was mostly quiet. The storm was in full force now and no one was on the road. There was a stranded car on the police scanner, which I assumed was hers, but not much else was being said about it. Again, I panicked, what if law enforcement thought I was doing something scandalous?

I decided I needed to know more about her, so I opened the pack she was carrying and looked for a wallet or anything that would give me an indication of who she was. I found a worn leather wallet in her equally worn leather Coach bag. Imogen Grant. She had a child psychologists license and an ID from Minneapolis Children’s Health Network. I couldn’t help but fall a little deeper for the sleeping beauty, she was in the medical arts… a woman after my own heart.

I tried to power up her iPhone, but couldn’t unlock it. I figured that was a bit deeper level of privacy invasion, but I needed to let whoever might be waiting for her know she was here. 


Chapter 8

Jeni

I remember being bitterly cold, so cold I couldn’t feel my fingers or toes. I knew I was going to die in that hole. I just kept talking into the walkie-talkie until I couldn’t talk anymore. My throat was scratchy and dry, and I craved water. Everything was going fuzzy and I no longer cared. There was no way out of the hole, no way off the mountain and my head was throbbing. I’d hurt my ankle really badly and must’ve hit my head on a rock or something because I was fading fast. 

 I guessed freezing to death was going to be easier than dying in other ways I hadn’t the strength to imagine. I wanted to cry and mourn for my life, but I was too shattered to think clearly. The numbness was taking over my body and the hazy fog my brain was floating in only got thicker. In the midst of this strange inertia, I had a peculiar vision. The sun had already started to set, and was glaring in my eyes. As I moved to turn my head from it a human form blocked its brightness. It was a face haloed by the rays of the sun. A man with thick curls of long hair and a scruffy beard blocked my view. He reminded me of Jesus for some reason.

 Jesus Christ himself had come to rescue me and take me to heaven. This all wasn’t so bad after all. And holy hell, I mean… heaven, was Jesus HOT! Wow, he was even more handsome than he looked on crucifixes. I mean, I knew Jesus was in a tight spot when he was on the cross, it wasn’t one of his best days, so he wasn’t looking as fucking gorgeous as he did when he came down from heaven to rescue me. 

 I wasn’t much of a churchgoer, but I promised myself if I didn’t go to heaven and god forbid anywhere else, I was gonna start attending church because Jesus was the most gorgeous man I’d ever laid eyes on. He was sexy and manly, with his crazy mountain man hair and his big strong arms which lifted me effortlessly out of my tomb. 

He even had a deep husky voice. I think he said something, something really nice, but I couldn’t really make out what it was, I just stared at those deep blue eyes… oh yes, heaven, heaven, heaven. I hoped my eternity was going to be spent in hot Jesus’ arms and seriously, the only thing which would’ve made the vision better would be if Jesus made sweet love to me… and gave me a glass of water, I really needed both of those things. 

I couldn’t believe I was thinking about Jesus’ cock when he placed me on a cold plastic sled, but sure enough it was at my eye level and while Jesus was wearing thick winter pants and a heavy jacket, I could see the bulge of his manhood as he bent over me and his jacket opened a little. Holy hell, did Jesus have a nice thick package all bundled up neatly in wool trousers. 

Here I was almost dying and thinking of sucking Jesus’ dick; perhaps I wasn’t going to heaven after all. I closed my eyes and tried not to think of Jesus or anything else and just bumped along the uneven earth for what felt like an eternity. I looked up to the sky after a few moments and thought God was pretty much a rock star sending hot Jesus down to get me and all, but I would have been just a tiny bit happier in a warm soft bed. 

I closed my eyes again and let the bumping and dragging lull me into a cold and uncomfortable sleep. When I woke up from that sleep, I was in fact in a warm and comfortable bed. I gave God a mental high five for a move well played. Hot Jesus came back, looking more corporeal and like a sexy mountain man than Jesus and gave me warm water and two little blue pills… and out I went again. 

I woke up sometime later to hot Jesus/not Jesus undressing me… HALLELUJAH! I watched him as he gently removed my wet things. His face was wind-kissed and red around his cheeks. His skin was tanned under a thick overlay of beard but looked soft and touchable. His subtle lips poked through the scruffy beard and looked so kissable, but it was his piercing blue eyes which gripped my heart. I couldn’t take my gaze off them. 

“Are you in any pain?” he asked.

I seem to remember him asking me that before. Was I in pain? I wasn’t sure; his face had me so mesmerized I had no clue what was going on with me and my body. I wiggled a little to assess the damage and the minute I moved, rockets of sharp biting pain sliced through me. Oh, that was uncomfortable. I tried to nod my head, but I think all I did was blink. I wanted to say something, but my mouth wasn’t working properly, and I couldn’t find my voice. All I could do was stare. What a mess. Nice first impression, Jeni.

 His strong hand rounded behind my head and lifted it up to the water to drink again. As soon as he brought my head to the cup I realized I was wearing a bandage across my temple. When did he bandage my head? I was so fixated on the answer I let the water dribble down the front of me. Seriously? I was so embarrassed, I tried to smile, but it came out more of a crooked grimace. I was really losing at this flirting thing, which I shouldn’t have even been trying to do while completely munched up in the first place, but Mountain Man Jesus was just so yummy. 

“I’m Dash,” Mountain Man Jesus said.

I wondered if was short for Dashing… wow. Again, I tried to speak, but all I was able to get out was a grunt. 

“It doesn’t look like you’ve broken any bones, but you’ve got a pretty nasty sprain on your left foot and a bit of a knock on the head. I’m sure you’ll feel better in the morning, so try and get some rest. I can give you something to sleep if you’d like?” he offered, but I hoped he knew I wasn’t going to be able to give him much of an answer. 

I garbled out something unintelligible. 

“Maybe I should give you something,” he said it out loud, but I think he was talking to himself as I was proving to be not much of a conversationalist. 

Then it hit me. Gramps and Lydia, they had to be worried sick. I needed to get to my phone, I had to let them know I was okay. Oh my god, they’d die if I didn’t get back home in time 

 

A look of panic crossed my face and luckily Dash/Dashing Mountain Man Jesus picked up the facial cues. 

“Are you okay?” his face knotted with concern. 

I concentrated all my effort on my mouth, I had to make it move.

“I… I…” I was able to bark out.

“Yes,” he encouraged.

“I have to call…” that was about all I could muster, and boy did it take everything I had to rasp out those few words. 

Since I wasn’t going to be able to say it, I decided to flail my arms out in the distance hoping he’d understand that to be the universal sign for “get my backpack.” He looked at me with a bewildered frown and then a light went off in his brain and he stood up from the chair he’d moved next to my bedside.

“Oh, yes, your bag is in the living room, let me get it. I’ll be right back,” he stood up and went to retrieve my bag. 

ON MY GOD. He was a mind reader too.

 





Chapter 9

Dash

I left her for a moment to retrieve her backpack. I was riddled with conflict. I knew I needed to tell the authorities where she was, but I didn’t want to face any unwanted suspicion. Doing so would put my own life in jeopardy. She had to have people waiting for her; no one goes mountain climbing by themselves without someone knowing unless they had a death wish.

She clearly didn’t, she’d just made a massive error in judgment. My heart was also conflicted. She was remarkable, such an incredible beauty and brave. The lovely goddess in my bed was crazy enough to hike up a mountain by herself with a storm front brewing. She had to either be the most insane person in the world or one of the bravest. I opted for bravest. As I reflected on her beauty and bravery, my attraction mounted, and I found myself swelling with need. 

My cock had been so long neglected it stood at attention the moment it came in contact with anything even remotely desirable. I had to settle my wild imaginings as all I could do was see myself lapping at her soft succulent skin. I wanted nothing more than to dive into her and feel the warmth of her core constricting against mine. I tried to shake away the visions of fucking her in every way imaginable, but they were hard to overcome.

I pulled her phone out of her backpack and looked at it. There were two small reception bars on the left side. It was more than I expected her to have up here. We only had a short window of time before she lost reception again. I should have offered my satellite, but I couldn’t take the risk. 

I returned to the bedroom, where she lay peacefully like an angel in a light slumber. I dreaded waking her, but she’d made such a great effort to communicate her need to call whoever was waiting for her, I couldn’t let her down.

Then it hit me, what if her husband was waiting for her call? I nonchalantly glanced at her ring finger and felt a wave of relief as I didn’t see a wedding band. It still could’ve been a boyfriend though; my heart sank a little at the thought. 

I shook her shoulder gently. “I have your phone,” I whispered, not wanting to startle her awake. 

Her eyes drifted open. They were a misty green color, so lovely now that they were no longer lifeless and dazed with shock. Before handing her the phone, I sat down and took a deep breath. “I must tell you something important before you call anyone,” I tried not to scare her, but I had to be stern.

She nodded, her eyes wide and glossy. She was listening and growing more and more nervous as I spoke.

“I’m not at liberty to allow visitors here. I’ve never had any. It’s imperative my identity and whereabouts remain undisclosed. I have my reasons for this, reasons I’m not able to share with you. I promise, there’s nothing to fear. I’m not a wanted man, nor am I someone who’ll endanger your life, but my existence depends on your secrecy. I saved you because you would’ve died if I hadn’t. However, as soon as this storm lets up, I’ll drive you to a safe place where you can get a ride down the mountain. Do you understand? I can’t give you the phone until I know you understand how serious this situation is for me.”

 Lending my voice to the words made me regret saying them. 

So much could go wrong, I was giving her more power than I wanted over my life, but I just couldn’t figure another way around it. 

“I promise,” she rasped, “I won’t mention you.” 

She looked worried, even though I offered my assurances. I could tell by her expression that she was afraid. Well, good. If fear kept us safe, so be it. I gently handed her the phone and she called the first number on her contact list. For her sake, I hoped the reception would last long enough to let whoever she was calling know she was unharmed. 

When an elderly woman answered the phone, I felt relief in a greater measure than I expected. 

“Hi, Lydia!” I could tell she was making a great effort to sound happy, but her voice had a deep rasp, which was hard not to notice. 

I could hear a loud frenzied pitch on the other end. I wasn’t sure what the woman was saying, as her voice was faint through the phone, but fear and stress were the impetus for her words. “I’m sorry, Lydia. The storm came in faster than I expected,” her voice was all but gone, “I was able to get an Airbnb up here on the mountain. It’s a cute little place and the owner lives on the property. There was no way I was going to make it back down before the storm hit. How are you? Are you okay?” 

The woman on the other end of the phone talked for some time, however, all seemed to be well. 

“I promise, Lydia when the storm lets up I’ll come back down. I love you too,” she said as she hung up and rested her head back on the pillow. “Thank you. My grandfather and his caregiver were worried sick. They live on the other side of the mountain,” she barely had a squeak left in her voice. “I’m glad you were able to get a hold of them. Now, you should rest,” I instructed as I gave her some more hot water. 

I didn’t have to offer her water like a child, she was over the worst of the shock, but I suspected she was willful and if she didn’t continue to drink, she’d quickly become dehydrated. I took the phone out of her hands and laughed a little.

“Are there any Airbnbs up here?” I asked as I set the phone on the nightstand beside her. 

“There are now,” she whispered and smiled.

 What was I going to do with this woman? I had a car hidden in an underground bunker, so I could take her down the mountain when the storm let up, but the problem was, the weather report anticipated the storm to last the rest of the weekend if not longer. There wouldn’t be any way to get down the mountain in that kind of weather. So, Airbnb or no, she was going to be my guest for a while, whether I wanted one or not. 

“Are you hungry?” I asked, sure she must have been starving.

She nodded her head but didn’t open her eyes. I took that as my cue to leave. Being a doctor, I knew her stomach shouldn’t handle any harsh foods, so cheeses and smoked meats were out, but I had a lot of canned soups I could warm. Sadly, my cooking skills were mostly relegated to chopping, arranging, opening, and boiling. She’d have to suffer with what I had to offer. 

When I returned to her room, she was in a much deeper sleep, but I took the liberty to rouse her awake. Her body was trying to recoup the energy it lost staying alive in the hole, however, she needed nourishment and liquid before sleep.

“You have to eat some of this, then you can rest,” I said and set a tray in front of her.She took a groggy spoonful of soup, almost spilling it.

My instinct was to feed her, but I kept my hands to myself. If I fed her, most likely then I’d also kiss her, then how was I going to keep away from her? I stayed near her side as she ate careful spoonfuls of soup, throwing me a smile after every few bites. I knew she wanted to talk, but I didn’t want her ruining her voice.

“I’m glad you’re enjoying it. Now eat up and get some sleep,” I encouraged as I touched her shoulder and stood up, “I’m going to get something for your ankle.”

It seemed she was through the worst it, but I needed to ice her ankle to help the swelling so, I left to find my medical kit. Truthfully, seeing her so vulnerable was too much. I wanted to offer her love and affection. It was almost a primal instinct, and it was getting the best of me. My hardened cock was so engorged and ready to explode, it ached. It was acting like a teenage cock and it was driving me nuts.

I found a few cold compresses in my emergency medical supplies, so I took the largest of them to wrap around her swollen ankle. When I returned, she’d set her bowl of soup aside and was sleeping soundly. I stood there watching her breathe in and out. I’d forgotten what it was like to be in the presence of another person, especially such a beautiful one. 

I carefully wrapped her ankle and confirmed her injury was most likely only a hairline fracture or a sprain, nothing that wouldn’t heal with a little rest. I immobilized the ankle with a ruler set flush against the back of her foot and bandages. It was a crude setting, but at least it would discourage her from using it, which would hinder her healing. She didn’t stir while I bandaged her injury, she must’ve been exhausted to sleep so deeply in a stranger’s bed. 

Prior to losing Michelle, I was a busy man. I wasn’t unkind, but I had little time for things I deemed unimportant. Now, I had nothing but time and my life seemed to have little value, so it was the tiny moments like these, just staring at a beautiful woman in my bed, that held meaning. Sitting besides her watching her body rest was the highlight of my year. I tried to return to my work but found myself too distracted by my guest. The rescue had also taken its toll on me physically, so I ate the rest of the soup in the pot with some fresh bread which had been delivered with my order the day before and contemplated sleeping on the couch. 

The living room was much colder than the bedroom as I had set the heating system to conserve energy. Especially now with the storm, the solar panels wouldn’t be as efficient as they were in full sunlight. I was going to have to go out and get us some firewood if the storm lasted as long as predicted. It was dangerous to light a fire under the usual circumstances as it would draw attention to the cabin and I preferred it be discrete. However, with thick storm clouds and dense snow, I was safe as long as there was a blizzard to hide in.

Since sleeping on the couch really wasn’t an option, and the Cal-king sized bed was plenty big enough for the both of us, I opted to sleep in my bed. It would take everything in my power to keep my distance from her as my raging cock was already scrambling my mind with passion. All I could think of was making love to her. I had to ignore my needs and focus on the fact I didn’t know the woman. I was already in so much danger having her here and I couldn’t forget that. I’d be warm, and I could keep an eye on her, that was of paramount importance. I needed to school my brain to remind myself she wasn’t a date, she was a lost traveler who needed to go. I’d explain everything to her in the morning, but as soon as the storm let up, she’d have to be on her way. 





Chapter 10

Jeni

I woke up snuggled in Dash’s arms. His chest was bare and his skin hot as asphalt in the summertime. No wonder he only wore a pair of flannel pajama pants, if I ran that warm I’d wear nothing at all. 

I should’ve been appalled at myself curled up into him like a wanton cat in heat, but I planned on pleading delusion if he asked. The fact was he felt nice and smelled delicious, like musk and cedar. Compared to the mind-stabbing cold that sliced through my body yesterday, this was heaven on earth. My reclusive, “You can’t tell anyone I’m here…” Jesus may have been no saint, but he was heavenly. 

I could hear the storm whipping around outside. The wind was howling through the trees, but I couldn’t see it’s force as the windows were covered with metal overlays. I needed to assess the storm’s magnitude but the entire cabin was battened down like a fortress. The thick metal shutters completely blocked any natural light from coming in and it was pitch black inside but for the small amber arcs of brightness provided by night lights sporadically set about the room. 

 I wanted to know what we were up against so I could tell Lydia and Gramps not to worry, which I knew they were doing, despite my performance on the phone. As urgent as leaving the cabin and returning to them felt, part of me didn’t want to know what the storm was doing as I didn’t want to be disappointed. Being locked away with a reclusive hunk was the stuff dreams were made of and yet, perhaps nightmares too if he turned out to be a psycho killer or something even worse.

My heart started to race; I wished I didn’t have such an overactive mind. I stared at his handsome face, covered in a scruffy mustache and beard. I mused at what his face might look like under all that unruly hair. My instinct was to touch it and caress the random strands into place. His soft lips were even more prominent as they were rimmed by his thick mustache, making them look even more inviting. 

I had to focus my mind on something else, or I would’ve kissed him. I decided to take a mental inventory of my injuries. My head and leg felt much better. There was only a dull ache at my temple and my leg was sore, but I could wiggle my toes; a good sign. My ankle was wrapped in a cold compress, and immobilized by something sturdy. Dash must have put a brace on it last night. All in all, I came out relatively unscathed from an accident that could have claimed my life… that was huge. 

I needed to use the bathroom but didn’t dare move away from my warm and cozy spot. I hadn’t been with a man for ages. My last boyfriend was so clever and interesting when I first met him, but we soon fizzled out. We didn’t have anything in common but for the fact that we lived in the same apartment building. Good for a fun fling, terrible for anything long lasting. I spent a year trying to avoid him in the halls until the glorious day I saw a moving van take his things and sweep him away. We gave each other a polite “See ya,” and that was the last man I ever dated. Sad, but true. 

And here I was with “Mystery Jesus” who may or may not be a serial killer and I was feeling too giddy and nervous to care. The butterflies in my stomach were performing a gastrointestinal Cirque Du Soleil and I could barely make a comprehensive thought. But, despite the unknowns, the man cradled by my side had saved my life. There had to be an incredible amount of good in there somewhere.

I could’ve laid in his arms forever, but nature was pretty much kicking the door down at that point. So, I shifted ever so slightly and that’s when his incredible blue eyes popped open and stared at me. He seemed to be trying to focus, his mind probably scrambling as much as mine. This was highly awkward, waking up next to someone you didn’t know.

 I smiled and did my best to muster up my voice, which didn’t work at all yesterday, so I was hoping and praying it wasn’t out of commission today as well. I lightly cleared my throat to test it. “Thank you for saving me,” I said with a low and whispering rasp. 

Hellya my voice was sexy.

“My pleasure,” was his simple return as he drew a deep breath and moved away from me. 

It was then I realized, I was still cuddled in his arms, oops, eek, and I was wearing HIS clothes. I looked down and saw I had on a baggy gray sweatshirt a hundred sizes too big and a pair of equally big navy colored sweatpants cinched so tightly at the waist I looked like a toddler with diaper butt.

“Um, thanks for these,” I said glancing down at my clothes, “they’re quite fashionable.” I giggled, feeling like I was gushing in front of my teen crush.

“I apologize for not having anything more suitable,” was his stark reply.

“They’re fine, very cozy,” I scrunched my nose in a grotesquely goofy way. Nooooo! Who the hell was I? This was certainly not me, I handled men well, I was good at this. Ugggh. 

Since everything about the moment was uncomfortable, I shifted gears and made it all about business for fear of being considered needy or clingy; both things, despite the lack of physical love in my life, I absolutely was not. 

I made an attempt to get out of bed by myself, Ms. Independent. I could see the door to the bathroom ahead, so I made the door my goal. As soon as I set foot on the floor, Mountain Man Jesus freaked. “What do you think you’re doing?” he asked in a surprisingly stern and surly tone of voice. 

“I… I… um, need to use the facilities,” I rasped, going for a sterile clinical approach to the situation.

“Wait, I’ll need to help you get there,” he said, seeming bothered by the task.

This made me feel like an idiot. Here I was cuddled in his arms, secretly planning our marriage and now he was grumbling at the thought of taking me to the toilet. Judgment off kilter much? 

“Sorry,” I said demurely, in case he was, in fact, a serial killer. 

Suddenly, I was feeling light-headed.

  He rounded the bed and approached me. That’s when I realized how tall he was, forget looking like a mountain man, he was a mountain of a man. He must’ve been at least six-foot-five and lean with muscles naturally bulging from his biceps. Damn, he was yummy. And while I was staring, probably drooling like a mastiff puppy, he swooped me up into his arms. I was so surprised by the gesture I yelped loudly. 

“I don’t want you walking on that foot,” he commanded in a deep tone that rattled his chest against my arm. 

“Um, okay,” was my meager reply. 

He walked me into the bathroom and set me down next to the toilet, however, there was no way I was going to let him go any farther with the King Kong antics, walking on my foot or not, I was gonna do this without his help. 

“I think I got it from here,” I said, surprised my voice was getting stronger. It was still deep and sexy, but the witchy sounding cackle was fading. 

“I’ll wait outside the door,” he offered as he turned away from me and walked out. 

Whew, a moment of privacy. I think I liked him better asleep than awake. Awake he was a very stern and intense man. But what was I expecting? Any man who loved throwing back a few beers with the boys and engaging in idle chatter wouldn’t be living alone hidden in the woods… yeah, only people who massacred with chainsaws did that. Shit.

 As I was doing my thing, I was strategizing my next move. I decided to be all bubbles and smiles, that way I would offset his grimness. Perhaps he just wasn’t a morning person. He’d introduced himself as Dash when he rescued me, but I didn’t recall telling him my name, so I’d start with that.

He was waiting outside of the door as he said he would be. I did my business and then got out and smiled feeling just a bit uncomfortable and opened the door.

“Hi,” was my awkward start. “I’m Jeni, I don’t think I mentioned that.” Ugh, was I painfully uncool.

“And Imogen?” his expression seemed angrily confused. 

“Is also me.” I bowed my head, I hated the sound of my full name, it was so old-fashioned.

“Sorry, I looked at your driver’s license without your approval, I needed know who you were, in case… well in case something happened to you,” he managed to say with a short and gruff tone.

“No worries. Imogen is my real name, but I never use it, it’s so dorky and old ladyish.” I had to shut up, I was just burying myself six feet under.

“I understand. My given name is Dashell, also of an older generation. I prefer Dash.” And with that, he lifted me into his arms. 

“We’re like characters in a romance novel, Dashell and Imogen were destined to be lovers from the moment their eyes met on the sweeping grounds of the stately mansion…” shut up Imogen, shut up now. “Or something silly like that, don’t mind me, I have a very active imagination.” And now you’re dead… romance novel? Seriously? You sound SO desperate.

Oh God, why couldn’t someone just shoot me, I was so embarrassed.

“Would you like me to put you back on the bed?” he said, completely ignoring my stupid romance novel comment. He asked in such a cold and matter-of-fact manner it was hardly worth considering, but yes, of course, I wanted to be put back in bed as long as he promised to come with me. We could get our groove on and I’d warm up that icy temperament of his, but alas, I wasn’t that spicy in the sex department and it was a fantasy I didn’t see ever being played out, so I opted for sitting upright instead.

“Do you mind taking me into the living room or somewhere, I’ve slept a lot already.” 

“Sure, I’ll make us some breakfast,” he said as he moved me from the bedroom into the living room. 

The living room was as dark as the bedroom. I thought maybe he was a light sleeper so had some killer blackout shades, but as he set me on the couch, I realized he was definitely hiding from the world. I secretly hoped he wouldn’t keep the shades down, the pitch blackness gave everything a very creepy and unsettling quality. 

“I’ll be just a moment, please stay there,” his icy voice commanded as he stepped into a small room just off the kitchen. 

I heard a series of beeps and rustling, then a grinding sound and a few moments later the metal shutters were slowly lifting. I felt the heaviness of the room lighten as daylight flooded in. Oh, thank God. 

The storm was still raging outside, but even a foggy gray light was better than no light at all. There was no way I was leaving today; the wind was blowing the trees and a thick blanket of snow was falling at a fast pace. Already it had piled up about three feet, blocking half of the window from view. Another day of snowfall that heavy and we’d be trapped in the cabin.

“It’s coming down really fast,” I mentioned as he walked out of the room and back into the kitchen. 

The galley kitchen was separated from the living room by a long, tiled bar with brushed metal bar stools. Since I’d been visiting the mountain most of my life, I noted his decor was vastly different from most of the dwellings I’d seen on the hill. 

Eagle mountain cabins were usually decorated in a country style with floral prints, a mounted hunter’s trophy like a buck or a bear, and heavy wooden furniture with high glossy surfaces. Dash’s place, while modest on the outside, was modern, minimalistic, and rigged with incredible technology. His sparse surroundings did spark a bit of worry in me, everything seemed so cold and emotionless. I tried to engage him in conversation to pacify my fears. 

“It’s coming down pretty fast,” I said again, thinking he hadn’t heard me the first time as I motioned with my head to the heavy snowfall.

He let out heaving sigh. I guess the storm did concern him. 

“It’s not going to let up until Monday at the earliest,” he grumbled as he ambled around his kitchen pulling out a heavy iron pan and a box of mix. “I’m not much of a cook,” he added as he opened the box and pulled a bowl down from a shelf behind him.

“That’s okay, neither am I. Anything you cook will be fine,” I said with a broad goofy smile. 

Why did people like him make me so nervous?

“You should try reaching your people again, reception is usually better during the day,” he said, not even looking up from his cooking.

Right, my people. I did need to reach out to Lydia and Gramps, Lydia seemed beside herself with worry yesterday. 

“Yeah, I hope they’re okay. Do you know what happened to my phone?” I was so foggy from the ordeal yesterday, I forgot where I’d put it.

“I retrieved it from the nightstand and put it on the table next to you.” 

And now I felt like an idiot for not noticing it. “Right, here it is,” I said waving the phone in the air after picking it up from practically in front of my face. 

I decided talking was dangerous until I could get my groove back if I ever even had a groove. I would have to stop talking until I could think of something that wasn’t ridiculous to say. 

My phone was able to grab a little reception if I angled it the right way. At least I had enough to call Lydia and Gramps again. 

Lydia picked up the phone in one ring. “Hello?’ her voice was soft yet urgent.

“Hey Lydia, it’s me.” I tried to sound casual and nonchalant. “I was just checking on how you and Gramps are holding up in the storm.”

I heard a sigh of relief exhale into the phone. “Fine, we’re fine. We’re worried about you though; the storm isn’t going to let up soon. Are you sure you’re safe?” She tried to cover up the worry in her voice, but I knew she was terribly anxious. She had every right to be, I wasn’t so sure I was safe, but I’d never let she and Gramps know that. 

“I am completely fine. I’m just glad I brought my iPad along at least I could get some long overdue reading in. Are you guys okay? Is someone checking in on you both?” I was most concerned about them, I hated to think of them being isolated. They did have neighbors on either side of them and there was a tiny village just a mile down the road, so they weren’t as off the grid as Mountain Man Serial Killer Jesus was, but I wanted to make sure someone was looking out for them.

“Yes, yes, dear. The neighbor’s boy Dylan is checking in on us every day. They are keeping the roads pretty clear so if we needed something, he could get his truck into town. I’m just glad to hear that you’re safe, you sounded terrible last night. What happened to your voice?” 

“Don’t worry about me Lydia, I’m just fine. I just had a little frog my throat after the hike. I’m sorry I couldn’t be with you though. I should never have gone for a climb.” I felt horrible, I’d been so bullheaded. 

“It’s okay, dear, we understand. You needed fresh air. You’ve always loved your climb up that mountain,” she commented offering her counsel.

“She’s a blockhead for going out in this weather,” Gramps shouted in the background.

“Your Grandpa sends his love,” she interpreted.

“I love you both, Lydia, I have to go now, my reception is spotty,” I’d glanced down at the phone and saw I was down to only one bar. I didn’t want us being cut off or she’d worry again.

“Okay, dear. You take care of yourself and we’ll see you soon,” Lydia offered her goodbyes while Gramps yelled out.

“Hope she doesn’t die…” and with that, the phone cut out.

Well, Gramps, for the first time I could remember offered me a useful sentiment. I hope I didn’t die too. I looked over to Dash and he had two plates of pancakes in his hand.

“Breakfast is ready”, he said in a dark monotone.





Chapter 11

Dash

When I checked the surveillance cameras and the peripheral security systems as I did every morning, it hit me I had another human in the cabin. I panicked and decided the best way to avoid questions or interest in my need for seclusion would be to be as unpleasant as possible so as not to rile her curiosity any further.

I was going to be trapped with this beautiful, incredible woman who I wanted to bed, for a while. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to keep myself from her, but hiding out in the surveillance room, while tempting, wasn’t going to solve my problem in the long term. I had to face her. 

Since I was starving, I assumed she would be as well. A hearty breakfast was in order, and then I had to prepare the cabin for a few days of bad weather and possible, low energy resources. The solar panels were my biggest worry; in low sunlight, their efficiency dropped considerably. I had a few gallons of gas to run a generator, a few candles, and propane. All I needed was firewood. These things would most likely last through the storm if we were conservative.

I felt a thick tension in the room as I made breakfast. The reality of our situation was settling in both of our minds. I was relieved she’d been able to get hold of her family and assure them of her safety. The last thing I needed was a search party unearthing me. I made pancakes, sausage, and opened a can of mandarin oranges. It was a basic meal, but hearty. 

She looked delighted when I brought out two plates of food. My small dining table was covered with a few laptops and a large monitor. Since it was situated near a large picture window, it had served as my workspace in the days leading up to the storm. I noted to myself to clear it, so we had a proper place to eat. However, with her injury, it was best we ate on the couch. 

I had few other furnishings, a long sleek couch in brushed suede, a steel coffee table, and a black suede chair. The dining table was in the same metal as the coffee table and I had an 82” flat screen television, my only indulgence. It made me feel as if something was happening around me, thus mitigating the ever-present loneliness. 

“As I said, I’m not much of a cook,” I warned, placing the meal before her.

“This looks wonderful.” Her eyes brightened as she reached for the plate. 

I sat in the chair and set my own meal to the side for a moment. I wasn’t going to be able to eat until I’d addressed the elephant in the room.

“I’m sure you’re curious about why I live out here all alone,” I had to remain calm, she couldn’t ever know my past.

“Yes, very curious,” she smiled a large and awkward grin, which did little to hide her concern.

There was more behind the expression, it was something resembling worry. What a strange situation, here I was hiding out from the most dangerous criminals in our country and the woman I rescued seemed leery of me, that was quite ironic. I almost laughed.

She paused while she finished chewing a bite of food she’d placed in her mouth to look more natural, but I could see she was shaking. She regarded her plate before she spoke. “I am curious, yes.” She took a deep breath, “I’ve been wondering why you’ve locked yourself away in this high tech, post-apocalyptic zombie shelter? 

She had a fun sense of humor, it was refreshing. She used humor, it seemed, to alleviate her fears. 

“I’m not here because I’m running from the law, or lying in wait for a victim if that is your worry. I’m a scientist,” I started, it wasn’t entirely a lie. “I am experimenting with a range of off-grid technologies that might be used in places with little traditional electricity. My company is working on a project which tests the bounds of unconventional energy sources.” I sounded so convincing, I actually considered adding this specialization to my workload. 

Imagine outfitting rural hospitals and villages in underserved areas with off-grid power sources; it was an exciting prospect. I was living very successfully off-grid in a nearly hostile environment. The trees made solar energy difficult; there was a wind turbine which collected energy at the top of the mountain when there was wind. Water catchment and well-water were more difficult and yet, I’d managed to live here for a year using all of these methods rather successfully. I made do because I was able to use multiple power and water resources. 

I made a mental note to explore my time here in a more scientific sense if I ever left this cabin. The thought filled me with anxiety and dread. What was I going to do? I most likely was never going to leave my solitude and this cabin, but unbeknownst to Imogen, she’d just made both intolerable. Having had interaction with another person, especially one I was so attracted to, made living alone again a hard thought to consider. 

“That’s exciting,” she said as her body relaxed, and her eyes perked up. “But don’t you find your work lonely?”

Ah, the million-dollar question. 

“At times,” I said, hoping she’d move on from this line of questioning as I picked up my plate of food and took a bite.

“I’d be a mess if I had to live alone, my imagination is my own worst enemy.” Again she flashed her glorious smile. 

“You never know, having an imagination is important when you find yourself alone as I am.” I hated the fact that I sounded pathetic. 

“That’s unfortunate,” she said with her eyes smoldering, boring into mine.

It was clear, looking at her thick pouting lips and the glossy haze of her stare, that she was imagining many of the same things I was at that moment. All I wanted to do was get her naked and make love to every inch of her body. It was hard to think of anything else, actually. I decided I’d refocus my attention on making sure she didn’t give me away in the end, because as much as I wanted to fuck her, keeping my family safe was more important. 

“It’s imperative that no one knows I’m here. If our competitors knew what I was working on, it would ruin years of research,” I warned her as a means of derailing my train of thought back to the station. 

I couldn’t risk getting close to her.

“I promise, I won’t say anything. To the rest of the world, you’re a nice man who owns an Airbnb somewhere up on the mountain,” she said as choked a little on her bite. 

I stood up and walked wordlessly to the kitchen to get her a glass of water, and pour us both a cup of strong coffee. “It’s best you not say much about your stay, please. I don’t want anything to jeopardize my work. And what about you? Do you have a profession?” I didn’t mean for the question to sound pretentious, but it did. I’d seen her card and knew what she did, but she didn’t know that, and I was desperate for light conversation. 

“I’m a child psychologist,” she threw out nonchalantly as I returned with her water and our coffee.

I thought about the years my children had been seeing a child psychologist after losing their parents. I hit me harder than I thought it would. My heart constricted; I tried to brush past it, but panic gripped me. I’d already told her my real name. She was smart, she could discover who I was if she made the effort. I closed my eyes for a moment. 

This morning as I was working, I did Google a Dashell who was a scientist in Europe. It was a stretch, but once she was gone, maybe she’d forget about me. It was doubtful, however, as I stared at her, handing her the beverages. Her eyes were magnificent and even wearing my oversized clothing, she was beautiful, more so because there was nothing to enhance her allure but her natural assets.

“Do you enjoy your work?” I asked as I stared straight into her soul.

“I love it, but there are days when I love it less than others,” she smiled, shying a bit from the intensity of my gaze.

Is it possible she was innocent? I couldn’t believe that a woman of such rare beauty could be naive to the art of loving a man, but she seemed timid and flustered by my nearness.

“Yes, I can imagine,” I remarked as I returned to my meal with my coffee. “Would you like to see some of what I’m working on?” I asked, genuinely interested in showing her what I’d built here. 

“If you wouldn’t feel it an imposition on your work, I’d love to see what you’ve invented,” a smile brightened her face. “I love nature and I’d give anything to live out in the wild.”

No, she wouldn’t. Not this way.

“Finish your breakfast and I’ll show you some of what I’ve created,” I said, with far less enthusiasm than she offered. 

I wanted to be kind and inviting, the way I was when I wooed Michelle, but I couldn’t risk getting attached, so I was somber. 

She finished eating quickly as I did I, both of us not aware of our hunger until we started eating. 

“That was delicious,” she offered as she tried to get up from her chair, I assumed to put her plate in the sink.

“Please,” I halted her. “Let me get your plate.” I stood and took her dishes. When I returned from the kitchen I lifted her gently by the elbow.

“I can do it, my leg is much better today,” she lightly protested. 

“Not better enough.” I put my arm around her to support her weight. 

The nearness was almost too much. I heard a breath catch in her throat and I did my best to ignore it, but the chemistry between us was electric. I’d never felt so attracted to someone so instantly. I guess being alone was a factor, but Imogen was a spirited, beautiful soul who was wrenching out the beast in me. 

I walked her into my lab where I held the surveillance equipment, she was lightly impressed by my Fort Knox level of security. From there I moved on to show her the sustainable elements of my living, including the composting toilet, various energy systems, and water catchment from rainwater and snow runoff. She was mildly interested in all of it, but her expression didn’t show much of a change until she saw a picture of Michelle, me, and the kids in my office. I could only bear to have one of all of us together; too many reminders made my living insufferable.

“Is this your family?” she asked, rightly curious.

“It is,” I cleared my throat, “That’s Lisa, my sister in law and her two kids, William and Samantha.” I boldfaced lied. I had to.

“It’s uncanny how much your niece and nephew look just like you,” she seemed to buy the lie fairly well, however, I caught a note of suspicion.

“We have strong features,” I said, brushing off the comment. 

“You do,” she smiled, flirting. 

“And, that’s the tour,” I announced, at a loss to discover what else may be of interest in the tiny cabin. 

She looked at the locked door to the upstairs attic where the kid’s room had sat untouched. 

“Does this door lead anywhere?” The question was innocent and yet was so dangerous. 

“Just an old scary attic,” I said as I took her arm and lead her back to the living room again, unsure of what I’d do with her since all I could think of was getting her naked. 

When I sat her back down on the couch, her eyes roved the room. With her curiosity spiked, it was clear she was looking for evidence as the brief and fairly uninspired tour of my toys didn’t give her much insight into my existence. She must have found something of interest as her eyes widened and twinkled. 

“You have an X-box?” her voice was shrill with delight. I’d forgotten about my son’s X-box. He had every game imaginable up here. 

“Do you play?” she laughed then corrected herself, “I mean, you must. You want to play a game?” her voice lowered slightly at the question.

I hadn’t played it since my son was up here, however, a game did sound good, something light to take my mind off wanting to fuck her so badly my dick was about to jump out of my pants. I wore briefs this morning in an attempt to tame the beast, but sadly it’d been semi-hard all morning, with every intention of growing more impertinent as the day progressed.  

“We,” shit! “I, have almost every X box game on the market, is there one you’d prefer?” My nerves were grating on me, where was my command of the English language and myself?

“Do you have the newest Resident Evil?” Really? Resident Evil? This girl was wonderfully insane.

“I’m pretty sure I do.” I walked over to the console I hadn’t touched in over a year. Despite not really using the game console, I still ordered some games every once in a while, in my monthly delivery. I figured one day, if I was missing my children too much or needed an escape, I’d play the damn thing.

“Cool, I’ve heard it’s wicked, but I’ve never played it.” She flashed a devilish smile.

“I’ve actually never played it either. My company sends me games, thinking I need to be entertained.” Another well placed, lie. 

We started the game, which was scary and gruesome, but made us laugh. Imogen cuddled close as I navigated our character, giving out a parade of shrieks and yelps and uncontrollable laughter as we found ourselves enjoying the horrifying yet, surprisingly funny experience until we had to draw a truce, not with the zombies who attacked us from every angle, but with each other. We weren’t going to be able to fight our attraction to one another much longer. I let her try her hand at navigating our guy and we lost all our lives pretty quickly until she got the hang of it. When she did, the look of triumph on her face was magic. 

When we survived the first level, she kissed my cheek with a quick innocence that opened the floodgates of passion. I wasn’t going to be able to resist her any longer, I had to claim this woman. Then maybe the thought of having her wouldn’t haunt me so entirely.





Chapter 12

Jeni

I don’t know why I kissed him just then, but I’d been biting my lip trying not to for so long, I impulsively gave in without thinking. We’d just won a harrowing first level of the game. I was on edge. It was fun, terrifying, and exhilarating. I knew playing a game would draw us closer and it did. It broke down the thick wall he’d erected between us. 

After I planted a kiss on his cheek, we stared at one another for a moment. My heart was beating so fast and so loudly, I thought it would leap out of my chest. It was probably mid-day, but hard to tell because of the dark weather. The cabin was chilly but not terribly cold, however, I was shivering

“Would you like me to get some firewood and start a fire or turn up the heat? We might get a few more days out it?” he asked, his eyes intense and heady. 

He’d showed me the heating system. It was impressive and most likely would last a few more days in low sunlight before we felt the chill inside, however, my body was wracked with nerves, not cold.

“Um,” was my oh so elegant reply.

“Let’s get you into a hot bath first, that’ll warm you up,” he suggested.

Oh yes, let’s.

“Ok,” I managed to squeak out. 

“Give me a minute,” his deep voice murmured as he let his eyes hold mine for a beat longer than was polite. 

He was so crazy sexy. I usually didn’t go for men with an abnormal amount of facial hair, but he made it look amazing. His dark and commanding presence was strangely mixed with kindness and care. He had my head spinning when he returned to lift me off the couch and carry me out of the living room. 

He walked with me into the bathroom as steam and the scent of lavender filled the air. Since he’d already geeked out on the high-tech security and sustainable energy the cabin employed, I thought I’d ask a question to ease the tension. “Where does the water for the bath come from?” As soon as I asked, I felt silly.

He set me down on a chair near the sink and tested the water as it filtered out of the tap, billowing with steam. 

“I have an underground silo which holds most of the water, and a flash heating system that warms it. I’ve rigged a few catchment systems around the periphery and they catch the water which collects in the silo. Before it becomes drinking water or a bath, it is filtered and treated in an underground system. It’s probably the freshest water you’ll ever find as it’s mostly snow runoff,” he said as he poured salts and oils into the bath. 

I marveled at the size of the bathtub, it was perfect for two people to luxuriate comfortably, but why would a mountain man living alone want a swimming pool sized bathtub? “Do you like taking baths?” I didn’t know many men who used bath salts and oils, not without a woman to inspire them to do so.

“Not particularly,” he said, as he turned to me. 

For a moment, a shiver scurried up my spine. He didn’t like baths but was pouring expensive smelling oils into one. He didn’t play video games but had the latest Zombie gore-fest in a secluded cabin atop a hill. He wouldn’t let me open the door to the upper level and had pictures of children who were his mirror image. Either he was a liar or a serial killer and again, I was grappling with deciding which it was. 

 “So, the oils and the zombie game are for guests your work forbids you to have?” Well, if he really was a serial killer, I was dead for being so damn snarky. 

“The oils, the zombie game, and the upper floor are for my sister in law and her children when they infrequently visit. My brother, sadly passed away and my sister and her family will join me on occasion, however, this house reminds her too much of him, so she doesn’t often come. I’m allowed family and they are my only family.” 

…and I felt like an asshole for asking. “Sorry, I… I,” I stammered and tripped over my words.

“How could you have known,” his eyes were blazing and carnal again. “I don’t think you should be left alone. You won’t be able to navigate the bath without assistance,” his warm blue eyes didn’t break their gaze. 

My stomach flipped, and I felt myself moisten between my legs. 

“Um…” I was at it again.

He took a step towards me “Shall I help you undress?”

It took my entire will not to lose my mind. 

“If you’re worried about your modesty, I’ve already dressed you once,” he said.

“Did you now?” I swallowed hard.

“I did.” It was then I realized the incredible size of his erect cock, which was hard to miss because it was fighting to get out of his pants, right in front of my face. 

He towered over me and seemed massive as he looked down at me sitting on the chair. The menacing bulge in his pants that spoke everything words seemed unable to effectively communicate. He didn’t try to hide his arousal, rather he lightly grazed it with his hand. My mouth went dry.  

“I think we should be honest with one another considering we’ll be in close proximity for some time.” He was very matter of fact, definitely a scientist. 

He bent down to me, squatting his legs some so that I was eye to eye with the larger of his two heads. 

“I agree, we should,” I answered with conviction even though my tongue felt huge and dry.

“I’ve been up here a long time, too long. I can and will be a gentleman if that’s what you want. I can abstain from you with great effort and I’ll make the effort if you wish. However, I’d very much like to be intimate with you. It’s been years since I’ve been with a woman as beautiful as you and with such a personality. I can’t help my attraction and I get the feeling neither can you. Am I right?” He was so blunt, it was fucking sexy as hell.

“Mmm hmm,” was all I was capable of.

“I suspected as much,” he flashed a rare smile. “The situation is awkward at best, but I suggest we pretend we are lost in time. I’ll show your body and spirit such sensuality and passion, you’ll feel as if you’ve been transported to another realm of time and space. It would be my absolute joy to pleasure you, Imogen. However, when the storm lets up and it’s time for you to leave the cabin and return to your own life, you must do so with no looking back and no further contact. I have to have your word. I hope we will explore our passions and be honest with one another to our deepest level, however it will be for now and now only. When it’s over we will move on and forget one another.” His face was somber and earnest, and yet his voice sizzled with passion.

What if I didn’t want to forget him? I hardly think I could. “Is the forgetting thing a deal breaker?” I was testing the waters because once I did this thing, there was going to be little I could do to undo it. 

“I’m afraid it has to be,” he eyes cast downward momentarily, but bounced back up and met mine again… determined. 

 I took a deep breath. I’d never considered such an arrangement before. Clandestine sex seemed strange and yet so alluringly erotic, I couldn’t help but accept. “I hope I don’t like you too much when this is all over,” I ran my lip under my teeth and bit down, feeling nervous and excited.

“I hope you do like me. It wouldn’t be fun if you didn’t.” He was more playful now, less obsessive. 

I was still shaking. “I just don’t want my heart broken,” I confessed.

“I’ll be gentle with it, I promise.” With that, he lifted the sweatshirt up over my head. 

When the sweatshirt was off, I was left with nothing but my bra from the day before. I dreaded to think what was under the sweatpants; I hadn’t given my underclothes much thought when I went climbing up the mountain. 

He moved into me and wrapped his arms around my waist; he seemed to be getting right to business when I felt him lift me up to my feet. Instinctively, I went for the waistband of the sweats I was wearing to lob them off and duck into the tub, but his hand caught mine.

“May I?” he asked with a deep rasp in his voice.

I squeaked. Ugh.

I let him slip his sweatpants and my satin underpants off my body. He slid them down my legs slowly, drinking in the view as he peeled them away from me, my last layer of protection… gone. When they were off and I stood before him naked from the waist down, he lobbed the lot into an open hamper in the corner. 

He then swept me into his arms and pressed his soft lips to mine. His mustache and beard tickled, but the sensation only heightened my arousal as I gushed a little in his arms. He sat on the side of the tub as it continued to fill and placed me in his lap with my legs straddled across him. My wet naked center immediately felt his thick erection pressing through his sweats, jutting into my hungry, dripping pussy. 

His mouth claimed mine fervently as his tongue took command, dancing in a sensuous ballet that explored me intimately. I tried to keep breathing as I angled closer to him feeling his hardness dig against my tender skin. Our mouths were locked in a primal dance as his hands dripped down my back finding the clasp of my bra, ready to relieve me of it. 

His strong arms grabbed the delicate fabric and lifted it over my head leaving my naked breasts exposed to his sight and the cold air. My nipples peaked with excitement as his hands smoothed their way down my body to find each wanting and waiting for his touch. His thumbs circled gently around the turgid buds and ignited the knotted nerves beneath each.

Instinctively, I writhed my pelvis, gyrating against his rigid cock, trying to lodge myself on it, which brought forth a low rumbling laugh from his mouth which had found mine again. “Are you ready?” he whispered into my neck as his kisses trailed from my lips down to my collarbone.

“For what?” I breathed, desperate… dying of an insatiable and raging need.

He didn’t answer my question, simply leaned back and shut off the water. He then lifted me off his lap and immediately I felt the loss of his warmth and rigidity. I wanted that massive cock inside me so much I was trembling for it. I’d become, in a matter of minutes, a loved starved lunatic. While my mind tossed around in a sea of unbridled desire, I tried to keep my game face calm and demure. The last thing I wanted was to look like a love-starved lunatic. 

He set me into the warm bubbly water which must have taken incredible strength. I was lean but had strong muscles, so I weighed much more than it seemed. He made the act look effortless as he set me in the water, making sure to catch my bad leg and drape it over the edge of the tub. 

“Please don’t submerge your injured leg, we’ll need to make sure it stays out of the water.” Momentarily he was the medic again, with his voice sounding officious and cautioning.

“We?” I played and flirted with the word.

His eyes met mine as had become our custom and without breaking his intense stare he unzipped his parka, slowly with a sensual deliberateness that had me melting. Spread eagle as I was, I feared my juices were flowing unbridled into the bath. The man had only just taken off is freaking jacket and I was already a pile of wantonness.

Underneath his parka, he wore a fitted long-sleeved sweater in soft gray cashmere. It hadn’t occurred to me he may have had money, boatloads of it, but everything he owned was untouchable to the average human. State of the art everything, fine clothes, high thread count sheets, a pool-sized bathtub. Either he was really hot shit at his sustainable energy gig or there was more to Mountain Man Jesus than he was letting on. 

While the idea that he may be a billionaire flickered through my brain, it didn’t stay there as he’d taken off the cashmere sweater and revealed perfectly cut abs surrounded by much less hair than his face. He was perfection. His skin was soft and white, winter did that to a man, but his body was toned and sculpted like a Greek God. In fact, that’s exactly what he reminded me of, a statue of a bearded God one might find in a museum. 

His expression shifted from an uncomfortable intensity to a more playful smirk when he unzipped his track pants and slid them off, kicking them up into the air with his foot and intercepting them to toss into the dirty laundry hamper for another perfect shot.

“Right on,” I remarked to break the tension.

It was useless, his massive cock was straining so hard to free itself from his boxer briefs it nearly punctured a hole in the fabric. Again, with ease and grace, he slid himself free of the constricting cloth and stood before me with the most impressive veined spear I’d ever seen. Not that I’d seen enough to be a true judge of size and girth, but the man was well endowed to the point it worried me some, entry might be problematic.





Chapter 13

Dash

I don’t know why I felt compelled to pursue her as I did, it was the craziest thing I’d probably ever allowed myself to do. I was being irresponsible, potentially jeopardizing everything I’d sacrificed my life for. I knew the cartel was looking for me, the dark web hubs where such things were discussed had countless forums dedicated to finding me. Mark had thrown a lot of money at making sure I was dead or finding me if I wasn’t. 

One would think it wouldn’t be an issue, who cares if one man lived or died? My company was still in business, however, and still thriving, thus still impeding his company’s prospects in legitimate markets. I was sure Mark’s hopes and dreams as a scientist didn’t only hinge on illicit street drugs; he had higher, albeit misdirected aims. 

There had been rumors that speculated I was living on Eagle Mountain or somewhere in the mountain ranges nearby, and there were bogus sightings, but no one had pinpointed my location or had proven I didn’t die with my wife. Mark left one eye open to all possibilities, simply because while I was dead, my name, my brand, and my work were still living. 

Therefore, having an affair, no matter how private, was dangerous. Allowing anyone other than my sister to know I was alive was fatal. Imogen only had my first name and yet, she was a brilliant woman; it wouldn’t take her long to figure the rest out. None of that entered my consciousness as I stood before her, my cock waving at attention. She had my heart and soul trapped in a maze of desire and determination. Despite the fallout, I was going to have her. She was so beautiful and alluring and I so consumed with need. I would have to cut her off as soon as the storm let up and the roads were clear, but for now, we were going to give in to our palatable lust for each other. It would be nearly impossible when the time came to let her go, so I’d have to terrify her into leaving. It was a reality I dreaded, so I pushed it to the back of my mind and focused only on making love to her, the rest be damned for the time being.

To the matter at hand, I knew as soon as she saw the size of my cock, she’d fear it was too big. This is why I made sure to put her in the bathtub first, so the warm water would relax her body and prepare her for me. I’d always been with women who were fit and tight. I had particular expertise and knew how to excite a woman’s body to her peak of arousal, so my size would only enhance her experience. 

I stood before her as my dick jutted rigidly from my body, thick, hard, and powerful. I wanted her to mentally prepare for what was about to come, however, what she didn’t know and would soon discover was I’d make her ecstasy paramount to my own pleasure. 

I stepped into the soapy warm water and slid across from her, my legs flanking her sides, my cock’s tip touching the surface of the water.

 I smiled, something I rarely ever did anymore, then took her uninjured foot and gently massaged the ball with my fingers pressing deeply into the nerve endings. I’d learned massage in medical school as part of my training. Reflexology promoted a state of euphoria which was an important step in the whole-body healing process. I used a more erotic touch to inflame her, but I knew which parts of the foot would get her motors running.

She giggled a little.

“Shall I stop?” My question came out sounding like more of a threat than I’d hoped.

“No,” she whispered, “it’s just…” she struggled for words as breath escaped her lips and her eyes rolled back.

This made me smile again. I massaged up her foot to her calf muscles which were strong and taunt as I continued to work my fingers over her tight body, moving mine ever closer. When I lifted her gently into my lap, my cock jabbed up against her stomach and she yelped nervously.

I moved forward, sandwiching my painful erection between us as I brushed a kiss across her lips and whispered in her ear. “Thank you for this,” I cooed into the soft flesh against her neck.

“Mmm hmm,” was all she could say in return.

 I lifted her weight onto my arms so as to further alleviate the pressure of such an awkward position. This inched my cock nearer to her center. My mouth claimed hers as my tongue explored the depths of her. It felt comfortable and right to kiss her deeply. Finally, the veils of secrecy and our personal histories were torn away and only she and I were left, laid bare before each other. 

I enjoyed the warm cavern of her mouth and the delights she held for me as our tongues tangoed around our kisses. After some time, I let my kisses wander down to her collarbone as I peppered them along the thin bone gently protruding from her neckline. I suckled at the bone for a moment, raising warm red patches at the spots where I focused my attention. A little remembrance of me. 

I continued kissing further down to her beautiful breasts which were peaked, snowy white globes with tight peach nipples. I popped the left into my mouth as my tongue swirled around the taught bud and drew it into my mouth with a hard suck and a playful nibble. This had her writhing and moaning.

“Ahhh, yes,” she purred.

“You like this?” I asked darkly, nibbling at her again.

“Yes, yes,” she breathed as I slid my mouth over to the waiting neglected nipple.

 I enveloped the warm flesh with my wet mouth which made her slither against my desperate cock with a hiss. 

“So anxious,” I noted as I detached from her for a moment.

She responded with a low groan as her body angled against mine, her arms clinging to my upper body as she tried to stay seated on me, the water and her awkward position made it difficult. 

Neither she nor I could take much more restraint. I continued to ignore the painful passions welling in my member as I lifted her up and kissed her again. I loved our closeness when we kissed, I felt I was dancing with her soul.

My intention was to wash her body using the soap slathered on every crevice, but she couldn’t wait any longer for me. I’d misjudged her to be a patient woman, but as she struggled to impale herself on my cock, I knew we wouldn’t be standing on ceremony any longer.

“My, my, so eager,” I playfully scolded.

“Please,” she whined, “please, I need you,” her bright eyes opened to mine. She wasn’t just a love-starved vixen trapped with me in a forgotten place, she was a soulmate who’d been on a long journey endlessly searching for her other half. Now having found him, she wanted the freedom to claim her love.

It’d been too long since I’d felt those same feelings, the sense that you knew a person even before learning their name. Somewhere hidden in the human psyche was a strange awareness that knew when it had found it’s lost half. 

I gently placed the tip of my aching cock inside of her and let it rest there, getting her unprepared pussy ready for my incredible size.

“I need you, too,” I whispered in her ear as I bit the lobe and a warm sensation slithered down my shaft. “But you can’t go into this without a little prep,” I teased as I lifted her out of the tub and set her on the ledge in the corner, which was big enough for two people to sit together. 

I’d designed the tub for pleasure. The tiles on the ledge were heated and a soft cascade of water continually flowed over the wall and down the sides of the ledge that continually coated us with warm water. There were pipes that filtered in hot steam and the tub had jets we hadn’t used. When I created the bathroom, I made sure that the tub was an experience and the shower big enough and deep enough for two and wiggle room. 

Despite the remoteness of the cabin, I outfitted it with luxuries one would want to fill that seclusion. I always enjoyed making love to my wife here, but I needed to rebrand the space for Imogen. Making love to my wife was always sensible, with Imogen, it was urgent and lusty. Finally, I had the opportunity to share these experiences with someone else again and I was so grateful I had a place that was erotic and exciting to offer Imogen; this tub had sat unused for too long.

 After I gently placed her at the edge of the tub, I smiled and spread her legs wide so that I could see her beautiful pussy in full glory. Her head dipped with embarrassment, but I couldn’t have her feeling shame for her beauty. I used my finger to lift her chin and kiss her lips again.

“You’re perfect,” I marveled as I dipped down into the gorgeous flower between her legs, which glistened with oiled bath water and her arousal. She had a small tuft of well-manicured hair just above her outer labia beautifully framing the rosy folds of her pink vagina. 

While my mind was in heaven, my cock grew angry at the sight of her love muffin. Its head became more engorged and grew a deeper shade of purple. I did my best not to let the beast claw its way out of me as I licked and kissed her valley of love. With the first touch of my lips, she bucked and angled gently as her tiny mewls of ecstasy burst into the air. 

She wasn’t ready just yet so I danced kisses along her inner thighs from the apex of her leg to the crux of her knees. She giggled and wiggled at the unfamiliar sensations. “No, no, don’t” she gasped, “I’m ticklish,” she could barely get the words out.

It was delightful. 

“You sure are,” I bit her inner thigh gently, then licked my way closer to the main attraction.

“No,” she giggled and squirmed as I made my way to the other thigh only brushing my beard across her pussy. “Just you wait, Mr.” she playfully threatened.

“Oh, trust me, I’ve been waiting,” I bit the inner thigh on her left leg a little harder than I had on the right, “it’s very hard to do.”

“Oh my God, you have to stop that, I’m going to explode,” she gasped as her juices flowed out from her nakedness. 

“Good,” I leered.

I’d resisted her pussy for too long, so I drifted my tongue towards her center and she let out an exasperated sigh, which made me grin. She wasn’t much for waiting either. 

I slid my tongue along the folds of her labia where her clit was neatly tucked away under its hood until my attention brought it out, swollen and pink, ready to play. I flicked at it ferociously, intermittently nibbling and sucking. I heard her pant and moan in deep feral growls as my relentless attention twisted her in knots. She was close to climax, so I made sure she got there. As she attempted to thrust her hips to meet my rhythm, I slipped my finger into her moist opening and withdrew it several times in and out. That’s all it took, she was gone… mind blown.   

I danced my fingers around her as she screamed out and drifted down from an incredible orgasm. 

“Oh, my God,” she exhaled as she labored to stabilize her breathing.

 My fingers then spread her pussy wide, so I could lap up her heady ambrosia and get her ready for the next act. I knew I was more than prepped for her as I stood up and gently placed myself at her entrance. 

A hazy smile crossed her face. “Don’t you want me to take care of you now?” she asked in a high pitched and flirty voice. 

“No, Darlin’. I’m good.” I laughed as I gently pressed the tip of my cock inside her glorious hole. 

 If I fucked her on the shelf of the tub, her back would eventually be quite sore, so instead, I slid her into the water as she moved slowly down my shaft, inch by inch. She bit her lip as I eased her onto my cock. By the expression on her face, entry was painful, yet it was a good pain, so I let her continue. 

Then it hit me. We didn’t have any protection at all. 

“Imogen?” I asked softly, “Do you need me to get a condom, I might have one floating around here someplace,” my mind was berating me for not thinking of it sooner; impulsiveness had its downside. 

Her face screwed into a sweet smirk, “We’re good, I’m on the pill, so no fear of babies. We can party like rock stars.”

“Wonderful,” was my deep and lusty reply.

While I’d only known her for less than twenty-four hours, I was instantly attracted. She had an adorable personality and her sense of whimsy was intoxicating. She had an incredible body and boy was her pussy tight, it gripped my dick so snugly, I was ready to pump into her until I blew. I had to use every ounce of control I had to restrain myself from giving her the hardest and fastest fuck of her life.

 As soon as I was lodged deeply inside, I gently pumped my hips in and out in almost balletic movements. I was kneeling under her with her legs wrapped around my waist.I didn't want to put extra strain on her injured ankle, so I left it draped across my bicep. This spread her wide open for my advance. 

I pressed into her deeper, “Is this okay?” I asked making sure my size wasn’t too much.i

“Mmmmmhhh,” was her wordless reply.

Her face was flushed red and her lips parted in ecstasy, she was blissful, I loved seeing her in the throes of passion; it made her even more beautiful if that was even humanly possible.

 I lifted her off me until only the tip of my cock was at her entrance. Her face curled into a pout. I kissed her cheek as I pressed myself back in again, hard. 

“Aghhhh,” she cried out. 

Then, with my hands cradling her backside and my arm lifting her bad leg, I jettisoned in and out of her. The only thing tempering my movements was the lapping water around us. Being partially submerged, I was unable to pound hard, which was perfect as it allowed me to exercise my passion and yet give her a gentle fucking.

  She wanted more as she ground herself down on my cock as best as she could. I needed her too, so I lifted her out of the bath to get more leverage and pumped into her with a sensuous rhythm as she tugged at my shoulders to bring me closer. My mind was spinning as she wrapped her leg around me more tightly bringing me into her as far as I could go. That was all I could stand, I couldn’t hold myself back any longer. 

I pumped into her harder and harder. 

“Yes!” she screamed as she neared another mind spinning climax.

I wasn’t far behind, the moment her pussy clenched my cock, it exploded into her tight vagina as it milked my rod for everything I had, every last drop of me spilled into her. When we both reached our peak we collapsed into the tub, with steam swirling around us. 

“Wow,” she breathed as she slunk deeper into the water. 

“Wow,” I responded as I scooped her into my lap and kissed her again, soft, gentle pecks that said, “Thank you,” and more. More, I wasn’t prepared to understand at the time, but there was a deep, soulful connection between us and it was life-altering.





Chapter 14

Jeni

It was just my stupid luck. I found love with a man out of nowhere, who wants a temporary relationship for as long as the storm lasts. And I, being so me, said, yes, like an idiot. Then, after the most incredible, hot bathtub sex I’d ever had and in fact the only bathtub sex I’d ever had, I’d have to just walk away from this. Which would be fine, if I was that kind of person, but in truth, I wasn’t. I was a “fall in love and fall hard,” kind of girl. I always had been. So, while the sex was insane and amazing, I felt a little sad after the euphoria dissipated. 

He lifted me out of the bath and placed me back onto the chair. He then got a warm fluffy white towel from a linen closet in the corner and wrapped the voluminous cloth around me. While his erection had wilted some, it was still impressive as he toweled me off. I wanted to put my mouth on him and go for round two but I was a little sore and depleted. 

A tall glass of juice and a cuddle would get me going again, though. As soon as he was finished with me, he opened the door to a wardrobe closet which had a door to both the bathroom and the bedroom and took out a long white robe, which he fastened around his waist. 

I was happy to see he didn’t jump right into jeans; there was hope for more in my future. 

“Are you hungry?” he asked in a kind and loving voice.

I wasn’t sure how to answer him. I was hungry, yes, that hard fucking definitely worked off the breakfast we’d eaten, but I wasn’t ready to be all “honey, hand me the paper” just yet. I felt bewildered, our arrangement was vexing, and I hoped to impart a protest before blindly marching away from this when it was all over. 

“I am,” I confirmed, “but I’m curious.” I held my gaze on him for a moment, trying to remain playful and flirty. 

“Yes,” he answered, picking me up again.

“I can walk, you know,” I protested.

“Not well. So. What are you curious about?” he asked with trepidation.

I took a deep breath as butterflies took off in my stomach, fluttering all over the place, making it hard to even breathe. “Well, um… do we really have to call it quits after the storm ends?” I didn’t want to sound like a whining child and yet, that’s exactly what I sounded like.

“It’s best for both of us, I’m sorry.” Damn, not even an ounce of wiggle room. “If…” he hesitated, “you want to stop, I…we… could stop now,” he said with finality.

“No,” I pouted, “it’s just…”

“I know,” he interrupted. “How about lunch?” And that was the end of our conversation on the matter.

He brought me into the living room and sat me on the couch. I felt a little strange wearing nothing but a towel, and I wasn’t an invalid. My foot was feeling much better and if I had a stick or something to walk with, it’d be able to hobble about on my own. Maybe he didn’t want me doing that though, as skeletons were most likely lurking upstairs and not just in the closet. My being immobile kept my curiosity contained. 

As he sat me down he looked at me and said, “I have to get you something else to wear. Hang tight and I’ll be right back.” No, I’m fine. Almost naked is fine. He left as soon as he mentioned the clothes. Darn, no seconds this time.

I was hoping he’d ravage me on the couch, but the “Why can’t this be real?” question probably killed the moment. I was an expert at moment killing.

He came back dressed in comfortable clothes with my clothes freshly laundered, It was nice to wear my own clothes.  My clothes had a faint manly scent mixed with washing liquid smell and it was intoxicating. .

The cabin had a chill I’d not noticed before and it was actually feeling cold inside. I tucked my hands into the sweatshirt for warmth trying not to show how chilly I was, but one perceptive glance caught me red-handed. 

“I should start a fire,” he said, more to himself than me. 

“I’m okay,” I lied.

He walked over to the picture window that was filtering in a gray light. The storm was still raging outside, despite it being the middle of the afternoon. It was dark and brooding.

“I need to go out and get firewood from the shed before the house is buried in snow. Are you good to hang out for a few minutes?” he asked, his eyes pleading for me to stay put. 

“Yes,” I gave him a placating smile.

He seemed satisfied by my response and I watched him put on a heavy parka and grab a shovel from the closet nearest the front door. When he opened the door, the snow was already waist high. He had to dig himself out which took a lot of effort and also proved how strong he was because he was able to clear a space in no time. He then climbed up the snow drift and disappeared. 

As soon as he was out of sight, I grabbed my phone which was on the side table near the couch and checked to see if I had reception. Despite the fact that it was still snowing outside, I had one bar left. I prayed it would work. 

I called my boss on her cell phone, not sure she’d be able to answer with this bad weather. All of Minneapolis was being affected by the storm. I assumed it was less intense off the mountain, but still pretty bad.

“Hello?” she answered. 

“Hi, Rose, It’s Jeni. I just wanted to reach out to you, since I have a client tomorrow morning at 9:00...” I started but was quickly interrupted.

“Oh, thank god you called! We’ve been trying to reach you, but your phone has been off or out of range, must be the storm. We’re closing until this storm lets up. We don’t want the families driving with their kids. The schools are closed and so are most of the roads, you couldn’t get here if you tried,” she assured me.

Thank God. While I was worried that so many people had been affected by the storm, I was happy they were closing the office. That would give Dash and me more time together and since it was the only time we’d have, a wave of relief flooded over me. 

“Okay, so I’ll call…” and just then the phone cut out. 

That made me the slightest bit nervous, but there wasn’t anything I could do. If she tried to call back, she’d get a deadline. 

I decided to read my Kindle until Dash came back. 

I avoided the few historical romances I had saved as I was already heated with passion, so I opted for a light mystery, something to take my mind away from the situation. 

Dash returned about forty-five minutes later with the sled he used to rescue me heaped with firewood. He left the sled on top of the snow drift and jumped down into the well he’d shoveled out in front of the door. There was an awning that kept the snow from coming right up to the door, however, it was piled up high around the periphery of the house. 

“I wish you’d let me help you,” I protested looking up from my phone.

“Nope, I want that ankle to heal properly,” he instructed.

“It’s almost all better,” I gave him a flirtatious smile as he loaded heaps of firewood into his arms, which made his huge muscles bulge with effort.

“You’re not a very good liar,” he noted as he brought the wood in and placed it near the fireplace.

“Well, I’m in danger of getting comfortable with this slacker lifestyle,” I warned. 

He eyed me with a smoldering directness, “I’ll make sure you don’t slack off for long,” YES! “Is that a fact?” I teased as I returned to my book, getting too heated to look at him any longer. 

While I was pretty sore from our first go at it, I’d be willing to brave another round. I loved having sex with him; it felt so right, so perfect, and that was dangerous. My poor heart was in for quite a beating. 

“Let’s have lunch first,” he said as he finished loading the firewood and then closed the door. Now, the cabin was freezing, so he set the wood and kindling into the fireplace and lit it all ablaze. Within moments we had a roaring fire that was throwing off a lot of heat. 

I’d never known a fire to warm a room up so fast; it must’ve been another one of his geeky technologically advances. I wanted to ask, but since he seemed so protective of his work, I decided against it. 

“You’re spoiling me,” I confessed as I returned to my reading, which held little interest for me after he entered the room.

“Good,” was all he said before he walked into the kitchen and started whipping up lunch. If he was real and not a Mountain Man Cabin Only Fantasy Guy, he’d be perfect. He cooked sort of, he hefted things, and he was an amazing lover. He also probably would’ve been a really fun guy if he wasn’t so secluded from the world. Playing Resident Evil gave me a glimpse of the real man behind the Mountain Man mask.

 I could smell fish and spices cooking, which filled the air with a pungent, yet aromatic scent, igniting my hunger. As our lunch cooked, he walked over to me with a glass of red wine, poured generously into a deep crystal goblet. 

“What are you reading?” he asked as he sat beside me.

“Just a mystery, something to…” I really didn’t want to expose my inner turmoil.

“Something light,” he added, saving me from going too deep.

“Yeah, I don’t want to think about you, or your um…” I glanced down at his, cock which I could see from the bulge in his loose-fitting pants was already starting to harden.

“And I probably shouldn’t be thinking of you, or you um...” His eyes drifted over my breasts. “You bring out the beast in me.” He flashed a gorgeous smile. “You up for another level?” he asked. 

I hoped he might be referring to sex, which I so wanted, but I’d worry about our meal burning the whole time we were doing it. 

“Um…” I wasn’t sure how to answer. 

He grabbed the controllers and switched on the X-box. 

“Let’s see if we can’t navigate this ol’ house better before we become dinner this time.” Oh goodie, a diversion.

After he cooked the fish, we played part 2 of Resident Evil, which was even scarier than the first. Playing together alleviated some of the tension between us, and it was a great way to talk about things that weren’t real because for some reason real things seemed even scarier. 

When our meal was ready we ate together. Our conversation was weird. Since he didn’t seem to want to know anything about me, which made me sad, we stuck to talking about the game at first. I understood the reason for his lack of curiosity. I was in his top-secret world and didn’t belong there, but I still wanted to open up to him and let him know more about who I was.

Conversely, he too was off limits. I wasn’t encouraged to ask questions about him either, which left us little to discuss. Of course, we talked Resident Evil and our shared experiences there. When we’d pretty much exhausted our rehash of the game and our strategies for playing differently, we moved onto the virtues of wild-caught salmon vs. farm-raised. Enlightening, awkward, and strange how many sexual innuendos can be made out of the salmon’s spawn cycle. 

We stayed in the moment. He was a pretty good cook for someone who professed himself to have no cooking skill and with just one glass of wine, I was feeling relaxed and full after our meal. We tried to take up the game again, just to occupy our time as the storm continued outside but we were both too fired up and lusty to really concentrate. We attempted to enter the zombie world with a will to live, but it was very clear we had an insatiable desire for something else. 

“You wanna fuck this dude on the table?” he asked me as we entered a grimy looking kitchen strewn with bloody objects. 

“Oh my god, wouldn’t that be a fun game,” I blurted out without thinking, it would be fun for a minute, but it’d just make us crave the real thing more.

“I’m sure this guy would like it,” he gave me a smarmy smile.

“I don’t know, you think that “guy” has as big a dick as yours?” Might as well go there since he did.

“Is that a compliment?” he flirted. 

It was fun to see this sexy, flirty side of him. I liked it better than his dark and brooding demeanor. 

“I believe it was,” I played along.

“Do you want more of my fine cock?” he teased as he pressed his hand suggestively against his bulging erection. 

It was not a subtle move, which made me laugh, however, he was amazingly hard already. What a guy. 

“Do I get to play with it this time?” I batted my eyes and played innocent. 

“Sure,” he said nonchalantly as he slipped his pants down and let his cock spring forward, jutting up to the ceiling. “Why don’t you come over here and play with this joystick,” he laughed at his horribly cheesy joke.

“You didn’t just say that?” I laughed, crawling over to him, “Where did you get that line? From the Dick Avenger 3?” I settled in before him, ready to take his bulbous mushroom into my mouth and taste him for the first time.

“Dick Avenger 2, the Silver Edition,” he teased as I slid my mouth over his cock and he sucked in air through his teeth. “Fuck,” he inhaled.

I was hungry for him as I swirled my tongue around his thick mushroom head. It was so big, it barely fit in my mouth, but God, did it feel good. I let my tongue dance around his slit as it dribbled precum into my mouth. He tasted both salty and sweet. I then propped myself up on the elbow of one arm and used my other hand to glide up and down his shaft, making him buck and grunt. 

I quickened my pace as his hips gently met my mouth, we fell into an intoxicating rhythm. His fingers tangled in my hair and pulled ever so slightly, sending needles of electricity from my scalp down to my pussy. Excited by the thought of having him inside me again, I quickened my pace, while he was certainly hard enough, I wanted to make sure he was properly cared for before we moved to me, then when I was in mid-suck, he grabbed my hair hard as his face winced. 

“Stop!” His tone was exasperated and desperate. “I’m going to cum in your mouth,” he pulled his rigid cock out of my mouth and patted his stomach. “Why don’t you sit here?” he suggested.

  I wiggled out of his clothes and I scampered into his lap the best I could with a bad ankle and positioned my pussy over his dripping cock. 

“Are you sure you’re up for this? You’re not too sore?” His concern was sweet, and I was quite sore, but it certainly wasn’t going to stop me from getting as much of his cock as I could. I tried to wiggle him into me, but he stopped at my entrance with only the tip in, my face screwed into a pout. 

“I am ready,” I protested.

A laugh huffed out from him as his fingers found my wet core, desperate and needy as he gently worked my clit, rubbing back and forth, sending shock waves through my body as I rocked back and forth against him, lodging his massive rod farther and farther in. 





Chapter 15

Dash 

God, she felt good. At that moment I couldn’t think of anything that felt better than her pussy. She straddled me as I slowly pushed my way into her. She seemed even tighter than she was earlier, which made the effort so much more difficult. As soon as she was firmly seated on me, with my cock lodged up inside her sweet pussy, I let it rest there for a moment. 

Her face was flushed with passion and I could tell there was some discomfort, so I let her stretch to fit. Within moments, she looked up at me with an endearing smile and started to ride my rod up and down as I felt the friction between us build. 

Knowing her ankle was bad, I lifted her up and down on me so as not to cause her any pain. I loved watching her face glaze with ecstasy, she looked like an angel. I leaned in and claimed her mouth, diving my tongue to meet hers and taste her deliciousness. 

Unable to keep myself from fucking her hard, I rolled her onto her back and pulled her legs up to my chest. 

“Are you ready?” I asked, my tone hot and throaty.

“Yes,” she squealed as she arched her body to meet mine. 

That was all the permission I needed. I pressed into her deeply and let my hips rocket to the moon. She panted loudly in staccato breaths that built up into a scream of delight as I felt her hot juices coat my cock. That was my call to duty, a few more deep pumps and I came buried deep into her womb. My cock jettisoned a few times then quaked as every last drop of my seed planted deep within her body. 

It was hard to focus; I was seeing so many stars as my vision blurred with the intensity of my orgasm. At first, she didn’t say anything either, we just lay there together panting.

When our bodies had settled, she drifted her hand up under my shirt, which I hadn’t even removed. I’d been so ravenous for her I just lobbed off my pants like a high school jock behind the bleachers and did her wild style, no grace or decorum, just unbridled fuckery from a reclusive mountain man. 

The thought of myself becoming that man again filled me with dread. Her hand had moved down to my wilting member and stroked it lovingly. 

“Thank you,” she breathed into my shoulder.

I kissed her sweet warm cheek, “No, thank you.”

We stayed on the couch and cuddled for a while, both of us lost in our thoughts. Her hands continued their loving exploration as I simply held her and fended off my feelings. 

As soon as we were able, I took her to the bathroom for a quick shower. I held her in my arms and let the warm water cascade over our bodies. We both dressed in warm clothes as the temperature inside the cabin was dropping fast.

The solar panels were catching some energy, but not enough to keep the house and the water warm. We’d have to start braving it a bit more. When we returned to the living room what little of the sun there was that day started to set. I put more logs on the fire and we both cuddled on the couch, her with her book and me with my work. 

I was doing some reading research but planned to work on some theories I had for an adaptation of a drug I’d already created a few years ago. I was thinking of ways to kill cancer cells without harming healthy cells. We did well with the cancer blocker and it was working with some cancers, but I was dying to widen the range. In fact, I was obsessed with it. 

The rest of the evening, therefore, was quiet. We were both tired from two intense lovemaking sessions and a harrowing round of Zombie gameplay. It felt nice to sit by the fire and just enjoy one another’s company. 

I made us a light soup and we shared some nice wine for dinner and around ten o’clock she looked tired, so I took her to bed. She fell asleep the moment her head hit the pillow. I sat there for a while and just watched her sleep. 

She was much more comfortable than she was the night before. She slept deeply and barely moved. I hadn’t known her long enough to love her, nor did I know anything about her as per my wishes, but I was so drawn to her. I was playing a dangerous game, but at the moment I didn’t care. At that moment I was happy. 

I switched off the light and let Imogen sleep. I made sure to close the door, so I could talk to my sister. I wasn’t going to be able to tell her what happened, and she could never know about my guest, but talking to her would relieve some of the horrible tension that was building within me. Tension I hadn’t felt for a very long time.

I’d resolved myself to living here and being in hiding. Guilt over my wife’s death and the awful position I’d put my sister in held me captive, it was easy to punish myself with solitude. I rationalized it was the right thing to do for my children; deprive them of a father to keep them safe and I figured if I solely focused on finding a cure for cancer, my life would be worth something.

Imogen was changing that. She made me want to live again and that was something I didn’t have the right to desire. 

As soon as I sat down at my desk to start work, my FaceTime rang with my sister Gloria nighttime call. I’d turned off my FaceTime last night, which was our usual chat night and texted her after Imogen fell asleep, offering my apologies for falling asleep too early; again, more lies. I couldn’t avoid Gloria tonight though, I had to answer. 

When her bright beautiful face filled my screen, my heart felt good. It was nice to see her and hear her voice. It felt like it’d been years since I talked to her. These last two days with Imogen seemed like an eternity of anxiety, as it was terrifying and dangerous having another person in my world, and blissfully intoxicating to be in Imogen’s company.

“Hey, big bro,” Gloria started. “Are you doing okay in the storm?”

“Much better than expected,” I kept my face stoic, but my heart understood knew the depth of the statement. 

“It’s bad here, so it must be just horrible on the mountain. Wish we could be there to cheer you up.” She already was cheering me up.

I offered a gracious smile. “I’m doing okay, but it’s pretty dark and lonely. I have enough power and provisions to last through, which is all I’d worry about. Can’t wait for the sun to come back.” I made idle chatter in an attempt to seem like nothing had changed but the weather. 

 “The roads and schools are closed. The storm is predicted to last a few more days at least, with a second front coming in tomorrow night. Everyone is acting like it’s the end of the world. People can be such drama queens, you know.”

I laughed, she was right. “People do freak over storms, but they can be dangerous, so not totally unwarranted.” I teased her. “They’re going to have to dig their cars out eventually, which usually causes people to grumble more.”

“I guess,” she blew it off. 

A storm didn’t scare her; she’d been through so much worse in her life. Being twenty-two and raising two kids without notice or practice, just diving in and doing her best. She was running a company she didn’t know much about, managing a lifestyle that was beyond her years and doing a great job even though it wasn’t really a life she wanted. That weighed on me heavily at times, she was living my life for me at the expense of her own.

“So,” she began with a chipper tone, which worried me as she often prefaced bad news with good in this way, “I wanted to give you the updates for the week. DJ and Ally are doing great. DJ made a new friend at soccer and we had him and his family over for dinner. It was nice to see DJ happy with a buddy. Ally’s play was amazing. She’s really quite the little actress. I think we should get her into acting classes as she really enjoys performing. It makes her happy and it’s hard to find things that make her happy these days. She likes getting lost in stories. She’s a lot like you that way, up in her head all the time. I worry about her.” I could tell from the intensity in her voice that Gloria was stressed. 

Ally was so little when her mom died, and I disappeared. She often thought of us as fairies or ghosts, because it was hard to recall us as real people. I knew that Gloria was doing her best to keep our memory alive but she couldn’t just shut Ally away from the world so she could love a mom and dad she didn’t remember. She and DJ had to move on and find new meaning in their lives, without loving parents to guide them. 

 “I’ll pay for whatever she needs. Let’s get her into some acting classes at the theater and into anything that will take her mind off her worries.”

“Thanks, I think it will help a lot. Okay, so believe it or not, that was the good news,” her voice dropped down a note and I could tell, there was a whole lot of bad news coming. 

“Okay,” I responded. 

“Mark has been falling farther into the drug world. His company is neck and neck with ours on the stock exchange, but there are rumors he’s pressuring doctors to use Halo with their patients. Their deals feel really shady. Some of Rainseed’s reps at the big hospitals are saying doctors are almost being forced to use a generic version of Mark’s pain suppressor, which is just Halo veiled as a generic. They are seeing a lot of addiction in patients, but doctors aren’t cutting back because Mark’s company has made some sort of shady deal with them, where they profit if they prescribe it. 

The Halo epidemic is getting out of control and Mark’s company has approached Rainseed again for a takeover. I don’t know how much more of this I can take. I trust your executives and the board members, but they might be making deals behind our backs. I just don’t think it’s safe to trust anyone.” She was nearly in tears. 

  “Just tell the partners to resist a sale of anything, block Mark and his people, and don’t authorize anything at all that looks suspicious. Send me all the documents they run by you. By law, Mark’s company is not supposed to be doing any business with Rainseed whatsoever. They were named as persons of interest in our deaths and while Mark was cleared, he has a restraining order.” I was livid, I wanted to kill that man for continuing to hurt patients and mess with my company. 

“It isn’t Mark. I think he’s planted people inside Rainseed. I can’t be sure, but it feels like we not only have spies within the ranks but people who are trying to drum up support for a merger of the two companies.” Her voice was shaking.

I was so angry I could have put my fists through the metal wall. How could I put my little sister in such a horrible position? The poor kid was a marketing manager, she didn’t have the chops for deceitful people set on destroying me, my work, and my memory. 

“Keep physical records of everything and send anything suspicious to the authorities, they need to be involved. Don’t do this alone, Gloria.” I tried to encourage her, but the truth was, she was doing it all alone.

“I’m struggling to do this without you, Dash. I need someone here who knows what Mark is capable of. He might be able to get away with this because I can’t stop him if I don’t know who I can trust. It’s just me and I have to make sure the kids are safe. I just feel sometimes you’d be better off alive, fighting them face-to-face with the help of law-enforcement, than hiding in a cabin sending me formulas I don’t understand. I mean, you’ll find your cure, I know you will, but maybe at the risk of everything you love. If Mark and the cartel grow strong enough they can come right for us. We really need a hero.” She was near tears.

She was right. I would be of much better use to the world alive and fighting, but it was such a horrible risk. 

“Just keep yourself and the kids safe, Gloria. Let me worry about the company. You just keep smiling like nothing is getting to you and don’t sign anything until I see it. Our company is not for sale. No one can come in and overtake us, we’re doing fine. Just relax.” It was true no one could overtake us, but there was a very good chance they could betray us; however, I couldn’t let her know it was a possibility. She already feared it, so I had to alleviate those fears even if it was with false assurances. 

“Okay, it’s just…” she went on to protest but I interrupted her.

“I promise, I’ll figure it out, you just lock everything up tight and make sure you have security with you at all times and leave the rest up to me. I’ll keep you safe,” I promised.

“I’m not worried about our safety, I’m worried about the company you gave your life for.” Now she was crying.

“I’m okay, we’re going to be fine. It’s late. Get some rest and we can discuss it tomorrow over text. I have a formula I’ve been working on. I want you to send it to the lab when you get it. As soon as I crack this, our company will be untouchable. Just give this all a little more time and you’ll see, the good guys will win.” I wasn’t great at rallying, but I was doing my best.

“I hope so,” she seemed a little more at ease. 

“I should let you go so no one traces our call. I love you, sis. Don’t worry, we will figure this all out.” I blew her a kiss and she caught it just like we did when we were goofy little kids without a care in the world.

I switched off and sat there for a moment, shell-shocked. 

So, Mark was being sneaky and possibly planting people in my company. I’d draft a letter to HR, that Gloria would sign as her own and have them do a check on all our employees using their social security numbers. If any of them had associations with Mark’s company or anything suspicious show up, I’d instruct for HR to question them. I had to finish my formula and get my drug tested and out on the market. If word got out that our company had found a breakthrough, we’d be in the spotlight again and Mark wouldn’t risk anything dangerous. He’d already gotten too close once before. I just had to send the drug to trials, but I needed to amend part of the formula first. I was so close. It was awful not being in the lab, working. Gloria would submit the formulas as mine claiming she’d finally been able to break into the encrypted part of my computer. It was a stretch, but people at the company were so used to Gloria running it, they would probably buy the story with some speculation. 

Working always helped me when I was worried, so I set to work to figure out the last string of the formula I needed to try. The drug I’d created using protein strands that inhibited some forms of cancer. My aim was to inhibit them all, so I set to work and let my mind fix on science, which was a much-needed break from my immediate reality.





Chapter 16

 

When I woke up, I felt cozy and warm. My heart was still on fire from the day before, however, when I rolled over to cuddle into Dash’s arms and feel him next to me, I was disappointed to discover he wasn’t there. I didn’t have many mornings to share with him like this and I was sad to see he’d already gotten out of bed.

Suddenly, I started to worry—was he regretting our time together yesterday? If I was a sane woman, I should’ve been the one who regretted acting like a hussy, jumping on a man I’d known less than twenty-four hours. Seriously, I hadn’t really even confirmed that he was an entirely safe person to be with. I sort of breezed over the whole, living alone, buttoned down in a high tech apocalyptic bunker with zombie games aspect and just went straight to fucking the man.

I have to say my cheeks flushed a little at my wanton behavior. The best way to deal with the issue was to face it head on, so I got out of bed and hopped into the living room, using the walls to brace myself. My foot was actually feeling much better and with the splint he’d made me I was almost able to put my full weight on it. In the end, I must’ve only sprained it. I was so lucky. 

When I finally made it to the living room, I saw him slumped over his desk in the corner. I hoped he was just sleeping, but since, he didn’t seem to be moving at all, I ambled over as quietly as I could to see. My heart was thudding in my chest, what if something terrible had happened to him in the night?

Why would I think that, if it was just the two of us here?

I was definitely freaking myself out and I had to stop. I figured he’d wake up though because despite how quiet I was trying to be, I was making an awful lot of noise hobbling around. 

When I got to his desk, I was relieved to discover he was only sleeping. My heart didn’t stop racing, but luckily the irrational thoughts cluttering my mind with worry ended. I wanted to wake him, but didn’t dare; he seemed too far gone. I wouldn’t be able to help him to bed, so I left him there. Scrawled in front of him were notes from some sort of project he must’ve stayed up all night working on. While his whole thing was that he was some sort of off-grid energy guru, his notes looked far more like a doctor’s scribbling. Both scientists, clean energy engineers, and doctors had a lot in common, but pharmaceutical formulas were probably not one of them. 

Something told me I’d just bought into a well-crafted lie. I’d been working with medicine and doctors my whole college and recently, professional life. As a psychologist, most of my patients worked with psychiatrists and prescribed medication. His work looked much more like medicine than it did sustainable energy. I had to know more about him. The only way I was going to pacify my fears was to see if I could get up into the attic and get a look at what he was hiding up there. I concentrated on walking without making a sound. My heart continued to thud loudly, but it was the only thing making noise. I was as quiet as a mouse. When I got to the attic door, my hands were shaking, but I didn’t care; I had to see what I was dealing with. I had to know what he was hiding. 

I expected to find the door locked, but when we brushed past it the other day, I noticed there wasn’t a keyhole, so most likely the door didn’t lock. A lot of these old cabins had attic rooms and none of the doors on them locked. 

I was able to easily twist the door open. I almost cried out when the hinges produced a high-pitched squeak. I was ready to confess my sins to an irate and potentially murderous Dash, but he didn’t make a move. He was still out cold.

I didn’t waste any time as I carefully mounted the steep stairs. The stairway smelled musty from age and disuse. It was quite an effort, but I was able to drag myself to the landing. The windows were covered with closed shutters up here as well, but thin streaks of gray light filtered in illuminating the dust and debris floating in the air. 

I could barely see anything at all, but each wall socket had a night light similar to those downstairs only these night lights were for children. Elsa and Ana from a Disney movie on one side of the room and a rocket ship and stars on the other side. For a boy and girl, I thought. Obviously meant for his niece and nephew who he said visited him.

Immediately, I felt like a jerk for doubting him. Each end of the room was decorated differently. The far-right side had pink walls and a bed with pink ruffles. There were dusty, sad looking dolls and stuffed animals about the room, and a Barbie house with Barbies lined up inside. It looked like they’d been put away nicely, but stood at the ready for their playmate to return to them, but by the look of the layers of dust everywhere, they’d been waiting a long time. 

Again, a spike of dread raced through me. What if the kids were dead? The other side was in the much the same state of disuse, only it was decorated for a boy, with a blue comforter on the bed and Star Wars action figures on a nightstand, just as sad and lonely as the Barbies. 

 The strangest thing was the pictures. I moved to the girl’s side first for a better look at a large picture on the nightstand. It was a beautiful raven-haired little girl with twinkling blue eyes, just like Dash. She was in his arms planting a kiss on his cheek. What froze me in my tracks, however, was the hand painted picture frame in the indelicate scribble of a young child which said, ‘To the best daddy in the world.’ He’d lied. This wasn’t his niece and nephew’s room, this was for his children. Children he hadn’t seen for a very long time. Now, I knew I was in trouble. 

  No wonder he wanted me to leave after the storm and say nothing of our affair. He had a wife and kids somewhere. Who knew whether they were divorced, estranged, or dead? What was for sure is that he had them and they didn’t visit him here often. Possibly his work didn’t allow visits, but then why would he say his niece and nephew visited? 

I hated to think about it, but it felt like this room was full of relics and my horrible imagination veered towards the macabre—they were dead. Yet it didn’t make sense. Why would he be working on medical formulas or even sustainable energy configurations with an attic full of his dead children’s old toys?

 Regardless of the truth, he was obviously an expert liar. Just then, I heard heavy footsteps ascending the stairs. Even if I had made it back down the stairs without him finding me, how could I face a man who’d lied so blatantly to my face? However, at that moment I wasn’t concerned about the lies, I was afraid for my life. 

 I froze as his deep and gravel toned voice echoed behind me, “I thought I expressly forbid you from coming up here.” Rage bubbled under his breath which he bit back in an effort to keep himself under control.

 I turned to face him. If I was going to die, it would be with dignity and without fear, although fearlessness was being a bit elusive at that particular moment.

“You did,” I answered, trying to hide the quiver in my voice. “And I disobeyed you, but you lied to me. I believe you’re hiding something terrible here, and now I’m stuck in this cabin with you… falling in love. What happened to your children, Dash? Where are they?” I was so scared I almost passed out, but I held my own, even though I was visibly shaking.

“I need you to go downstairs now.” He seemed so cold and unfeeling, so I tried a different approach, still not completely sure he wasn’t going to murder me.

“I’m sorry. I don’t belong here. I don’t belong in your home and I don’t belong in your life. I couldn’t help myself, I just felt like there was so much about you I didn’t understand and frankly, I’m still a little afraid of you.” I burst into tears like an idiot.

I realized at that moment, I was a mess. My brain was insane. Here I was, stuck in a cabin with a man who’d fucked me twice after just meeting me. I was injured and unable to leave. He could’ve been an opportunistic serial killer, getting his kicks before he offed me. He was pretty abrupt with the suave love making and my sex deprived ass fell for him hard. I didn’t even know how I felt as I stood there sobbing.

“Please,” his voice sounded softer, less angry and harsh, “I’ll help you downstairs. I don’t want to stay in this room.” 

With that, his strong arm rounded my shoulder as his other arm caught up my legs and he hoisted me up into his arms. He then made his way down the pitch-dark staircase carrying me like a baby. I made sure to turn my face away from his and neither of us said a word. 

When we reached the bottom of the stairs and were back in the hallway, he set me down again.

“I’ll meet you in the living room,” was all he said as he walked away. 

The cabin was small, I wasn’t sure where he was going, but I decided to do as he asked. As I hobbled into the living room, I looked for a weapon, just in case. Luckily, I spotted the poker for the fire. I debated taking it with me to the couch, but that would be super obvious, so I just hoped I had the strength to get to it if and when I needed it. 

I waited anxiously for him to return. The hallway had two exits, one that went around to the living room, the other opened into the kitchen. He and I went different directions, so when I sat down on the couch, I found him coming out of the kitchen, which had a bar area that opened to the living room. He had a coffee cup in each hand.

I let out a sigh of relief. He handed me the coffee and said nothing, setting his down as he walked over to security room and I heard a motor whirl which opened the heavy metal blinds. I was so grateful for the light. It was bright and sunny outside, what a welcome change. I stared at my coffee for a minute, not sure what to do when he sat down across from me and said nothing.

“I can handle the truth. If you have a wife and children somewhere, you should have told me. I don’t just… I… I wouldn’t have. I don’t sleep with guys.” I was so jumbled, I had no idea what I was saying, but his eyes did perk up a bit when I said I didn’t sleep with men. “I mean, I do… but, I don’t.” I was in hell. “You should’ve at least given me a choice.”

And there it was—all the hurt and everything. It wasn’t like I was going to marry the guy, no way would he let that happen and I’d known him exactly two days, I had no claim to him what so ever, but I should’ve known what I was getting myself into, but alas…I did. I just didn’t want to face it. My heart was in my knees and still, he hadn’t said anything. 

There was a long uncomfortable silence, while I sipped my coffee, trying not to choke on it. He did nothing but look outside for what felt like an eternity before he finally spoke.

“I can’t tell you the whole truth. If I did, your life would be in jeopardy as would mine and my children’s lives. My wife died some years ago. That’s all I’m willing to share. That room is forbidden to anyone, even myself. Please don’t violate my trust again,” he said, the darkness returning to his voice once more. 

Gone was the playful man who asked me to “play with his joystick,” I was stuck with the angry mountain man again.

“Okay, I understand,” was all I could get out. 

I’d been silently crying, and I desperately needed a tissue as I’d had one sniffle more than was polite. I was about to get up and get one when he reached over and handed me a handkerchief. I couldn’t help but laugh a little. “Do people still use these?” I screwed up my face at the thought of using someone’s already used snot rag, even his. 

“Don’t worry, it’s clean,” was his dry remark.

“Can I blow, blow on it, cause… um, there’s a lot…” 

He cut me off. “Use it, that’s what it’s for,” his eyes were hollow and empty. 

I blew on the handkerchief and it was so gross, then I sheepishly offered it back. I thought I saw his face crack a tiny smile, but I couldn’t be sure. 

“You can keep it,” he said as he took a sip of his coffee.

Now what? We were stuck with one another. Even though the weather was a little better, there was no way I was going to be able to get out of there at that moment, and yet, I could barely stand to stay with the tension between us and yet, I never wanted to leave him. 





Chapter 17

Dash

I blamed myself. I should’ve known something like this would happen. I put my trust in a woman I didn’t know, and let my lust put my family’s lives in danger. 

“I don’t mean to be harsh, but I need you to promise me when you walk out this door, you won’t ever mention me or the work I’m doing here to anyone. It’s of dire importance.” I tried not to beg and plead, but I wasn’t beyond begging and pleading as I’d already fucked up so badly.

“I promise,” she said with her head dropped to her chin. 

I’d never seen her so low and so lacking that spark of confidence I first noticed when I saw her lying in the crevasse on the mountain. 

She was just a sweet person who literally stumbled into my life; she’d made a bad judgment call going into the attic, but truthfully, she didn’t know me and had no real reason to trust me. Just because we fucked certainly didn’t give her the assurance I wouldn’t hurt her. 

The day was brightening up outside, so I decided to brighten it up inside as well and offered her a smile. “I know this is a lot to take in and we’ve only known each other for such a short time. I didn’t mean to scare you,” I said as I stood up and sat beside her, taking her chin in my hand to lift her eyes to mine. 

The poor thing had been crying so much her eyes were puffy and red. I cared about the consequences, but dammit, Mark had taken my whole life from me, and here he was robbing my future too. I had to fight back, I had to find a way to get back at him somehow. 

Since Imogen and I only had now, I needed to make now count. 

“Can I trust that you’ll wait here and not go snooping around, I want to show you something, but it’s going to take me some time to get it ready.” 

She nodded her head yes. “I promise,” she whispered. 

She seemed so small sitting there. I didn’t want to make her sit on the couch with nothing to do as her boredom could lead to more unwanted curiosity, so I got her phone from the bedroom where it was charging and gave it to her. 

“You might want to finish that mystery,” I suggested as I suited up for the cold weather. 

I’d read last night there was going to be a break in the storm, a few hours of sunlight and a respite from the relentless blizzard. I thought maybe we’d get a little sun while we had it.

When I opened the door, the snow had piled up to my chest. It wasn’t firmly packed but there was a lot of it. I’d designed the house so that there was enough overhang to keep the snow away from the windows and doors, however, it was piled high around the periphery of the building. Behind the house was a shed which I could easily access without getting into the snow. Under the shed was a secret storage layer that had extra water and emergency supplies, as well as provided another, more secure hiding space if I needed one. 

In the shed, I had a remote-control snow blower which could easily clear the snow to form a path up to the small mountain behind my place which was also part of my estate. It was a very short distance up the hill to a little oasis at the top. On the top of the mountain, I’d built a tiny house with an incredible view. I wanted a place that didn’t have a large footprint where we could be at the top of the world. The house was for romantic dinners and a fun place to “camp out” with the kids. We never got a chance to use it but a few times. 

The sun was so bright it was actually quite warm outside. I almost regretted putting on so many layers. It took me an hour to clear us a path and put the blower back where it belonged. 

When I returned to the cabin Imogen was neatly tucked on the couch where I left her. I shook off the snow and she looked up from her reading with a curious expression. 

“It’s almost all ready.” I flashed her a smile as I dashed out of the room and into my office. In the office, I had a smart system that could turn the heating on in the summit house. The tiny house had its own solar grid and was powered separately from the cabin. The small mountain just behind my property was actually part of my estate. 

I employed smart phone technology to turn on the heaters and start the electricity. After firing up the Summit House, I went into the kitchen and packed us a light lunch.

Imogen was curious as she watched me putter around the kitchen. I knew I needed to get out of the cabin and I was sure she must’ve been feeling the same stir craziness.

“I thought we might take a picnic,” I started awkwardly.

Her eyes widened as she looked at the mountains of snow outside, “Out there?” she asked with a disbelieving tone.

“I have very warm jackets,” I smiled, trying to keep this light. 

She took a deep breath. 

Then it hit me. She might have been worried about my intentions, this could look very foreboding. Packing up to take her outside, perhaps to bury her in the snow… or something unimaginably worse.

“Um… where are we going to go?” she said as she looked at me like I was completely out of my mind.

“There’s this beautiful spot… well, it’s hard to explain, I just want to show you, I promise you won’t get too cold.” Again, I gave her a reassuring smile. 

“You’re the boss,” was her skeptical comeback.

“Just wait and see, it’ll be fun.” With that, I grabbed the backpack and set it down beside her as I got her a warm coat. 

“Here,” I said, handing her the coat. “Put this on, please.”

She stood and slipped the coat on. It was much too big for her, which made her look little and adorable, with her auburn locks peeking out of the collar. I wanted to laugh but was glad I didn’t.

“How do I look?” she was goading me. 

“Adorable. Now, do you mind wearing this backpack?” I asked, handing her the bag. 

She looked down at her ankle but didn’t say anything as she put on the pack.

“You ready?” I asked as I took her hand.

“As I’ll ever be, I guess” She took my hand and I realized her hands were quite cold. I’d forgotten her gloves. 

“Inside the right pocket, you’ll find a pair of gloves.” Her face lit up when she found the warm soft leather gloves and she slipped them on. I grabbed her hand again. “Okay, hold on so you don’t fall.” 

She walked cautiously, wearing the hiking boots I found her in. She’d taken to wearing them around the house because they were warmer than the slippers I gave her which were too large for her to walk in, and the boots kept her ankle stable.

As soon as we walked outside, we felt the fresh cold air on our faces and our grins widened.

“It does feel good out here,” she commented, her tension easing a little.

“Oh, just you wait, it gets a lot better than this. May I?” I asked extending my other arm to her. 

“You’re not going to carry me, are you?” she gave me one of her disbelieving scowls. 

“Why yes, I am.” I then turned my back to her, grabbed her legs just under her buttocks and hoisted her up onto my back. 

She squealed with surprise. 

Living on the mountain, I’d grown incredibly strong. I always worked out and I was a tall man at almost six feet five, but living in the wild, chopping wood, and carrying the delivery boxes up and down the mountain had made me lean and muscular. She was light as a feather, even with the pack on her back. 

“You can’t carry me up this mountain!” she protested.

“Yes, I can,” I returned, mocking her indignant tone as I quickly strode up the rocks toward the top carrying her on my back. When I reached the top, I had to admit I was winded, but the trip was well worth my effort. The entire valley was blanketed in snow. With the sunlight glistening off the white powder, it looked like everything was sparkling.

“Oh my god,” she breathed out as I set her down beside me. “This is amazing!”

The view was absolutely surreal. We felt like we were the only two people in the world as all of the trees and houses far below were engulfed in puffy whiteness. 

“Incredible isn’t it?” I marveled. 

We took a moment to drink in the view, but as we stood in the freezing cold air, the temperature was taking its toll on us. 

“I have another surprise,” I felt giddy, doing this like I was a kid again. 

I took her hand and walked her to the tiny house. It was hidden in snow, but there was a little rock path to the door. I’d brought a portable shovel, expecting snow and used it to chip away the downy layers until I saw the door. I then unlocked it and ushered us into the warm little dwelling.

“It’s warm,” she said, patting her hands against the sides of her jacket. “Why is it so warm in here?” 

She couldn’t help the smile that lit up on her face. She looked thrilled. 

“I was able to turn on the heater by remote.” I took the pack off her back and placed it on the small couch.

“I built this house myself. It’s a tiny house, it has everything one would need in a small space. There are two sleeping lofts, a composting toilet, and a catchment for water. The heating is solar like the cabin, but this little house is much warmer because it’s panels get more direct sunlight and there is less to heat.” I could tell I was boring her a little with the geeky builder talk, but this little house was my pride and joy. I’d been working on it off and on for the year I was up here.

“I love it,” she said, unsure of what to do next.

The house did take some getting used to as it was only big enough for a few people at most. The couch was tiny and cozy, not the monstrosity I had at the cabin and only two people could sit on it comfortably. There were stools for other guests if I ever had any. 

“Have a seat. I’ll warm us up some hot chocolate with rum.” I flashed her a smarmy grin.

“Oh, that sounds perfect.” I could tell she had the same level of excitement about the place I did. 

There was a huge picture window that took up most of the right side of the house. It had a view of the valley and when you were sitting on the couch, you felt like you were on top of the world. It seriously was the most exquisite view imaginable. 

I finished making our drinks and gave her hers. I had mixed some Ibarra Mexican chocolate with the rum and a little spice; it was delicious.

“Mmm, this is so amazing… everything is just… indescribable.” 

I was happy to see her so full of joy, it made my heart feel good. 

I pulled some cheeses, fruits, and bread out of the sack and arranged them on a plate. “Voila, brunch!” I said as I set the plate before her and sat next to her, drinking in the same view which held her transfixed.

“You are amazing!” she proclaimed as she rested her head on my shoulder. “I’m sorry I doubted you and I’m sorry I betrayed your trust. I have a really active imagination.” Her confession was sweet and sincere.

“You were good to be cautious; it’s too be expected under the circumstances.” Now it was my turn for confessions. “I wish I could tell you the whole truth, but there are people in the world worse than any imagination could conjure. I’ve had the unfortunate opportunity to see that first hand. I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy and certainly don’t want it for someone as beautiful, sweet, and perfect as you, Imogen.” I probably had said too much, but I knew our time was coming to an end and I needed her to know I cared for her. 

“I’m sorry for whatever you’ve endured, I wish it could be different too. I really like you, Dash, and in another world, I would have loved to see where this could go. Only, in that other world, the one where we had more than a few days together, you’d have to call me Jeni. I hate the name Imogen,” her face crinkled as she threw down a pout.

“What do you mean? I love Imogen!” She had a beautiful name. 

“My mom used to say the same thing,” her face fell some at the mention of her mother. 

“Why don’t you like it?” I was very curious.

“It sounds like a character in a romance novel.” 

Ah, interesting. “I understand. Dashell sounds like the perfect romantic hero, it’s one of the reasons I dislike my full name as well.”

“See, and I don’t call you Dashell!” She popped her pointer finger into my chest.

“Well, I’m used to getting my way,” I said mirroring her actions and popping her between the breasts.





Chapter 18

Jeni

I simply adored this playful side of him. I could’ve eaten him up. Who cared there was menacing danger swirling around him, I wanted this. I wanted us. 

We finished our lunch and he picked up the plates, washed them quickly and then turned to me. I was warm, full, and happy. I looked up at him. He was an impressive figure. Tall, and strong, his face was shadowed by thick hair which I noted he’d trimmed finally. He had ice-blue eyes and a kind expression. 

I remembered the way his body dwarfed mine and how his huge cock filled me with ecstasy. I looked up to the loft and wondered if he would make love to me again.

“Would you like me to give you the grand tour?” he asked, noticing me staring at the loft.

“I would love it,” my heart slammed against my chest and I found it hard to breathe. 

At that moment, I wanted nothing more than for him to be psychic, so he could read my mind and take my body to the moon again. I was ready for him and thought there wouldn’t be a time when I didn’t want this man to love me. 

“After you,” he said standing up, ready to brace my steps. “Just up the stairs is the main loft. The other doesn’t have anything in it yet, but this one is quite cozy.” His arms slid around my back as he held me while I made the ascent up the stairs. 

At the top of the stairs, I saw a cozy space. On either side of the peaked roof were skylights that let in the natural sunlight. The bed was covered with a soft brown velvet spread and Moroccan lamps hung on each side of the bed added an exotic touch. 

The space was tall enough to sit up comfortably but not stand. The two of us fit up there without bumping into one another, but it was a tight fit. The air was much warmer upstairs than it was below, and I was feeling myself become flush. I wasn’t sure if it was the effect he was having on me or if I was genuinely heating up. 

I unzipped my jacket, “I love this space, it’s so simple and beautiful, but it’s a lot hotter up here,” I flashed him a sexy smile as I wiggled out of his oversized heavy jacket. 

“It’s definitely warming up,” he commented as he unzipped his jacket and took it off as well. 

He gathered up both jackets and draped them over the railing as he approached me scooting on his knees. 

“I haven’t ever slept in the bed, would you like to be the first to try it?” He was being sincere, but sleeping was the last thing I wanted to do.

“You wanna sleep?” I made sure my voice reflected my disappointment.

“No, but we could christen the bed in other ways,” he smoothed his hand over my shoulder. 

“I would love that,” I encouraged as I slipped his oversized shirt off of the shoulder he was caressing.

He planted a kiss on my bare shoulder. Then trailed kisses up my neck as I lifted his shirt over my head and tossed it to the floor, leaving me naked before him, my breasts peaked in the warm air. 

“You are so beautiful,” he exclaimed as he continued his parade of kisses up my neck.

I giggled because my neck had always been one of the most sensitive areas of my body. His soft lips and thick curls of hair made me squirm. I felt myself moisten at his touch as lightning bolts rocketed across my skin.

“Thank you,” I giggled not able to hold the laughter back any longer. “So are you,” I threw out there as his fingers joined the onslaught of sensations coursing all over my body.

His strong calloused hands swiped over my tender nipples, bringing them further to attention as they spiked with arousal. He rubbed and pinched them to the point I screamed out and my head arched back towards his. 

Now he was the one laughing, “Oh. So, ready are we?” 

I think he delighted in my responsiveness to his touch. “Always,” I giggled. It was true, I was pretty much always up for this with him. He felt too right, and our time was so short; I wanted to savor every moment we had. He stopped his erotic torturing of my sensitive body only long enough to take off his shirt and pants.

His strong pale chest was prominently displayed before me and I couldn’t resist him. I slunk toward him and started my own trail of kisses, from the top of his pubic hair all the way up his body, over his hard, rippling muscles. I licked into his deep belly button hole, then up to his pectoral muscles landing on his right nipple, which I nibbled and sucked. 

“Ho ho,” he gasped in surprise as my hand slithered its way down to his beautiful cock and started gently pumping it up more. 

It was already at an impressive size, but I knew he could get even harder with a little effort. I loved his rock-solid body. His lips found mine again and there it was, that spark of something otherworldly. How else could we explain this attraction to one another and the feeling that every moment in his presence was right, even when it was so wrong on so many levels?

I continued to work his cock with my hand as my mouth slid to his other nipple. I enveloped it in my mouth, nibbling and sucking again causing him to yelp with surprise.

“You are being such a naughty girl,” he lightly protested.

I only paused long enough to taunt him. “You have no idea,” I said with a sinister growl, which made me laugh and blew the whole thing. This, in turn, made him laugh as he swooped me down to the bed in one motion. We both landed with a thud. 

He then rolled over and pinned me under him. “I can be naughty too,” he said playfully as he slithered down my body with his warm hot mouth planting kisses along the way.

“No,” I gasped as I wiggled, his mouth and scruffy beard tickling me more as he slid my pants off and spread my legs wide before him.

“I’m looking forward to this,” he mumbled as he planted his hairy face between my legs and started lapping at my pussy which was already quivering with need and dripping with desire. 

His tongue swiped across my sensitive folds as my hips bucked to his mouth meeting the coarse facial hair with its hot tongue diving in and out of my wet cavern. I was twisting with heat as a spark smoldered from the base of my groin and bloomed outward. Just as I was about to explode into a catastrophic orgasm, he stopped, which left me whining.

“Hey,” I pouted, “you cut me off mid-sentence,” I griped as I wiggled my hips into him.

He smiled at me and with one massive movement flipped me over onto my stomach with my ass in the air warm air. His hand then came down on my buttocks with a slap which made me jump. The pain spread over my ass cheek and quickly dissipated into a warm sensual heat which his rough hand smoothed over, sending more electricity to my clit, which was swollen and wanting. 

I wasn’t into rough play but from him, it felt good. I wiggled my butt in the air showing my pleasure with his bold moves and he rewarded me with his wet mouth upon my body again kissing the hot orb of my ass cheek making it feel incredible.

He then spread my ass wide open so that I could feel air rush over my pussy and sweet puckering hole. He proceeded to lick all the way down the center of my body igniting blasts of excitement through every nerve as his tongue made its way to the mother lode.

 My fingers curled around his soft velvety sheets, grasping them tightly in my fists as his tongue dove deep into my pussy. In and out, he fucked me with his mouth, but when his finger joined the fun, pinching and pressing my clit, playing me like a virtuoso, I exploded into his mouth. 

“Ahhhh,” I cried out, my eyes watering from the effort. 

I hope that was what he was going for because I was seeing stars. My body continued to quiver and drip on him as I blathered something completely incomprehensible.

  I was gushing onto his lovely comforter. 

“Sorry,” I said, feeling bad for sullying the linens.

“All the more memory of you,” he kissed my back and made his way back up to my face as he covered my head and cheeks with kisses.

“Please,” I actually begged. “I need you, I need more memories of you. Please make love to me.” 

Well, I didn’t need to beg it seems, because he instantly crawled up and nudged his knees between my legs, spreading me wider. I could feel the large bulbous head of his cock spread my lips apart as he positioned himself at the entrance of heaven, his warm muscular body draped over the back of mine.

I took a deep stabilizing breath as he plunged himself hard inside of me.

“Wow,” was all I could croak out. 

He was, in one hard motion, lodged already inside. My mind was spinning as I felt his kisses cover my checks and the back of my neck again.

“You okay?” he asked over the fog of my ecstasy. 

 I was well lubricated and ready for him to go to town, “I’m great.” 

I gave him a weak thumbs up. 

He took a few pumps to lodge himself in deeper and when he did, we felt like we were one person, linked at our nether region. I loved how he filled me and in a strange way completed me. His nearness was vital, and I craved the feeling of him inside of me. 

He began to pump in and out harder and harder, deeper and deeper. The rasping sounds of his grunts and moans told me he needed me as much as I needed him; he couldn’t get close enough. Soon he was rocking in and out of me with such speed and force, I felt that familiar buzz growing from my center, it wouldn’t be long, and I’d be spiraling into another powerful orgasm.

As his cock rocketed into me, his body covering mine, his arms scooped me up onto his lap as he moved us into a sitting position. Here I was ready to let him do all the driving and I was now in command. I bounced up and down on him with my knees, being careful not to use my injured ankle. I made sure to match his fevered haste and found a rhythm that had me buzzing again.

 I pressed myself deeper into him, with his hips pummeling my pussy which was sucking on his cock, squeezing it with all of its might hoping he’d explode within me. Then he stopped for a moment, kissed the back of my head and lovingly brought us down onto the bed together. He was spooned behind me with my bad leg draped over his hip. 

His beautiful body curled into mine and started a sensuous dance, pulling out of me then easing back in slowly cooling my fire as he fanned the smoldering flames again. I could feel the heat and pressure of his body behind me rocking back and forth massaging my needy core with his massive cock. 

My eyes fluttered in my head as a slow burn spread across my body. Soon the heat was too much, and he sensed this, so he pressed his weight more heavily upon me and started his thrusting again from behind. It was too exquisite, and I nearly shattered around him.

 I bit back a scream as his pace quickened and surprisingly it was Dash who called out with a wail as his dick dove in deeply filling me with warm cum. My pussy held on to him tightly and milked every drop as I too shivered and exploded. 

My head swirled in the clouds as my yoni grabbed at his cock and held on for dear life. He continued to twitch and pulse behind me as I held him steadfast. After our orgasms collided with passion, our souls both slithered down the wall of desire and pooled in each other’s arms. 

We looked up at the sun above us as his big arms scooped me up into him closer. There were a thousand things I wanted to say to him. Don’t let me go, don’t be afraid to live, save me from the inevitable sadness to come, but I didn’t have the courage to say any of them, so we remained silent.

We were both exhausted, more so than either of us realized. Before we knew it we were sleeping in each other’s arms, naked, sated, and content. I had hazy dreams of swinging in the backyard with a baby in my arms while I watched him play basketball with his son and daughter. Our house was beautiful and much too big for my tastes, but loving and full of warmth and family.

This was what I wanted. I wanted to live the dream, I didn’t want to have it ripped away from me by the invisible boogie men Dash feared. I wanted to put a word of protest as my last-ditch effort to save us, but the dream started to fade and before I knew it, I came to hazy consciousness as we lay together in the loft. When I looked at the sky, I realized it was darkening quickly.

“I think we should go,” I said sweetly in his ear as his eyes fluttered open.

“Shit,” was all he said before he bolted upright and dove for his clothes. 

He grabbed mine and tossed them to me. 

“Is it as bad as I think it is?” I asked not wanting to hear the answer.

“It won’t be if we hurry.” 

He dressed and clamored down the stairs. I dressed as quickly as I could and followed him. By the time I’d reached him, he already had our bag packed and was ready to hoist me aboard his back to scamper down the mountain before we got caught in the oncoming blizzard. 

There was something to be said for tiny houses, they were easy to tidy up and batten down. It took us only a few minutes to close the house and head out. Dash made good time carrying me back to the cabin and we arrived just as a ferocious wind started to whip the trees. 

Everything was quite safe and exhilarating, however, Dash stopped cold in his tracks before opening the door to the cabin. Just as we made it down off the mountain and onto the front porch of the cabin, a helicopter flew by at close range. 

I didn’t remember ever seeing a helicopter so close to the ground. We were face to face with one that had just popped up over the mountain ridge. I didn’t think much of it, except the man in the passenger’s seat had a pair of high-powered binoculars and he seemed to get very excited when he spotted us. He even nudged the pilot and said something. 

Dash gathered his wits about him enough to grab the lapel of my jacket and toss me into the cabin. He followed behind me and slammed the door shut, locking all of the bolts and locks. It was then I realized how many he had to secure the door. 

“Are you okay?” I asked as he peeked his head out the side window and watched the helicopter fly away.

“They saw us,” he nearly panicked.

“I think they were just using the good weather to survey stuff, maybe there was someone stuck out here… it seemed like they were looking for something.” I thought I was pacifying his fears, but my words weren’t offering any comfort. 

“Will you please excuse me,” he said in his haste and disappeared into his office. 

I could see his office from the living room and he grabbed the pages he was working on last night. He had a portable scanner and scanned the pages into it, then sent something off from his computer. When it was done he breathed a heavy sigh. 





Chapter 19

Dash

I know she must have thought I was crazy acting the way I was, but that guy in the helicopter got a good look at us. She may’ve been right, it could’ve just been police surveillance, but it didn’t look like a police copter to me. I needed something to settle my nerves; my paranoia was getting the best of me.

I needed to send Gloria  my formula and make sure she got it in case something happened to me. I wanted to ensure she had what she needed. Perhaps it would be my legacy, who knew.

“The helicopter left,” Imogen said softly as I craned my head to see where it was heading.

“It could be back,” I stood transfixed at the window for a moment, not moving. I was trying not to be terrified, but my body was wracked with stress. 

The sky had darkened again quickly and with the darkness came safety. The cabin was hard to find at night because the trees surrounding hid the cabin well. In full daylight anyone who knew what they were looking for could find us, however, you’d have to be looking hard. 

The only thing that ever really gave the cabin’s location away were the one-way windows in the bedroom. In the daytime, they’d reflect light back and confirm there was something out of the ordinary up here. I didn’t mind people knowing there was a cabin here, as the delivery men knew. They had to know. What I didn’t want was anyone suspecting Dashell Frye was alive and well and living on this mountain.

“I’m going to have a scotch on the rocks, can I interest you in one?” I needed something to shut this paranoia down.

“Is there any more wine?” she asked in a polite tone of voice.

“Sure, I’ll fix you a glass.” She looked so beautiful sitting there, her face lightly confused, but reassuring. “I’m sure everything will be fine,” I conceded as I brought the wine, though I didn’t entirely believe the sentiment. 

“It’s just people making sure all is well. They’re the good guys.” She smiled one of her intoxicating grins.

“To the good guys,” I raised my scotch to make a toast.

“To the good guys,” she countered. “I know what can take our minds off things.” She perked up a bit as I watched the wheels turn in her head. “We can dance! I have some great stuff to dance to on my phone. Have you ever ballroom danced before?” 

She was serious with this question? 

“Um, not really.” Never. I’d never danced. 

I was a horrible dancer, even at my wedding all I did was shift my weight from foot to foot while Michelle danced with grace with an albatross around her neck. 

 “It’s fun and relaxing. Stand up,” she ordered.

I didn’t see anything even remotely fun or relaxing with dance, but to pacify her I decided to try. A diversion was needed, and dancing seemed better than more Resident Evil. I didn’t need things to jump out at me right now, not that I couldn’t handle it, but I didn’t want to test my luck.

She took my arms in hers and I realized how petite she was. She was small and that was lovely when we hugged but having her lead me, as she was attempting to do on a bad ankle, made her look more slight somehow. She fired up her phone and a nice lilting song came on. It was something I recognized but didn’t know well. 

“Now, the first thing you want to do is start with your right foot.” She attempted to demonstrate the move for me and did so awkwardly because of her injured ankle.

“You sure you want to do this?” I asked, being even more awkward without an injury.

“Let’s try,” she encouraged. 

I did as she commanded and tried, which got my foot caught up in my other foot somehow, which somehow brought both of us down onto the couch with a crash. Nope, the dancing thing wasn’t gonna work. I landed squarely on top of her. 

She giggled under me and realized how futile her efforts were. 

“Sorry, I’m not much of a dancer,” I couldn’t stop laughing. 

She was right about one thing, it did ease the tension. She felt good in my arms like she belonged there. My dick thought so too because the minute the bugger touched her he started to rev up his engines again.

“Well, at least someone enjoyed it,” Imogen mentioned as her hand found my cock and mercilessly danced her fingers over it. 

I pressed myself into her touch; it felt too amazing. Her strong fingers continued to stroke me over my pants and she dry humped my body with her wiggly little pelvis. It was all becoming too much to bear, so I stood up, scooped her into my arms and carried her to the bedroom. 

If these were our last days, then I’d make memories for her to never forget. She and I both stripped out of our clothes and bounced into the bed. I could’ve made love to her over and over again. I crawled to her, my cock waving between my legs. I looked like a gorilla ready to pounce and she like a cat all stretched out and purring. 

She spread both her arms and legs for me and I slipped between them both and nuzzled into my spot with my hard dick jammed up between our bellies. My lips found hers and we kissed like we’d never kissed before and our kisses were really good before, I loved them. However, I sensed a depth and familiarity now that warmed my heart.

Her hand drifted up to my hair and her fingers tangled into it, bringing our mouths in closer together. Our tongues didn’t explore each other as they once had, but rather expressed a deeper feeling. We kissed intimately as I tried to memorize the taste of her sweetness. Her hands wandered on their own path, doing the same, imprinting my body into memory. 

I moved my way down her slender frame to find her glorious breasts waiting for me. Each round orb perfectly formed and so sensitive to my touch. I loved the way they pebbled in my mouth, which shot a heady sensation to my dick as it grew painfully erect and started to dribble precum between our bodies. Sensing my arousal, she slid one leg under me and draped the other over my hip. The moment my skin made contact with her delectable flesh, I could feel her dripping wet desire for me. We didn’t have to wait, foreplay was fun, but we wanted to be connected, our bodies craved the feeling of oneness. 

I angled my hips downward while lifting her up to me as my rod found her petals and slid back home where it belonged. I didn’t want to fuck her, I wanted to make sweet love to every muscle and bone in her body. 

I pressed my cock in further as she hummed into my chest. It was much easier to enter her now, she was fully accustomed to my size as I rolled my hips in deeper and deeper until I found the spot I loved the most, lodged within the depths of her. 

“Ahh,” she cried out. 
	“Ahh,” I joined her and put her other nipple in my mouth and lapped at it while I rocked back and forth feeling the tension within me build.

After gliding in and out with a slow rhythm, I pulled out and shifted our position. I wanted to watch her face as I loved the looks she made when she reached a climax. 

“You up for a little old-fashioned?” I asked kissing her lips again.

“I’m up for anything,” she grazed her hand over my scruffy cheek and the thought crossed my mind to shave one of these days. 

Except with her gone, there wouldn’t really be a point to it. I rolled her onto her back and lifted her legs up over my shoulders. As I slid in to the hilt, my balls slapped up against her ass and I could hear the sound of our slickness meeting each other. 

“Hold on tight,” I warned as I pulled out of her and slammed back in again. 

She was well lubricated, and I loved the sensation of being bereft of her then surrounded by her over and over again. I pulsed in and out of her hard as her face winced with pleasure. Before long, my body found its own pace and I was slapping up against her like a bull rutting during mating season. 

I couldn’t help myself, she drove me mad with pleasure. I let my body weight rest on her and my hips buck back and forth until my balls clenched up underneath me, preparing to do their thing.

Impulsively and without reason, I thrust one deep dive into her glorious body and shouted, “I love you,” as loud as I could in the throes of passion as I spilled myself into her womb. 

She mewled and panted as she neared her climax and wrapped her legs tightly around me which brought me to a second climax almost harder than the first. 

When we came down off our highs, she snuggled into me. “I love you too,” she rasped. 

I wasn’t in any hurry to disconnect from her, so I stayed with her until my cock fully deflated. It took a long time and I loved the feeling of just being in her, still and safe.After a while, my flaccid dick slipped out of her warm, wet center and I wrapped a blanket around us and fell asleep. 

My sleep was dreamless and serene. She and I lay wrapped in one another all night long. Usually, I woke up at some point in the night with terrors and haunting visions, but her arms kept me protected from the torments of my own mind. 

The sound of something loud and grating woke me up as did assaulting brightness. My unconscious mind couldn’t unscramble what was causing the noise and light until I finally opened my eyes and was met with the sun. At first, I basked in the beautiful morning light, before I realized…

“Light! Fuck! I left the shutters up all night. We’re broadcasting to the world right now!” I was frantic as I groped the floor for my clothes. 

“What time is it?” Imogen woke up groggy and disoriented.

Just as she started to move, I saw something outside out of the corner of my eye. Something outside the window, black not a bear, it was too lean and upright to be a bear. As I walked to the control room to lower the shutters, I saw another figure. It was a man dressed in black carrying a long heavy rifle. Fuck, fuck, fuck. 

As I pressed the switch for the shutters, I heard voices outside shouting. This could not have been a worse situation. It couldn’t be Mark’s men, there was no way they could find me up here. Could they? Who would’ve told them? Who would’ve known? 

As the house slowly grew dark again I heard Imogen complaining from the bedroom. “Okay, bunker-man, you don’t have to worry about a zombie apocalypse, you wiped out a whole family of them. You got this, it was just a little light,” she was grumbling, but also being so loud. 

I rushed into the bedroom as the shades were closing and saw the second man with a gun through the closing blinds. 

“Get under the bed now and don’t say a word,” I whisper/shouted at her. 

Then there was a loud pounding at the door. When she heard the noise, she grabbed the robe and exclaimed, “Oh fuck,” as she dipped off the bed and crawled under it. 

The pounding came again. I could see from the monitors that there were two men with guns. I put a finger to my lips to make sure she stayed silent, then gave Imogen a little smile as I got my rifle out of the closet. There was no way anyone could shoot through the windows with the shutters down; we were bulletproof, but if they brought more people or bigger guns we’d have a problem on our hands. 

I thought about calling the police, but I’d have so much to explain. I decided to just wait and see what their next move would be. The two men walked all around the cabin but passed right by the shed. When shuttered down, the shed often looked like a sleek rock face. The intruders would know there were people in the cabin because we’d left fresh tracks and I’m sure they saw the shutters closing. However, they were carrying guns. Anyone would close down their house if they saw men outside with guns. 

They banged on the door again but didn’t say anything. I remained still and ready, my eyes glued to the monitors. They stayed for an hour banging on the door off and on until a huge city snow plow came up the road below, clearing the street. 

That obnoxiously loud thing had been working all morning and finally was chugging up our neck of the woods. From the vantage point of the road, it would be hard to see the house nestled in the trees, but I bet it would be pretty easy to spot a car parked down at the plowed end of the road and two black-clad figures carrying guns against all that white snow. Perhaps that is what inspired them to finally leave.

I waited for a long time, but soon not even the infrared camera was picking up any human movement. It was a too close. As much as I hated to face the fact, it was time for Imogen to leave. She’d be in danger if she stayed any longer. 

I didn’t need to scare her, but it was important she get out of the house as soon as possible. The storm was meant to last another few days, but with the light dusting of snow we got last night and the sunny day this morning, the roads were being cleared and people were beginning to live their lives again. Our time together was at an end. 

I’d have to worry about the men returning later and figure out how I was going to stay protected and anonymous, but Imogen was my first priority at the moment. I’d already called in a new order from the delivery company, anticipating a need for their help getting Imogen down the mountain. Even though I’d just gotten a delivery last week, the men could take Imogen and possibly eliminate the source of rumors. I’d instruct her to lie and say I was an elderly recluse who she’d visited, but her car broke down during the storm and she needed a ride into town. I felt better, I sort of had a game plan.

I glanced over at Imogen, who still looked rather terrified, crouched under my bed. 

“It’s okay to come out,” I told her quietly.





Chapter 20

Jeni

 	I don’t think I’ve ever been so scared in my whole life. As I lay there shivering, listening to the men outside banging on the door, it crossed my mind that I could actually die. If they found their way in somehow Dash and I would be facing homicidal maniacs. 

It had happened to people before. It happened to my mom. She didn’t have to die that day; it was horrible people doing horrible things to one another and she got stuck in the crossfire. Dash and I could’ve just as easily faced the same fate. It gave me a real perspective on how terrifying this kind of situation was and for the first time since I came to the cabin, I longed to go home, back to the safety of my one-bedroom apartment and my life. My heart leaped out to Dash. I now fully understood his paranoia; this was very scary shit.

I didn’t want to leave Dash, but I also didn’t want to stay secluded from the world, hiding away, just waiting for some madman to blast my life to bits. Luckily, this time the men left, however, the question hanging over us was, why had they come in the first place? 

When Dash gave me the go-ahead to come out from under the bed, I looked at him feeling sad and overwhelmed.

 “What the hell was that?” I asked, still shaking from the ordeal. 

He just stared at me for a moment, the weight of the situation heavy on his shoulders. There was something he was reluctant to tell me. 

“You should sit down,” he suggested motioning his hand to the couch.

I hobbled over and took a seat. He sat beside me and took my hand in his. His strong, rough hands, were cold and stiff. He’d been very frightened, more so than his expression showed. Although I didn’t understand what was happening and why he was being pursued, my heart broke for him. I could walk away from this. He couldn’t.

“I’m sorry you were here to witness that. You need to go where you can be safe; it’s not okay for you to be here any longer. The plows have started to clear the roads and the weather report says the second storm front will be moving in late tomorrow. You have time to get off the mountain now.” 

“No… I” I didn’t know why I was protesting. I wanted to get away from the danger and yet... I couldn’t bear the thought of actually leaving him.

“I’ve loved this time with you,” he said. “You’ve given me more happiness in these last few days than I’ve had in over a year. Thank you for trusting me and for sharing yourself with me in such an open and loving way. If this was a perfect world, both of us would be going down the mountain today, but it’s not a perfect world and so you have to go. It’s the only way I can truly protect you.” 

“And what about you? How can I be sure you’ll be safe alone up here? You’ll be alone in the storm and what if those men come back?” I was crazed; my mind was scattered in a million pieces and it was hard to form a coherent thought.

“Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine. I’m not afraid of a little wind and snow. Men with guns don’t frighten me—I have a plan to deal with them, but I need to make sure you’re safe first.” He was so convincing I almost believed him, but in my heart, I knew he was just as frightened as I was. “How will I know that you’re safe?” I threw it back at him, angry, sad, hurt… confused.

 “I’ve been up here a long time, I can take care of myself. However, I’m sure you want to know why those men were here.” 

“Yeah, why would people come to a remote cabin, with guns in the middle of a snowstorm?” All I could think was that they wanted to kill him.

 “I’m not sure exactly why they were here, but I haven’t done anything wrong. There are evil people in the world. Greedy people who will stop at nothing to win. I can’t tell you the specifics of the situation for your safety. But, I have two children I haven’t seen in a year, they killed my wife and will stop at nothing to kill me. We didn’t deserve this and neither do you.” At that moment his phone dinged a strange ring. 

I jumped out of my skin. “What’s that?” 

“It’s the delivery truck, they’re here. It’s time to go.” His words caught in his throat and it looked like he was about to cry. 

Suddenly, tears welled up in my eyes. This couldn’t all be ending so quickly, this wasn’t… it couldn’t be happening. 

“Your things are in a bag by the door, all washed and ready to go. Your ankle seems better. It will be hard to get down the stairs to the platform, just go slow. I wish I could carry you, but I can’t risk being seen. Maybe you can wave to the men to help you down.” 

He was being so cold and calculating. 

He was back to the dark brooding man I’d met when I came to the cabin; the stoic mountain man who had little of anything kind to say. Now he was just kicking me out. 

“No Dash, not yet. I’m not ready.” I couldn’t leave him.

“It’s time for you to go.” He stood up and grabbed my coat from a pile of things near the chair, and then walked over to me, helped me to my feet and slipped the coat on me like I was a four-year-old going to preschool. 

“I can do it myself,” I said indignantly as I yanked the coat out of his arms and finished putting it on. 

“I’m sorry,” he whispered with tears filling his eyes.

I was being a flat-out bitch, but I didn’t care. I was hurt and angry and my emotions were taking over. “Why now?” I pleaded.

“I need to know you’ll be safe,” he said softly. “Since you’re already upset, I should tell you, I found your email address on a business card in your purse. I’ve wired some money to your bank account using your email address. It isn’t payment for anything so please don’t think of it as anything other than a gift I truly want to share with you. I have plenty of money, more than I’ll ever use in a lifetime. I’m sorry I infringed on your privacy… 

I felt like I was being socked in the face. I didn’t need his money, I needed him. 

“I don’t need your money,” I barked.

“I’m sure you don’t,” he said softly, “Maybe you can gift some of it to the center you work for. Your business card says you’re a psychologist at a very well-known center for needy kids. A donation from you might help.” He was being so kind and all I wanted to do was rip his face off. 

I was the devil.

“It would be weird if I just showed up with buckets of money to give them,” I said, a little less pissed off, but not much.

“Okay, we’ll make the donation from my company then, that way there won’t be any suspicion.” As soon as he said his company, he and I both knew I’d know who he was, and the mystery would blow wide open.

“But then…” I said softly.

“I trust you,” was all he said as he approached me. “You’ll know as soon as you’re gone who I am. Please, take the money. For the center and for you. I want to know I’ve given you even a fraction of what you’ve given me.” His head hung low and the real Dash was there, raw and unveiled before me.

“I think I’m falling in love with you,” I finally confessed.

“I know, I’m in love with you,” he said as he tilted my head to his and placed a soft kiss on my lips.

I couldn’t stand it. I lifted my bad leg up to wrap around his waist so I could be close to his body once more. I wanted to feel his hardness and be cradled in his big loving arms one last time. 

His kiss parted my lips and I let him in again, to the place where we always spoke honestly in the language of love. Between my legs, I felt the familiar hardness of his erection and all I wanted was to have him inside me again. 

He must have wanted the same thing as his kiss became more heated and passionate. 

“We only have a few minutes,” he whispered with a hot breath in my ear. 

“Okay,” I said eagerly as I shimmied my pants off and spread myself out for him. 

I rubbed my hand along his stiffening shaft as I found the button to his jeans, whittled my fingers around the buttonhole until it was freed and unzipped his pants to reveal his beautiful cock to me one last time. 

As we continued to kiss he backed me up against the wall near the front door, his fingers finding my dripping wet pussy ready and waiting for him. He rubbed his digits along my slit as my pussy slathered them with juice. A hot, needy breath escaped me as I pulsed against his touch. He found my clit and bobbed it up and down until stabbing bolts of desire were pricking me from every direction.

His first finger went into my warm center, followed by a second which angled and stretched within me to create space for his massive manhood which was pressed against my opening, warm and thick, begging admission.

“Are you ready?” he asked in a breathy tone.

“Please,” I begged as my arms wrapped around him tighter, “I love you.”

With that, he thrust inside of me hard, filling me up with exquisite pain and pleasure. His body weight pressed me harder up against the wall as he rutted against me, unable to control his own passions. 

Moans of pleasure escaped me, and I didn’t care what I sounded like, I wanted him to know what he did to me, how he sent me over the edge every time we were together. His massive body dwarfing mine, he lifted my other leg off the ground sliding him deeper into me as he pulsed inside of me with tiny rocketing shocks. 

Sweat beaded on his brow as his own guttural groans of ecstasy punctuated the air. His mouth seized mine and his tongue mirrored the movements of his cock, diving in and out of me. Just when I thought there was no way he could go farther into to me, he shifted my position on the wall and dove into the very depths of my soul. 

His mouth moved to my sensitive neck as his cock jettisoned back and forth until I couldn’t take it anymore. My mind was whirling with delight. He was so hard, and I was filled with his very essence. My legs wrapped tightly around him, holding him steadfast as my hips bucked against him in sharp jolts as I came over and over again. 

My pussy clung to his cock as I felt it rupture inside of me spilling his seed into the very core of my being. I wasn’t thinking about how long it’d been since I’d taken a birth control pill and I certainly wasn’t worrying that this was the last moment I’d ever see him. I was simply clamoring to get every inch of him inside of me and hold him there forever, connected… joined as one. 

His voice cried out with the unleashing of his orgasm and I joined him, wailing with rapture. When we’d both reached our peak, we kissed one each other, letting our passions cool as I felt his cum and my orgasm drip down my legs. His body rocked back and forth a few more times before his cock slowly left me, and I felt empty and lost. 

He gently pulled my pants back up and tucked his cock away, then squeezed me tightly in his arms. My body and mind were mush as he lifted me into his embrace. 

“I will always love you,” he uttered as he opened the front door and carried me out.

“No!” I protested faintly, still overwhelmed by the intense lovemaking session. “Please, Dash, don’t do this.” I started to cry.

“I’m sorry love, I have to.” I could hear the emotion in his voice. “You are going to go on and live your life. Pretty soon, in a month or so, you’ll be able to climb again, well nothing too big… ever. Maybe bunny hills if you feel up to it, or better yet ant hills,” this made me laugh despite myself.

“I’m not climbing an ant hill,” I pouted, trying to take my mind of the horror unfolding before me. 

Just then I heard the rumble of a large truck coming up the road below.

“I have to go,” Dash said, in a panic. “I love you.” He set me down on a hard surface covered in knee-deep snow.

“Please, Dash, don’t do this,” I wailed.

“Don’t forget me,” was all he said as he turned around and sprinted back up to the cabin.

“Please, Dash…” I tried to follow him, but with the deep snow and my bad ankle, I couldn’t do it, so I just watched him leave and cried. 

By the time the truck had reached the slab, Dash was gone.

“Woah, what are doing here, Miss?” a burly man in a blue jumpsuit asked as he exited the truck.

“I got caught in the storm and the nice elderly man who lives in that house gave me shelter for the night,” I managed to get out between the sobs. 

The delivery man was unexpectedly kind and gentle. A second man exited the driver’s seat and pulled out a huge box from the back of the vehicle.

“Well, don’t cry anymore, Ma’am,” the big man said, offering me a handkerchief. 

I was surprised to see so many people had them, but it made me remember, I had Dash’s still in my pocket.

“Thank you, I have one,” I said, pulling his handkerchief out of my pants, which were also his. 

I felt the soft fabric in my fingers and was glad he left me a few items of his to hold onto; they gave me a little comfort. 

“Okay, well let’s get you into the truck before you freeze to death,” he offered, hoisting me up to the chassis and into the space between them on the bench seat as the driver was returning to his spot. “So, you say, it’s an old guy that lives up there? He’s the one who orders all this stuff?” The man seemed very confused by the idea of Dash being an old hermit. 

“Yeah, nice guy, but he’s a recluse,” I confirmed for him. 

“Hell, this crazy guy paid us a thousand dollars each to tell him the name on the packages we deliver,” he laughed to himself. “Name Sheldon L. Grill ring a bell to you?” 

I laughed inward Dashell… Sheldon. It was a stretch, but it was almost Dash’s name backward. “Yeah, that’s the guy. Nice weird little old fella.”

“Yeah, what’s strange was, the guy totally thought that old man up there was Dashell Frye, the billionaire guy who got iced with his wife last year. Nasty accident: both went up in flames on Highway 69. Dude was like the first guy to find a cure for cancer too… such a tragedy. But me and Wynn are a grand richer so what do we care, eh, Wynn?” He looked over at his partner.

“What do we care?” Wynn responded, looking at me strangely. “And this is?”

“This chick here,” the delivery man looked at me and immediately backtracked. “Excuse me, this young lady was caught in the storm. We’re taking her down the mountain,” he said with confidence.

“Fine,” was Wynn’s only response.

And that was it… I left Dash forever. I felt numb.





Chapter 21 

Dash

I watched the deliveryman drive her down the road on the surveillance cameras. I was transfixed to the screen as the truck turned down the road and became a tiny dot and then disappeared. They took my life with them. I’d only known her three days and yet, it was a lifetime of potential happiness which vanished as they drove her away. 

I could barely summon enough energy to pick up the box they had left for me. Nothing inside, not even the delights I’d ordered held any happiness for me this time. None of it offered me any kind of solace from the pain. 

I looked around the cabin and I felt like the four walls were closing in on me, trapping me here for eternity. All I wanted was freedom with Imogen in a world where we would be safe, but since such a world didn’t exist, the only thing I had left to do was find who those men were and how they knew I was here. 

In addition to sleuthing the men to confirm it was Mark chasing his tail, trying to find a “dead” man, I also dove into my work. I made work my lover. Without it, I wouldn’t have had anything and most likely, after losing two loves in one lifetime, I probably wouldn’t have survived.

 As soon as Imogen was gone, I contemplated calling my sister. For the first time in a year, I’d be the one to reach out to her. I almost pressed “call” but withdrew my finger because there was no way to explain the pain. I had to endure it and endure it I did. The second storm front did come and after that storm turned to sun, I still stayed indoors, having no reason to revel in the light. 

For two months I holed myself up in the cabin. I found, through the dark web, that the drug cartel had suspected I was living in the cabin. They were tipped off my delivery men, however, thanks to Imogen who threw them off my trail, they were looking elsewhere for me, and it seemed like they were almost conceding to the fact that I was truly dead. I was just an old recluse named Sheldon Grill.

I admit the name was a stupid moniker, but it was the best I could come up with. I needed something similar to my own name, just in case I had to justify it one day. Life went on as usual, but without anything to enthrall me other than my work. The loneliness was almost unbearable. 

The formulas I’d sent Gloria were being tested in the lab and the results returned to me showed small inaccuracies I had to fix, but all in all, they were almost ready for testing. 

 Since I had a little care for life since Imogen left, I obsessed over her loss. I missed her beautiful voice, her funny laugh, and her great sense of humor and adventure. I tried playing Resident Evil by myself, but it was only scary and sad without her. 

There were days I didn’t even want to get out of bed. I didn’t shower for weeks, I certainly didn’t trim my hair and I started drinking more and more of the fine wine just to obliterate the feelings that were crippling me. It was like losing my wife all over again. 

I kicked myself for falling so in love with a woman who’d only spent three nights by my side. After a while, my sister started to notice the difference in my appearance and my demeanor. “Dash,” she started out on one of our FaceTime calls, “I’m worried about you.”

“Don’t, sis. I’m good, just a little under the weather,” I lied.

“If you’re feeling that badly, Dash, you need a doctor,” she protested.

“I am a doctor, Gloria. I’m okay.” I wasn’t really sure if I was okay, but I certainly didn’t want to worry her. 

“I’ve been thinking,” her voice was quiet and a little apprehensive.

“Yes?” I didn’t want to go where she was inevitably going, but I didn’t really have a choice. 

“Why don’t you come down from the mountain and fight these guys? The police have a lot of dirt on Mark and all they really need to nail him is a confession from you. You have to come out of hiding and let the world know you’re alive.” She was more emphatic than I’d ever known her to be. 

“No Gloria, it’s not safe.” She had to stop talking nonsense.

“Your kids need you. I need you. I can’t do this Dash, I’ve tried. For a year, I’ve given this all I have. I’ve been a soccer mom, a stage mom, and a regular mom, as well as pretending I’m a scientist and I’m none of those things. I’m an auntie and a graphic designer and… I’ve met someone. I really want it to work out. I know I’m being selfish, but so are you. Trust the police to do their job. You’re not any better at it than they are. Come out of the mountains and claim your space in the world. Your kids need you and so do your patients. Fight for the cure you’ve devoted your life to and get out of the clouds. Come down and face life. I understood your leaving when Michelle died, but you can’t just write the rest of us off. Be here, be human, and come back.” Her voice tapered off at the end of her speech, knowing she’d said too much.

“I got to go, Gloria. Sorry.” I couldn’t face it all, I just couldn’t, so I hung up on her. 

She immediately texted me after I shut her down. “Asshole!”

I deserved it, so I let it just sit there. I was being an asshole. Of course, she didn’t want to live my life, it was natural for her to want her own existence and it was selfish of me to make her live for me. And my kids… what was I doing to them? My heart was in pieces. I looked at my phone and thought about FaceTiming her again. 

I noticed the date; it had been two months and six days since Imogen left, but it felt like a lifetime. I didn’t know how much more of this I could stand.





Chapter 22

Jeni 

The delivery men took me into town and I was able to call an Uber to my apartment. The city was covered in snow, but life was slowly starting again. There was another storm predicted, but people looked like they needed to get out and stretch their legs before the next bout. Soon, I was back home in my cozy apartment. Before Dash, the apartment was my sanctuary; now it was a cold shell of a life I didn’t really want to lead anymore. 

 In order to ward off the sadness, the first thing I did after I set my things down was call Lydia and Gramps. Both of them had weathered the storm well and were worried about me. I alleviated their fears and tried to sound as cheerful as I could despite the circumstances. I promised I would be up the following weekend to see them and swore I wouldn’t attempt any more mountain climbing for a very long time. Lydia let out a great sigh of relief. 

“Ah, the crazy nut’ll be on the hill the minute the snow melts,” my Gramps hollered out from the background.

“You better not be,” Lydia cautioned.

“I promise, I’m done climbing for a while.” I didn’t tell them about the fall and of course, I said nothing about Dash, but Lydia noticed I had a limp and looked at me suspiciously when I visited them.

I liked seeing them as it brought some normalcy back to my life, and since their house was so close, visiting them brought me back to Dash’s mountain. We were less than a mile from one another. When I visited, I was so tempted to drive to his cabin and just be where he was, but I knew even driving there would bring unwanted attention, so I basked in the thought of being near him, without ever… being near him.

Lydia and Gramps had their speculations about my injury and the time during the storm when I was mysteriously housed in an Airbnb on the hill. If they’d done their investigative work, which I didn’t put it past Lydia to do, they would have found the only Airbnb on the hill was booked that weekend, but we never spoke of that time and it was for the best.

I could hardly get through a day without crying. It wasn’t like I’d known Dash all that long, but there was a deep connection between us as if we were always destined to be together, like soul mates. What kind of God gave you a soul mate for only three days? The very thought of it usually had me weeping again. I wasn’t one to be so emotional and yet I was crying all the time.

 It had been just over two months since my time with Dash, and I visited Gramps and Lydia every weekend. During that time, I did my research and discovered the deliverymen were right. Dash was, in fact, Dashell Frye the famous scientist and billionaire who’d discovered a drug to slow the effects of many cancers and was working hard on a cure. He was supposedly killed in a horrible car accident with his wife a year ago. I felt like a jerk for doubting him, and sadly, learning about his life made me love him even more. Now he was a hero trapped in the mountains having to live his life in solitude because he was being pursued by monsters fueled by greed and corruption.

I was obsessed with learning about the drug cartel. They were the organization behind the Halo epidemic and there was a lot of speculation around Dash’s childhood friend Mark Leviathan and his misuse of his big pharma company, which was rumored to be pressuring doctors to use a generic drug which was just Halo masked as a generic on their patients, causing widespread addiction both inside and outside of legitimate medicine. 

 I had a friend whose sister was addicted to Halo and several of my client’s parents used it, which was the reason why some of my clients were in foster care. It was a nasty epidemic that had to be stopped. 

I wondered why they’d gone after Dash, but after doing my research it seemed that Dash knew Mark was involved with Halo, and at the time of Dash’s accident, Mark was trying to buy Dash’s company Rainseed out from under him and failed. From the looks of it, both of them were on the path to finding a cancer cure, but Mark got derailed into organized crime and Dash was the only one who could prove Mark’s involvement.

All the information just made me hurt more for Dash. This man who was supposed to be his friend was ruining both of our lives and countless others. In addition to my discovering Dash’s story, he gave me ten million dollars. It was too generous, but he insisted I take the money. Everything was arranged through his accountant.  On top of that, Rainseed donated a million dollars to the Center where I worked. There was a huge ceremony to honor Rainseed’s contribution to the Center. 

Our center helped both the rich and the very poorest of the city. In fact, most of our clients were homeless kids, kids in foster care, or kids whose parents were struggling. Only a very small percentage of my clients even had enough money for basic necessities, so Rainseed’s contribution and their commitment to an annual donation would greatly help those families who were struggling with poverty and children who needed therapeutic services, making Dash a hero, yet again. His legacy made me work even harder at my job, knowing the good my efforts would do for the community we served.

 At the ceremony, I met Gloria Frye, Dash’s sister. I wanted to reach out to her so badly and get to know her. She seemed like someone who I’d get along with, but I had to keep Dash’s secret safe, so I shook her hand and listened to her speech while my insides crumbled to pieces. 

The worst thing about leaving Dash was I was very sick every day. Since coming down from the mountain I was vomiting every morning. I’d get to lunch, have something light as I wasn’t really interested in eating anything and get home and vomit again. I assumed all the vomiting was because I was depressed, however, when I visited Lydia and Gramps that weekend, Lydia pulled me aside for a private conversation while Gramps napped.

  “Honey,” she said as she sat me down with a plate full of fresh banana bread she’d just baked, “I’ve been meaning to ask you something. Now, I don’t want you to get offended or troubled by the question. You’re a grown woman with a good job and you’re a wonderful person who we’re very proud of, even though Gramps has a hard time showing it.” My heart raced, and I was feeling sick again. What on earth was she going to ask me? It sounded so serious.

I tried to play it all off like whatever she was going to ask wasn’t a big deal. “Sure, Lydia. What do you want to know?” I asked, taking a big bite of bread even though I wasn’t hungry, just so my mouth would be busy and I’d have time to think of an answer. 

 “Well, I’ve noticed you’ve been sick a lot since you’ve been up here, and I was just wondering if there was any chance you were with child?” 

I nearly spit out the bread onto the counter.

I don’t know why I didn’t even think of it, but yes, there was a good chance I could be pregnant. I’d taken a birth control pill the day of the climb and I was with Dash for three days after that. The pill was probably effective for only one day.. Oh my god, was I carrying Dash’s child?

I’d had so many weird and unexpected changes to my body, I just assumed it was grief. I didn’t like Lydia’s pie anymore, which I always loved, however, I had a craving for sardines which I hated. She noticed those telltale signs and just put two and two together.

“Honestly, Lydia, I don’t know. I might be,” I lowered my head in shame.

Part of me was thrilled I could be pregnant with Dash’s child and the other part of me flooded with dread. I would have to be a single mother raising our child alone without a father. Not only would the baby not have a father physically present, but I wouldn’t even be able to tell him or her who the father was. I couldn’t even tell Dash.

All of it felt overwhelming and so, thanks to hormones, I collapsed into Lydia’s arms and cried.

“Good heavens, child! I was hoping this would be a good thing.” She was much more liberal and open-minded than I expected.

“What if I am pregnant, Lydia, what do I do?” I was being silly, I knew exactly what I’d do. 

I’d raise the child. Certainly, Dash left me plenty of money; it was just too much for my poor brain to handle at the time.

“Well, we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it,” was Lydia’s sensible answer.

After crying on her shoulder for a while, she offered me some warm apple cider and I retired early for the night. The next day I went home. On my way home from work on Monday, I stopped by the drug store and picked up three pregnancy tests. I don’t know why I got three exactly, but I figured three times yes or no was pretty much all I needed either way. 

That night I took all three tests and all three showed two tiny blue lines. I was definitely pregnant. The final proof was an enthusiastic “Congratulations!” from the nurse after I went to the doctor that week to confirm my pregnancy. 

Again I cried… mostly happy tears. When I visited Lydia and Gramps again that weekend, I did the craziest thing I’d ever done in my life.





Chapter 23

Dash

The nightmares had returned. This time, instead of Michelle being the one who was killed in the accident it’s Imogen. Every night it was the same thing: a horrific chase followed by a blazing crash. 

Last night my dream was a little different. Instead of going up in an explosion of fire, I was being beaten with a rock over and over again. The sound and feelings that accompanied the beating were so horrific I finally woke up to discover someone was pounding on the door. 

Panic iced my spine and my heart blasted out of my chest. Not again.

I’d been collecting evidence to give the police that would implicate Mark in a rash of Halo incidents connecting him to both the drug cartel and the pharmaceutical scandal. Perhaps he finally found out I was still alive and trying to catch him. Perhaps he was after me in earnest this time.

 I tiptoed out of bed and into the surveillance room to check who was doing the banging on the security cameras. The infrared sensors definitely detected human life, so I wasn’t imagining things, however, when I zoomed the door camera in on an angle, what I saw shocked me more than any man with a gun would. 

Imogen was standing there bundled up, shivering against the cold. There were tears in her eyes and she was a terrible mess, and yet I’d seen myself in the mirror that morning, and I knew I looked much worse. 

I worried for her for coming back and putting herself in such danger, especially now that I was so close to narking on Mark and yet I couldn’t wait to open the door and grab her in my arms.

 “I’m coming,” I shouted, careless of the possibility she could’ve been planted as a decoy or bait to get me out of the house.

 When I opened the door she stood there tiny as ever, her eyes red with tears and holding up a pregnancy test with two very clear little blue lines on it.

I’d seen those two lines twice before, only my wife wasn’t balling her eyes out. We were happy for our children to be born and excited to bring them into the world. Poor Imogen looked like she’d just been told she had only months to live. 

“Are you going to shoot me for being pregnant?” she asked, a little crazed as she stared at the gun in my hand.

I didn’t know what she meant until I realized I was still holding my gun, quasi-aimed at her. 

“No, no, sorry,” I said, putting the muzzle down to my side. 

“I don’t know why I came. I kept telling myself the whole way over here, I shouldn’t do it, but here I am.” Her chin dropped to her chest as she sobbed.

“It’s okay, just get inside. You’ll freeze out there.” I ushered her in and rubbed my hand up and down on her arm to warm her up. 

“I’m sorry, I know I’m betraying your orders. I had an Uber drop me off at the house down the road; no one knows I’m here. I told Gramps and Lydia I had a client this afternoon…” She was rambling and in a pretty bad emotional state.

“It’s okay, don’t worry. Just have a seat and I’ll get us some tea or coffee. Which do you prefer?” I was so happy to see her, it didn’t cross my mind to be mad at her.

“Tea, I guess,” she said in a small voice. “I must seem like such a stalker,” she whimpered staring at the gun in my hand.

Well, she was pregnant with my child. I’d hardly call it stalking to trek out here to tell me. Truthfully, I didn’t care if she did stalk me. If I was free to do so, I would probably have driven by her house a hundred times by now. 

I set the gun back in its case and put it away, and then turned to her, reached out and scooped her up in my arms. 

“I’m not going to shoot you for getting pregnant. If I should shoot anyone, it would be myself.” 

It did take two to tango. She’d said she’d taken a birth control pill, but I knew those had to be taken daily. I was a doctor, so it shouldn’t have come as any big surprise she was with child, it was pretty much a given if we’d had half a mind to give it any thought.

“I’m sorry,” she said again.

“You’re crazy coming out in this weather and walking up all this way, but I’m glad you’re here. I really am,” I missed her, and I didn’t care about much else. Just seeing her face again brought me back to life. 

She, on the other hand, seemed to have lost so much of her spark, it worried me. This whole situation was unexpected, but it wasn’t a death sentence. She had to see the joy in it, despite the danger we may’ve been in. We were going to have a baby, a little remembrance of the time we shared together. 

“Imogen,” I took her chin in my hand as I’d done so many times before. “I’m not upset. I know I told you I never wanted to see you again and practically kicked you out of the cabin, but these last two months without you have been miserable. I didn’t know how bad it would be living here without you. Everything I look at makes me miss you. I missed your humor and your quirks, your beautiful face and the feel of your body. I was wrong to push you away, I’m sorry for being too paranoid to let you into my world.” At that moment I was blabbering, but every word was true, I missed her too much to care that she’d disregarded my orders. 

She finally looked at me with red and swollen eyes, “Thank you,” she said as she breathed out a sigh of relief. 

“How about we forget the tea?” I suggested as I scooped her into my arms. 

There she was again, right where she belonged. I placed my lips on hers and the same electricity we’d always shared ignited between us. Her arms wrapped around my neck and drew me down to her. It was obvious our mouths were better at kissing than conversation. 

Conversations were hard to decipher at times, but kisses always said exactly what our hearts were feeling. We kissed for a while, as fire consumed my body. She inflamed me with passion every time we were together, and my bed had been too cold and lonely without her, it was time she warmed it again.

“Do you really have a client this afternoon?” I asked, suddenly panicked she’d leave me again. 

“No, I just told my family that. I don’t have a client until Monday.” She flashed me her gorgeous smile and I knew we were back in business again.

“Would you like to stay for a while?” My heart was beating so loudly I was sure she could hear it. 

“I’d love to,” she responded as she nuzzled her head under my chin while I carried her to the bedroom.

I was sure her ankle was fully healed, but I liked carrying her in my arms, I was kind of a caveman that way. I set her on the bed and her smile widened as if she felt like she was home again.

“So, what have you been up to?” she asked, starting with idle conversation.

“Mostly missing you in a variety of unhealthy ways, but I’ve done a bit of cancer research and I’m trying to bring down the Minneapolis drug cartel and an old buddy of mine who stabbed me in the back. You?” It felt good to be light and airy again.

“Pretty much the same, minus the cancer research and batman-esque heroics. There was a big to-do to celebrate the crazy generous donation your company made to my center. I saw your sister at the celebration thingy, she’s lovely. I didn’t approach her or anything, but it was nice to see her, you both have the same smile. And I’ve been puking a lot, like tons. Mostly all my guts are gone.” She was coming out of her shell finally; my Imogen had truly returned to me. 

“How are you feeling?” Pregnancy was sometimes really rough on a woman.

“Better now,” her face was radiated and had an airy glow as she spoke. She was even more beautiful than my memories of her.

“Can I take off your coat?” I asked offering my hand to her. 

“Sure,” she shuffled out of the heavy jacket to reveal a cute long-sleeved T-shirt and jeans that perfectly held her slender body.

As I was hanging up her coat, I turned around to find she’d also taken off her T-shirt and sat there in her bra, still wearing her jeans. It made me laugh. Of course, I was going to make love to her, without a doubt and I was happy to see we were on the same page. 

 

“Okay then,” I said as I slid up next to her and placed my hand over the soft silk of her bra. 

Her nipples instantly hardened at my touch.

 “I’ve missed this. I’ve missed being near you,” I confessed as I let my thumb swirl over the erect nipple as I kissed her gently on the lips.

“Not as much as I’ve missed you,” she stroked my overgrown beard and kissed my lips again.

I tenderly slid my hand into her bra to feel her hot flesh on my skin as I ringed my other hand around her back and unclasped her bra, letting it fall to the floor. There were her beautiful breasts again. I couldn’t hold myself back as I dipped to kiss one then the other which made her giggle. 

As soon as I popped one of her luscious breasts in my mouth, she was pulling at my jeans, tugging to free my cock from its confines. Wow, it had definitely been too long for us. I moved to suck on her other breast, but she escaped me, sliding off the bed to the floor. 

While I made a motion to protest, I felt her warm mouth sliding over my cock and as much as I wanted to make this reunion about her, she felt so good I melted. My hands knitted into her hair as she pumped her mouth up and down on my shaft. 

What surprised me more than the impromptu blowjob was that she swallowed my head all the way to the back of her throat, oh holy hell was that amazing. I didn’t want to choke her but damn it felt so good to have her swallowing my cock. She pulled off me and sucked in air then went back down again. I was a huge man and well endowed, I had trouble keeping girlfriends in college because they couldn’t handle my junk and here she was, petite and pregnant rocking the cock swallow. Fuck!

“Imogen,” I groaned as she continued to work her magic. “Ahhh,” I had a hard time keeping my focus. “It’s your turn,” I panted as I shifted my hips away from her expert mouth and hoisted her up onto the bed. 

Her mouth was red and swollen, but she had a silly grin on her face.

“What have you been practicing with?” I asked, astonished at her skill.

“Summer squash,” we both burst into laughter as I dove down into her mound to root around and find her happy place.

I spread her thighs wide and kissed behind her kneecaps all the way up her inner thigh to the flat plain of her abdomen. Soon that spot would be swollen with our child growing inside of her. Would a baby be a little me or a little her? Selfishly, I wanted more hers in the world, as many as we could make, but a little man with her beauty and wit would be wonderful too. 

At that moment though, all I wanted to do was taste her sweetness and get inside the heaven between her thighs. I teased her with another parade of kisses down the other leg as I slid up to her center and finally tasted the pool of her desire. She was so wet for me, I could have easily entered her, but I wanted to hear her moan and beg first, then I’d know she wanted to have me as badly as I needed her. 

My tongue swirled around her lips making a large arc and closing in ever so slowly into her engorged clitoris. A low groan escaped her as she undulated her hips forward to encourage my tongue’s pace; needy little vixen. My fingers added to the mix as I split her open, laying her flower bare to my advance as I dove my tongue into her and she gasped with delight.

I fucked her with my tongue diving in and out, driving her mad with desire. 

“Dash, please?” she begged.

“Please?” I teased.

“Please, I want to feel you inside of me.” 

I peeked over the ridge of her mons and smiled. “You mean this?” I asked slipping two fingers into her slick vagina, pressing them as deeply as they would go.

“Ahhh,” a yelp stole her voice as her back arched up, her pert breasts reaching for the ceiling as my fingers pulsed in and out of her mercilessly. “Ahh, Ahhh Dash!” she screamed out as she hit the apex of her climax and oozed her orgasm down the palm of my hand.

Now she was ready for me. 

“Or is it this you wanted?” I asked as I grabbed her up into my arms, kicked her legs apart as wide as they would spread and dove my cock down into her with a hard and heavy thrust.

“Yes!” she screamed out. 

I should’ve been mindful not to rouse our baby with a rough fucking, but I knew baby Imogen/Dash was just fine floating in their sack; my cock wouldn’t be an intrusion at all.

I slammed in hard and pulled all the way out, which made her moan before I thrust in again. I repeated in and out until my cock had other plans, diving in hard and staying in to grind up on her, my balls wet with her dripping pussy juice as they slapped up hard against her ass. A few more pulses and I ducked under her leg to take her from behind as we both laid spooned against each other.

It felt so right to be with her; this is where we belonged. I rocked in and out of her from behind as she writhed on me and burrowed in closer. As we made love with a slow roll, tension built up in me, my cock hardened more and needed to get his groove on, so I rolled Imogen onto her stomach and she promptly jutted her little ass into the air, giving my stony member perfect access to her tight pussy and I hammered in and out with passion and fury.

She panted and wailed as I rutted and groaned, so ready to ebb over the edge of desire, I grit my teeth to hold on just a little longer. 

“Dash,” she called out. “Oh my God, Dash!” she hissed as reached her summit, hard and sharp as I felt her core tighten around me making my balls tighten and shiver. Within moments, I exploded deep inside of her, feeling proud of the fact that I’d already created a life there.

I stayed inside of her for a while then slowly rolled off her and gathered her up into my arms. “I’m never going to let you go again,” I whispered into her ear.





Chapter 24

Jeni

“You’re really not angry I’m pregnant?” I asked Dash again. 

He seemed so changed from the man I first met on the mountain. As we lay in bed holding one another, I felt as if I’d known him my whole life, but this was a big step we were taking. Another life would be brought into the world and he and I barely knew each other. He was holed up here alone and even though he had plenty of money, I just couldn’t see how this was going to work out. 

“I’m not angry, just a little shocked is all,” he gave me a big squeeze and kissed me on the cheek. “I’m sad though. I’ll have another child in the world who may never get a chance to know their father.” His face fell, and it was like a heavy weight dropped out of the sky and landed on top of us. 

“You can’t hide up here forever, Dash. It wasn’t your fault your wife died, you didn’t do anything wrong. You’ve been working your whole life to help really sick kids. That’s noble and right, no one should be allowed to take your life away from you. If you stay up here, you’ve already let them win. It’s time you come out of hiding and fight back.” I didn’t know if I had a right to be saying those things to him, but someone had to inspire him to embrace his life and face it head-on. 

He was needed and while he could work while he was here, he couldn’t live, and he deserved to have a life. Suddenly, I had a crazy idea and I knew exactly how totally insane it was. I popped up and propped myself on my elbow and looked him in the eye, trying to communicate straight from my heart.

 “I have an idea and I want you to hear me out before you say no.” He looked at me with a suspicious glance, but I didn’t care, I was going to make this work if it killed me.

“Okay…” his voice was tense and wary. 

“I want to hear you say you’ll promise to consider my idea.” I flashed him a big smile, hoping he’d consider what I was going to offer.

“I promise, I’ll listen to what you have to say.” He took a deep breath and I knew he was worried I’d drag him out of the cabin.

“Okay, here goes. My grandpa and his caregiver/companion person live just on the other side of this mountain. Lydia is the best cook on the planet and I know she’s preparing one of her amazing pot roasts for dinner this evening. She always makes way too much, and my grandpa eats like a bird. Sadly, he isn’t fairing so well these days and we may not have him around much longer. I want you to come to dinner tonight. It’s a bit of a shlep on foot, but I could get an Uber down the mountain, then get my car, then…” 

“Imogen…” he interrupted me, and I felt so angry I could slap him. 

“NO, Dash. You promised you’d listen until I was done.” I was starting to boil, he had to get out of this cabin, he needed to live his life.

“I was going to say, I have a car.” A sexy smile broke across his face and I threw myself into his arms. 

“You mean you’ll do it? You’ll go to dinner with us… me?” I looked down at my stomach and realized what I was saying. “I mean us.”

He held me in his embrace and nuzzled me in tighter. “Yes, I’ll do it, but I have to take a shower first,” he said as he kissed me and rolled off the bed.

“I’ll join you,” I added as I scampered after him.

We showered together and made love again while slathering each other with soap. It was so good to be near him again. I missed his body and his scent and the strong quiet way he handled life. I was sure Gramps and Lydia would love him. 

After our shower, I gave his beard and hair a trim, and when I was done he looked like a completely different man. His eyes still held their soulful gaze, but he was a hundred times sexier with a little sprucing up. He was dressed and ready by two o’clock which was perfect because I promised Gramps and Lydia I’d be back from my client by three.

“Are you sure your car still runs? It’s been a while since you’ve driven it.” I assumed his car had been locked away as long as he had. 

A devilish smile crossed his face as his lip curled into a smirk. 

“I get it out every once in a while. It’ll be just fine.” He took my hand and escorted me out the back door of the cabin. A door I forgot he had because he never used it. 

We walked to what looked like a locked closet. He unlocked it and opened the door which lead to a staircase to a lower level. Once we were at the bottom, Dash flipped on the light to reveal a silver Tesla X, shiny and new.

“She loves these mountain roads,” he said with pride.

“I bet,” I drooled. 

“I’ll just go get my things and we can be off to your folks’ place.” 

I couldn’t believe he was actually doing this. 

Everything felt like a dream. He came back a few minutes later with my purse and a rather large bag. He handed me my purse and coat and put the bag in the back of the Tesla.

“It’s just dinner, Dash. Not a trip to Mexico,” I teased.

He just gave me a wink and clicked a button on the remote and the doors of the car automatically lifted skyward. 

“Get in.” His face was bright with excitement.

“Okay,” I got in and he turned on the car, immediately I felt the seats warm. “It must be nice to have so much money,” I teased him.

“It has its advantages,” he said as the doors came down on us. He clicked another button and the door to the garage lifted, as clumps of snow fell to the ground.

“Do we need to go shovel that?” I asked innocently.

“Nope.” He revved the engine and we blasted right over the snow.

“Helluva car!” I was in awe.

It took us about twenty minutes to get to Gramps and Lydia’s house and as soon as we pulled up in the driveway, I saw Lydia peeking through the flowered curtains. I really wasn’t sure what I was doing bringing a billionaire who’d locked himself away on the mountain home to Lydia and Gramps. I was clearly insane. I planned to blame it on the hormones one day. 

“I have to tell you before we go in there, my Gramps is an asshole.” I felt it best to warn him.

“Imogen!” he protested playfully.

“No really, he’s a total and complete jerk, but he’s nice deep down inside. You have to really dig, but it’s there. Just giving you a heads up.” I winked and scooted out of the car as soon as the doors lifted. 





Chapter 25

Dash

I couldn’t believe I agreed to this. I hadn’t seen another person other than Imogen and the delivery guys in over a year. Something had clicked over in my brain and suddenly I couldn’t stand the cabin. I needed to get out and get away from the pain and the horrible memories my incarceration had brought me. 

Imogen was right; I could fight these men. I had the law on my side and I’d lawyer up so hard they wouldn’t know what hit them. Mark had taken everything from me and was constantly threatening the last thing I had left: my cure. But somewhere in a hospital sat a little girl or boy fighting to stay alive one more day; I needed to live for that child. In my own home, were two children who were forgetting their father; I needed to live for them. And I had an unborn child who just might have a chance at a normal life; I needed to live for that child too, but most importantly I needed to live for me. But first steps had to be baby steps. I took a deep breath of cold mountain air and braced myself to meet Imogen’s grand people.

“You ready for this?” she asked as she grabbed my hand.

“As I’ll ever be.” While my mind was resolved, my body shook a little at the thought of actually doing this. 

Imogen knocked on the door and a large, gray-haired woman answered it with an enormous smile.

“Jeni, dear,” her puffy arms wrapped around Imogen in what I assumed was their customary greeting.

“I hope you don’t mind I brought a friend along for dinner. He’s a colleague of mine,” Imogen explained as Lydia’s face lit up like the Fourth of July.

“Why of course, the more the merrier,” Lydia said with a lilt in her voice. “Good thing I made my famous pot roast tonight; there’s always tons left over,” she said as she waddled into the house.

“Who is it?” Gramps yelled from his chair in the corner. 

He was covered with a blanket and looked small and frail, but his spirit seemed as big as life. He was one to watch out for.

“It’s a friend Jeni brought over,” Lydia yelled back.

“See, people call me Jeni, because it’s my name, Dashell,” she said, giving me crazy eyes.

I just laughed. I guess I’d hate it if someone insisted on calling me Dashell, touché… but I wasn’t going to stop. Imogen was a beautiful, spirited woman who I was falling in love with. Jeni was the girl next door and Imogen was no girl next door, that’s for sure. 

“Looks like a homeless guy, kick him out,” her grandfather said as he went back to watching football on the massive flat screen TV.

“Sorry,” Imogen winced. 

“No worries, we’re interrupting his game,” I nodded to the TV.

“Football is his thing, I think he spent his entire retirement fund on that TV,” she smiled her gorgeous smile.

“Well, dinner is almost ready. Can I interest you in a glass of white zinfandel or a wine cooler?” Lydia asked. Oh, my.

“Lydia, remember I bought that case of Kendall Jackson Chardonnay for Gramps’ ninetieth birthday party, do you still have that in the garage fridge?” Imogen to the rescue.

“Sure, I think we have at least four or five bottles in there. Liam and I never drink the stuff.” Lydia remarked as she pulled a pot roast out of the oven that was so big it could’ve fed a family of twelve. No wonder there were always so many leftovers. 

The aromas filling the house smelled so good. It was a home, not a fortress. It reminded me that people lived in homes; they didn’t hide out from bad guys, they saved white zinfandel for their guests and ate food that made your heart beat. This was life, and for a year I’d neglected to live mine.

“We’ll have dinner in just a few minutes. Why don’t you two wash up,” Lydia suggested as she fired up an electric knife and started cutting the meat.

Imogen giggled when Lydia mentioned “washing up.” We were notorious for being quite naughty while washing, so I could see why she felt the need to laugh with embarrassment. 

When we were all finally seated at the table Gramps grumbled that his piece of meat was too tough.

“Oh nonsense, it’s fine,” Lydia brushed him off and cut the rest of the pieces for him, “Now don’t choke on it, you need to chew.”

I shivered to think that might’ve been Imogen and I in a few years, but laughed because inevitably, it would. As we were eating and talking amiably with one another, having a great time, Gramps blurted out, spraying pieces of unchewed meat with his announcement, “So you are the fella who got Jeni pregnant? You should learn to keep your pecker in your pants, son.” He then used a quivering hand that could barely hold a fork to stab at another piece of meat.

It was horrible and horribly funny, Imogen and I both burst out laughing as Lydia managed an uncomfortable chuckle. 

“Well Gramps, I’m not quite sure how to answer your question other than to assure you, your granddaughter is in good hands,” I managed to say between my chuckles.

“We don’t need no deadbeat dads at our dinner table,” Gramps said, getting a little edgier. 

“Liam!” Lydia scolded. “That is no way to treat our guest.” 

Her face turned a few shades redder and I could tell she was dying of embarrassment, but Gramps had hit the nail on the head. It was my pecker that had done the deed although I wasn’t planning on being a deadbeat dad, but an absentee one… And that’s when it hit me. Absentee father. 

There really was nothing worse than that, being alive, being able to care for your children and choosing not to. That’s what I was in every sense of the definition and that’s when it hit me; I needed to go home immediately. I needed to be a father to my children. It wasn’t my sister’s job to give up her life for me. It was my responsibility to face my future and if there were bad guys in it, I’d have to do my best to fight them.

“Sir, I promise I will not be an absentee father or a deadbeat dad. I’m sure words are useless to you, but I assure you, your granddaughter and your great-grandchild will be well cared for,” I made an oath to him and I meant every word.

Imogen sensed the change in me and gave me a quizzical look, which I met with a smile. Things were going to change. She’d see soon enough. 

 Despite the awkward start, we settled into a pretty good conversation about the storm and Imogen’s work with kids, which was refreshing. I loved hearing about all the great things she was doing since I’m sure she wouldn’t say them about herself.

I ate way too much, but the food was delicious. Gramps didn’t look so hot when Lydia wheeled him into his room, but Imogen wasn’t worried, saying Gramps was too stubborn to die. He’d live for some time more because he had to live long enough to flag his middle finger at the doctors who predicted he’d be dead already. 

We cleaned up the dishes, put them away and shuffled off to Imogen’s room which looked like a throwback to the nineties. Luckily, her bed was at least a double. We barely fit… good thing we liked one another. 

That night when the house was silent and dark, Imogen and I made love as quietly as we could so as not to wake up the family, especially not Gramps. I actually feared I’d be given a stern talking to and punishment if I got caught, so we made sure not to get caught. It was fun and wild and perfect. 

We both bit our lips to stifle the sounds of our ecstasy, curled into each other’s arms and slept very soundly. It was a perfectly peaceful sleep and solidified for me my next move. I’d packed an overnight bag with the basic things I’d need. I would have to buy more and eventually sort out the cabin, but I needed a break from my high-tech prison and carrying that bag with just the most essential items and with Imogen by my side felt like the perfect expression of freedom. 

We said our goodbyes to Imogen’s family and she promised to be up the following week. I’m sure she expected me to drive her down the mountain and help her get a car home, but when we hit the highway I kept driving.

“Where are we going?” she asked, her face looking bewildered and confused.

“It’s time you met my family,” I said with a straight face and a dry expression.

Her jaw nearly dropped to the floor.





Chapter 26

Jeni

I knew my hormones were making me emotionally crazy, but this was insane. 

“What? Dash, this isn’t a good idea. I mean it is for you, it’s a great idea, amazing, but I shouldn’t be there.” My head was all over the place. 

I wasn’t ready to meet his family. They didn’t even know he was alive. This was going to be the worst/best, most awkward moment in his life. I was the random chick he fucked for a few days. He was their father and brother. He needed this, not me.

“You were the one who saved me, of course, you should be there,” Dash said with conviction as his hand white-knuckled the wheel, navigating the Tesla through the snowy streets. 

“I don’t have to meet them on the first day you’re home. You should have some time alone with them; they’re going to be so shocked to see you. This is a huge thing you’re doing, Dash.” He was being a little irrational just showing up like that, but how else would he show up under these circumstances?

“I want them to know you, Imogen. You’re an important part of our lives.” He seemed so determined, I didn’t want to argue with him any further.

It didn’t take long before he was pulling into the driveway of the biggest house on the street. I’d seen large houses before, but his sprawled across two lots and was at least three stories tall. “Wow, you live here?” I asked, too in awe to make my question any less garish.

“I used to, let’s hope I still do,” he said with a gorgeous smile as he turned off the engine. He never struck me as an impulsive man, and yet there he was doing the most impetuous thing I’d ever seen.

“Okay, we’re doing this.” Suddenly, I realized I was going to meet his family and there wasn’t anything I could do to stop it. 

A rush of nausea overwhelmed me, and I almost hurled on the driveway, but I took a few deep stabilizing breaths and got my wits about me. I could do this. I was a psychologist, I knew people and how their minds worked; I could just shift into doctor mode and use my coping skills to keep from passing out.

I rounded the car and stood by his side. For the first time since he announced we were meeting his family, his face looked stressed. 

“You can do this,” I whispered in his ear as I took his hand in mine. 

And he could, this was his family and returning to them was the right thing to do. 

“I can,” he said gathering his confidence as he rang the doorbell.

 As soon as the doorbell rang the camera over the door made a whirring noise and a few minutes later a man wearing a black suit opened the door. I immediately saw the gun by his side. I was happy the house had armed security, but it didn’t stop my heart from exploding with fear.

“May I speak with Gloria Rye, please,” Dash said. “Tell her it’s her brother.”

When he said this, the man’s eyes widened with shock. 

“Yes, sir.” His voice had an official tone as he closed the door on us. 

It didn’t seem to bother Dash. Perhaps he was happy they were following a security protocol by not inviting us in, however, it was really cold outside and I was starting to shiver.  

We waited a while for someone to come back. I think both of us wanted to say something, and yet neither of us did. We stood there with baited silence… waiting until we heard a commotion inside. 

The door flew open and a tall woman with long brown hair and a glowing smile opened the door. There wasn’t even a moment of hesitation, she threw her arms wide and attacked Dash with a monstrous bear hug.

“Oh my God, Oh my God….” she said over and over again as the two of them held each other and swung from side to side.

It was such a touching reunion, I found myself feeling teary, and yet, I was teary just washing the dishes; pregnancy hormones were crazy makers. But it was genuinely amazing to see the love between the two of them. In that moment, I was thrilled for Dash, he was going to live again and seeing the adoration his sister was sharing with her enthusiastic embrace proved his life was worth living, despite the risks. 

The stayed in a long embrace and when I glanced over at the door, I saw two small faces peering back at me. Both of the children were exquisitely beautiful as if they were almost unreal. They watched their Auntie’s reunion with quiet, confused faces.

I wanted to rush over to them and scoop them into my arms, but it wasn’t my place, so I offered a kind and loving smile, which brought two polite grins. It was at that time that Dash broke away from his sister and regarded his children.

His sister, noticing the awkwardness his children were feeling helped bridge the gap. 

“Junior, Alley, I know this is a little strange, but we have some very big news to share with you. Why don’t we all go inside and we’ll explain everything,” she said as her wide arms scooped up the children and ushered them indoors.  

I stood there for a moment, not sure of what to do. I really felt out of place and as if I didn’t belong here, not at such an important time. I was just someone Dash fucked in a cabin for a few days. They were his family, they were his life. Essentially, I was now his family too, but our child was simply a product of our nights together. We barely knew one another. I could’ve easily slipped away. I didn’t necessarily want to be a single parent, but I knew I could. My father did it and I learned from him how to provide for a family, however, I wouldn’t cast my child off for a newer, better family. I put my hand on my belly and vowed not to repeat his mistake.

Just at that moment, Dash took my hand. “Imogen,” he said in a deep and commanding voice, “come meet our family.”

His words were powerful and overwhelming. I followed him into the house which was even more grand and gorgeous inside than it was on the outside. We sat in the living room and listen to his sister Gloria, explain to the children how their father was still alive.

The kids were excited, but wary, as they’d grieved the death of both of their parents and suddenly one returns to them—it was going to take much more than an afternoon to understand the enormity of their feelings. 

There was no way I wanted to complicate that by being the woman who was bearing a sibling with the father who’d only just returned. I was introduced as a close friend of Dash and the one who convinced him to rejoin his family. At that moment, I was being regarded by all as a hero, and yet all I felt was that I was an intruder.

We were served a lovely lunch and I could tell Dash was looking forward to some private time with his children who wanted to show him their rooms, their treasures and their accomplishments after having warmed up to the idea of having their father back.

I knew Dash would insist on taking me home, so I excused myself to the restroom. I could barely see through my tears, which were at that moment very genuine as I wrote my goodbye letter.  

I set the letter on the dining room table and quietly called an Uber to pick me up. The security guard who answered the door saw me. I gave him a smile and thanked him for taking care of the family, acting like my leaving was no big deal. 

When the Uber driver came, my heart was splintered. I felt happy I made it out of the house without being detected or having to have an awkward moment in front of Dash’s family and yet, I was also sad I was leaving as this most likely was my final goodbye.

Dash could do some sleuthing to find me, but I hoped he wouldn’t; he needed his life back and I wanted him to focus on that. I was just a complication at best. I knew Mountain Man Dash and most likely he’d never be that man again. So, when I got home to my comfortable apartment, I felt like I’d closed the binding on a short but life-altering book. 

Now, it was time to write my own story as a single mother. Dash had left me plenty of money and I planned to continue working. I practiced saying, “Things just didn’t work out with the baby’s father…” and tucked myself in to binge-watch something on Netflix. This was going to be my new normal; missing a man I barely knew, while preparing to parent his child alone. 

I wished I could say I didn’t think of him every minute of the day, but he didn’t call so I pat myself on the back for being right about him. He had his family back. He didn’t need me, our child, or anything else. 

It was sad, but at times reality is sad. I was a big girl, I told myself I could handle it… and I could, but I didn’t want to. After six episodes of This is Us, there was a knock at the door. It was a little past eight o’clock in the evening and my heart started to race. 

Could it be Dash? It was unlikely; he’d be still swept up with his family. Was it one of the drug cartel coming to kill me? I truly hoped not. Most likely it was the neighbor giving me a piece of mail they’d got by mistake. We must’ve had a very loopy new mailman, or my neighbor was lonely. Either way, I dreaded answering the door, but I dragged myself to do it because there was a tiny, remote chance it was Dash. 

When I opened the door, my heart fell. It was a delivery man. I did think it was weird for him to be delivering so late. 

 

“Hi, are you Imogen Grant?” he asked in a kind voice.

“Yes,” I said, skeptical and trying hard not to get my hopes up. I was already so close to an emotional breakdown, it was hard holding my head together. 

“I have these for you,” he said, ducking away from the door to bring an enormous bouquet of flowers up off the ground. The flowers were as tall as he was. 

He handed them to me and I put them on the table next to the door. “Can I have you sign this please?” he asked as he produced a well-worn clipboard with a pen hanging on a string made of knotted rubber bands. 

I signed it, numb and dazed, he thanked me and left. I closed the door and just stared at the bouquet before I had the courage to open the attached note. When I finally did open the note, it said: 

“Come back, Imogen. The castle is too big to live in without you and our child. Don’t run away from this, we already know how badly that turns out. I need a zombie slaying princess who is a great psychologist and will be a great mother. Get your ass over here!

 - All my love Dashell” 





Epilogue

Dash

Imogen did eventually come back to the estate. I gave her a few months to get to know me and the family better, and she finally agreed to live with us here. It was a risk jumping into a new relationship so quickly, but in my heart, I knew she was the one from the moment I rescued her from the ditch.

We decided to start again, this time properly, which meant I had to call her Jeni around her work friends, but I was given permission to call her Imogen at home. It was all about compromises. We decided she would continue her work as would I, even after our baby was born and I appreciated her being a child psychologist because she was amazing with DJ and Ally and helped them embrace all the changes in their lives with beauty and grace.

We discovered that we were having a son, which I was thrilled about and couldn’t wait to meet. At our intimate gender reveal party, which was just with Gloria and her boyfriend, Lydia and Imogen’s feisty Gramps, the kids and ourselves, Imogen opened a box full of blue balloons that filled the air around us. 

We were very busy planning a baby shower, but I did go to the authorities and while it took time to catch him, Mark was eventually charged with fraud, and manufacturing and trading of illegal street drugs, and was sentenced to prison with the heads of the Minneapolis drug cartel. The minute I saw Mark in an orange suit being carted off to his jail cell, a thousand-pound weight was lifted from my shoulders. Finally, I could live again. Apart from spending time with my growing family, living to me also meant diving into my work. I had a lot of success with the trials for my cancer drug. We were on the road to a medical solution that would, at the very least, prolong the life of some cancer patients. We hadn’t cured cancer, but we were getting closer and I vowed to make it my life’s work to find a cure. 

 Imogen convinced me to open up my mountain house for all of us to use on weekends and we built a road to her grandpa’s place so that we could visit him often. His health had taken a positive turn with all the kids and bustle about him every weekend, and despite his continuously cantankerous disposition, I could tell he secretly loved having family about. 

What wasn’t a secret was how much Lydia loved it. She was always cooking something amazing for us. The person though, who was most happy next to Imogen and me, was Gloria. She had a wonderful boyfriend who had just proposed marriage and she accepted, but more than anything she was free to start her own life and family.

There would never be enough words to express my gratitude for all she’d done for me, so, while it was only a small token of my appreciation, I built them a house, made to their specifications on the same block as ours and we were in the process of building another cabin between Gramps’ place and mine.

Life truly couldn’t have been better. I was with the woman of my dreams, I was doing work that would help humanity and Imogen promised we’d continue to grow our family for years to come. I thanked God every day for sending an angel to rescue me.

 

Jeni

At the end of September, we gave birth to a little boy who we named Liam Michael for Gramps, whose name was Liam, and Michael for Dash’s late wife Michelle. The kids loved their baby brother and I adored being a mother. 

I knew I’d like it, but I didn’t know how much I’d love it. I found my true calling. I continued to work as a psychologist after Liam was born because I still loved my job, but I felt like I was missing so much of his life at the office, so Dash built a home office for me and I started my own practice. It was perfect; I could have lunch with the kids and see DJ and Ally after school, breastfed Liam when he needed it and plan for baby number two or actually four if we were really counting.

After Liam came, the house was louder and crazier, but also more perfect. When Liam was a bit older, and the houses in the mountains were finished we spent our first Christmas together as a big family. Gramps and Lydia were there as well as Gloria, her new husband, Dash Jr., Aleksandra, and Little Liam. In order to celebrate all of their accomplishments over the last two years, Dash and I went on a mountain climbing expedition to the hill where we first met and “fell” in love. 

At the top of the mountain in the freezing cold, overlooking the world, Dash dipped down on one knee and asked me to marry him and I gleefully accepted his offer. 

“I hope we fill the halls of our home with laughter, love, and lots of little feet so that we’ll never be lonely again. Just us and all of our little zombie killers,” he said with a smile.

Life, while it may always have its ups and downs, was pretty perfect. Every time I get stressed or worried about anything, I look at what we’ve built and I realized we can move mountains together. 

 

THE END





One Night Stand
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Chapter 1

 

Nina

 

Inside my head, I was fuming. But outside, I was keeping that veneer carefully and pointedly controlled. Even though I wanted to toss the boxes against the door just to hear the bang, I put one foot in front of the other and promised myself that I wasn’t going to make myself look crazy in front of my new neighbors just yet. Though if they knew what I’d been through, perhaps I wouldn’t seem quite as crazy.

I carefully balanced a box full of books on my hip, pushed open the door, and dumped it in the center of the small living room. Glancing around, I still couldn’t believe that this was where I was living now; that this was my fresh start. Away from Fred, away from all of it. My heart twisted in my chest, and I wondered if I’d made the right choice or not.

No. I couldn’t think that way. I’d done the right thing walking away from Fred. What else could I have done? I had walked in on him balls-deep in another woman for the love of God. If I’d taken him back after that, I would never be able to respect myself again. He begged and pleaded with me, and I ignored him, packing up my stuff as swiftly as I could and putting every realtor in the city on speed-dial so I could find a new apartment. He would be stuck with the one we had once shared, with the crappy peeling paint and the mildew spreading over the corner of the bedroom wall. Seemed appropriate, that rot so obvious that we had both ignored until now, as though not focusing on it would get it to vanish. 

I had known there was something wrong with Fred for months—hell, maybe even since we had moved in together. It had been his idea to lock me down like that, but he probably only wanted it so he could guarantee that his rent was going to get paid every month for a change; he was on the brink of being booted from his old apartment for failing to deliver on time. I was the one with the job, even if it was just bussing tables in a coffee shop down the street, and that meant he could use me to wring money from and make sure that his lifestyle was upheld. If you could call sitting around smoking pot and playing video games while keeping a secret phone full of other women’s numbers a lifestyle, which he probably would.

I’d had my suspicions for a long time, but I had put them to the back of my mind because, well, what else was there? All the time that we had been together I watched my friends get together with these amazing partners, people who valued them, laughed with them, seemed to actually love them and not care who knew it—and then there was my boyfriend, who would check out other girls right in front of me, who my friends would apologize to me for. But what else was there for me? I was hardly a catch myself, drifting through life with no career and no plans to settle down. It wasn’t like I was going to find anyone better, so I just stuck it out with Fred in the hopes that he would improve. Spoiler alert: he didn’t, and now I was two years down, moving my stuff into a new apartment and trying to scrub the memory of his pimpled ass as he fucked some woman I’d never seen before. 

Ugh. I shoved that memory to the back of my mind where it wouldn't bother me anymore and ran down to the moving van outside to grab another box. But before I made it out the front door of the building, I ran into someone. Someone I’d never seen before. Someone I knew I’d recognize if I had. 

“Hey.” I slowed my roll, even though I was paying for the moving van and knew they were getting impatient as it was. 

“Hey,” the man replied with a smile. He was a little older than me, maybe by a few years; he had deep, oak-brown hair with a slight wave to it that curled down to his ears like he hadn’t had time to get it cut in a while, and matching eyes that glinted playfully in the morning light. He was lean and strong, broad shoulders leading down to toned arms. 

“I’m Nina Harrison.” I extended my hand to him. “I just moved in upstairs. Well, actually, I’m still in the process of moving in upstairs.”

“Logan,” he introduced himself. “So you’re the one with the moving van outside?” 

“Yeah, that’s right,” I replied. “But it’ll be out of here soon. Just a few more trips.”

“You want a hand?” he asked, and a smile curled up on to his lips like he was suggesting something else entirely. I shrugged, pretending I didn’t hear the flirtation, playing the game.

“I’d love that,” I replied. “Thanks.”

He headed back outside with me and heaved one of the boxes into his arms. I was grateful for the help but even more grateful for the company—it was lonely, coming out to this part of the city all by myself, even if I was dropping some serious dead weight in the process. 

“You just moved to the city?” he asked conversationally as I fumbled with my keys. I shook my head.

“Nope, lived here all my life,” I replied. “But this is my first time on the West side.”

“You’ll love it,” he replied and then corrected himself. “Well, you won’t hate it. It’s not the most glamorous part of town, but it does the job.”

“I don’t know about glamour,” I joked, gesturing to my current outfit—sweats and a tee with my hair pulled back and my face scrubbed clean, firmly in practical territory. 

He chuckled. “Hey, glamour comes in many different forms,” he pointed out, and I felt my heart flutter as I watched him trace the shape of me even through these clothes. How long had it been since I had actually let myself flirt with a guy or since I had let a guy flirt with me? When they tried it with me at the coffee shop, I would shut them down swiftly, letting them know that I had a boyfriend and that they were wasting their time pursuing me. But I didn’t have the dead weight of another half anymore, and the way this guy was looking at me …

“Okay, let’s grab another box.” He placed the one he’d been carrying down in the center of the apartment, and I blinked, remembering suddenly what he was doing here in the first place. Maybe he really was just a good Samaritan who wanted to lend a new neighbor a hand. But I was pretty sure I hadn’t been imagining the way he looked at me just then.

We ran up and down the stairs with various boxes and bags until I was all unpacked; I paid the moving truck driver, flinching at the amount of cash I had to hand over to him, and then headed back upstairs to begin the long, arduous process of actually unpacking. I had so much shit accumulated over the years that I didn’t know where to begin. When I arrived back at my apartment, I was surprised to see that Logan, my white knight, was still hanging around. I grinned and closed the door behind me. Anything to give me some small reason to procrastinate, right?

“Thanks for helping me out.” I leaned up against the door and noticed the way that his hair shimmered in the light pouring through the window; there were flecks of gold buried up in there, catching the sun and making my heart flutter.

“No problem,” he replied. “Got to make a good impression on the new neighbors, right?”

“Well, I’ll make sure to pass this along to everyone else in the building.” I nodded, faux-seriously. “They’ll all know about your gallantry, don’t worry.”

“Good to hear it.” He grinned, picked himself up off the counter he’d been leaning on and seemed set to head for the door. My heart looped. I didn’t want him to go yet. But I wasn’t sure how to make him stay. And then it hit me. 

How long had it been since I’d hooked up with anyone else? Years now? And the universe blessed me by dropping this gorgeous, sexy, helpful guy straight into my lap like it was trying to point me in one specific direction. I had never done anything like it before, but I took a step toward him, moving close enough that I could catch a whiff of his aftershave; clean and old-fashioned like freshly-washed laundry. 

“I’d offer you a coffee, but I haven’t unpacked my machine yet,” I blurted out. Was this seduction? I guessed I would just have to cut to the chase with him. I moved a little closer, shifting so that our bodies were only a few inches apart, and I prayed to all things good and pure that he wouldn’t reject me, because I didn’t think my little heart could take it right about then. 

“I guess you could make it up to me some other way,” he suggested, flashing me a wicked smile that made my knees buckle a little. My heart bounced up in my throat, and before I could stop myself, I reached up, leaned forward, and kissed him.

As soon as our lips met, it was like someone had lit a fuse between the two of us. That was the only way I could describe it. It was so intense it made my head spin, my body burn—he hitched me up off the ground and deposited me down on the counter he’d been leaning on, and I wrapped my arms around him and hung on for dear life. I couldn’t believe this was happening. I couldn’t believe how turned on I already was by his touch; he sank his fingers into my sides as though he wanted me to remember that I was his, and he moved between my legs, parting them, and grinding himself against me. I could already feel him growing hard even through the denim of his jeans, and I pushed my fingernails through that golden-tinged hair and lost myself to him.

He pulled me against him roughly, as though this was what he’d been thinking about from the moment he laid eyes on me down there in the lobby; I knew, in my head, that this was seriously stupid and that hooking up with a neighbor on the first day I moved into the building was only going to earn me a reputation I wanted nothing to do with, but I couldn’t have given less of a damn right then and there. He made this noise against my mouth—something close to a growl—and he scooped me off the counter once more and carried me through to the bedroom, where I hadn’t had time to make up the bed yet. I giggled as he laid me down on top of the covers, and I squirmed against the mattress in anticipation of his touch once more. 

“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” I murmured as he dived back down on top of me, his mouth on my neck, his hands pushing up my shirt.

“Me neither,” he replied, his voice lower and harder-edged than before. 

“Oh, like you don’t make a habit of this,” I teased him. “Helping out women in need and then …?”

“Then waiting for them to put the moves on me,” he reminded me playfully. His hand found my breast, and he pinched the nipple between his fingers and drew a moan out from between my lips. I forgot all about that smart mouth of mine, and he kissed me again and continued to move his hands confidently over my torso, his fingers tracing every inch of me like he didn’t want to forget a thing. 

He stripped me down quickly, as though he was well-practiced, tossing my shirt and my sweats aside until I was lying there in nothing but a pair of panties; he was standing over me and grinning widely as he eyed me like he was pleased with his handiwork. 

He moved down on top of me, kissing from my breasts to my belly, finding that soft, sensitive spot below my navel that made my entire body feel like it was going to crumple up with pleasure. I closed my eyes and bit my lip, reaching down to grip his hair, and realized that for the first time in what felt like forever, I actually felt desire. Not just the urge to have sex because I knew it would get my man off my back. No, I wanted this, wanted him—and I took hold of the feeling in both hands and leaned into it before I could think twice.

“Fuck me,” I gasped, and he glanced up from where he was almost down between my legs. 

“You sure?” he asked, letting his mouth linger there a little longer—it felt so good that I nearly changed my mind, but I stuck to my guns and nodded. 

“I need to feel you inside me,” I told him, wondering where this dirty-talking had come from; I was usually awkward as hell in bed, but now I was with Logan, it felt like my inhibitions had dropped away, just like that. Maybe because I knew I was never going to have to see him again after this, so I could say whatever I wanted and not have to worry about retribution. 

“Condom?” he asked, moving back on top of me; he was stripped to the waist but still wearing his jeans, and somehow that was sexier than if he’d just been naked. I ran my hands over his well-muscled chest, feeling the way his heartbeat raced at my touch and felt that dizzying spin of power take over me. This was happening—really, actually happening. This gorgeous man wanted me, and I was all too happy to give him what he wanted.

“That box,” I pointed to one that I had left next to the bed. “Here, let me …”

I dived into the box, rummaged for a second, and then produced a condom; I pressed it into his hand, and he swiftly undid his pants and sheathed himself. His erection was bigger than I’d expected, and it made my skin prickle with anticipation; he moved between my legs, pushing them back so that he could get into me deep, and then guided his cock against me.

“Ready?” he breathed, and I planted a kiss on his mouth to give him all the answer he needed. And with that, he moved into me. 

“Oh,” I groaned as soon as he was inside of me. How long had it been since sex had felt this damn good? Just pleasure, the two of us finding this sweet pleasure with one another and losing ourselves to it, letting ourselves vanish into it in this bright summer morning. He pressed his head to my shoulder, and I could feel his breath coming quickly, catching at the back of his throat as though he could hardly restrain himself. He moved in deep, and I hooked my ankles behind his back, drawing him in further, letting him know that he could do pretty much anything he wanted to me right now and I would have been just fine with it. 

“You feel so good,” he groaned in my ear, catching the lobe between his teeth and tugging lightly; I wriggled beneath him, shifting a little to change the angle, and slipped my arms around his neck. He pulled back, pushing himself up on the bed and looking deep into my eyes, and for a moment, I felt as though I was falling through space—I wasn’t sure what it was, but the way he was looking at me, it was as though those eyes went on forever. And then he kissed me again, and I lost them, and I focused on the feeling once more. No need to get all silly about this. It was just sex, just fucking, a chance to blow off some steam after what happened to me.

And I realized that I was getting close—slowly but surely, inching to the edge, the pleasure building up like a gasket that had been waiting to blow for ages. I moved back against him, rocking my hips against his, and soon enough I felt myself cresting. I slid my hand between my legs and touched myself in time with his thrusts, and he pushed his tongue into my mouth just as I found my orgasm.

I made a noise I’d never heard come out of me before as I came, my entire body trembling from head to toe as it hit me. He seemed to absorb the pleasure, letting it pass from my body to his, and moments later, I felt him reach his own release inside of me; he let out something close to a growl, and then stilled himself, holding himself inside me like he wasn’t ready for this to be over yet. But eventually, he rolled off me and disposed of the condom, leaving me staring at the ceiling, catching my breath, the waves of pleasure only then beginning to subside.

“That was …” I turned to him and furrowed my brow when I saw that he was already getting dressed.

“Hey, you can stay a while if you want,” I offered, trying to sound sultry instead of desperate, but he shook his head and glanced at his watch.

“I actually have somewhere I really need to be,” he replied, shooting me an apologetic look that seemed sincere. But then, I had proved these last few weeks that I was hardly the best at reading men, so maybe I shouldn’t have gone with my gut on that one. 

“Oh, right, yeah.” I rolled my eyes where he couldn’t see me. I’d heard that one before. Did he really expect me to believe that he just had to get out of here mere minutes after he’d finished inside me? That was a likely story. He was just a jerk looking to get his hole and nothing more, and I’d been an idiot to think anything else. 

“I’ll see you soon though, right?” He glanced over at me, and I raised my eyebrows.

“Sure,” I replied gamely, confident that he wasn’t going to take me up on that offer. “See you soon.”

And with that, he finished dressing, headed for the door, and avoided my gaze as he walked out. I stared at the ceiling, butt-naked and surrounded by boxes, and silently cursed myself for doing what I’d just done. Hooking up with a neighbor on my first day—no, my first hour—in this place? Yeah, smart move there, Einstein. And now he had hit the bricks, and the most we would probably share were some awkward interactions on the stairs. 

I rolled out of bed and promised myself that it wasn’t going to happen again. Sure, it had been a fun way to blow off some steam—and he was the hottest guy I’d ever hooked up with, no doubt—but back in the real, adult world, I had a hell of a lot of boxes that needed taking care of. This apartment wasn’t going to unpack itself. I got to my feet, planted my hands on my hips, and surveyed the room. Okay, where should I get started?





Chapter 2

 

Logan

 

I headed upstairs for the quickest shower I could, hoping that I would be able to scrub the remnants of what I’d just done off my body before I went to pick up my daughter.

As the cool water ran over my body, I couldn’t help chuckling to myself. Maybe it was just the burst of endorphins from what had just happened, but I was in a hell of a good mood. I really hadn’t been thinking about fucking her when I’d offered to help her out—it was just what my grandmother would have slapped my wrist for not doing—but that was a nice little bonus. Maybe I should go out of my way to help my neighbors more often, see if it brought me more.

I got out of the shower, dried myself as fast as I could, and dressed hurriedly, making it down to the car just in time. I glanced at my watch again and hoped that the traffic was going to be alright on the way down there. If it held, I would get to the school with a couple of minutes to spare. 

Maybe I should have hung around a little longer before I hit the bricks. I felt a little bad, looking back—I could tell from the look on Nina’s face that she had been upset at me leaving so quickly, but I couldn’t stick around without missing pickup for Erin at school, and I could hardly just tell her that right after we’d fucked for the first time, could I? It would have ruined the mood either way, and I’d rather ruin the mood with a little mystery than ruin it by telling her that I was a single father. 

I sighed as those words played through my mind again. It had been nine years since Erin had come along, and I still had trouble accepting that I really was the only parent in her life, that I was the sole person responsible for the raising of a whole entire child of my own. Who the fuck let that happen? 

Well, I knew the answer to that question—Samantha Barnes, her mother, and general bane of my life. I tried not to give her too much brain space, but it was tough when I still had to deal with her regularly. If she’d just gone on ahead and slid right on of my daughter’s life, that would have been one thing. But now, her being her, she had to go back and forth and up and down and never, ever make her mind up about Erin and me 

But she had been out of town for a while and keeping to herself, and I would happily take that as a win for the time being. The less I saw of her, the better—hell, that had pretty much been true when we were dating as well. No wonder things hadn’t worked out with us.

 I let my mind wander back to those heady days, long before Erin came along when I had been able to do anything and everything and anyone I wanted. It had started just as I finished high school when I moved from a small town in the middle of nowhere to the big city. After what happened with my family, I decided that I was allowed to blow off as much steam as I wanted, and I started sleeping around with everyone I could get my hands on. I earned myself a reputation in the process; if there was a girl looking to get laid after a bad break-up or have someone take her virginity, I was always the one her friends pointed her in the direction of, and I was more than happy to oblige. 

I went to cooking school and found that the lifestyle there suited me even better: heavy drinking, heavy partying, heavy sleeping-with-everything-that-moved. I had an awesome time, dating around and hooking up and enjoying myself after the shitshow that had torn my family apart a few years before. And then I meet Samantha. 

She seemed like a good idea at the time. That’s what I have to keep reminding myself when things with her get even shittier than normal. When we met, she seemed like the perfect woman for me—as hard a drinker, a partier, and everything else as I was. We got together and stuck together in what felt like a matter of hours. And it was fun for a while because these things usually are. And then she came to me and told me she was pregnant, and that she was keeping it.

I had just finished school and was preparing to go into my first job at a prestigious restaurant in the city, but as soon as I heard the news, I dropped it and looked for something part-time instead because I knew, in my heart of hearts, that I was going to have to be the one to step up and take care of this kid, because Samantha couldn’t do it. She was unstable, out of control—I practically had to pry the bottle out of her hand a few times when she was pregnant with Erin, but I managed to keep her roughly on the straight and narrow, thank goodness. She was already checked out before Erin came along, the novelty of all the attention everyone was paying her for being pregnant wearing thin swiftly, and when she gave birth, she fled the hospital as soon as she could and left me with Erin. I had to step up and be the father I’d never imagined I would be, at just twenty-one years old. 

Looking back, I was surprised I didn’t fall apart. I was so young, and it was more stress than I had ever handled in my life before—I thought school was tough, but this was crazy. With my parents gone and my party friends having no idea what it actually meant to raise a daughter, I had to rely on my sister to guide me through the worst of it. How many times did I call her up late in the evening, begging her to come over and watch Erin for just a couple of hours while I picked up another shift to make sure that I could pay rent that month? More times than I could count, but she was there for me, a devoted aunt from the very start. And thank God because there was no way I would have been able to do it without her. 

Eventually, I came out the other side of the night feedings and the kindergarten drop-offs and the parent-teacher meetings, and I found myself settled in. It had been hard work, no doubt, but I wouldn’t have changed a thing about it; I loved Erin fiercely, more than I loved anything or anyone else in my life, and I was glad I had dedicated my life to raising her into the sweet young woman she was growing up to be. 

But sometimes I missed the life I’d had before her. Of course, I did—it would have been weird if I hadn’t. When I held her in my arms and rocked her back and forth and tried to soothe her back to sleep when she was teething and screeching, it was hard not to let my mind wander to doing shots in a scuzzy bar downtown with the people who’d been my friends. To be going home with whoever I wanted and waking up wherever I wound up at the end of the night. 

And that was what the whole thing with Nina had been about, more than anything. I saw a chance to go back to the last time in my life when I felt carefree, and I took it. And man, had it been fun. 

I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel as I waited for a light to change and wondered if I should have told her about Erin. She was living in the building now, after all, so we were going to run into each other one way or another—and she would find out that I had a daughter then. Maybe it wouldn’t be a problem for her? My hopeful thoughts strayed into dangerous territory, and try as I might to pin them down, they got away from me. 

She was cute and funny, and she had a smile that made my heart feel like it was lighting up in my chest. It had been a hell of a long time since I had hooked up with anyone new; what with Erin around, it was hard to find the time or the space, and besides, not many single women my age were looking for a guy who came already equipped with a daughter of his own. And the ones that were usually came with their own families, which was fine but not what I was looking for—in between work and Erin, I hardly had time for one other person, let alone a whole brood of them. But Nina seemed like she was single and child-free—and, to my great irritation, that probably meant she wouldn’t want anything to do with me. 

I pulled away from the light and made the last bit of the drive down to the school. I would see her around, I guessed, if she wasn’t already too mad at me for leaving as soon as we’d hooked up. Maybe she thought I was some kind of player, working my way through the whole building as fast as I could manage it. The thought made me chuckle. It couldn’t be further from the truth. 

A few minutes later, I arrived outside Erin’s school and climbed out of the car to join the other parents waiting to pick up their kids. Normally, I would have chatted with them, but today I was feeling introspective. I had given up so much for Erin, and what just happened with my new neighbor had thrown that into sharp relief. A whole world, a bachelordom sacrificed to raise her and make sure that I was the best father I could be. It was hard not to wonder, sometimes, if I had made the right choice. Or at least, what my life would have been like if I’d chosen a different route. 

“You alright, Logan?” asked Daniel, one of the other dads who I usually chatted to about cars and cooking. He was a nice guy if a little dull.

“Yeah, I’m good,” I replied, waving my hand, dismissing those thoughts from my head.

“You just look a little absorbed, that’s all.” He shook his head and leaned on the school gates. I grinned. 

“And you thought that was notable enough to comment on? That I looked as though I was actually thinking?”

“Hey, hey.” He laughed, holding his hands up. “Just making conversation over here.”

The school bell rang, and moments later the kids began to pour out onto the concrete of the playground. As I always did, I found myself scanning for Erin, waiting for that little punch of happiness that came whenever I laid eyes on her. And sure enough, as soon as I saw her emerging, I couldn’t keep the smile off my face. This might not have been the life I envisioned for myself ten years ago, but now that I was here, I couldn’t imagine anything different.

“Hey, baby.” I gave her a hug as she reached me, and she wrapped her small arms around my waist. Jesus, she was getting so big—I could still remember when she could barely reach up to my knees. Soon she would be as tall as me.

“Hey, Daddy,” she greeted me, and she slipped her hand into mine as we headed over to the car. 

“How was your day?” I asked, and Erin started chatting away about everything she’d been doing for the last six hours; I let my brain switch off and focused in on my daughter. 





Chapter 3

 

Nina

 

“Hey!” Ant exclaimed as she burst through the door, her traditional high-energy style crashing head-first into my little cocoon of feeling sorry for myself and bursting it at once.

“Hey,” I greeted her, as she planted her hands on her hips and surveyed the apartment; I hadn’t had a chance to unpack all the boxes, and Ant had offered to come around and help me. She was a good friend that way—the best. She always knew when I needed her, and even when I thought I didn’t. She was one of the biggest reasons I had been able to get away from Fred in the end, going with me on apartment tours and helping me find a place that was in my price range but wasn’t a total dump. 

“How’s the single life treating you?” she asked. 

I bit my lip and thought back to the day before—I would keep that little incident to myself, for the time being, just to be on the safe side. Ant would never judge me for hooking up with someone so soon after meeting them, but if she found out the guy up and ditched me without another word, his chances of not being eaten alive as soon as she found out who he was were not good.

“Not bad.” I shrugged. “Just focusing on getting everything set up here.”

“Come on then, let’s get started,” she told me cheerfully, and she went to pull open a box full of books, plunging her hands in and coming out with a huge armful. 

“Thanks so much for doing this,” I told her, the dozenth time I’d offered my appreciation for what she was doing for me. 

She waved her hand. “Not at all,” she told me. “Thank you for finally getting rid of that waste of space boyfriend so I don’t have to pretend I find him interesting anymore.”

“You’re welcome.” I giggled, and I went to grab some books from the box she had opened. “I can’t believe how little I miss him. I thought this would be harder, but …”

“But shedding the heaviest dead weight you’ve ever carried has been a good thing?” She cocked an eyebrow at me. “Color me shocked. Fred was an asshole, always was. I’m just glad you’re done with him.”

“Wish I hadn’t had to walk in on him cheating on me, though,” I muttered as I began to load the books into the shelf above the couch. She rolled her eyes and shook her head. 

“Hey, if you want me to go down there and beat the crap out of him, then I’m still game for that,” she reminded me. “Offer still stands.”

“I know,” I said with a grin. “And trust me, I might just take you up on it one day. But right now, I just want to forget about him. Pretend that whole thing never happened.”

“I’m on board with that.” She nodded as she carefully arranged the books in order of size. I was just tossing them up there, but Ant was actually trying to make them look nice; she might have played at being this big, swaggering bad-girl, but she was really detail-orientated and sweet when she wanted to be. And she often seemed to want to be around me. 

We met eight years before, in my last year of high school, when Ant moved across the country after the death of her parents to live with some relatives in the city. When I first met her, she had still been Anthonette, a name she hated with a burning passion but her family had tried to stick her with for life. She used the city as a chance to reinvent herself, to turn herself into something entirely fresh and new, and the Ant that I knew now was a result of that reinvention: street-smart, cool, and fiercely loyal. She was the kind of girl I wanted in my corner if I ever had to throw down into a fight, bold and sharp and not afraid to throw a few proverbial punches for her friends when they needed it. 

“You know, you’re not living too far from my brother,” she remarked as we continued unloading the books. I cocked my eyebrow.

“Oh, the mysterious brother?” I teased her. “Am I ever going to get to meet him?”

“Well, you probably will now that you’re living in his building.” She shrugged. 

“Great. This is his building? And is he still an asshole?” I went on, grinning. She knew I was just playing—she had spent most of high school and our early years in the city together telling me what a jerk her brother was to any woman who had the bad luck to wander into his flight path, sleeping with anything that moved and then swiftly moving on the next day. He went to college outside the city, and she had made a concentrated effort to keep the two of us apart during that time. I wasn’t sure what she thought was going to happen; I didn’t particularly care about hooking up with her brother, but she seemed convinced that he was just that irresistible that I wouldn’t be able to restrain myself. Which I had to admit, had made me even more curious to explore these apparently endless sexy charms of a man I was banned from meeting. But one way or another, we had never crossed paths, and Ant seemed happy to keep it that way.

“He’s not as bad as he was, you know that.” She shook her head. 

“And so why haven’t you ever introduced him to me?” I waggled my eyebrows at her suggestively. “It’d make your visits a lot more efficient if I was just dating him.”

“Not a chance,” she shot back cheerfully. “He’s got the kid, remember? Erin?”

“Ah, yes, the mysterious Erin.” I bowed my head reverently. “I’m not sure she exists, either. All this is just a long con to make sure that I never go near your brother.”

“Yeah, well, if it meant that I didn’t have to cover babysitting duties every five minutes, I wouldn’t mind,” she replied, but there was a smile on her face as she spoke. I knew she adored her niece; I had never met her, but Ant was always showing me pictures of the two of them together, her little kid face all squished up against hers. She was the only child Ant seemed to be able to stomach, but she loved her more than she would ever have admitted to, which was incredibly cute to me.

“Well, trust me, as long as he’s got a kid, I won’t be going anywhere near him,” I assured her as I ripped open another box, this one full of clothes, and started through to my bedroom to lay them out. “You know I’m not about that life.”

“Yeah, it’s a pretty good Nina-repellent,” she agreed. 

And she was right; I couldn’t think of anything worse than having kids at this age. It wasn’t that I never wanted them, just that the thought of being pummeled with that much responsibility when I could hardly keep my own life together scared the bejeesus out of me. And dating a guy with a kid? Coming into some pre-established routine and having to be the one who rocked that boat, who messed things all up? Yeah, no, there was no way I was going to skip straight into a relationship like that. The thought of it made me shudder. 

“Doesn’t having a kid cramp his style?” I wondered aloud. “I mean, from everything you told me, he was a total player in college. Did he just stop when she came along?”

“Pretty much.” Ant nodded as she joined me in the bedroom; I had made up the bed the night before, one of the only things I had the energy to do after the apartment was all unpacked, and the whole time I had been lying there, I had been able to smell that guy in the mattress, the remnants of his aftershave lingering in my senses. And I may have used them as a decent trial-run for my vibrator. Perhaps. 

“That’s crazy,” I shook my head. “He was out every night, and then he just dropped it all to look after his daughter?”

“And walked away from a good job in the process,” she reminded me. “He had a sure thing at Canticos, that Spanish place across town. But he turned it down so he could be a good father to her.”

“Damn.” I shook my head again like I was trying to dislodge some thoughts that had got stuck up in there. “I can’t imagine changing everything like that.”

“Well, people do it,” Ant replied with a shrug. “It’s amazing what you can get used to when you need to.”

“Here’s to hoping I’ll never need to, right?” I grinned, and she flashed me a smile back.

“Here’s to hoping,” she agreed, and we continued to unpack the boxes, starting in on the gossip from our social group that I had missed the last couple of days; most of it was just people cutting Fred out of their lives after what he had done to me, which I found supremely satisfying. I would never have thought that people would choose me over him, but it seemed like everyone had just been acting nice to his face while waiting for me to get the nerve to kick him to the curb the first chance I got. I would probably be seeing more of everyone now they didn’t have to contend with hanging out with him too. 

Just as we paused to make ourselves a coffee and take a break, Ant’s phone rang. She answered it at once; she always had to be on call for her brother and her niece. I watched her as she took the call, and I could tell at once that she was being called up for babysitting duties.

“Yeah … yeah … yeah, no, of course. I don’t mind at all,” she replied, and I felt my heart sink as I considered having to do the rest of the unpacking without her company. 

“I’m actually in the same building as you already,” Ant told the person on the other end of the line. “My friend, Nina, she just moved into a new apartment, and I’m helping her unpack. I’ll be up in a few minutes.”

As soon as those words came out of her mouth, I felt my stomach drop as I put two and two together in my head. There was no way that it was Logan on the other of the line … No, no way—I would have recognized him, wouldn’t I? I racked my brain to try and remember if I had ever actually seen Ant’s brother before. I must have come across a photograph, right? Ant must have posted something with him on her social media profiles, something I’d smiled at and hit like over, but now that I thought of it, I couldn’t think of one time I had actually laid eyes on him. I wouldn’t know him from Adam. Which meant that there was a chance … a very good chance. How many guys named Logan could be living in this building? 

“I’ll be up as soon as I can,” she promised him. “I’ll see you soon, alright?”

She hung up and turned to me—and as soon as she did, she furrowed her brow. “Hey, are you alright?” she asked, concerned. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Yeah, just a little tired from all the unpacking.” I offered her a reassuring smile. “Who was that?”

“It’s my brother,” she held up her phone and sighed apologetically. “He’s been called in to work at the last minute, and he’s asked me to go up and look after Erin for a few hours. I’m really sorry, but I’m going to have to bail on you for now.”

“No, no, it’s fine,” I assured her quickly. Dread was creeping up the back of my neck. I had a bad, bad feeling about this, but I didn’t know whether I should jump in right then and there and do damage control or just let things unfold naturally. I silently tried to send signals upstairs, just in case, letting him know that a big-ass storm was about to come crashing down in front of him and that he would likely want to be ready for it.

“Hey, you want to come up and join me?” she suggested. “Could be fun. You could finally meet my niece after all this time …”

“You know I’m no good with kids.” I sidestepped the question as best I could.

“Come on, it’s my family, it’ll be different,” Ant pressed hopefully, but I shook my head and lowered my gaze. 

“I still have so much unpacking to do,” I protested weakly. “I don’t have time to help you babysit.”

“Alright, no need to be like that about it.” She held her hands up and looked a little upset. “I just wanted you to meet my family, that’s all.”

I wished I could tell her that I had already gotten up close and personal with her family the day before, but for one thing I didn’t even know if that was true—and for another, I didn’t want her finding out like this, with me blurting it out like an idiot before I had a chance to stop myself. I ran my hands through my hair, tried my best to play it casual.

“What’s your brother’s name again?” I wondered aloud, and she glanced at me, brow furrowed.

“Logan,” she replied. “I’m sure I’ve told you that before.”

“Yeah, it just must have slipped my mind,” I replied weakly. I wanted to kick myself. How could I have been so spectacularly stupid as to think that the man I had slept with actually came with no strings? Even when I tried to pull off the one-time fun hook-up shit, it backfired on me in the most comically ridiculous way. How the fuck was this always happening to me? I couldn’t seem to catch a break when it came to guys.

“Well, I guess I better get up there and do my aunt duties,” she said with a grin. She was quick to anger but quick to forgive as well. “If he makes it back from work at a reasonable time, I’ll come down and give you a hand getting everything together, alright?”

“Don’t worry about that,” I replied quickly. “Really. You just take care of your niece, I’ll be fine.”

Ant paused in the doorway, and she slowly turned to plant her gaze on me. I felt like I was going to burst into flames beneath it. She knew me better than anyone else in the world, and so she could always see through me when it came to me trying to keep shit from her. She narrowed her eyes and peered at me for a long moment, and I shifted my weight from foot to foot, praying for a reprieve.

“You’re acting funny,” she told me. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” I assured her. “Just restless, that’s all.”

“I know when I’m not wanted.” She waved her hand at me and headed for the door. “I’ll stop by on my way out, alright? I’ll text you when he’s coming back; have a glass of wine ready for me.”

“I will,” I promised her. “I’m sorry I’m being weird; I’m just feeling a little out of it, you know, with everything that’s happened.”

“I think you’re allowed to get a pass for at least the next month,” she assured me, and I smiled at her gratefully.

“Thanks, Ant.” I gave her a quick hug before she left. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Be a functioning member of human society, probably,” she teased, and she planted a swift kiss on my cheek as she pulled away and headed for the door. “Good luck with the rest of your unpacking!”

“Thanks,” I called after her weakly, and she closed the door behind her and left me standing in the middle of the apartment all by myself again. The chaos in those boxes around me seemed like a pretty decent representation of the chaos that was going down inside my head right then, as I tried to come to terms with the fact that I had very probably spent yesterday afternoon hooking up with my best friend’s brother. The very brother that she’d been trying to keep away from me all these years, who she’d been convinced would just fall into bed with me as soon as he laid eyes on me. Turned out she had been right. 

I sank down onto the couch, suddenly feeling a little dizzy. Had Logan figured it out yet? Would he tell her? I suddenly felt the urge to sprint up there and stop her, to throw myself down the stairs or something crazy that meant she couldn’t leave me alone for the rest of the day and therefore couldn’t see her brother to discuss what had happened. But her niece needed her and, much as I might have hated kids, that didn’t mean that I wanted Erin to go without. I closed my eyes, let out a long sigh, and let my head sink back into the pillow behind me. I had been here all of two days, and I had already driven a potential wedge between me and my best friend, as well as her and her brother. So far, so fucking terrible.





Chapter 4

 

Logan

 

“Alright, alright, alright,” I muttered under my breath as I swiftly gathered all the stuff I would need for work. Whites, watch, phone charger, water, something that wasn’t cast-off fries to eat. It was going to be a long shift, especially because I hadn’t even been planning to spend my night at the kitchen, and all I wanted was to get there, get it over with, and take the overtime to pay the rest of the bills this month. 

Thank God Ant had been nearby when I had called her up. She said she was helping her friend move into her apartment—I had been so distracted that I hadn’t even bothered to ask which friend or where they were moving in, but it must have been close because a few moments later she came sweeping through the door. 

“Ant!” Erin raced towards her aunt, tossing her arms around her waist. Ant gave her a tight hug, and I tried to remember the last time I had carved out time for the two of them to see each other. It had been a long while, that was for sure—things had been crazy at the restaurant, and Ant had been busy at her own job, and so we had just slipped through the cracks one too many times. 

“Hey, brother.” She gave me a hug when she saw me, gently removing Erin from around her waist and taking her hand. “How long do you think you’re going to be out tonight?”

“I have no idea right now.” I shook my head. “Won’t be less than three hours. Is that alright?”

“Sure it is.” Ant smiled at me, glancing down at Erin. “We’re going to have a great time, aren’t we?”

“Yeah!” Erin exclaimed excitedly. “Ant, I have to show you some of the pictures they let me take home from school …”

“I’d love to see them,” she replied with a grin. “Do you mind if I just speak with your daddy a minute first?”

“Sure,” Erin nodded seriously, and she wandered off down the hall to her room to grab the pictures that she’d been saving to show her aunt. I turned to Ant expectantly; I didn’t have much time to stand around chatting with her, no matter how much I might have liked to.

“What’s up?” I asked quickly, and she planted her hands on her hips.

“For one, I’m going to need more notice if you need me to look after her in the future,” she replied firmly. “I’m not always going to be just downstairs when you need help.”

“Right, right.” I nodded, and then I froze on the spot. “Wait, you were downstairs?”

“Yeah, that’s the other thing,” she replied, running her hand through her hair and suddenly looking exhausted, as though she hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in weeks. “My friend Nina just moved in downstairs. She split up with her boyfriend a couple of weeks ago—he was a jackass, but still—she could use some kid gloves these next few months while she comes back to the real world.”

“Yeah?” I swallowed heavily, trying to keep my voice neutral. How obvious was it that I was freaking out? I did my best to quell the racing of my heart, but it wasn’t working. Ant knew me well enough that she could see something was amiss, and she narrowed her eyes at me and cocked her head.

“Is something going on with you?” she asked. “I’m not saying you have to go down there and marry her, just—” 

“No, I wouldn’t marry her,” I blurted out. “I wouldn’t do anything with her. Uh, I mean, sure, I’ll look out for her. Thanks for letting me know.”

“No problem.” She still looked a little suspicious, as though she could see straight through me and knew something was off. I stared her down for a long moment, waiting for her to back off, and after a moment she shrugged and seemed satisfied. 

“Fine.” She sighed and turned down the hallway to go join Erin. “I’ll be waiting here when you get back, alright? Have a good shift at work.”

“Yeah, thanks.” I nodded to her; usually, I would have been more effusive in my gratitude, but all I could think about was hitting the fucking bricks before I blurted out something else that gave her a reason to second-guess me. I headed for the door, calling goodbye to Erin as I went, and was glad as soon as I shut it behind me.

Had she figured it out too? If she had been with Ant when I made the call, she had to have put the pieces together. How did she not know who I was? I had met almost all of Ant’s friends over the years, one way or another, and yet this one managed to move in downstairs from me, and I never laid eyes on her before in my life. This was ridiculous. There was no way this could be happening. It had to be someone else … No. Like it or not, I had fucked one of my sister’s friends, and somehow my sister still didn’t know anything about it. Which meant I was just in time for some serious damage control. 

I glanced at my watch—I didn’t have long, but this was worth being a few minutes late for. I hesitated for a moment outside her door, remembering how I felt yesterday when I walked out of the place. I had been dead certain she would never want to lay eyes on me again after I pulled the ultimate ungentlemanly move and left right after we had sex, but she was just going to have to suck it up and deal with it because we needed to straighten this out before it got out of control. 

I banged on the door. She had to be in there unless she’d hired another moving van and fled across the city when she found out what she had done; Ant had a hell of a temper on her, and if she even remotely thought that she or someone close to her was being fucked around, then there would be trouble. We had to put a pin in this now.

A moment later, she opened the door—and a mixture of relief and panic passed over her face when she saw that I was the one standing behind it. 

“Hey,” she glanced around, making sure that Ant wasn’t anywhere to be seen. “I think we need to talk—”

 “We do,” I told her urgently. “But I have to be at work in twenty minutes, and I don’t have a lot of time. Let’s cut to the chase, huh?”

“So you figured it out too?” She pulled a face, and I couldn’t help noticing that she looked even better than yesterday—that said, I had caught her in the middle of moving, and nobody looked their hottest then. She was a good night’s sleep and a hot shower away from the last time I’d seen her, and she looked smoothed-out around the edges, even cuter than before. Her blonde-red hair was pulled up into a ponytail, and her green eyes flashed in the light. 

“Yeah, I didn’t get your name when she was on the phone, but I figured it out when she came up,” I told her. “I really had no idea who you were, I swear. I wasn’t trying to pull some game with you or something.”

“Me neither,” she agreed hurriedly. “If I’d known you were Ant’s brother …”

I knew what she was going to say, and I nodded along in agreement—but looking at her right then and there, I wasn’t sure that I could honestly say I wouldn’t have gone for it anyway. In fact, even standing here right now, knowing that my sister and my daughter were just a few feet above us, I had to fight the urge to lean in and kiss her again, just to see what she would do.

“We can’t do it again.” She shook her head. “Agreed?”

“Agreed.” I stuck my hand out to her, and she slipped hers into mine. As soon as our skin connected, I felt a jolt of electricity pass from her skin to mine, as though someone had run a live wire up my arm. She pulled back quickly, as though she had felt it too, and she swiftly lowered her gaze to the ground.

“And she can’t find out about this,” she mumbled. “If she does, she’d kill me.”

“Uh, kill you? No, she’d come straight after me, and you know it,” I corrected her.

“You want to bet?” She glanced up at me, her eyes lighting up playfully, and I found myself lingering in that doorway longer than I planned to. 

“Don’t tempt me,” I replied. I glanced at my watch and knew that I couldn’t stick around any longer without seriously landing in danger of losing my job, and that was the last thing I needed.

“I have to go.” I stepped away from her reluctantly. “But let me know if there’s anything … uh, if Ant starts to catch on or anything.”

“Will do,” she saluted me. “And thanks for the heads-up with her. Always good to know what I’m dealing with.”

“I’ll see you later,” I replied without thinking and wanted to slap my hand to my forehead and scurry away. She raised her eyebrows at me, looking amused by the slip.

“Oh, will you?” she teased, and I ducked and walked away before I found any more excuses to hang around and flirt with her a little longer. I needed to get to work. 

I hurried down there, making the last train before they stopped running for the night, and rushed through the door at my job just a minute after I was due to start.

“You’re running late,” Elijah, my boss, remarked. 

I shrugged at him. “In my defense, you called me in an hour ago,” I pointed out. No need to tell him that I had been handling a convoluted personal drama. 

“Yeah, fair enough.” He shrugged. “Thanks for covering for us. I would leave Oliver to cover service tonight, but he seems a little—”

“Logan?” 

The voice came from behind me, and I turned to find Oliver standing right there. I wondered how much he’d heard. He never seemed to take criticism that well—not that anyone in this industry did—and he wasn’t my biggest fan. He arrived at the restaurant a few months after me and was a bit resentful that I had made friends and got the good shifts before he did.

“I didn’t think you were going to make it in,” he remarked, in what I assumed he thought was a joking tone. 

I cocked an eyebrow. “Hoping to get the kitchen to yourself?” I remarked, and he smiled, a little weakly.

“Haha,” Oliver replied, and it sounded like he was precisely spelling out those letters. 

Elijah and I exchanged a brief glance, and I turned to get cleaned up and changed for the night. But as I washed my hands and pulled on my whites, I couldn’t help finding my mind straying back to that conversation I had with Nina, right before I’d left—the grin on her face, the flirtation in her voice like she didn’t want me to forget just what it was we had shared that day together. As if I ever could.





Chapter 5

 

Nina

 

Honestly, I had it set in my mind that it was never going to happen again.

Especially after the conversation we had together when we both made it pretty clear that neither of us wanted to fuck up our respective relationships with Ant, so it was just best all-around if we left it where it was. It had been nothing but a one-off, and it was clear that he intended to keep it that way. And I did too, of course. Obviously. I didn’t want this. Did I?

The more I thought about it, the easier it was to talk myself out of what would obviously have been a seriously dumb choice. I was glad that I found out about him and his kid sooner rather than later because I had a feeling it would have been all too easy to fall for someone like him—and then where would I have been? He had a child, pretty much the only deal breaker that I’d ever had in my entire life, and I wouldn’t have wanted to have that awkward conversation where I had to explain to him that no matter how great I was sure his daughter was, I didn’t want kids, and nothing was going to change my mind about that. He was hot, sure, but not hot enough to justify turning my whole life upside down.

It was frustrating, though, because normally I would have gone to Ant for guidance on this kind of thing—but there was no way she wouldn’t figure out who I was really talking about. Logan had been right about his sister; the question, if she found out about the two of us, wasn’t if she’d kill us, but rather who she would kill first. If she had wanted to bring us together, then she would have done it already, and I had to trust her judgment and assume that she had a very good reason for that. 

But not having anyone to talk about it with made it harder and harder to shake from my head. I should have just shoved it away in a closet marked “never look again” and moved on with my life, but I was newly single and being all alone in that apartment was starting to get to me now that the thrill of moving in had started to wear off. Now it was just big and empty most of the time, and the more time I spent there, the more I found myself wishing I had somebody to share it with. 

So one night, I found myself sipping on my second glass of wine, my mind racing. My ex had never been great in bed—obviously since that would have required him to actually listen to me—and now that I had a taste of the good stuff and knew the source was directly upstairs, it was hard to keep my head straight. 

I put down the glass and went for a shower. I would have cleaned the place, but I had only just moved in, and there wasn’t much to take care of; in fact, most of the time, the place felt a little sad, still not fully decorated because I didn’t have the money to do it up the way I wanted to. I scrubbed my skin, hoping that it would be enough to get the craving for physical touch out of my mind, but it didn’t seem to do the trick. I returned to my glass, took myself to bed, and perched on the edge, glancing at the drawer that contained my vibrator. I could just … I could just get myself there. Get it out of my system before my stupid desire made me do something that I knew I shouldn’t.

No. I was a big girl, and just because I was attracted to someone physically didn’t mean I had to pleasure myself to think straight. The logical part of my brain was going to win out because I needed to rely on it in future; I needed to know that it was going to make itself known when I needed it to. Yes, I could rely on myself. I just needed to keep busy and ignore the fact that I could hear Logan moving around upstairs, so I knew he wasn’t at work. That was irrelevant information. I didn’t care where he was … unless I needed a cup of sugar. 

I should have put down the wine, but the soft, warm buzz was helping get my mind off everything running through my head. Or at least I thought it was. But instead, as I felt the alcohol really hit my system, I realized I was just running his name through my head repeatedly: Logan, Logan, Logan. He had a good name, one that seemed to roll sweetly off the tongue, and I wanted to do more than that with my tongue to him tonight.

Eventually, I heard the footsteps upstairs quieten—well, the little ones, the pitter-patter of feet on the ceiling above me. I downed the last of my glass and traced my finger around the rim; I shouldn’t do this. I shouldn’t even think about it. It had been a full week since we last even spoke to each other, and I had been perfectly happy keeping myself busy all that time. So why was it so stuck in my head now? Why did it pulse in the front of my brain like the only thing in the world that mattered, like an addiction I needed a fix on? I was going over those memories I had tried to lock away, the ones regarding what we had done together that first time. He had been so controlled, so strong, so passionate—I wanted that again, and I wanted it with him. 

I closed my eyes. Was I going to do this, or wasn’t I? Indecisiveness, I decided suddenly, was worse than going back on a promise. Was I going to do this or not? Was I going to go up there, and …?

Before I knew it, I was grabbing my shoes and heading up there, heart pounding in my chest. I was so damn horny for him, and it all seemed to swell up on me at once—the tips of my fingers tingled, my body anticipating how good this would feel. What if he shot me down? The thought passed swiftly through my mind, but I shoved it out at once. No point letting myself get upset over being rejected before I’d even given him a chance to do it. I just wanted his hands on me, his mouth on mine …

I was wearing a pair of shorts and a strappy top, nothing serious, and at least I thought to shave and slick on some lip balm that evening, so I didn’t look like a total mess. I had lathered myself in body lotion, something I maybe remembered to do once a month at most, as though subconsciously I knew what I was going to do that evening. I arrived outside his door and hesitated for a split second; was this really dumb? Disrespectful? He had said we had to lock things down between us, not let it happen again. And yet, here I was. 

Before I could talk myself out of it or so much as lift my knuckles to knock on the door, it opened, and I found myself face-to-face with the man I hadn’t been able to get out of my head. I opened my mouth, trying to think of something to say, and swiftly closed it again. 

“What are you doing here?” he asked, glancing around as though this was somehow a set-up from his sister meant to catch him in the act. “Do you need something?”

“You,” I blurted out before I could stop myself, and he came to a dead halt right there in front of me. I would never normally have come out with something so cheesy, but my brain had shut down as soon as I set eyes on him; his beard was a little scruffy and his hair a little messy, peak dad-hot. 

He raised his eyebrows at me and burst out laughing—well, that was better than him just turning me away on the spot, right? I shifted on the cold floor and moved towards him.

“I know we said we wouldn’t do it again,” I continued, speaking quickly, breathlessly, quietly. “But tonight, I just couldn’t stop thinking about you …”

“I’ve been thinking about you all week,” he admitted, and I bit my lip, and I noticed that his eyes flew straight to my mouth; I let my tongue trace my bottom lip slowly, watching as his eyes darkened a little in reaction. I loved this, how clear he was about his desire for me, how little he fought the urge to hold back.

“Can I come inside?” I asked.

“How bad would it be if I said, ‘Only if I can?’” he replied, and I burst out laughing and slapped my hand over my mouth to keep from attracting any attention to us. He held his hand out to me.

“Come on, my daughter’s asleep,” he told me and tugged me over the threshold, kicked the door shut behind me, and then pushed me up against the solid wood and kissed me again.

My toes curled as I kicked my shoes off and leaned into the kiss, and I thanked my lucky stars that he was as into this as I was. His hand looped around my waist as he pulled me against him, and I let out a moan against his lips—he pulled back and pressed a finger to my lips. 

“We have to be quiet,” he reminded me, and I sucked on the tip of his finger and slipped my hand between his legs, gripping at his swiftly-growing erection. 

“I can manage that,” I assured him, and he kissed me once more, sinking his fingers into my hips roughly as though trying to keep from making a sound by channeling it into my body. 

Which I was more than fine with. I wrapped my arms around him, and he swept me off the ground and carried me towards his bedroom, my legs curled around his hips, pulling him close. He was so addictive, more intoxicating than wine could ever be, and I tried to forget about the fact that his daughter was somewhere in this apartment with us. I just had to keep quiet and get out before the morning, and I would be just fine. 

He closed the bedroom door quietly behind us and then slipped down onto the bed beside me; sliding his hand up my shirt, he pinched my nipple between his fingers and leaned down to kiss me again. 

“You have no idea how much I was hoping you would come back up here,” he murmured against my lips, catching one between his teeth and tugging lightly. I wriggled on the bed and stroked my hand over the stubble on his jaw; I liked its roughness, liked the contrast with the gentleness of his touch. My nipple was already swelling and growing hard beneath his fingers, and he began to make his way lazily down my neck as I arched off the bed, grinding against the air, desperate for relief. I looked down at him, at this absurdly handsome man as he traced his mouth across my skin, and I knew that we shouldn’t be doing this—and yet, there was no part of me that wanted to stop. 

“You smell so good,” he moaned softly, his breath warm on my skin, and I tilted his chin up so he was looking right at me. 

“I want you to fuck me,” I murmured, and I wondered where this woman had come from, this woman who could talk dirty as hell, who could flirt and seduce and say precisely what she meant. Maybe she had just been waiting for the right man to show up—maybe she had never been aroused enough to give in to her desires like this before. 

Logan moved up over me and kissed me again, this time moving between my legs; I lifted my hips and pressed them against him, already craving that gorgeous cock inside of me. 

But he seemed keen to tease me and to make me wait. He stripped me slowly, lifting my hands over my head as he pulled my shirt off; he touched them briefly, running his fingers over my skin.

“Keep them here,” he ordered me, voice tense in my ear, and I did as I was told, knowing that he was going to make it worth my while. I closed my eyes and parted my lips as he moved down my neck once more, letting his mouth trail down my throat, across my heart. He grazed his tongue over my nipples so gently that it almost hurt, and when I let out a tiny sigh, he reached up to cover my mouth. Unable to make a sound, unable to touch him, everything ramped up a notch as he moved down, down, down. 

His mouth was on my lower belly as I drew his fingers into my mouth, running my tongue around the tips and sucking softly; his brow furrowed slightly as though he was doing his best not to get distracted. He withdrew his fingers from my mouth and trailed them over my throat for a split second before they found my breasts once more, using the lubrication of my saliva to torment me further. I pressed my lips together to keep from making a sound as he moved further down, pulling off my shorts and panties and spreading my legs like he owned me, and I needed reminding of it.

He brushed his mouth up the inside of my thigh and glanced up at me with questioning eyes; I blinked and wriggled back and forth, letting him know that I wanted him. His breath was warm on my pussy, and the pressure was almost getting too much to bear. All I wanted to do was reach down and pull his mouth against my pussy—but I held my hands above my head, just as he’d asked, doing my best not to make any noise as I waited for him to give me the relief I so sorely needed. My hips were grinding the air again, the need intense, impossible to escape. And finally, finally, he pressed his mouth to my pussy and gave me what I needed. 

I gasped and held my breath as his tongue found my clit, as he began to draw slow, small circles around it; his mouth was so warm and soft that it made my entire body ache, but I kept my hands above my head and held myself still to let him do what he wanted to me. Spreading my legs a little further, he moved his fingers up and slipped them inside of me, fucking me slowly, and slowed the strokes of his tongue even further, caressing me torturously. I looked down and found him watching me carefully, his eyes locked on mine, and he must have seen the desperation on my face because they flashed with amusement before he turned his attention back to what he was doing to me. 

He went down on me like no one ever had before, like he couldn’t get enough of me—he sucked softly on my lips until they were engorged and sensitized, trailed his tongue from my clit to my slit and back up again, withdrew his fingers from me so that he could briefly fuck me with his tongue before he focused his attention back on my clit and sucked gently on me once more. He ate me out like he actually wanted to pleasure me, as opposed to getting this out of the way so he could do what he wanted. My legs were shaking, and my chest was heaving, and it felt as though my entire body was grasping and gasping for release. But he went slow, coaxing me there, guiding me gently and tentatively to the point where I could hardly hold myself together. It was too much, the feeling burning inside of me, and it took every single ounce of control I had not to cry out in agonized need for him. 

He sealed his lips around my clit and stroked me with his tongue as he moved his fingers inside of me, finding that place that made my entire body tense up. I was close, so close that I could almost taste it, and I lifted my head and looked down at him, and the sight of this gorgeous creature putting everything he had into making me come was enough to push me over the edge. 

I closed my eyes and clamped my thighs around him as the orgasm hit me, running me over like a freight train. I had no idea how I kept my mouth shut because it felt as though the sensation was exploding through me, prickling my skin, pulsing out from between my legs and over my body. Finally, I gave in and reached for him, touching his hair, his neck, his shoulders, and pulling him back on top of me. He kissed me once more, and I could taste myself on his mouth, and it only prolonged the pleasure. 

“Good?” he murmured in my ear, and I could hear that teasing edge to his voice as though he knew damn well how good it had been and just wanted to hear it from me.

“Amazing,” I breathed in return, and I turned to kiss him once more. I needed this—I needed him inside me. And he seemed to understand just how badly that desire was affecting me.

“Here,” he leaned over and grabbed a condom from the bedside table, and he stripped down swiftly and sheathed himself; I reached for him in the dark, wrapping my fingers around him and stroking him a few times, and he went to move down on top of me just like the time before—but I wanted something new. I knew what I wanted to give him. 

I flipped over, arched my back, and glanced over my shoulder at him, biting my lip playfully. His eyebrows shot up, and he grinned, not needing to be told twice.

“Anything the lady wants,” he remarked, running his hand down my back and over my ass; he held my hip in place as he guided himself into me, and I bit my lip hard to keep from crying out in pleasure.

“Fuck, you feel so tight like this,” he breathed as he began to move inside me. And I had to admit, it did feel fucking incredible; he was so big like this, made me feel so full. He thrust into me slowly at first, letting me get used to him, my pussy already slick from the orgasm he’d just given to me, but he was soon holding my hips steady and going harder, long, quick strokes where he buried himself up to the hilt inside me with every one. I pressed my face into the covers, hoping they would be enough to muffle the noises that were coming out of me. 

He slipped his hand between my legs and found my clit, stroking me in time with his thrusts; his other hand found its way to my hair, which he wrapped around his fingers and used to tug my head back just a little. I gasped, the pain mellowing at once to pleasure, and wondered if this was what he’d learned from all that wildness and all those hook-ups back when he was a carefree bachelor. It was criminal that he had gone so long off the market if this was what he had to offer. 

Soon, I could feel myself getting close once more, my body moving and shifting and grinding back against him; I could hear his breath coming harder, and I wanted nothing more than to feel him come, to know that I had been enough to push him over the edge. And suddenly, with one last thrust inside me, he held himself still, and he came.

I twisted around to watch his face, and the sight of him totally lost to his desire for me was enough to push me over the edge. The pleasure swelled and burst once more inside me, his fingers pressed to my clit and his cock still buried deep into me. He slid out slowly, releasing me back on to the bed, and I lay there and tried to catch my breath as he disposed of the condom.

Now, I knew that I should have gathered my stuff and gotten out of there before his daughter woke up. I knew that was the right choice, and in my head, I was planning to say my goodbyes and get out the door and spend the night in my own bed. But the exhaustion of what we’d just done was overwhelming, and I found myself getting drowsy. By the time I felt him slip down beside me and throw an arm over me I was so tired that I couldn’t even remember why I needed to get out of there in the first place.

“You have no idea how much I needed that,” he murmured, briefly cutting through my reverie, and he leaned over and planted a kiss on my cheek just as sleep roiled up and took me over. I found myself smiling as, for the first time in a while, I slipped into a restful sleep.

I woke with a start when I heard movement, and suddenly all that endorphin-laden stupidness vanished from my head. I needed to get the fuck out of there, right now. Before his little girl woke up. I thought I could hear her in the bathroom, and I listened, frozen with fear as she made her way back to her room. How quiet had we been? Did she have any idea I was here?

I turned to look at Logan sleeping next to me; that scrub of stubble on his chin was so cute I just had to reach out and touch it. But then he shifted in his sleep, and I jumped and pulled away. The last thing on Earth that I needed right now was him waking up and asking for an explanation as to why I was getting out of there so fucking swiftly after what we had done. I didn’t want to have to tell him that it had everything to do with his daughter and the fact that I didn’t want to have to explain what the hell I had been doing in her daddy’s bed. 

I got dressed quickly and quietly, and I felt a twist of guilt at what I was doing. What we had shared had been genuinely incredible, and it was clear that there was some sort of connection between Logan and me, even if it was just a physical one. Didn’t he deserve an explanation, for me to let him know that I would have hung around if it hadn’t been for his kid? No, that would only make it worse. I would just make sure that I never found myself here again, no matter what. He would probably be mad at me for sneaking off, and he would have a right to be, but surely, he didn’t want to have to explain the notion of no-strings-attached hook-ups to his daughter over breakfast the next day.

I stole one more look at the sleeping Logan and made for the door, tiptoeing down the hall and out of the apartment. I hurried down the stairs, praying that I wasn’t going to run into any of the neighbors, and just made it back to my place before I heard some movement upstairs. I winced and hoped that I hadn’t come across as too much of an asshole for what I had just done. But I had a bad feeling the ship had already sailed on that.





Chapter 6

 

Logan

 

“Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

“What did you say, Daddy?”

“Nothing, baby,” I assured Erin, smiling at her as she continued with her coloring in front of the television. I planted a kiss on her head. No need for her to have to hear about any of this. I wanted her to live an easy, calm life, and not have to worry about the fact that I couldn’t for the life of me find anyone to take care of her while I went to my shift at work. 

I had called Ant, but she wasn’t answering her phone; knowing her timing, she would get back to me right as I confirmed someone else to come along, but that was no good to me now. I had tried my usual babysitter, Taylor, but she was out at some after-school club and couldn’t do it that evening. And now, here I was, twenty minutes from having to leave, with no one who could step in and take care of Erin for me. 

I made my way through to the bedroom and tried to catch my breath. There was no point working myself to hysteria over this. I needed to stay calm and consider my options. 

I couldn’t just skip out on work. I needed the paycheck something awful that month and dropping a shift would mean Elijah would start handing off more of them to other people. I needed to go. So who could I get to take care of Erin for me?

My mind drifted downstairs, and I pushed the idea out of my head at once. She had shown no interest in Erin at all, and besides, I barely knew her—we had hooked up a couple of times, and that was it. I hardly knew if I could trust her with the most important thing in my life. 

Just thinking about Nina was enough to drag up a mess of feelings I had been trying my hardest to shove down for the last few days. She had come up to my apartment looking like a gift wrapped especially for me in a pair of skimpy pajamas, and the two of us had had a crazy-hot hook-up in my room while Erin was sleeping. I couldn’t remember the last time I had experienced anything like that; sure, I’d had hot one-night stands before, but this was way more than that. I still went over the moment she flipped around on the bed, arched her back, and asked me to take her from behind at least once a day. 

But we had fallen asleep together, something I never would have let happen if I had been thinking straight, and when I woke up, she had snuck out of the apartment and left me alone once more. Which was a good thing, really, because I didn’t want to have to explain to Erin what the fuck was going on between us, but I felt a jolt of sadness when I saw that she was missing from the spot next to me. I had reached out my arm to cuddle her close, but she was gone. And that sucked.

I had to keep reminding myself that I didn’t know this girl at all. Sure, she was Ant’s best friend, and if my sister had kept her around for all this time that meant she couldn’t be a total wash, but we had only hooked up a couple of times and exchanged one frenetic conversation outside of that. Whatever we were doing, it was clearly and blatantly a bad idea. She didn’t seem to want anything to do with Erin, and I couldn’t keep someone around who was like that, no matter how good the sex was. 

We hadn’t exchanged a word since then, and I hadn’t been able to shake her from my head. Was it the same with her? She was the one who came to me, after all, and told me that she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about me. But maybe that last hook-up had been all she needed to get me out of her system once and for all, and now she had her fill and wasn’t going to bother with me again. 

But she was the only person in my immediate vicinity who I could ask to do this. I had heard her moving around in the apartment downstairs a few times today, so I knew she was in. I ran through the pros and cons—sure, I didn’t know if she was any good with kids, but she had the Ant seal of approval, and that was good enough for me. And it would only be an hour of sitting near Erin while she did her own thing before she would send her off to bed, so it wasn’t like I was asking her to take Erin on a trip to Disneyland or something. 

As I sat there on the edge of the bed, I tried to slow my thoughts and figure out if this was just an excuse for me to see her again. I knew in the back of my mind that was the truth; I really wanted to lay eyes on her, to be in her presence, to enjoy the way she looked at me and the playful certainty with which she flirted with me. But I also needed the money and the shift and to keep the promise to work that I would deliver when they wanted me to. And that was more important.

Before I could stop myself, I told Erin to wait in the apartment, and I was on the stairs and heading down to Nina’s place. I knocked on the door, and she opened it a moment or two later. A wide smile spread across her face when she laid eyes on me. 

“Well, well, well,” she purred playfully. “You’re coming to me now, huh? Can’t say I’m not interested—”

“I actually need to ask you a favor …” I cut her off, doing my best to shove the realization that she would have fucked me right then and there out of my mind. I had to keep focused. 

She furrowed her brow. “What kind of favor?”

“I need someone to look after Erin for me,” I told her. “Just for an hour before she goes to bed. I really have to get to work, and there’s no one else around who can take her for me.”

“Oh, I, uh,” she stammered, and it was clear she was running through every excuse she could find to wriggle out of this. “I don’t think this is a good idea—”

“It’s not for long,” I promised her. “I’ll pay you.”

That seemed to catch her attention. She chewed her lip and then shook her head. “No, I’ll do it for free,” she replied, and she sounded resigned, as though she had known this was coming and couldn’t believe it was already here. “I’m really not good with kids,” she warned me. “I’ve never been good with kids.”

“Honestly, all you have to do is let her finish up her coloring, get her to brush her teeth and put on her pajamas, and then send her to bed.” I held my hands up. “It’s pretty hard to fuck up.”

“You say that like I’m not going to find a way to do it anyway,” she muttered, and she pinched the bridge of her nose and shrugged. “Okay, alright, I’ll do it,” she replied, and my heart leaped with relief.

“But if you come home and find the apartment on fire or something, then don’t blame me,” she warned. 

I grinned, and before I could stop myself, I leaned forward and planted a kiss on her mouth. She seemed surprised at first, but after a moment she softened, her fingers playing against my chest. When I pulled back, she had a smile on her face, though a resigned one.

“I guess I should go up there, huh?” she remarked, fixing my shirt where the collar had come a little unstuck. 

“Guess you should,” I replied, and she kissed me once more, stealing a little peck on the lips. 

“I’ll expect some kind of payment,” she murmured against my mouth, and I grinned. 

“And I’ll be happy to provide it,” I assured her. In fact, if I knew I wasn’t already running behind schedule, I would have closed this door, got her to plant her hands against it, and taken her from behind once more. But I had bigger things to focus on. 

“Come on, let’s get upstairs,” she said with a sigh. “Show me what I need to do.”

“Sure thing.” I stepped back and let her follow me up the stairs and opened the door to the apartment to find Erin still sitting where I left her. 

“Erin, this is Nina,” I told her, and she glanced up and smiled at the woman standing beside me. 

“Hello,” she greeted.

“Hi,” Nina replied, a little awkwardly. But I ignored that; she was here, and that was by far the most important thing. I didn’t care if she was a little out-of-place doing something like this, as long as she was here to actually do it. 

“Nina’s going to be looking after you tonight while I go to work,” I told her. “Is that alright?”

“Sure!” Erin replied cheerfully and picked up her coloring. “Can I show you my pictures?”

“Of course,” Nina replied, and she got down onto the floor in a cross-legged position and gamely held her hand out for the drawings Erin had been working on. 

“I’ll see you both later.” I dropped a kiss on top of Erin’s head, and Nina shot me one last “really?” look before I headed out the door to work. At this rate, I was actually going to get there early. 

 

When I arrived, Elijah came to find me as I was scrubbing up, and I noticed that he had a heavy look on his face. I furrowed my brow.

“What’s going on?” I asked. “I’m not late, am I?”

“No, you’re fine,” he replied, but then he dipped his hand into his pocket and produced a small piece of paper, which he handed to me.

“What’s this?” I asked, confused, as I started to unfold it. 

“We found it next to your chef’s whites a couple of days ago when you’d finished your shift,” he told me. “We don’t know who put it there, but …”

I scanned the note, and my heart dropped when I saw what was written there ... 

GIVE IT UP, YOU FUCKER

… in big, spidery letters, all capitals, like someone was yelling that at my face. I crunched the note up in my hand at once, not wanting to pay it any more attention. 

“Do you know who might have put this there?” he asked, and I shook my head. But the truth was, I had a good idea of who might have been trying to spook me. 

“Nope,” I replied firmly. “Must have just been someone trying to play a bad joke on me.”

But the truth was, I had a pretty good idea who was behind it—and I intended to confront him about it as soon as I got the chance.





Chapter 7

 

Nina

 

I stood there in that apartment wondering what the hell I had gotten myself into. I stared down at the little girl in front of me, the one who was showing me all the pictures she’d worked on over the last few weeks, and I nodded along and hoped that whatever I was doing was enough to keep her entertained for the next hour. 

“And this one is an elephant!” She held out a picture to me, and I looked down at the page in front of me; I had to admit, she was pretty damn cute, and the way she was so enthusiastic about showing me her art was making my heart melt just a little.

“It’s really good.” I smiled at her and glanced around to figure out what I was going to do for the next hour; Logan had just said to let her get on with her coloring, but I felt as though it would have been a little weird if I had just sat there and watched her do her own thing. And there was some part of me that wanted to make sure that Logan saw that he could trust me; that I was worth asking for help like this. 

I spotted a cupboard in the small kitchen that was half-open, and inside I could see tea, coffee, and hot chocolate powder.

“Hey, you know what always helps me sleep?” I asked. 

She perked up and grinned. “What?”

“A milky hot chocolate,” I replied, and she bounced up to her feet and scurried through to the kitchen. 

“Can I help you make one?” she asked keenly, and I couldn’t help chuckling. She was so damn sweet. Maybe it was just really little kids I had a problem with because she was just like a little grown-up. Except that I couldn’t tell her the truth, that I usually had a few glasses of wine on those nights when I knew I was going to be struggling to get to sleep. 

I made both of us a hot chocolate, with her helping me find everything I needed, and we sat at the dinner table sipping on the steaming sweet drinks. She kicked her legs back and forth happily, and I realized I was going to have to make conversation with her. I had been the one to pull her away from her coloring, now I had to be the one to make sure that it had been worth it. 

“So, Erin,” I asked, trailing my finger around my drink and sucking off the spot of foam that got on to my fingertip. “What else do you like to do? Besides drawing?”

“Uh,” she blinked at me for a couple of seconds as though I had put her on the spot, but then she seemed to gather herself and nod with certainty. “I like to read,” she replied as though it was the most important thing in the world. I remembered, all at once, all that reading I had done when I was her age—these days, I was lucky if I managed to get to the end of a full article without clicking away. But I used to be a voracious reader, going through whole series like they were chapters over the course of single weekends. I didn’t have a whole lot of friends, but none of that mattered when I had my nose deep in a book. 

“Oh? Who do you like to read?” I asked her. And just like that, she was chattering away about the authors she liked, her favorite books, what she wanted to read next. We even chatted a little about the books that I read when I was growing up that she had picked up as well, the classics that never got old. I finished my drink, and she finished hers, though I noticed that she was going really slowly, as though she didn’t want to finish the conversation. Hey, maybe I wasn’t as bad at this as I thought. 

Eventually, I noticed her eyes drooping, and I got to my feet and pointed to the bathroom. “You go brush your teeth,” I told her. “And I’ll wash up here.”

“Will you read me a bedtime story?” she asked hopefully, and I paused for a moment—I hadn’t even thought about that. 

“Uh, sure,” I replied at last. “You go get ready for bed, alright? And I’ll pick us something to read.”

I finished cleaning up and then headed to her bedroom to pick out a book to read from; I chose one with short stories, to make sure that if I somehow fucked this up, at least the ordeal wouldn’t last for too long.

She appeared in the door a moment later, dressed in a pair of pink pajamas with a kitten wearing a crown on the front; I grinned when I saw what she was wearing.

“They’re very cool,” I remarked. “I wish I had a pair like them.”

She was about to climb into bed when I held my finger up and pointed to her mouth. “Let me see those choppers,” I told her, and she opened her mouth and beamed widely. 

“Gleaming,” I agreed after I pretended to inspect them for a moment. She bounced into bed, and it seemed like she was so full of energy that I would never get her to close her eyes. I perched on the edge of the bed, in that tiny little girl’s room, and I read her a story. The short story idea seemed to go out the window at once, as I found myself enjoying reading to her, seeing the way her face lit up when I got to certain points or when I snuck in the odd funny voice to keep things lively. But then I noticed she was struggling to keep her eyes open just to be able to hear me continue to read, and I finished up the story I was on and pulled the covers up over her. 

“You should get some sleep now,” I told her. 

“Goodnight, Nina,” she yawned, and before I could reply her head had hit the pillow, and she was out for the count. I chuckled, carefully put the book away and switched the light off before making my way back to the living room. Okay, that hadn’t been so bad at all. I couldn’t imagine doing it for much longer, but I had survived an hour or two. Even if I felt as though I could have just gone to bed myself now.

The landline rang, and without thinking I picked it up, forgetting that I wasn’t in my own place. Well, I could just take a message for him or—

“Hey, it’s me,” Ant yawned down the line. Well, that made things easier.

“Hey, Ant!” I replied.

“Wait, what—” she stopped herself, caught her breath, and then tried again. “Are you in Logan’s apartment?”

“Sure am,” I replied. “I’m looking after Erin. Or I was, she just went to bed.”

“He was calling me all evening to try and get me to come and take care of her,” Ant remarked, still sounding a little shocked. “I thought he must have found someone else by now …”

“He just came downstairs and asked me to watch her for a little while,” I shrugged. “We … uh, we bumped into each other in the halls a couple of times, so he knew who I was.”

“That’s crazy,” Ant murmured. “He doesn’t trust anyone with Erin. You must have made a really good impression on him.”

“Are you telling me that I don’t immediately come across as the kind of woman you’d want to leave your children with?” I shot back, playing at being wounded by her implication. 

She laughed. “Hey, you can’t blame me,” she protested. “You’re the one who’s always telling me how much you hate being around kids. Are you starting up a babysitting business on the side now?”

“Oh, hell, no.” I shook my head. “I just did this as a favor. You know, good neighbors and all that.”

“Right.” She sounded a little suspicious, but she let it go. 

I wondered if she had caught on to the fact that it was hardly the halls Logan and I kept on ending up in together, but I breezed on by in the hopes that she wouldn’t focus too intently on what I had told her already. 

“She was really good tonight,” I remarked, and I could hear the smile in Ant’s voice as she replied.

“Yeah, she’s a total little star,” she agreed. “She’s so cute. And she’s so easy to take care of. Logan’s an amazing dad, he makes sure she respects the people taking care of her.”

“She was a little angel,” I replied. “She showed me some of her pictures, she told me about her books, and then she asked me to read her a bedtime story and then she just passed out. It was really cute.”

“Do I sense a hint of a change of heart around you, Miss Nina?” she teased. “Come on, you can tell me.”

“No, it’s not like that.” I shook my head. “I still couldn’t imagine doing this all the time. I mean, it’s fine for a couple of hours, but that’s it. I’m certainly not usurping your aunt position.”

“Good,” she shot back playfully. “But still, Logan must like you if he’s letting you take care of her; he doesn’t let anyone near her normally …”

“Or maybe he just knows I’m a friend of yours and trusts your judgment,” I pointed out. “I wouldn’t read too much into it, Ant, really.”

“That’s exactly what someone who was trying to steal my spot would say,” she replied, yawning again. “Jesus, I’m tired. I’m glad I didn’t have to come over there in the end. I think I’d have been good for nothing anyway.”

“What were you up to tonight?” I leaned back in the seat I had taken at the dining table and stretched my arms above my head. I still had a while till Logan came home, so I might as well catch up with my best friend. 

“Oh, nothing much,” she replied coyly, and I instantly leaned in. 

“Come on, tell me!” I ordered her. “Was it a guy?”

“Maybe,” she replied, and just like that we were caught up in a conversation about a guy she’d been hooking up with recently and exactly what she thought the relationship meant to the two of them; I was happy to lose myself in the chat, in something other than the strange feelings that were running through my head being in this apartment all by myself. 

“Anyway, I should get going,” she told me after a long run of analysis and conversation. “I’ll see you later in the week, though, huh?”

“Sounds good,” I agreed. “Keep me up to date with your man, okay?”

“He’s not my man yet,” she reminded me.

“But he will be soon, if you want him,” I replied, and she chuckled down the line. 

I felt a wave of relief; for now, at least, I’d managed to deflect any doubts she might have had about Logan and I and the nature of our relationship. I just had to make sure I kept her in the dark, and that nothing like what happened that night last week happened again.

“I’ll catch you later. Good luck with the rest of the night with Erin,” she replied, and we said our goodbyes and hung up, leaving me all alone once more in that apartment and considering what we had spoken about.

Right at the start of the conversation, she mentioned that Logan didn’t trust just anyone with his daughter. And I believed that; it was clear from just being in this place and seeing all the stuff she had here that he was a doting father, and there was no way that wouldn’t extend to protecting her from the people he was unsure of too. So why was he all right with having me around?

Maybe it was as simple as what I’d told Ant, that I was a friend of hers, and by extension that meant he trusted me—but even that felt a little thin, considering we had only met a couple of times and both of those we fell into bed together. I knew things between us had only been physical so far, but was there something else going on there from his side that I didn’t know about?

I felt a little flutter in my chest when I thought about it and realized that if he did have feelings for me, they weren’t exclusive to him. It might not have been much, but there was something there when I thought about him and remembered falling asleep in his arms after we’d hooked up. When I lingered on the power of his touch, of his words. I glanced around the apartment and remembered sneaking out of here first thing in the morning before either of them had woken up. Maybe it wouldn’t have been the worst thing in the world if I had stuck around a little longer, made some breakfast, enjoyed the rush as they got Erin ready for school …

No. I pushed that to the back of my mind. Sure, it was cute in theory, but I knew that in practice that was the last thing in the world I wanted. If Logan had been single and child-free and as loose and easy as I was right now, maybe I would go for it with him, even if he was Ant’s brother. But back in reality, there was so much keeping us apart—the fact that I was his sister’s best friend and that she would take chunks out of both of us if she found out, his daughter, his job, my recent dumping, and rebound-seeking status. I could enjoy the little fantasy of fitting into their lives, but I knew that it would have been stupid of me to treat it as anything other than that—a fantasy. I was so far from being ready to settle down with anyone after what had happened with my ex, let alone someone with a kid who would need even more commitment from me than a regular romance. No, this was a dumb idea, and I wasn’t going to give it any more thought than that. 

I picked up one of the books that were stacked on the table and started to flick through it just to keep myself distracted. It was hard to believe that only a few days before, I had been sneaking out of here, making it out of this apartment without being caught the only thing I wanted, because now I felt so relaxed that I couldn’t imagine a place in the world I would rather be at that moment.





Chapter 8

 

Logan

 

I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about that note all the way through my shift. Who was it from? Well, that wasn’t so much the question now, as was how my ex had managed to smuggle it into my work and dump it in my pocket. 

She was always playing games like this, swinging into my life occasionally full of this certainty that she was going to take Erin from me and claim the custody she’d never really bothered to fight for. I usually ignored it since it came in the form of a few texts a couple of times a year threatening all sorts of bullshit, but this was a step up even for her, and I had to admit that it had unsettled me. 

But I made it through the shift by keeping focused and working my ass off so that I couldn’t waste too much brain space on anything but what needed to be done at the moment. And before I knew it, I was finished—a little later than I’d thought, and I hoped that Nina wouldn’t be too annoyed that I’d kept her hanging around the apartment for so long. I drove home quickly, and when I arrived I snuck up the stairs so as not to wake Erin, unlocked the door, and slipped inside. 

“Oh, hey,” Nina smiled at me, getting to her feet, and speaking softly. “You’re back.”

“Yeah, and I’m really sorry I’m late.” I pulled a face at her. “I got caught up with work, I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s fine, really.” She waved her hand. “I actually … uh, I think I actually had a good time.”

“You think?” I cocked my head at her and grinned. Even though I was just back from work and should have been exhausted, I wanted nothing more than to spend a little more of the evening with her if I could somehow convince her to stick around.

“I mean, I’m not good with kids.” She shook her head. “So I think I did an alright job. But who knows, I probably traumatized her for life or something.”

“What did you get up to?” I asked, going to make myself a drink. “You want something?”

“Uh, what are you having?”

“I was thinking of coffee, but maybe something stronger now I think of it,” I shrugged. “Wine?”

“I would love a glass,” she agreed and settled back into her seat at the dining table. She looked like she belonged there, and I had to admit it was nice having someone over the age of ten to come home to for a change. I poured her a glass of a decent dry white that I managed to procure from work when they over-ordered, and I took my seat opposite her. 

“I really can’t thank you enough for helping me out,” I told her. “I would have been all the way up shit creek without you.”

“Ant called while you were away.” She gestured to the phone. “She was busy this evening. I think she was glad that I was able to come up and help instead.”

“I’ll bet she was.” I shook my head. “What was it, a guy?”

“How did you guess?” 

She grinned. “Because I was always the one picking up the pieces after she got her heart broken as a teenager.” I sighed. “Though I supposed I deferred that duty to you at some point.”

“You’re welcome.” She raised her glass. “Seems like you trust me with a whole lot of your family, huh?”

“Seems that way,” I agreed, and I took a long sip of my wine. I should have sent her home, stuck my head in on Erin, then gone to bed, but I was buzzing with energy, the tips of my fingertips zinging with excitement at her being here. 

“Your daughter seems sweet.” She glanced in the direction of the hallway and grinned fondly. 

“Did she show you her books?” I asked. “She’s always into showing anyone who comes through the door her collection.”

“She told me all about it,” she said with a nod and a smile. “It was actually pretty sweet. Though I haven’t read anything to speak of in years.”

“Yeah, I was never much one for books until Erin started getting into them, and I suddenly had to catch up on all the children’s literature from the last hundred years.” I chuckled. “She’s turned me into a bit of a buff.”

“You can say that again,” Nina shot back playfully, and I felt that chemistry between us ratchet up a notch. We had already broken the promise we’d made to each other, not to go any further than we already had so as not to hurt Ant, but I had promised her some kind of reward for her time and effort. 

“So, how was work?” she asked. “Was is it you do again?”

“I work as a chef,” I replied. “And it was good. I think it keeps me sane because it’s the only time I really get to interact with other adults who aren’t my sister or the parents at the school.”

“You should cook me something sometime,” she suggested, raising her eyebrows.

“I’m sure I could come up with something,” I replied, and she grinned widely—so wide it looked as though it was set to split her face in two. I liked the way it seemed to light up her entire face, as though the smile was meant for only me.

“I really can’t thank you enough for stepping in and helping out here.” I shook my head. “I would have been really fucked if you hadn’t been there to give me a hand.”

“That’s what neighbors are for, isn’t it?” she remarked, running her hands through her hair. “Besides, I seem to remember that you were going to give me a damn good reason to help you out.”

I remembered our conversation outside her apartment, and I cocked an eyebrow. “You aren’t a little tired for that?” I asked, and she shook her head. 

“For you?” She bit her lip. “No way.”

I sat there and just stared at her for a long moment, and I tried to ignore the voice at the back of my head that was telling me what a seriously dumb idea this would turn out to be. If Ant found out …

But then I saw the way her eyes softened as they dropped to my mouth, and all the resolve I was clinging on to went straight out the window. She seemed to sense it, and she moved toward me and ran her thumb over my jawline, right to that sensitive spot where my ear met my throat. 

“You’ve a had a long day,” she murmured, and she leaned in to plant this soft little kiss on my mouth. I felt myself stir to hardness at once. I wanted her, no doubt about it. Ever since that second time, I had wanted her, and now here she was, offering herself to me. How the hell could I say no?

“Let me take care of you,” she breathed into my ear, and she began to kiss down my neck with light, gentle caresses. I reached out to touch her, to slide my hands over her waist and her belly where her shirt had fallen open to expose skin, and she let out a soft little moan and continued her journey down. 

Before I knew it, she was between my legs, knelt on the floor in front of me; her mouth looked so good, so sweet, so tempting, and I struggled to remember the last time anyone had given me head. She bit her lip again as she undid my belt and my jeans, and I lifted my hips, so she could pull them off fully. 

“Fuck,” she murmured as she pulled off my boxers and wrapped her hands around my cock; there was blind lust in her eyes, and I loved the way she looked at me, as though she could never imagine getting enough. She looked up at me and leaned forward, planting a kiss on my tip, and I sucked in a sharp breath and did my best to keep my voice down. 

“You deserve this,” she continued, her voice low as she stroked me a couple of times. “Working so hard …”

“Mmm,” I reached down and ran my hands through her hair, silently urging her to move forward, to take me into her mouth, but she seemed determined to make me wait. She liked the game, I could tell, liked the way I looked at her like my head was going to burst from sheer desire. 

Eventually, she parted her lips and leaned forward and guided me into her mouth. Her lips were soft and her tongue warm as she swirled it over my tip, and then she moved down to take all of me at once, meeting her lips with her fist so that every part of me was accounted for. I tipped my head back in the seat and stared at the ceiling for a long moment, trying to keep my composure—she looked so fucking good with my cock in her mouth, and there was something impossibly hot to me about her getting on her knees and servicing me after a long day at work. As though she’d been waiting around especially for this. 

She went down on me like her life depended on it; alternate sucking hard with slow, soft licks all the way up the underside, leaning down to suckle gently on my balls while she jerked me off. My eyes were practically in the back of my head as she fucked me with her mouth, letting me guide her up and down by her hair. I found my hips pushing back to meet her, thrusting to match her pace, and soon enough I could feel myself getting close, so close. I noticed that she had slipped her hand between her legs and was stroking herself in time with her mouth’s movement on my cock, and that was almost enough to tip me over the edge right there and then. But I had no idea how she would take it if I came in her mouth, and I didn’t want to push my luck.

She glanced up at me and briefly pulled her mouth away; she seemed to read the thoughts running through my mind and smiled sweetly.

“I want you to come in my mouth,” she murmured, brushing her lips against the over sensitized tip once more, and she began to stroke me as my head rested just past her lips. The sound of those words coming out of her mouth matched the eagerness of her expression, and the sureness of her touch was all I needed to get me there—I came hard in her mouth, tipping my head back and letting out a low growl of pleasure as it hit me. 

She cleaned me with her tongue, going gently, and I watched her, catching my breath, committing the sight of her like this to memory. Her hand was still between her legs, but she hadn’t come yet, and there was no way I was going to let her walk out of here without giving her an orgasm to match my own. 

“Here,” I grabbed her, tucking my hands under her arms, and pulling her on to my lap. She grinned and leaned in to kiss my neck again, letting her teeth drag across my skin. 

“Good?” she asked.

“Incredible,” I replied. “But if you think I’m letting you out of here without making you come, you’ve got another think coming.”

“Thank God,” she breathed against my neck. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you, Logan. I just want you so badly …”

If I hadn’t just come so hard, I would have thrown her down on that table and fucked her raw right there and then, but as it was, I wanted to make this all about her, to show that I could give as good as I got. I slipped my hand into her panties and found her already pleasingly slick. I rubbed two fingers on either side of her clit, and she gasped and buried her face into my shoulder.

“Jesus,” she moaned, and I went a little harder, pulling the skin taut so that every single touch would feel that much more intense. I could feel her body tensing in my lap, and I ran one hand up her thigh and beneath her shirt; she wasn’t wearing a bra, and I pinched her nipple roughly, making her jump in my lap. 

“You’re so fucking wet,” I murmured into her ear, and she shivered. 

“I need this, Logan,” she begged as I continued to tease her, not applying any direct pressure to her clit. “Please …”

“Whatever the lady wants.” I grinned playfully, and I finally guided my fingers over her clit; she slumped against me, given in to the pleasure, and I began to stroke her softly, in slow circles, listening to the sound of her breath as she got closer and closer to coming. I could judge if what I was doing was right based on how she tensed, how she breathed, the little noises she made; she responded best to a gentle touch, and I was more than happy to give it to her, going slow and soft until I could feel her breath coming ragged against my neck. I dipped my fingers down and pushed two inside of her, getting them good and wet, and suddenly, she came.

Her body was wracked with shivers as she sat there on top of me, her head tipped back to expose the shape of her throat; I ran my tongue over it, and she let out another sigh of pleasure as her pussy clenched around my fingers, her entire body giving in to the pleasure. I slowly withdrew myself from her, and she caught my fingers in her hand and drew them to her mouth. The sight of her, sucking my fingers clean, looking deep into my eyes as she cleaned the taste of herself from my fingertips, was enough to get me stirring to hardness once more. She could feel it and wiggled her butt playfully against my erection. 

“Already?” she teased, but she didn’t seem altogether annoyed by the development. I scooped her up and tossed her over my shoulder, and she giggled, a hand clamped over her mouth, as I carried her to the bedroom. 

“Already,” I replied as I lay her down on the bed once more, and she kicked off her jeans, spread her legs, and pulled me down on top of her. 

It was frantic after that, both of us throwing our clothes aside, trying to be as quiet as we could—but it was hard when I just wanted to sink my teeth into her, to make her scream, to hear her cry out my name as she came. I ran my hands over her glorious nakedness there in the dark as she reached for a condom, and I swiftly sheathed myself and then guided my cock inside her. I lasted for longer than normal, thanks to her attentions earlier, and she didn’t break eye contact with me once as I fucked her. I pushed her hands above her head and kissed her as I moved deep and slow into her cunt, and she wrapped her legs around me and rocked back, taking as much of me as she could, as though she couldn’t get enough of the way I felt inside her. I knew how she felt. Maybe it was just because it had been so long since I had been with anyone like this, but she felt beyond incredible, her pussy perfectly tight and warm around me. 

I came inside her again, and I felt her reach her own shuddering climax moments later. Her legs were still hooked around me, and her arms were still pinned above her, and she seemed to move towards me, as though she wanted to melt her body into mine at that moment—I knew how she felt. For a second there, as we both came, it seemed like we could have just melded into one being, one person, and I would have been all too happy to give myself over to that impulse. 

“Mmm …” She sighed after I’d disposed of the condom and come back to bed. Her eyes were already closed, and she was curled up on the covers, a smile on her face. “That was so good.”

“It really was,” I agreed, and I lay there next to her and wrapped my arms around her from behind. I knew I should have kicked her out, but since she was all too happy to make her own way out of my apartment last time, why ruin a sweet moment by kicking her to the curb already?

She snuggled back into me, and just like that, the exhaustion of the day thus far caught up on me, and I let out a huge yawn and found myself dozing off. I knew I should have told her to get out before the morning, that she couldn’t be here when my daughter woke up, but I just didn’t have it in me at that moment. For a minute, I just wanted to pretend that things were normal, that I didn’t have a child in the next room, and that we were just a couple of young things hooking up and—

And what? My brain stopped dead before I could finish that sentence, as though acting in self-defense. Where did the end of that sentence go? We had just hooked up a few times, that was all. No matter if the chemistry between us was off the charts—it didn’t matter; she was just my downstairs neighbor, someone who had done me a few favors and helped out when I needed her. I wasn’t going to read anything into that because there was nothing to read into it. 

And yet, as I lay there with her in my arms, her breath smoothing out and deepening as she fell asleep, I found myself feeling something more for her. What, I didn’t know, but something more. Maybe it was just because I hadn’t been with anyone for so long, I was letting myself get all caught up in believing that there was something here. Or maybe, just maybe, there actually was. 

I lay there for a long time, unable to fall asleep, and listened to the sound of her breath as she fell deeper into sleep. I should have asked her to leave, but for now, I just wanted to pretend that things were okay, that things were real. I closed my eyes and let sleep take me at last and tried not to overthink the woman sleeping in my arms.





Chapter 9

 

Nina

 

I woke up early and turned to look at the clock, and as soon as I saw what time it was, my heart nearly stopped in my chest. 

Logan was still wrapped around me, as though he never wanted to let me go. And if it hadn’t been for the obvious issue, I would have been happy to lay there for the rest of the day, to wake him up and enjoy a few more hours in bed together before he had to go to work. But as it was, there was a girl next door who I didn’t want to know that I had slept over, and that meant I had to get out of there.

I got out of bed, gathered my clothes quickly and wondered how in the hell this had happened. The last time, I had woken up so early in the morning I had been able to sneak out without anyone catching me. But this time …

Maybe he had just worn me out the night before—even though I couldn’t keep the smile off my face as I ran through what happened, I knew that it had taken it out of me. But it was more than that, the reason that I’d overslept so long that morning. It was because I felt safe in his arms, safer than I cared to admit. It was just so—it was so easy for me to lose myself to him, to know how good he felt, and how comfortable and natural it felt to be close to him. I could have laid there all day and known that he would protect me. I couldn’t remember the last time I slept that deeply next to someone else, knowing that nothing bad was going to happen to me while I was in their arms. 

I dressed as fast as I could and checked for my keys in my pocket—shit, I had taken them out and dumped them on the counter the day before. I would have to go out there and collect them. I glanced back at Logan in bed, sleeping softly—he looked so much younger when he was asleep, all the tension that usually clung in his face drifting away in the night. Before I could stop myself, I leaned down to plant a kiss on his cheek, and he shuffled slightly and turned over. I grinned. Something about seeing him like that, the intimacy of it, made me happier than I cared to admit. 

I left the bedroom and headed through to the kitchen where I last remembered putting my keys down. I tiptoed around, searching for them as I pulled on my shoes, and I spotted the glint of my keys on the counter when I heard a voice come from behind me.

“Nina?”

I turned, and my stomach dropped when I saw Erin standing in the doorway, rubbing her eyes, and watching me as I snuck through her apartment like the bogeyman. I managed to plaster a smile on my face and wracked my brain for an explanation for what I was doing here first thing in the morning. 

“Oh, hello!” I greeted her as perkily as I could. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you. I just forgot my keys here last night, so I needed to come and get them!”

I held up the keys in my hands and hoped to all things good and pure that it would be enough to convince her that my story was true. She frowned at me for a moment, but then she shrugged and took a seat on the couch. 

“Okay,” she replied, and I stood there awkwardly, not sure if I should make a bolt for the door or wait for Logan now that Erin had caught me in the act. But a second later, the decision was made for me as Logan emerged from the bedroom, rubbing the heel of his hand over his face. He stopped dead when he saw me in the kitchen, and he looked over at Erin, who beamed at him. 

“Nina left her keys last night,” she told her father, and Logan nodded slowly. 

“Yeah, that’s right, you did.” He turned back to me.

“I was just going to go,” I assured him swiftly. “I don’t want to—”

“Can’t you stay for breakfast?” Erin asked enthusiastically, suddenly jumping to her feet and clapping her hands together. “You could make her your pancakes, Daddy.”

“Pancakes?” My ears pricked up. Even though I knew I should have been out of there already, my stomach was growling, and if Erin already knew I was there, I didn’t see why I shouldn’t take advantage of what was on offer.

Logan planted his hands on his hips, and I could see the same thing was running through his head—why would he kick me out now since the only good reason to have me out on my ass was already looking straight at me with a big smile on her face?

“I guess you could stay.” He turned his attention to me. “Do you think you could help Erin get ready for school?”

“Uh, what would I need for that?” I furrowed my brow.

“There’s a list next to her bed of everything she needs by day.” He waved his hand. “If you just go through it with her, she’ll be able to find everything.”

“As long as there are pancakes at the end of it, I guess you could convince me.” I grinned at him, and he cocked an eyebrow.

“And mine are the best,” he assured me. “Isn’t that right, Erin?”

“The very best,” she agreed, and she made her way through to the bedroom. I followed her and tried not to think about how fucking surreal this was. 

I went through everything that Erin was going to need for her day at school—there was so much it didn’t surprise me that Logan needed a list to keep a handle on all of it. But she bounced around happily, grabbing everything she needed as she went.

“Daddy never has other people over for breakfast,” she told me happily as she packed. “He makes the best breakfasts. You’ll see.”

“I’ll bet he does,” I agreed. I could already smell the scent of the pancakes wafting through from the kitchen, and what Erin had just said to me really began to sink in. He had never had anyone stay the night like this before. Or at least, he had been quick to clear them out before his daughter woke up. Not that I blamed him—it was a lot to take in for a girl her age, even if she had no idea that I had stayed the night in her father’s bed. But he had allowed me to stick around for breakfast. Hell, he had let me stay the night. He could have cleared me out right after we hooked up, and I would have understood his reasoning, but he seemed happy to let me stay, to fall asleep spooning me. What was that about?

Erin got ready in a rush, chatting to me the whole time about exactly what she would be using everything for at school. Normally, I would have found that kind of chatter nothing but annoying, but I had to admit Erin was seriously endearing. I could see why Ant doted on her so much, why she was always telling me about her. She was sweet and full of energy, and there was a sincerity to her that you couldn’t help but find charming. 

We headed back through to the living room just as Logan was putting breakfast on the table; Erin tucked her hand into mine to lead me the rest of the way, and I felt a little jolt in my chest when I realized what she was doing, and another when it clicked just how natural it felt for her to do it.

“You girls all ready?” Logan asked with a smile, and I practically swooned when I laid eyes on him again; he was wearing a shirt with his sleeves rolled up, showing off his strong forearms, and his hair was a little crumpled from sleep but somehow all the sexier for it. And even better, on the table before us, there was a big stack of fluffy pancakes, along with some syrup. My stomach growled happily as I took my seat, and Erin bounced up into hers and started to tuck in at once.

“Hey, hey, slow down there,” Logan chuckled, tapping his daughter on the chin. “There’s going to be plenty for all of us, alright?”

“But you always eat them so quickly,” she protested, and I burst out laughing and raised my eyebrows at him.

“Is that so?” I teased, and he rolled his eyes and started serving a couple up for me.

“I guess she’s not wrong,” he admitted, and I added some syrup to my plate and then took a bite. I could feel him watching me, even if he was pretending that he wasn’t, waiting for my reaction. As soon as the first bite hit my tongue, I practically rolled my eyes to the back of my head and let out a groan of delight.

“Oh, my God, these are so good,” I murmured, and I started totally stuffing my face with them. “I can’t remember the last time someone cooked me pancakes.”

“Well, don’t get used to it,” he teased. “This is meant to be a treat, right, Erin?”

“Right,” Erin agreed as she chowed down on her food. And I did the same; I tried to remember the last time my ex had bothered to put together a meal for me, even cereal and toast, and I came up blank. So that was another thing Logan had going for him over my ex. Not that I was comparing the two because that would have implied that I was thinking about dating Logan, and there was no way in hell that was actually going to happen.

But the pancakes were good, and I was hungry, so I ate like my life depended on it, enjoying every mouthful and happy to listen to Erin as Logan asked her what she was going to be doing at school that day. There was something pleasantly domestic about the morning, even though that was never something that had appealed to me before. I mean, it was fun to play pretend, but I knew I could never have made something like this stick.

Erin finished up her food, and she bounded through to the bathroom to finish getting ready for school; Logan looked after her and shook his head.

“You know, I think this is the most energy I’ve seen her with in the morning ever,” he remarked. “I think she likes having someone else around to perform for.”

“Don’t all kids?” I offered in response, even though I had literally no clue if anything Erin was doing was normal or typical. 

He grinned at me, seeing straight through me. “You’ve never really been around kids before, huh?” he remarked, and I raised my eyebrows.

“Is it that obvious?” I shot back, and he shrugged.

“Ant mentioned that you hadn’t really had any kids in your life before, that’s all,” he replied. “You did really well with her last night and this morning.”

“I’m sorry that she caught me,” I blurted out. “I honestly didn’t intend it to work out that way. I was just going for my keys, and she caught me just as I was about to head out the door, so I had to come up with something, so she wouldn’t catch on.”

“No, I get it.” He shook his head. “We shouldn’t have … I shouldn’t have let you sleep over if I didn’t want that to happen.”

I paused for a moment, looking at him, and trying to figure out if he had just admitted to me that there was some part of him that had wanted this to happen. It wouldn’t have surprised me because I was having to work double-time to convince myself that I had wanted this too on some level. I didn’t know why, but part of me craved this. Not just the sex, though that had been amazing. But the stability, the sureness of what came afterward. I barely knew this guy, and yet when I was around him, I felt safe and calm, as though this was the way things were meant to be. That was the father in him, I supposed, but it was nice after what a clusterfuck my life had been in recent memory.

“If you ever need me to look after her again,” I replied before I could stop myself. I didn’t know what I was doing; I had already inserted myself into this man’s life far enough, and now I was encouraging him to involve me even more? 

But he nodded and smiled. “You know what, I might just take you up on that,” he remarked, and then that filthy smile that I recognized so well even now spread across his face. “If only for that welcome back from work. That was really something.”

I felt a twinge between my legs and chewed my lip. It was hard to restrain myself, even knowing his daughter was in the next room when he was looking at me like that. His eyes traced up and down my body, and I shifted on the spot.

“Yeah, that was something,” I managed at last, dragging my gaze away from his. And just then, Erin came back in with her cute little backpack on her shoulders and a big smile on her face. 

“I’m ready to go,” she told us. “Nina, are you coming to school with me?”

Logan looked at me, eyebrows raised, but I figured I had probably already gone far enough this morning. Spending the night and having breakfast had already pushed my luck far enough, and I didn’t want to test it any further.

“No, I should get back to mine.” I smiled at her. 

“But I’ll see you again soon, right?” she asked, eyes wide. I glanced at Logan, who shrugged, leaving it up to me.

“Sure you will,” I promised her. I couldn’t believe the words that were coming out of my mouth. Only twenty-four hours ago, I would have said anything to do with kids was a hard no-go, and yet here I was, promising this little girl that I was going to see her again. And I couldn’t let her down now that I’d offered. 

“Awesome,” she said beaming, and she took Logan’s hand and they headed for the door. Logan opened it and crouched down to Erin’s level.

“Hey, you go ahead of me, right?” he suggested. “I’ll race you to the bottom. Meet you there?”

“I’m going to win,” she warned him, and with that, she took off. 

Logan stood back up and turned to me, and I felt desire pulse through me once more. He pushed me back up against the door and kissed me. It was the kind of kiss that made you feel as though your feet had lifted off the ground a little, the kind that forced you to catch your breath and think twice; his hands were gripping my hips, drawing me against him, and his tongue was deep in my mouth. It happened so fast I hardly had time to process it, but when he pulled back, I was panting slightly.

“And what about me?” he asked, brushing his nose against mine. “Do I get to see you again?”

“As long as you kiss me like that,” I blurted out, and he grinned and planted one more on my cheek.

“Then it’s a date,” he replied, and he followed his daughter down the stairs. I watched him go and then closed the door behind him, leaning back against the wood and touching my fingers to my lips for a moment as though I was trying to recreate the feel of his lips on mine. And then I realized that I was smiling. Beaming. I had a grin on my face half a mile wide, and it couldn’t have felt better. I had no idea what the fuck was going on between us, but that kiss had left my head and my body fizzing, and I was having trouble telling myself that this was only meant to be a little fun.





Chapter 10

 

Logan

 

After I dropped Erin off at school and headed down for work, I found myself whistling. Actually whistling. Like something had put a pep in my step, a spring in my stride.

“You’re in a good mood today.” Elijah cocked his eyebrow at me as he saw me getting ready. “Something I should know?”

“Nope, nothing.” I shook my head. “Just had a good night, that’s all.”

“How’s that little girl of yours doing?” he asked conversationally. “She must be getting big now, huh?”

“Like you wouldn’t believe,” I said with a grin. “And yeah, she’s doing great. She’s a great little girl.”

“Well, if she’s putting a smile on your face, I’ll take it.” He shrugged and let me get to my prep for the day. I checked the menus and started on work, and as I leaned into the mindless job, I found my head swimming back to Nina and me the night before.

But it wasn’t just what had happened the night before. If it had just been sex, I could have put it down to me just enjoying actually getting laid again, after what felt like a lifetime away from the scene. But this morning had been something seriously special too, and I couldn’t shake the memory of it from my head.

She had been trying to sneak out, and honestly, if I had been the one to catch her, I would have encouraged her to head off before Erin got up. It wasn’t that I didn’t want them around each other—hell, it was a little late given that she had taken care of her the night before—but if Erin had caught her staying over, that would have been hellish to explain. Erin had never really known me to be with a woman, given that Samantha had dropped out of the picture pretty swiftly after she was born, and her mother had only been in her life very intermittently since then. Samantha had made a couple of moves on me since she left, but I knew her too well to fall for that shit. She wasn’t trustworthy, and there was no way I was putting either myself or Erin through the shit she pulled if I could avoid it.

But Nina had come up with a decent excuse for being back in the apartment, and Erin was young enough to probably not notice that she was wearing the same clothes as the night before and hadn’t made it home after we’d sent her to bed. Even if she did figure it out, she didn’t make a big deal of it—in fact, she seemed glad that Nina had stuck around, and she insisted on us having breakfast together. Which was more fun than I’d care to admit, even to myself. 

Eating together like that had felt dangerously close to normal, and I knew that I had to get myself in hand and not let it get to my head. Because yes, having Nina around was awesome. I loved coming home to someone after a long day of work, loved being able to have sex again, loved having someone to help out with Erin in the morning—someone who Erin seemed to adore as well. It couldn’t have been more perfect. And yet, I barely knew this woman. Even though I felt like I knew her sexually back to front, that there was a click of understanding between us that I couldn’t shake. We had barely had more than twenty minutes of conversation at a time without being cut off by something. That wasn’t enough time to decide whether I actually wanted this woman in my life, or in my daughter’s. And yet, just thinking about her—thinking about the kiss we shared that morning before I left the apartment, the way she had responded to my advance—I just wanted to duck work, head back to the apartment, and spend the whole rest of the day with her.

That was the thing about having kids—it meant that I couldn’t just waste away those long, fun hours with someone new, getting to know each other inside out and enjoying that first flush of new romance. Things were always going to be limited between us because of Erin. I couldn’t just dump my daughter off and go on a date—well, I could, but the only person I could do that with was Ant, and if she found out what was going on between Nina and me, I had a feeling it was going to blow up in my face. 

So for the time being, I would just have to stick to hoping that things carried on the way they were between us. It was a weird little limbo to be stuck in, and I didn’t want to keep her in there with me if she didn’t want it, but at the same time, there was no way I was going to try to cut things off now. No matter how much the logical part of my brain told me that it was the right choice, I wanted to get to know this woman. I didn’t believe in fate or destiny, but if I did, that’s exactly how I would have described her just happening to move in downstairs from me just when I felt like I needed someone new in my life.

I happily carried on with my shift and found my mind drifting back to Nina all the time. What was she doing? I would love to bring her down here to cook for her at some point, so I could actually show her what I could do with something more than pancakes. Or maybe I’d take her out to somewhere else in the city, somewhere one of my old friends from culinary school would be able to set us up with a good table and cheap wine where we could spend the night talking and …

“Hey, Logan?” Elijah stopped me in my tracks as I went to put a tray in the oven. 

I blinked and looked up at him. “Yeah?”

“Your phone’s ringing.” He jerked his head toward the cloakroom. “It’s been going on and off for ten minutes. You should really deal with it, make sure it’s not something serious.”

“Shit,” I muttered, and I dried my hands off and headed to take the call. “Thanks for letting me know, Elijah.”

“No problem,” he called back. “Let me know what’s going on, alright?”

“Will do,” I replied, and I closed the door behind me and grabbed my phone from my pocket. My heart sank when I saw who was on the other end of the line, but I knew I had to take the call.

“Samantha, hey.” I brought the phone to my ear and tried to keep my voice reasonably upbeat so she couldn’t sense the wince on my face as I greeted her. How long had it been since I heard from her? She had sent me a gift for Erin two months after her birthday, and I had decided to hold it over till the next year, so my daughter could at least pretend that her mother actually gave a shit about her.

“Logan, I’ve been calling you and calling you,” she snapped. “Where the fuck have you been?”

“I’m at work, Sam,” I told her. “I can’t just drop everything to take your calls, I’m sorry.”

“Well, I’m the mother of your child,” she shot back, as though she had ever acted like Erin’s mother at any point over the course of her damn life.

“Yeah, I know, but I can’t always just—”

“Anyway, I need to speak to you,” she cut me off, and I could hear her long nails drumming on top of something; when we had been dating that had always been a major pet peeve of mine, the fact that she always had those long, pointed talons that she seemed to drum off everything in reaching distance. Including me, sometimes. 

“Do you?” I asked. “Can this wait till later? Service is about to start, and I need to get back to—”

“No, it can’t,” she snapped back. “I need to talk to you about Erin.”

“Oh, you do, do you?” I asked tiredly. I knew I was being a sarcastic ass, but just speaking to her for this long was giving me a damn stress headache. The sooner this could be over with, the better.

“You need to let me see her,” she told me loftily. “I’m in the city, and I want to see her.”

“If you want to set up a schedule to actually spend time with her, then we can work something out—” 

“You really think I’m going to let you fuck me over like that again?” she demanded, scoffing as though the very thought was ridiculous. “You always try to keep me away from her.”

“No, I don’t,” I reminded her. “You never want to set up anything regular with her. If you did, I’d be happy to work something out, and we can take it from there.”

“You know that I don’t have time to set up a schedule.” She sighed heavily as though I was asking her something that I should have already known would be literally impossible for her to maintain. 

“Why not?” I pressed. Usually, I would just nod along until she hung up the phone and forgot to call back for another two months, but today I was feeling bolder. Maybe it was the night with Nina, or maybe it was the note that she’d somehow gotten to my work. I didn’t want to fuck with her today, and that was her problem for calling me.

“Because I’m going in and out of the city with my work!” she exclaimed, clearly pissed. 

“And what work are you doing right now?” I pressed. 

“I’ve just got my massage certification,” she told me, pleased with herself. “I’m traveling with a salon.”

“Sounds very high-class,” I shot back, and she sighed heavily again, a rush of static filling my ear down the phone.

“I’m telling you, I’m getting my life together, and now I want my daughter back,” she replied, and my heart stopped dead in my chest.

“What do you mean, you want her back?” I began to pace the small space of the cloakroom, feeling like my eyes were going to pop out of my head.

“I mean, I want to see her,” she swiftly corrected herself, but she had already shot herself in the foot and revealed her true intentions.

“You want to see her, or you want to take her?” I demanded. “You really think I’m just going to let you walk back into my daughter’s life—” 

“Our daughter,” she reminded me, but I shook my head.

“No, not our daughter, my daughter,” I corrected her. “I’m the one who’s actually been raising her these last nine years, you remember? After you fucking dumped the two of us and took off?”

“Sounds like you’re not over it,” she purred. “I’m sure I could do something to make it right, baby …”

“I’m not over the fact that you abandoned the most important person in my life,” I shot back, really pissed now. “I don’t give a shit that you left me. In fact, I’m glad you did. My life is a million times better without you in it, and you should know that.”

“Fine,” she fired back, irritated that her ploy to seduce me had already failed. She always tried it, as though I had just been sitting around all these years waiting for her to fall back into bed with me so we could play at being a happy family. Well, that wasn’t how this worked. That wasn’t how any of this worked. 

“You need to let me see her.” She turned back to her original tack. “You have to see how ridiculous you’re being, right?”

“I’m not the one calling up out of nowhere after months of not making an effort and acting like we owe you something,” I reminded her.

“Hey, I sent her that present, didn’t I?” she protested.

“Two months late,” I reminded her. “I haven’t even given it to her yet. It’s going to be for next year, so I can at least pretend that her mother knows when her fucking birthday is.”

“She’s just as much a part of me as she is a part of you,” she hissed down the line, her anger flashing up in a rush. She had never had a good grasp of her temper, and clearly, nothing had changed with regards to that.

“That’s not true, and you can’t play that card at me anymore,” I reminded her. “You tried, remember? The last dozen fucking times you tried to pull this shit on me. Well, I’m sorry, but I’m not dumb enough or hopeful enough to think that you’ve actually changed. You need to prove it to me, not call me up and tell me what the fuck I’m going to do with my life.”

“You’re a fucking asshole,” she snapped, and I could hear her fingers drumming more agitatedly. 

“Yeah, probably,” I agreed. “But I’d rather be an asshole to you than a bad father to her.”

“It’s going to scar her, you know, growing up without a mother,” she warned me, and for a moment my memory jumped to Nina and Erin that morning, the two of them getting ready for school together. A smile flickered onto my face at the memory, even though I knew I shouldn’t have let it stick like that.

“It’s going to scar her more having someone like you around,” I told her firmly. “Call me back, and we can figure something out if you want to, but this has to be on my terms, alright?”

“Fine,” she shot back, and then she fell silent for a moment. And I knew that I had managed to shut her down this time around. I wanted to punch the air; usually, every conversation I had with Samantha I wound up just backing down to whatever crazy shit she was demanding from me. This was a win as far as I was concerned.

“Oh, and don’t send me any more notes at work,” I told her, suddenly recalling the thing that I’d found in my coat pocket the week before. 

“What the fuck are you talking about?” she demanded. “You sound crazy. I didn’t send you anything at work. I don’t even know where you work. You really think I would care enough to track that down?”

“Yeah, sure,” I replied, shaking my head. The lady doth protest too much. “Just try to actually communicate like an adult in future, okay? With actual words, to me directly?”

“Fuck off, Logan,” she snapped back, and just like that she hung up the phone before I even had time to remind her that she had been the one to call me.

I dumped the phone back in my pocket and took a long deep breath before I headed back out to the floor again. She always got me wound up, even now. Every time I spoke to her, I was reminded of how badly she had fucked over my daughter, and it just made me want to chew her out and tell her everything that I had been brewing on over all these years. But that wouldn’t do any good. She would never listen to me anyway. She never did. I got these calls a few times a year, and for the most part, I was able to shut her down as soon as I indicated that she might actually have to put in the remotest effort; she would slide out of the picture again. 

Which was fine by me because I didn’t want anyone like Samantha near Erin. Samantha was precisely the kind of person who would have been defined as a bad influence; she was mean, short-tempered, had no ambition, and basically put no effort into any part of her life except making herself look good. I was more than happy keeping her away from my daughter and from me. She had seen Erin maybe five times in the last ten years, and most of those had come as a result of me not knowing any better as to say no to her. For a long time, I had believed, as she told me, that a girl needed a mother in her life, and it took me longer than I care to admit to realize that seriously wasn’t the case. At least, not when that mother was Samantha.

“Everything alright with you?” Elijah asked as I made my way back to the floor. I plastered a smile on my face and nodded.

“All good,” I assured him. “Just some … family stuff.”

“Right,” he nodded, and he eyed me for a moment, clearly not buying it. “And it’s all good?”

“All fine,” I promised him, and then I stopped. “Oh, and if you see a woman with bleached blonde hair and long nails come into this place, could you make sure she doesn’t somehow make it back to the kitchen?”

“Uh,” Elijah furrowed his brow. “Dare I ask what this is about?”

“It’s better if you don’t,” I assured him, and he shrugged. 

“Whatever you say. I’ll do what I can.”

“Thanks, man. I appreciate it.” I nodded, and with that, I turned to get back to work and tried not to let my mind wander to what kind of woman I thought would be a good influence on Erin. And the fact that Nina seemed to fit that bill just perfectly.





Chapter 11

 

Nina

 

I arrived back from work, stretched my hands over my head, and was about to crash straight into bed and catch a few hours of a nap before I was due to go out and meet Ant for a drink later that evening. It had been a long-ass day, and I was exhausted. I needed a good long time to catch up on my sleep and make sure that I didn’t just fall apart at the seams in the next twenty minutes. But then, just tucked under the edge of the doormat, I spotted a note. Just a small one, but enough to catch my eye. My heart flipped—was it the landlord, telling me off about playing music too loudly? I picked it up gingerly, pinching it between the tips of my fingers, and turned it over. And when I saw what it actually was, a smile half a mile wide cracked over my face.

“Nina, come upstairs. I’m waiting for you. Logan x”

I scrunched the note up in my hands and glanced in the mirror, biting my lip, and wondering what the hell was going on. School was out, and Erin would be home, so what the hell did he have planned for me? Even amid my overthinking brain, I knew that I had to go up there and take him up on the offer; it was just too tempting to resist. 

I took a quick shower, changed my clothes, brushed my hair, and applied a little makeup, hoping I would still pass for ruffled and spontaneous when I got up there a few minutes later. I took the stairs two at a time and paused for a moment before I knocked on his door. I liked lingering in anticipation, imagining what he might have in store for me in there. But I knew anything that I could come up with in my head would be nothing compared to what he might come up with, so I rapped my knuckles on the wood and waited 

A moment or two later, the door opened, and I found Logan standing behind it in nothing but a pair of jeans. I grinned and bit my lip, giving him the once over. 

“I got your note,” I told him, stepping over the threshold.

“Good.” He grinned and pushed the door shut behind me; there was a look on his face that I couldn’t quite get a read on, but it was sexy as hell, and seeing him shirtless was enough to send my pulse racing through the ceiling.

“Where’s Erin?” I asked, and he shrugged 

“I put her into an after-school club for this afternoon,” he said moving toward me so that we were suddenly just an inch or two apart. I could smell him, the scent of him filling my senses from top to bottom and making my toes curl. 

“So we have this place all to ourselves?” I asked, and he nodded, reaching up to brush his thumb over my lips.

“Thought we could finish up what we started with that kiss,” he murmured, and I grinned and went to lean in and kiss him, but all at once he pulled back just an inch, making me wait for it. I felt my heart flip in my chest. 

“What are you doing?” I asked a little nervously, but with a smile on my face. 

He pushed a strand of hair back from my face. “You’ll see,” he replied, and he leaned forward and caught my bottom lip between his teeth, tugging lightly and making my entire body tingle. 

“Mmm,” I moaned when he pulled back. I couldn’t believe the kind of power he already seemed to have over me; all this time, I had thought I was a little uptight when it came to the bedroom, that I had a hard time giving in to what I really wanted and getting turned on, but with him, I never seemed to have a problem. He was always so calm, so collected, so in-control like he knew precisely what he wanted to do to me.

“So what exactly do you have in mind?” I asked, and he took my hand and led me through to the bedroom. He paused just before we crossed over the threshold and turned to me with a serious look in his eyes.

“You know, if any of this freaks you out, you just tell me, right?” He nodded to me. “No problem. I want you to enjoy this as much as I will.”

“Okay, now you’ve got me interested.” I cocked my head at him. “What exactly might freak me out?”

“I’ll go easy on you.” He grinned, slipping comfortably back into playful mode just like that. “I just wanted to give you fair warning.”

“Come on, give me a hint.” I bit my lip, which was still a little raw from where he’d done the same thing. “It’s only fair.”

“There are games I like to play,” he told me, slipping his arm around my waist and pulling me close. “And I haven’t had a chance to play them in a hell of a long time.”

“And you want to play them with me?” I murmured. 

He kissed me again, pushing his tongue into my mouth, making my feet feel like they were rooted to the floor. He nodded as he pulled back.

“Let me show you what I’m talking about,” he told me, and he moved behind me and pulled the T-shirt I was wearing over my head. With deft fingers, he undressed me swiftly, undoing my bra and tossing it aside, taking off my jeans and throwing them into the corner of the room until I was wearing nothing but the pair of black lace panties I had slipped on after my shower. He stepped away and walked around me, looking me up and down as though he was considering what to do with me. I crossed my arms over my chest, a little self-consciously, but he pushed them away so that I was completely exposed to him.

“I want to see you,” he murmured, and his gaze flicked up to meet mine, and I knew at once that this was part of the game; I had to do whatever I was told, and I was more than happy to oblige. I stood there looking at him as he took me in, moving all the way around me. Even when I couldn’t see him, I could feel his gaze burning fiercely into my body as though it was branding me.

“You look so fucking good like that,” he murmured, and suddenly he reached out a finger and traced it all the way down my spine; the touch was sudden, and I didn’t realize just how badly I’d been craving it until that very moment, and a moan escaped my mouth before I could stop it.

“You like it when I touch you?” he asked, and I nodded.

“Tell me,” he ordered, and the firmness in his voice sent something smoldering to life inside me. I’d had guys try to do this with me before, this kinky stuff, but none of them had ever made me actually believe it before this; with him, I felt as though my entire body was being set on fire, as though he was a puppeteer leading me with strings to do everything he wanted. I was helpless to resist, and I was surprised at how much I liked that feeling. 

“I like it when you touch me,” I breathed. Something about hearing the words come out of my mouth, hearing him draw them from me, ratcheted my desire up a notch or two. Or ten.

“You have to speak to me, alright?” He moved in close, winding an arm around my waist from behind and murmuring the words straight into my ear. “You have to tell me what you want. That’s the only way I’m going to give it to you.”

“Right,” I managed to reply, and that seemed to satisfy him.

He scooped me up off my feet, making me squeal, and laid me down on the bed; I went to pull him close to me, but he pulled back.

“Remember, you have to tell me,” he warned me, and I had a feeling that there would be repercussions if I didn’t take him seriously. 

“Kiss me,” I asked breathlessly, and he leaned down and obliged, pressing his mouth against mine and kissing me just as he had outside the door that time; deep, hard, passionate, impossibly sexy, and impossibly him. He pulled back and grinned, and then pushed my arms up over my head. 

“Mmm,” I squirmed on the bed, watching as he crossed my wrists and pressed them against the headboard. 

“Don’t move,” he told me, and he produced a thin tie from his back pocket; wrapping it around my wrists, he used the soft fabric to bind me in place. I strained against it, but I couldn’t get out, and something about that restriction was so hot I was having trouble catching my breath. Or remembering to breathe at all.

“I’ve wanted you like this since I first saw you,” he murmured, once again walking around me like he was admiring his handiwork. A grin curled up on his face, but there was nothing sweet or tender about it. It was the first time I had really seen him this way, and I was already finding myself addicted to it, loving it, craving it.

He climbed onto the bed with me and lifted my hips up, sliding my panties down my legs and tossing them aside so that I was bare-ass naked in front of him. He was still wearing his jeans, and something about the contrast of his clothed body and my naked one made the power differential even more intense. 

“Spread your legs,” he told me, and I hesitated for a moment before I did as I was told; I had never had anyone look at me, really look at me, when I was this naked. Most of the guys I’d been with before were always hurrying towards the main event at this stage, but he wanted to take his time, and I was a little unaccustomed to dealing with that. But after a moment, I did as I was told and parted my thighs for him and was rewarded with a long, low growl for my troubles.

“You look so fucking hot like that,” he murmured, moving between my legs; his mouth was slightly parted, as though he could already taste me, but he took his time before he did anything with it, running his hands up and down my legs first, over my lower belly, skimming his fingers over my bush. I was already getting seriously wet, and I just wanted some relief, but he was going to make me beg for it, I could tell. I wriggled on the bed again, fighting the urge to push my pussy up towards him, to find that relief that I needed so very badly. But I knew it would be worth my while if I could just hold myself back, just for a little longer, just until—

His mouth found the inside of my thigh, and I felt as though I was going to burst into flames. I bit my lip, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of knowing that this was getting me off so damn well. How could he do this so torturously? Wasn’t he getting there himself? He must have been hard, and yet he was acting as though he was in total and utter control of himself where I was falling apart. 

“Ask me,” he commanded, and I swallowed heavily and tried to remember how exactly to form words. 

“I …” I searched the words to articulate what I knew I needed to. They came up short.

“Tell me, Nina,” he ordered me, and the sound of my name on his lips was nearly painful. I tried again.

“I want you to go down on me.” I finally came out with it, and the desperation that tinged my voice was thick. The chemistry between us felt like it was pressing down on me, consuming me, controlling me. 

“Again,” he told me, and I could feel the hint of his breath on my pussy. 

I groaned. “Please, Logan,” I pleaded with him. “I need you to … I need you to eat me out …”

And finally, he pressed his mouth to my cunt, and I felt as though every nerve ending in my body had centered between my legs. 

I tipped my head back and let out a cry of pleasure as he slipped his hands beneath my ass and drew me to his mouth. He sucked softly on my clit, the pressure intense after this much build-up, and I opened my eyes and stared at the ceiling, trying to remind myself that this was really happening, to bring myself back to the moment. I looked down at him, and the sight of his mouth buried against my pussy was nearly more than I could handle. I wanted him with such an agonizing intensity that even this wasn’t enough. I began to move my hips back against him, demanding that release, and he met me as best he could, sucking and licking and lapping and using me like every part of his life depended on it.

“Oh my God, Logan,” I groaned. The pleasure wasn’t coming fast enough—I could have come on the spot and still felt that craving, that ache for more. He trailed his tongue lazily across my clit and then lifted his hand so that he could slide his fingers in a V-shape over either side of my over-sensitized nub; the tension, the feeling of it pulled taut, made my skin prickle with need. 

“Please, please, please,” I panted. I didn’t know what else I could say, how else I could communicate that I needed this orgasm, needed him to make me come. He looked up at me, and I could see the gloss of my wetness on his lips, and that was nearly enough to push me over the edge right then and there. Finally, he lowered his mouth down to me once more, and this time he seemed intent on making me come, licking in slow, persistent strokes with his softened tongue, and I felt the orgasm stirring inside of me, tensing my muscles, filling my senses, my head feeling as though it was about to explode on the spot—

“Fuck!” I yelled at the top of my lungs as the orgasm hit me, for once not having to worry about keeping my voice down. The pleasure took me off-guard, my body feeling like it was spinning out of control, passing over me in long, luscious waves. I wanted to grasp his head, to touch him and hold him and feel him, but my arms were still bound above me, and I couldn’t do anything but lie there, helpless, as he continued to go down on me. 

I wasn’t sure how many times he made me come with his mouth. Not many men could have taken me that far—the sensitivity would usually grow much too fast, and I would need to take a break for a while to calm down between orgasms, but he knew just how to take me, tease me, going so softly after I’d come and applying pressure again until I found myself cresting towards a climax once more. It got so that I could barely tell them apart, feeling them writhe into each other, groaning and gasping and helpless to his touch.

He eventually pulled back when my moans had been reduced to something more human, and he moved on top of me, kissing me softly on the cheek as I caught my breath and returned down to Earth.

“You okay?” he asked, and it took me a good long moment to be able to actually say anything to him. My brain felt as though it had been switched off, or at least switched to some new plane, somewhere I had never been before, where there was nothing but pleasure and him and the feeling of his body against mine. 

“Amazing,” I finally replied, and I hooked an ankle around him and drew him towards me. I needed more, and I needed it now, and he seemed all too happy to give me what I wanted. 

“Please,” I murmured once more, knowing now how much power those words had over him, and he didn’t need telling twice; he reached across to grab a condom and swiftly sheathed himself, kicking off the rest of his clothes as he did so. And then, to my surprise, he unbound my arms and released me. I flexed my wrists back and forth a couple of times and grinned at him. 

“You want my hands free, huh?” I teased, and he grabbed me by the hips and flipped me over; I pushed myself up on my trembling arms, even though I felt like they were going to give out beneath me. The strength had been sapped from my body, and yet all I wanted, all I wanted in the world was more. 

He ran his hands over my ass and my thighs and my back and let out a small groan of appreciation. I grinned and wiggled my butt back and forth a little, letting him know that I was ready for whatever he wanted to give to me. He didn’t need telling twice. I craned over my shoulder to see him taking his cock into his hand and guiding it against my pussy; I was so wet that it just slid all the way in, my slickness taking him, and I moaned softly as he entered me for the first time. 

“Oh my God,” I groaned, and he ran his hands over my body, holding himself still, moving his fingers beneath me so that he could pinch my nipples; the sharpness of the pain mixed with the mellowness of the pleasure was doing things to me, things I had never felt before. Sure, fucking him had always been good, but when he had the chance to take his time and plan everything out like this, it was incredible. 

I waited for him to begin moving inside of me, but he didn’t. Instead, he wrapped his hand in my hair and tugged slightly, pulling my head back a few inches. The feel of him within me but not moving an inch was intense, more intense than I was ready for. I needed him to fuck me deep and hard, but he was still, and it was driving me crazy. He leaned down so that his mouth was as close to my ear as he could get it, and then he spoke.

“Fuck yourself on my cock,” he ordered me. And as soon as the words were out of his mouth, I started doing as I was told. 

It was awkward at first since I had never really done anything like this before, finding a way to move my hips back and forth against him in a way that felt good for both of us, but he used the hand in my hair and one on my hip to guide me, and soon enough the two of us had fallen into a pace. And holy hell, did it feel good—when he was doing me from this angle, his cock felt bigger and thicker than normal, my pussy tighter around him, and him letting me set the pace just made it all the easier to take him, to take as much of him as I could manage. 

“You look so fucking hot like that,” he growled, tugging harder on my hair, and I moved back against him with more purpose, bouncing myself on him hard—my mouth was open, and my eyes were glazed over, and I wondered what kind of headspace this was for me—how I had never been here before, and the route to get back to it again. I had never felt pleasure like it, pleasure that seemed to consume my entire body like he was setting me alight. And I was greedy for more. 

I pushed back against him, his cock filling me completely, and ground my hips at his base for a moment; I could already feel the next orgasm, needy and desperate, growing inside of me, but I needed his help in getting there. And he was all too willing to give it.

“You’re such a good girl, Nina,” he murmured as he slipped the hand on my hip between my legs and started playing with my clit. The mix of sensations was explosive, and I had to grit my teeth to keep from crying out. 

“You want to come, baby?” he asked me, as though he needed to. I nodded. I knew he needed me to speak, but the power of language had once again escaped me. 

“Say it.” He slowed his strokes on my clit and thrust shallowly a couple of times into my pussy. 

“Ah …” I groaned, the pleasure making my head hurt, my body ache. 

“Tell me, Nina,” he ordered, and I bit my lip and finally delved back into that place where my brain worked.

“I need to come,” I pleaded with him. He seemed to like me like this, begging him, asking him for a little mercy, and I would have done anything he wanted at that moment if it meant that I could find my sweet release. 

“Then come for me, baby,” he murmured, and I could hear that cocky grin in his voice—and before I could stop myself, the sound of his words had pushed me over the edge, Logan thrusting hard inside me as my pussy clenched and my body came to life all over again. He tugged my head back sharply, drawing me on to him hard, and then found his own release deep inside me, burying his cock all the way into me and holding himself there as the two of us came back to reality. 

He slipped himself out of me slowly, and I collapsed forward on to the bed as he went to get rid of the condom. I could hardly breathe, the pleasure casting a long shadow over my entire being. I was drowsy at once, my body exhausted, but as soon as he emerged from the bathroom back into the bedroom, I grinned at him. 

“Hey,” I offered him nervously. I had no idea why I was feeling nervous, but I was a little embarrassed that he could make me come so hard, so many times—it felt so intimate, something I had never shared with anyone else before in my life. 

“Hey,” he replied, and he smiled as he reached over to me and brushed the hair back from my face. Given what he’d just done to me, that felt so intimate, so tender, that it made something in me feel like it was melting. Maybe it was the last thing that I had been keeping between myself and actually falling for this guy, actually letting him in.

“That was amazing,” I breathed, flipping onto my back and grinning at the ceiling. “I’ve never done anything like that before.”

“Trust me, if you’re into that, there’s so much more I can show you,” he promised me, propping himself up on his arm. “You wouldn’t believe the kind of stuff …”

“And I bet you’ve had plenty of practice, huh?” I teased as he trailed off, clearly realizing that he was about to dump himself right in the middle of admitting he’d been quite the player back in the day. He furrowed his brow at me, but I waved my hand.

“Hey, don’t worry about it,” I assured him. “Ant told me you were getting around a lot before you had Erin. It’s not a big deal.”

“Maybe that’s why she kept us apart,” he remarked, and I nodded 

“I think it was,” I agreed. “She just wanted what was best for both of us.”

We both fell silent for a long moment, and I knew the same thoughts were running through both our heads—what the hell would Ant do if she found out that the two of us were … well, that we were doing whatever we were doing right now? I had a feeling she wouldn’t take kindly to it, even if I assured her that it was real and that I had feelings for Logan and wasn’t just in it for the cheap thrill. Which would have been the first time I’d admitted those words out loud. Or even really let myself think them.

I looked down at the clothes piled up where I had taken them off earlier and glanced at Logan. 

“I guess I should think about getting out of here soon, huh?” I remarked. “I don’t want to be in this state when Erin gets home.”

“Come on, I’ll make you a coffee,” he told me, offering me a hand, and pulling me upright. “Least I can do.”

“I think I do need to restore my fluids,” I agreed. 

He chuckled. “That’s total filth, and I won’t have it in my house,” he replied play-sternly,” and I laughed. 

“And what would you call what you just did, then?” I demanded, and he shrugged and winked. 

“Generosity?” he replied, and he tossed me my clothes. “Go on, get dressed.”

I pulled on my clothes, and he did the same, and I felt that little flutter of something being alone with him like this. I couldn’t have put it into words if I tried, but I knew it was … I knew it was something big. Serious. But it didn’t feel heavy. It felt as though I could have carried it with me for miles. 

He headed to the kitchen to make me a coffee, still stripped to the waist, and I took a seat at the table and watched him. I just liked being around him like this, there was no other way to put it: there was something peaceful and calm about having him to myself. I liked Erin, more than I had ever thought I would like a kid but having her daddy one-on-one was a special kind of treat. 

He served me my coffee, and the two of us sat and chatted for a little while; just about the city, the weather, nothing serious, but I was giddy the whole time. This felt like dating. It really felt like dating. 

As I finished my drink, I knew that I had no more excuse to hang around; I should get out of there and make sure that Erin didn’t arrive back early and catch us in the middle of something we might have trouble explaining. Logan seemed to have the same idea. 

“I guess I should kick you out now …” He cocked his head at me. 

“I’m not sure it counts as kicking me out if you made me coffee afterward,” I told him, and he moved towards me and slipped his arms around my waist.

“I wish you didn’t have to go,” he murmured, planting a kiss on my neck, and nuzzling against me.

“Me too,” I agreed, and despite everything we’d already done that day, I wanted to go straight back to that bedroom with him and fuck him all over again. Maybe I could be the one to take control this time. See how he liked it.

“I should get out of here.” I headed for the door. “We can catch up again soon, right?”

“Maybe I’ll pay you a visit,” he said with a grin. 

“Booty call your neighbor?” I cocked an eyebrow.

“Well, you’re right downstairs, and I’m going to be thinking about what we did all night …” he remarked, and he kissed me on the cheek again like he couldn’t get enough of me. I knew how he felt. I just wanted all of him, every part, and walking out this door would feel like pulling apart two sides of a chocolate bar; sure, you could do it, but why would you when they were so much better together?

I finally went to pull the door open, but before I could get my hand on the handle, a key scraped in the lock. I turned to Logan, eyes wide.

“Who has keys to your apartment?” I demanded, but I had a feeling I already knew the answer to that question. Panic was pulsing through my body, and I saw the same thing written on his face, too. 

“The only person who has keys to the apartment …” he began fearfully, and then the keys clicked, and the door opened, and I found myself face-to-face with my best friend.





Chapter 12

 

Logan

 

“What the fuck?” Ant exploded as soon as she opened the door, and I had to practically grab her and yank her over the threshold before she could alert every single neighbor in this place as to what was going on with Nina and me.

“Ant, keep your voice down,” I ordered her firmly, and her eyebrows shot up, and she glared at me.

“I’ll shut up when you tell me that I’m misreading this fucking situation,” she gestured between the two of us, and I glanced over at Nina who looked as though she was considering making a dash for the door and just getting out of there. I couldn’t blame her. We had both seen Ant angry before, and we knew that it wasn’t a good time.

“Ant, come on, take a seat,” I told her, trying to soothe her. I was her big brother, after all, and she should listen to me more than she would one of her friends. She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at me. 

“Are you guys hooking up?” she demanded, and Nina and I exchanged a look. This wasn’t a conversation I’d imagined having to have with her or anyone this soon into the relationship. I still didn’t know precisely what we were, and I didn’t want to assume anything, but it seemed like we were going to have to come up with something if I was going to get my sister off my back.

“Yes,” Nina finally stepped in, and Ant turned on her, fury blazing in her eyes. 

“And long has this been going on behind my back?” she demanded. 

“Not long,” Nina replied truthfully. “It’s just … I’m sorry, Ant, we didn’t want you to get upset so we didn’t tell you—”

“So you were just hoping that you could date away and then I’d be fine with it whenever you decided to tell me?” She shook her head. “Sorry, that’s not how this works. There’s a reason I’ve been keeping the two of you apart so long; don’t you understand that?”

“It’s not your job to keep me away from anyone,” I told her, a little annoyed at the notion that she could have been sticking her oar between us all this time. Maybe she had been right to, or maybe, for once, my sister could have kept herself to herself and let what happened just go down. 

“Please tell me this is nothing serious,” she demanded, planting her hands on her hips and glaring at the two of us. I felt as though she was a parent, and Nina and I had been caught in the act. But I was her big brother, and we were a pair of consenting adults, and we could do what the fuck we wanted without her getting involved.

“Look, Ant, we don’t know what this is yet,” I told her, getting seriously irritated now. “And it’s none of your business to figure this out for us, so you don’t need to—”

“Let me just get this straight.” She held her hands up, letting out a long sigh and taking a seat at the table as though she could hardly keep herself standing. Nina was shifting her weight from foot to foot, clearly understanding that she had been dumped in the middle of some family drama and that she was the root cause of it. She had her arms wrapped around herself, as though she was hoping she would just vanish out of existence and leave this argument to the two of us. As though Ant would let her out of here without what she deemed a decent explanation. 

“The two of you are sleeping together,” she shook her head. “Please tell me that you’ve at least kept Erin out of it?”

A dawning look of realization passed across her face, as something clicked into place. “Wait, that night that I couldn’t come to sit with Erin and you were here,” she pointed at Nina. “Were the two of you at it that evening?”

“It doesn’t matter when and where,” I told her. “What matters is that we’re doing this, and it’s got nothing at all to do with you, alright?”

“Okay, look, I’m just trying to look out for the both of you,” she said shaking her head. “I know you both better than I know anyone, and there’s a reason I’ve made sure you didn’t meet before now, alright?”

“Then come out with it,” Nina challenged her, staring down at her expectantly. “What could be so bad that you never wanted us to meet?”

“Well, let’s start with you, huh?” Ant shot back at Nina, her voice bladed. “You hate kids. You’ve always told me that.”

“Yeah, but things change.” Nina shifted on the spot again and shot a look at the door, as though she was considering making a break for it.

“Oh, so you’re telling me you’re totally fine with having Erin around?” Ant tossed her hands in the air. “Come on … I know you. I know what you’re like.”

“You don’t know everything about me,” Nina replied, clearly annoyed, and she shot a look at me as though appealing for me to get involved and stop my sister talking to her like that, but I knew that there was no way I was going to change her mind. If Ant had something to say, the only way to get through it was to let her talk it out and hope that she forgave you by the end of it.

“So you’re seriously telling me that you can be a mother to Erin?” She raised her eyebrows at her. “Come on, tell me.”

“We’re not at that stage yet—”

Ant held her finger up to quiet her. “Yeah, well, that’s the stage you’re always at unless he’s just straight hiding you from his daughter.” She shot a harsh look at me. “And if he’s been letting you sit for her, that’s clearly not the case.”

“So what if I’m taking care of her?” Nina fired back. “It’s not serious. I’m just helping out where I can, same as you.”

“Nina, you’ve got to listen to me.” Ant looked pained for a moment. “I’m not saying … I’m not saying you’re a bad person, but with everything that’s happened, everything I know about you, I just … I don’t want you to get all up and involved with something you can’t deal with. And I don’t want my niece getting hurt because of it.”

“You really think I’d let anyone near Erin that I thought was going to hurt her?” I interjected, and Ant homed in on me. The pain was gone, replaced by anger instead. 

“I think you’re thinking with your dick, and you’re making some dumb-ass choices,” she replied. “How long has it been since you dated anyone, Logan? Remind me?”

“That’s not what’s important here.” I shook my head. “You can’t expect me to just wait around till Erin’s left home before I start having a life of my own again—”

“Nobody was asking you to do that,” she pointed out. “I just don’t think that you’re giving this the proper thought. I love Nina, but she’s not…”

Ant turned to her friend, and I could tell she was trying hard not to insult her.

“What am I not, Ant?” Nina demanded, and I could see the hurt on her face. This entire thing was a mess, from start to finish, top to bottom, all of us lashing out at each other and getting nowhere because of it. 

“You don’t want children,” she repeated again. I wondered how many times Nina had expressed this to Ant, that it had imprinted itself so firmly on her memory. “And I just … if you get involved with Erin, and then you leave …”

She trailed off, and it suddenly clicked what was going on in my sister’s head. She was imagining my daughter going through what the two of us had gone through when we had lost our parents. I was still mad at her for barging in on the two of us like this and flapping around like she owned the damn place, but at least this made the remotest bit more sense.

“It’s not going to be like that,” I assured her, and Nina furrowed her brow and glanced between the two of us, playing catch-up as best she could. 

“How do you know?” Ant asked, her voice dropping, suddenly going small. “You can’t know. If she ends up where we were …”

“That’s never going to happen,” I told her firmly. “Whatever happens, I’m around and you’re around, right? It’s never going to be like it was for us.”

Realization dawned over Nina’s face, and she reached over to touch Ant’s hand, but she whipped it away as soon as their fingers connected and glared at her. She wasn’t done yet.

“And why didn’t you tell me about this?” Ant demanded once more, firing back up into fury mode.” How long were you guys planning on hiding this from me?”

“This wasn’t about hiding it from you,” Nina protested. “We just … we’ve not been doing this long; we didn’t want to put any labels on it, and we knew you’d be mad—”

“And none of that gave you pause for even a minute?” She glared up at her friend. “You never thought that maybe I actually had a damn point?”

Nina and I looked at each other, and I could tell that she was thinking the same thing I was; that we could never have predicted how intense this thing had gotten, that if we had, we probably would have gone ahead and done it anyway. I couldn’t imagine having a chance to do this over and choosing anything different. I liked her, so much, having her around made things better. Even this was bearable because she was standing right there opposite me, a unit against Ant.

“I think you thought you were doing what you believed was the best thing for the both of us,” I told her gently, speaking softly and slowly the way that I had back when we first moved to the city together and she needed me to guide her through the worst of what followed our parents’ deaths. 

“But you don’t have to worry about us,” Nina assured her. “Really. I know you were trying to help, and maybe you just—maybe you just made it so that we met at the right time when we could actually make something of this.”

As she said the last few words, Nina looked into my eyes and smiled a little. I smiled back. She reached out to take my hand, and I let her, even though I knew we were risking more of Ant’s wrath by daring to show the barest hint of physical affection in front of her. 

Ant got to her feet, shaking her head. “I just can’t believe the two of you wouldn’t say anything to me,” she muttered, and she headed for the door, pulling it open sharply and letting it close behind her with a crash that seemed to run through the whole house. I thanked God that Erin hadn’t arrived halfway through that conversation, and suddenly realized just how quiet it was now that Ant was gone.

“I should go,” Nina dropped her gaze to the ground. “I think we both need some time to think.”

“Agreed,” I nodded, and I opened the door for her. I wanted to say something, something to let her know that I still … hell, that there was still something there between us, no matter what my busybody sister had to say about it.

“Nina?”

“Yeah?” She turned foot on the top step already.

“This is going to be alright,” I promised her, and she nodded back.

“I know.” She smiled, and with that, she turned and headed back down the stairs. I ran my hands over my face and wondered what in the name of holy fucking hell I had gotten myself into.





Chapter 13

 

Nina

 

It was awful, those few days after Ant had burst in on the two of us together. I knew that I had to give her time to cool off, that if I moved too far too fast that she was going to cut me out for good, but I missed my best friend and hated more than anything in the world that she felt like I had betrayed her. I supposed I had—she kept Logan and me apart for a reason all this time, and we had basically just gone and laughed in her face and proved that we didn’t give a damn what her motivations were or why she was doing the shit she was as long as we got to do what we wanted. 

She had seemed so upset when she left Logan’s apartment. When she brought up what happened with her parents, it all seemed to make a hell of a lot more sense. She was so worried about Erin being left with an absent parent figure, and the thought of putting that little girl through the hell that the two of them had been through, no matter if it was in a much-reduced fashion, scared the hell out of her. I couldn’t blame her. The thought scared the hell out of me, and I barely even knew the kid. 

The next day, we sat down at opposite ends of my couch when Erin was at school and an hour before Logan was due to leave for work, so we couldn’t get distracted by just hooking up, and tentatively padded our way around the question at hand. Eventually, we came to the decision that it was best for me to be the one to handle Ant for the time being. If he came to her finger-wagging and telling her how it should be and how she needed to treat us, she was unlikely to take that sitting down. But if I came to her, as her equal and her best friend, and told her the truth, then maybe, just maybe, she would be able to take it from me. 

Logan and I talked about what the hell had been going on between us all this time, which I suppose was a good thing. I mean, if I could, I would have quite happily dawdled in that grey area we had been inhabiting all this time, but I knew he was right to want to figure out one way or another between us. 

“So,” I managed to smile at him, even though I was so nervous it felt as though my heart was going to come bursting out my chest. “What … what are we?”

“Jesus, I have no idea.” He shook his head and offered me an apologetic grin. “What do you want us to be?”

“Honestly, I’m just out of a relationship where I got fucked all the way around for so long,” I admitted. “And I thought … I thought when we met, it would just be a little bit of fun to get my mind off what I was going through. I didn’t think I’d be in a place where I could date for a long time, but …” I trailed off and bit my lip. My heart was leaping in my chest, and part of me wanted to just blurt out and say that I wanted to be with him, that he made me happy in a way that nobody had for what felt like a lifetime. He reached over and took my hand, and as soon as our skin connected, I felt a flood of relief wash over me. 

“Look, Nina, I haven’t dated anyone in so long.” He shook his head. “Since Erin came along. So I don’t know if I’m going to be any good at this, but I’m willing to give it a try if you are. I have no idea what it’ll look like for the two of us, but …” It was his turn to run out of words now, and I knew how he felt; there was just this roadblock in the way of either of us coming out and saying what we meant. 

I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and accepted that I was going to need to be the one to come out with it. “Logan, I really like you, and I want to date you,” I told him firmly, looking into his eyes and managing a smile. “How does that sound?”

“Sounds pretty fucking good to me,” he agreed, and he leaned over and kissed me, softly, on the mouth, and my whole body just ached to curl into him and forget about everything else that was going on out there in the real world. Why did any of it matter when he was right here with me? How could any of it matter?

And knowing that whatever was between us now was real, I knew that I had to go and speak to Ant about it. She couldn’t just duck it and hope that it went away or that we lost interest in one another; we had made it unequivocally clear that Logan and I were a real thing now, a relationship with a capital R. And either she could hate us for it for the rest of her life, or she could actually listen to me, and we could figure this out once and for all.

I called her a bunch of times in the week after she first came across us, and she ignored all my calls and sent them to voicemail; instead of crying or begging down the line, I would just calmly ask her to call me back and stop playing games with me. And eventually, she did, her number popping up on my phone as I was making dinner one evening. I snatched it up and pinned it between my shoulder and my ear as I stirred a pot. 

“Hello?”

For a second, I thought that I had disconnected the call because there was no response, but then I realized I could hear her on the other end of the line and that she was just waiting for me to start explaining myself. I opened and closed my mouth, panicked, not sure how to start this. 

“Where are you right now?” I asked, and Ant sighed.

“My place,” she replied. “Why?”

“Come over to mine,” I told her. “I’m making dinner. We can talk.”

“I’m not going to go over there and find my brother stripped to the waist again, am I?” She asked, and there was a flicker of humor in her voice; just the tiniest hint of it, but it was enough for me to grasp on to, a reminder that the real Ant was there underneath all this.

“I’ll make sure to get him dressed before you arrive,” I promised solemnly, and she let out a small, grudging chuckle—music to my ears.

“I’ll be there in twenty,” she told me. “Catch you soon.”

And with that, she hung up. I focused on making dinner, keeping myself calm, knowing that if I let myself get stressed or overthink this it was going to come across like I was reading from a script when she arrived, and the last thing she needed was insincerity. Ant could see through me like an X-ray, and I knew she wouldn’t take any of that shit, not after I’d been hiding stuff from her all this time.

She arrived on time just as I was serving up the simple pasta dish into two plates and pouring some wine, which never hurt in greasing the wheels of someone’s forgiveness, right? I headed to the door, closed my eyes, and counted to three, and then pressed the buzzer to let her in. 

She headed up the stairs and greeted me at the door, and I went to hug her, but she held her hands up. 

“Hey, I’m still mad at you, remember,” she told me firmly, and I grimaced and stepped aside to let her into the apartment.

“I know you are.” I nodded, and I followed her to the dining table. She looked around the place, the flicker of a smile on her face. “It looks so good in here,” she remarked. “So different from when you moved in.”

“Thanks.” I smiled, and she took her seat at the dining table and picked up her fork, twirling a long strand of spaghetti around it and watching me as I went to join her.

“Now, are you just here for a free dinner, or can I actually talk to you now?” I wondered aloud as I picked up my wine and took a long sip—liquid courage, and I was going to need it.

“You can talk to me,” she agreed, and she looked up at me with her lips pressed together. There was pain on her face, that was clear to anyone who was paying attention, and I felt a twist of guilt for having done this to her. The last thing I ever wanted in the world was to hurt my best friend. I just wanted her to be happy and, at the moment, this was the thing I was sure would keep her at her happiest. But finding out about it the way she had … I should have known better. Both of us should. 

“Ant, I just want to say that I’m sorry,” I began, speaking from my heart. “And I know that the two of us hurt you, really badly.”

“You did,” she agreed, and she put her fork down, seemingly losing her appetite. “I didn’t … I don’t want to be a bitch about this or act like I have dominion over everything you guys have ever done or will ever do, but I just feel like I knew you were a bad fit for a reason, you know?”

“I get that.” I nodded seriously. “And I get why you thought that. Your parents …”

I didn’t need to go any further than that; the wince on Ant’s face was more than enough to tell me that I’d made my point. It was obvious that the pain of their loss still weighed heavily on her, to the point where she let it influence almost everything that she did in her life. I wondered why Logan wasn’t the same and then remembered that he had been older when he arrived in the city after their deaths and that it hadn’t been long till he had to plow all his energy into taking care of his daughter. Ant didn’t have that kind of distraction.

“Yeah, I know,” she breathed, and she looked down at her plate and shook her head, picking up her wine. “I know I shouldn’t let all of that get in the way I live my life, but …”

“But it’s hard when you’re worried about letting something hurt one of the people closest to you,” I finished up for her. “I know how important Erin is to you, Ant, and I would never do anything to hurt her. She’s a sweet kid, and as far as she knows, I’m just the neighbor who babysits sometimes.”

“You’re sure?” she asked, and she eyed me with a degree of distrust that seemed born from something other than the situation directly at hand. I nodded seriously.

“I know I’ve told you I don’t want kids before,” I admitted. “And I know I’ve been pretty firm on that. But I’m not … this isn’t like I’m just moving in upstairs and living there and being her mom right away. I’m just dating her dad and getting to know the two of them a little bit better, alright? It’s not a big deal.”

Ant leaned back from the table, stared at me for a long moment, and then nodded slowly. “Alright, I believe you,” she sighed and took another long sip of her wine. “About Erin. But what about Logan?”

“What about him?” I asked.

“I mean, my brother hasn’t been out on the dating scene in a hell of a long time,” she reminded me. “And whatever reason he’s got back into it with you for, I think it has to be something pretty special.”

“Yeah?” I swallowed heavily and hoped that she couldn’t see the clear enthusiasm at that notion written all over my face.

“Yeah.” She nodded. “And I’m just concerned since you guys are at such different places in your lives …” She trailed off, leaving the unspoken words there between us, and I bit my lip.

“Look, Ant, I know that it’s hard for you to believe,” I conceded, “because I misled you and because I hid things from you, maybe I don’t deserve you to just believe me. Trust me, I get that.”

“Glad you do,” she replied, a tiny bit sharp. Then she shook her head and softened. I’m sorry I’m acting like such a bitch, this is all just so much for me to take in, you know?”

“I get it, I do,” I assured her. “And I get that you’re worried about me coming out here and hurting your brother after everything he’s been through already.”

“If you met his ex, then you’d know where I was coming from.” She shook her head darkly. “That woman …”

“You can give me the dish on her as soon as we get on to our second glass.” I tapped the wine in front of me. “But Ant, Logan and I had the talk today. You know, the … the big one, about what we are, and all of that.”

“Oh yeah?” She raised her eyebrows at me. “Can’t imagine that was the most fun conversation in the world.”

“No, it really wasn’t.” I shook my head. “I never thought … I didn’t think I’d be talking that way with anyone so soon after what happened with my ex, let alone with your damn brother, but we knew that if we wanted you to take us seriously, we needed to actually be sure that we were on the same page.”

“And you are?”

“We are,” I agreed, and a smile cracked over my face before I could stop it. “Seriously, Ant, what’s happening between us—I don’t think either of us expected it to end up where it has. When I met him, I never thought in a million years that we would … that this would be something real, you know?”

Ant seemed unable to keep the smile off her face, and she grinned at me, the expression looking as though it was going to leap right off her head. “I’m so happy that you guys are happy,” she finally admitted. “And I’m sorry I was so harsh. I was just … scared. For all of you. And I shouldn’t have let my own stupid insecurities get in the way; I see that now. You guys are together, and that’s … that’s not what I expected, but I guess that it’s a good thing.”

“It is,” I promised her. “For both of us, really. You should come spend time with Logan and me, and maybe Erin too, so you can actually see that I’m not just going to throw myself out the nearest window as soon as I get the chance.”

“Hey, I was pretty sure I was going to be the one throwing you out that window for a hot minute.” She raised her eyebrows at me, and I laughed. I reached over and squeezed her hand, suddenly feeling this swell of love for the woman who was my best friend.

“You have no idea how much this means to me,” I told her. “For you to accept us.”

And I realized that I wasn’t exaggerating, not one little bit. And, as what I’d just said sunk in, something else clicked into place as well. Something that made my head hurt a little. As I talked about Logan, a word had been pulsing in my brain, a word that I had been trying to avoid and wriggle out from under all this time: the word Love. And now that it was there, I wasn’t sure I could shake it.

“Hey, are you alright?” Ant asked, tapping my hand. “You look a little pale.”

“Yup, doing fine,” I lied to her at once, plastering a big smile on my face. “Come on, let’s eat, I’m starving.”

And as I tucked into the food, that word whirled around and around my head, and I knew that I was going to have to confront it sooner rather than later.





Chapter 14

 

Logan

 

I whistled to myself as I carried the bags up to the apartment. Actually whistled! When was the last time I had wandered around whistling like I was in a movie musical and I was a minute away from bursting into song?

Well, it had been a long time since I’d had a reason to feel this happy. I was planning a date night with Nina that evening, cooking a nice dinner for her in the apartment, and spending the night together, while Ant watched Erin for us over at her apartment. It had been a stressful couple of weeks, what with Ant finding out and Nina having to do damage control and coax her back around to our side, but that was over now, and I would be damned if I wasn’t going to enjoy myself as much as I could.

It was weird, being in a real relationship again. I had nearly forgotten that first sweet flush of love, how exciting it was to feel that thrill run through you when you thought about the person you were with, about what the future could hold for the two of you. In fact, even back when I had been a young man and actively dating, I was sure that I had never felt anything quite like this. Back then, everything had come with an expiration date for when my patience would run out or they would get bored of me staying up all night every night to party my ass off. But now that I was more settled, now that my life was held together at the seams for the most part, now that I had a kid, and a job and an apartment—this thing with Nina felt like it was going somewhere, building to a life that the two of us could make for one another. 

And this was the first time I would really cook for her. Well, cook dinner; I made her breakfast that one time, but that had just been pancakes, nothing special. I was going all-out and putting together this gorgeous pea and mint risotto, a recipe that I picked up and perfected at work. I remembered the first time I tried it, telling myself that it would make an amazing date-night recipe if I ever needed to impress a woman again. And, well, here was the woman for me to impress. I realized that I’d been putting away little relationship tips and tricks that had gone unused over the last few years—that’s what came from working with people older than you who were always happy to dole out sage advice about how to make a relationship work whether you wanted to hear it or not—but now that I was in one again, I could whip them all out and be the boyfriend that I knew I could be. Nina got the Logan two-point-oh, the version of me who could actually pull off this relationship thing without having to spend three nights a week at the club with his friends.

I swung the bag full of the groceries I’d picked up by my side as I strolled down the street, and I wondered what we were going to get up to that night with the apartment all to ourselves. That last time, when Erin had been at her after-school club, I had taken firm advantage of the space and the time, and Nina had given as good as she had taken it. My kinky side had been on lockdown since Erin came along, but now that it was out to play once more, I had to admit that I missed having it around. I looked forward to finding out just how far I could take her, just how far she was going to let me go over the course of this evening. 

It was strange to think that the last person I dated had been Samantha. I mean, if you could even really call what the two of us did dating; it was more a controlled explosion, the both of us flipping our lives upside down to try and get things to work when we knew, in our hearts, that they were never fucking going to. Samantha wasn’t the worst person in the world, but sometimes she came pretty damn close to it, and I just couldn’t handle the thought of raising a child with her. Hell, even being alone in a room with her for more than five minutes at a time. I was glad she was off traveling the world, doing what-the-fuck-ever with her life, because it meant she kept herself away from Erin and me. What would she do if she found out about Nina? The thought hadn’t crossed my mind until then, but I winced at the very imagining of it. That wouldn’t be good. That wouldn’t be good at all. I would just have to make sure that I kept our relationship on lockdown long enough that Nina was firmly integrated into our lives before Samantha came rolling back in to wave her arms around and make noise about being Erin’s mother again, as though that meant a damn thing after the way she had treated her daughter.

But maybe it would be different with Nina. In fact, I knew for sure that it was going to be different with her because I was so far removed from the person I had been when things had kicked off between Samantha and me. I had Erin to think of first, and she was always the one at the front of my mind; I would never let anything get in the way of that, and I had been her father for long enough to know I could trust my instincts on this. Nina was good for Erin, had been from the moment she’d stepped up to take care of her that evening, and even if Erin had little clue as to what was actually going on between us, I knew that she would be delighted when we decided it was time to tell her. This was a new start for all of us, for Erin and for me, and maybe even for Nina as well. I would have to get the full story of that asshole of an ex out of her one day—

Just as I approached the steps to our apartment building, I stopped dead in my tracks. I blinked a couple of times as though the image in front of me was so clearly and utterly wrong that it would reveal itself to be a mirage. But she was still there when I opened my eyes. 

Samantha. I must have manifested her with the power of thought alone.

I strode up to her quickly, and she got to her feet as soon as she saw me approaching. She was drumming those long-ass nails on the metal railing of the steps, staring at me expectantly, as though she had an appointment.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing here?” I demanded, and Samantha rolled her eyes at me in that infuriating way she had, as though I was the biggest idiot in the world for not instantly catching on.

“I’m here to see my daughter,” she replied simply, as though the answer should have been obvious. I widened my eyes at her. Sure, I had expected some bullshit, but this was something else entirely.

“You can’t seriously think that I’m just going to turn around and let you see Erin because you rolled up at her doorstep demanding to spend time with her?” I stared at her, shaking my head. “Come on, Samantha, even you’re not that stupid.”

“Don’t,” she lifted one pointed nail and held it an inch from my face, “call me stupid.”

The perfume that she’d always worn was nearly choking me, and I wanted to step away from her, to catch my breath and get my head together, but I knew I had to deal with this now before things got any more out of control.

“Samantha,” I fought the urge to shake her to get some actual sense into her. “You heard what I said on the phone last week, didn’t you? If you want to arrange an actual schedule with Erin, we can do that, but I’m trying to make sure that life is as settled and as easy for her as possible—”

“And you don’t want me to be a part of it.” She shook her head. “How easy do you think that is? For a young girl, growing up without a mother? You can’t tell me she doesn’t feel as though she’s missing out.”

I dumped my bags and ran my hands through my hair. I would have taken her up to the apartment just to get her off the street, but I didn’t want her to get in there in case she just refused to leave. This wasn’t how I wanted to explain the ex-situation to Nina, that was for sure.

“I think she does just fine without you,” I replied firmly. I was starting to lose my cool. How could she always do this to me? I could be the calmest, coolest, most zen I had ever been, and she could still needle me in such a way that made me feel like I was going to start yelling at her any second.

“Then let me see her,” Samantha implored me. 

Anyone else might have taken the passion in her voice for sincerity, for an actual, genuine urge to see her daughter, but I knew what it was: an attempt to manipulate me, to get me to give her anything and everything she wanted. She knew how to get me angry, and she knew how to make it look like I was the one who was being unreasonable.

“Samantha, I’m not going to have this conversation with you for a minute longer,” I told her firmly. “I don’t care how certain you are that you deserve to see her, you don’t, and if you really want to prove that you can make this work, you can call me up, and we can figure out a time that actually works for both of us. Alright?”

“That’s not what I’m here for!” she exploded, suddenly losing her cool; she would be stamping her foot and demanding her way before I knew it. 

“Then go,” I snapped back at her. “I don’t want you here. Erin isn’t even here tonight, she’s staying with someone else.”

I nearly dropped Ant’s name, but I thought better of it at the last moment—the last thing I needed was her figuring out where my sister lived and storming all the way over there to try and make her point to Ant in person. I was pretty sure Ant would take the opportunity to gleefully call the cops on her, and frankly, I wouldn’t blame her.

“You’re keeping my daughter from me,” she gasped, as though she could hardly believe that this was happening. “You realize that? You’re keeping a family apart, Logan. This is your doing.”

“I know it is,” I replied, clenching my fists at my sides, trying to keep my shit together so I didn’t just go off on her. “But that’s the best thing for this family, keeping us apart. You made that decision when you abandoned the two of us, remember?”

“That was so long ago.” She waved her hand. “You really expect me to stand by every single thing that I did nearly a decade ago?”

“When it comes to you leaving your daughter behind, I fucking do,” I shot back, loud enough that someone walking down the street past us glanced at me and cocked an eyebrow. I looked back at him, daring him to say something, and he lowered his gaze and carried on.

“I’m not asking for a lot from you,” I continued, and I realized my voice was getting louder and didn’t give a crap. “I’m just asking that you stick to the agreement we made, the one that you wanted. You fucking remember now?”

“I was young!” she shot back at me, clearly as tired of this back-and-forth as I was. “I didn’t know what I was giving up! Are you seriously telling me that if someone had come to you and made the same offer way back in the day you wouldn’t have taken them up on it?”

I fell silent for a long moment, and she seemed to think it was because I was considering her comment. But I wasn’t. I was just so angry that I couldn’t speak, couldn’t even think. The implication she was making, that I would have abandoned my daughter if I was given the chance, that I would have just left her the same way Samantha—it was so cruel it actually made my head hurt. I shook my head. 

“I would never have done that,” I replied fiercely, and I knew it was the truth. And now that she had pushed that button, there was no way in hell I was going to be able to treat her with any degree of kindness any longer. 

“You need to get out, now,” I told her, pointing down the street. 

“And where do you expect me to go?” she demanded. She always had an answer for everything, was always prepared for a way to make me look like an asshole for kicking her out as though she didn’t bring this on herself, time and time again; as though all of this couldn’t have been fixed if she had just listened to me for a change. 

“I don’t fucking care, Samantha!” I exploded. “I just need you to get away from my apartment, away from my daughter, out of my life!”

As I raised my voice and started yelling at her was precisely the moment that I saw Nina standing behind her.

Nina was staring at the two of us like she had seen a pair of ghosts, and it felt as though my heart stopped dead in my chest when I laid eyes on her. It must have been written all over my face because Samantha smiled triumphantly, clearly believing that she had managed to break me down and convince me to let her come in.

“See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” she planted her hands on her hips and cooed condescendingly, and I brushed straight past her, no longer interested in playing a second of her stupid game anymore. 

“Nina,” I took her hand and she let me, letting it lay there like a dead fish. “I’m so sorry you had to see this.”

“Who the fuck is that?” Samantha spun around on her heel, narrowing her eyes at the woman next to me as though she sensed competition. “What’s she doing here?”

“I live here,” Nina told her calmly, and she let go of my hand and pushed by the two of us, so she could get into her apartment. Her face was clear, and her eyes were fixed forward, as though she was working hard to pretend that there was nothing going on in her head at all. Samantha glanced at me, eyebrows raised, and I shook my head at her.

“Get out of here,” I told her, and I guessed the anger in my voice was so obvious that even she couldn’t deny it any longer. She raised her eyebrows and held her hands up and backed off down the street, and I grabbed the bags where I’d dumped them earlier and hurried to catch up with Nina. My heart was pounding in my chest. How much had she seen? How much did she hate me right now as a result of it? I had never really spoken to her about Samantha before, never really bothered, but now she turned up on my doorstep, and Nina had seen the side of me that I had done my best to keep from her all this time: the side with the temper, the side that lashed out and fired back and got mad.

I caught up with her just as she reached her door, and she was fumbling with the key in the lock as I started to talk.

“Nina, I’m so sorry you had to walk in on that,” I told her, the words pouring out of me. “I didn’t expect her to be here. She just turned up, and I was trying to get rid of her. I’m so sorry—”

“No, don’t be,” she replied, and she still had that curious calmness to her voice, the same kind she’d had before, as though none of this had really sunk in yet. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

I paused. I wanted to grab her hand and lead her up to the apartment where we could laugh about how ridiculous Samantha was acting and drink a little wine and thank God that Erin had been staying with Ant that evening. But Nina seemed reluctant to so much as look me in the eye, and I couldn’t say I blamed her. I hated getting out of control the way I had done down there; there was a reason I had fought so hard to get a handle on my temper, but Samantha always seemed to know the precise buttons to press to get me to act out like a fucking teenager.

“Nina?” I spoke her name one more time, not sure what I was hoping to achieve. 

She turned and looked at me, eyes blank. “Yes?”

“Are you still coming up for dinner today?” I tried desperately. 

She sighed heavily, and then shook her head, looking down at the floor in front of us. “I think it’s for the best if we leave that for now,” she admitted. “I need … I need a little time to think.”

“Really, you don’t have to worry about her,” I tried to promise her. “She’s nothing to me. She’s not even part of my life anymore.”

“That’s not true,” she pointed out calmly. “She was right there. She’s a part of your life whether you like it or not, Logan.”

And with that, she closed the door in my face, and I stood there staring at the pale wood and wondering what the hell just happened. Half an hour before, I had been walking home excited to cook dinner for the woman I was dating, and then the last woman I’d dated rolled in to come fuck everything up, apparently just to make a point about the fact she still had control over my life. I had no idea what to do now to make it better, so I turned up to my apartment, dumped the bags on the floor inside, and cracked open the bottle of wine I had been hoping to save for the two of us. I had a lot of thinking to do, same as Nina, and I had a feeling it was going to be a lot easier with half a bottle of red inside me to take the edge off. 

But after a glass or two, I heard a knock on the door and felt a zing of excitement—it was Nina, and the two of us could work it out. She had been a little shaken, who wouldn’t be, but now she was here and willing to give it a try and—

I opened the door and found myself face-to-face with Samantha.





Chapter 15

 

Nina

 

I heard her running up the stairs, and I knew precisely where she was headed. I could have stuck my head out and stopped her, told her that she was crazy if she thought that Logan was actually going to have a conversation with her about this after the shit she had pulled on him. But it wasn’t my place to get involved with any of this. Instead, I went to my door and listened to what happened next. 

She banged on the door like she was trying to take it off its hinges, and when he eventually answered, I could practically feel his irritation dripping down from where I was hiding out. 

“Samantha?” he demanded, sounding tired like he wanted nothing more than to shove her back down the stairs and out of the apartment once and for all. 

“You can’t just walk away from me like that!” she exclaimed. 

She had the most grating voice, like someone dragging acrylic nails over a blackboard. I had only caught a glimpse of her, but she was a little terrifying, perfectly made-up and constructed like she had built herself out of solid steel and was about as likely to back down.

“If you don’t get out of here in the next five minutes, Samantha, I’m going to call the police,” Logan told her firmly. I thanked God once more that at least Erin wasn’t around; the thought of her having to face this after everything else she had been through made my heart ache. Small blessings. 

“Then call the police on me,” she snapped back at him. “I mean, you’re the one keeping my daughter from me. You really think they’re going to believe that she doesn’t want her mother in her life?”

“All it takes is five minutes of research for them to find out that you’ve been out of her life her entire fucking life,” he fired back. “Get out of here, Samantha, you don’t have a leg to stand on.”

“You can’t stand to be around me, can you?” she snarled, and there was a sudden edge to her voice, as though she had finally figured out which buttons she could press to get a rise out of Logan. I wanted to run up there, drag her away, tell him that she was nothing but a short fuse waiting to blow up the rest of his life. But I knew that I couldn’t stick my oar in. I would only make things worse. I had seen the way she looked at me, as though she wanted to claw me. I didn’t want to deal with it.

“No, I really fucking can’t.” Logan sighed deeply, as though it should have been obvious.

“It’s because you still have feelings for me,” she told him, gleefully. “That’s why you can’t bear to be around me. Because you’re still in love with me.”

My heart dropped. I knew it wasn’t true. I knew that he couldn’t have faked the way he was with me, couldn’t have made it up on the spot. And yet, hearing those words come out of her mouth, I believed her. Just for a moment, I supposed that she knew better than me. She had known him longer—she had shared something that ran deeper. 

“That’s not true—”

“And that’s why you’re keeping Erin from me,” she told him, finishing up with a flourish. The whole building must have been able to hear the end of this argument. It had certainly provided some late-afternoon drama for me. I had been so looking forward to tonight, to spending a date night with Logan and actually letting ourselves indulge in some romance. But now I wanted to distance myself as far from Samantha and Logan and all of it, for a long while.

“That’s not fucking true, and you need to leave,” he told her. He was speaking so quietly that I was having a hard time making out what he was saying, but the hardness of his voice was enough. 

“Prove it,” she replied. 

His voice dimmed for a moment as he ducked back into the apartment. “I’m calling the cops,” he told her, and I heard the distant beep of the buttons on his phone. “And if you’re not out of here in the next ten seconds, I’m going to get them here and tell them that you’re harassing me. Alright?”

“You’re such a bastard,” she shot back, landing in one more blow before she left, but with that, she scuttled down the stairs and past my door and out of the building. Thank God.

I heard Logan let out a long sigh above me, and his door clicked shut. I wanted to go up and comfort him, tell him that he was in the right and that it was all going to be okay, but I felt as though my feet were rooted to the ground. My mind, on the other hand, was whirring so fast that I could hardly keep up with it. 

I had known that I was getting involved with someone else’s family. I had known that intellectually in the sense that it was impossible to deny. But it wasn’t until I had seen Samantha standing outside the building, the two of them locked in a conflict that looked as though it was tearing at Logan’s sanity, that it really sank in.

Maybe I should have wrapped my head around that earlier. It had been so easy to just play happy family for a little while. I hated the thought that I had been leading not just Logan on, but Erin as well. I had managed to convince myself that I was suited to this kind of life as long as that kind of life was fun and easy and silly, but now that it was real and staring me down, I wanted out. And I felt like a fucking coward. 

What had Ant said to me? That she was scared that I was going to end up sliding out of Erin’s life, leaving her with the same scars that the loss of her parents had given them both. And now, here I was, doing exactly as she had expected me to do. I hated myself. I wanted to call her up and talk to her, but I knew she was far from an impartial ear to this, and she had a pointed investment in me sticking around her brother and her niece.

I went for a shower, ignoring the clothes that I had excitedly laid out on the bed, the outfit I planned to wear on our first real date. My heart sank. How had I managed to catch feelings for this guy that were so deep and so profound when I hadn’t even been on an actual date with him? I had let myself slip and slide into the relationship as long as it was fun. 

Samantha’s words were ringing in my ears. I didn’t believe her, of course—I mean, I wasn’t crazy, I knew that Logan wasn’t in love with her and didn’t hold a torch for her and wasn’t doing this out of spite. Samantha proved to me in just a few minutes precisely why Logan should want to keep her away from his daughter, and I believed him when it came to that. 

But at the same time, she was Erin’s mother. She kept saying that. And she was right, in a technical sense. I mean, I believed that parents were the ones who were actually there to raise the kids, and Samantha hadn’t been around at least for the last few months, but she had a biological bond with Erin that I could never come close to.

And did I even want to be her mother? Even the thought of that word carried so much weight, and it hung in my head, heavy with what it meant. It wasn’t the kind of role I could just slide into, act like I had always belonged there. I had to earn my place in Erin’s life like that, and I wasn’t sure that I ever truly could. How on earth was I meant to prove to her, to Logan, to myself, that I deserved that title, that role? The work I would have to put in, the time I would have to invest. It was starting a relationship with two people. I couldn’t fall in love with just Logan; I had to fall in love with everything that came with it. And I would have been willing to try if it hadn’t been for Samantha turning up and reminding me that things were never going to be simple with him. He had a past, and I couldn’t just ignore that, no matter how much I wanted to.

The water from the shower poured over me, and I ran through everything I needed to do on autopilot. My brain was rushing faster than the water, and I felt like I couldn’t pick a single thought out to focus on. Half of me wanted to go upstairs and declare to Logan that I didn’t care what he was going through; I was there for him, and I had no intention of going anywhere. 

But the other part of me—the part that was a little more practical and connected to the reality of the world around me—knew that I couldn’t swear to that. I wanted to stand by him, and I wanted him as part of my life, and I wanted to believe that I could provide stability for Erin and that I could stick around the way her real mother never had.

But what if I couldn’t? What if that was a lie? What if I was just going to hurt her? I couldn’t do that to her, to him. The thought of letting them down, of letting them all down so badly, made my heart hurt. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t put myself in that position. 

At least until he had things fixed with Samantha. That much was clear. If she was going to come rolling in and out of Erin’s life, I couldn’t be doing the same thing. The thought of leaving that little girl behind—the thought of leaving Logan—felt so wrong. But it was the right choice, for now, until everything was fixed. I owed it to all of them, not to confuse things any further. 

I climbed out of the shower and looked up at the ceiling, wondering if Logan was standing right above me. My heart sank at the thought of having to break things off with him—well, put things on hold, at the very least—but I would have to be the one to do it. I knew he never would. But I was the one who could see this situation from the outside, and it was clear that we needed to take some space, to make sure that, in all of this, Erin came out of it unscathed. It was a shame the same couldn’t be said about me; not any longer.





Chapter 16

 

Logan

 

I called Nina’s number for what felt like the dozenth time that week, as though this time she was suddenly going to swipe it up and pour apologies and excuses and explanations into my ear and I could pretend that nothing at all had changed between us. 

But instead, the call once more went to voicemail, and I hung up and tossed the phone against the couch. I didn’t know what I had expected. I wanted to talk to her, just to hear her voice, but she had made it pretty fucking clear that was the last she wanted from me. 

I knew it had everything to do with that fucking argument she had walked in on. Had she heard Samantha tell me that I was still in love with her? Did she believe it? The thought of that made me the angriest, the notion that Nina might believe for an instant that I valued someone as heartless and hopeless as Samantha over her. Samantha was nothing compared to Nina, the only thing tying us together some tiresome biological fact that was barely even applicable anymore, not since she had given up her rights to her daughter.

But I hadn’t been able to get hold of Nina since the day of that argument. I figured that she needed a little space to process what she had seen, and I didn’t blame her for that; it must have been a lot to take in for her, a big chunk to process, the knowledge that my ex was back in town and accusing me of all kinds of ridiculous shit. She had never met Samantha, didn’t know that this was what she did—throw enough lies out there that you would agree to what she wanted just to get her to stop. She was a master manipulator, better at it than anyone I’d ever met, and I wished I could just go down there and tell Nina all of that. Hell, I wished I could have gotten ahead of this, told her that Samantha was always going to be rolling in and out of my life with a specific kind of demand that she would usually lose interest in a few days later.

But that wouldn’t have been true this time around. No, as it happened, a couple of days after the argument I received a letter through the door, my name and address printed in big, imposing letters on the front, as though whoever had sent it had intended it to make a major impression. I tore it open, and my heart sank when I saw what was written inside. 

She was trying to get custody of Erin. I was almost certain that I could prove to any judge with even an inch of common sense that it was a terrible fucking idea, but there was still a good chance we would get dragged up in court together, and I would have to lay my case out in front of her. The thought of that was enough to make my stomach churn with panic. Back when Erin was born, Samantha had been out of the picture so fast it had left my head spinning, but in retrospect, it had been a good thing: she hadn’t been around to fight for our daughter, and I hadn’t had to bother with arguing my case against her. But now I would have to come up with something, something convincing enough to keep Erin out of her claws. 

I closed my eyes and slumped down into the chair next to the door. I was due to leave for work in a few minutes—I would be picking up Erin from school right after—and I had no clue how I was meant to keep myself together through that whole shift knowing that my nightmare of an ex was likely plotting against me at that very moment. I could have told them what was going on, of course, but I knew the way people looked at single fathers like me. They were all sweetness and light and “you’re doing such an amazing job” until the mother came back looking for their child and they were all convinced that the kid should be with them instead. People always said that a child needed its mother, but they never seemed to appreciate that sometimes the mother was better off as far from her child as humanly possible.

I dragged myself to my feet and went to gather myself for work; I was going to be running late, and I had already accepted it. Maybe work would be good for me—maybe I could get some character references from the people who worked alongside me, the people who had seen for years the way I would slip out early to pick up my daughter or push back a shift to make sure that the babysitter would get there in plenty of time. Or maybe they would hate me for stepping in to cover their shifts at the last minute so many times and would want to spite me. I rubbed my hands over my face and groaned to myself—I wished I could talk to Nina about this, so she could convince me that it wasn’t as bad as all that and that I was overthinking all of this. 

I headed out to work and walked in a haze, my mind racing as I tried to figure out the best course of action. I hadn’t even told Ant about the letter, not wanting to worry her. She had already been so set against Nina and me, the last thing I needed to tell her was that she had been right and that Nina was out of the picture already. Or was she? She should at least have the decency to tell me to my face, then at least I would know for sure one way or the other. 

I arrived at work and went about my set-up as normal, hoping that nobody would catch on to what was going through my head. I knew I would have to talk about it eventually, but for the time being, I just needed to do something mindless and let all this shit fall to the back of my mind until I had no choice but to deal with it. And I found myself relaxing a little bit: this place was familiar to me, I knew how it worked and how I worked as a part of it. I could slip into my normal role and just let it wash over me, doing my prep for the day and chatting with the other guys about what they were doing over the weekend and their plans when they got off work that evening. 

I was about to duck outside and take my break, and I headed to the cloakroom to grab my jacket. If I hadn’t been on such high alert, I likely wouldn’t even have noticed the small piece of paper poking out of my pocket. But as soon as I did, my heart sank, and panic started running through my nervous system. What the fuck?

I grabbed it and squinted at it in the dark of the room; the letters were enormous, big enough that I could make them out even in the dark. 

“LET IT GO.”

My heart was pounding in my chest, and I knew I had to save this as evidence for the case. But the first thing on my mind was figuring out how the hell Samantha had managed to get into my work—and how she even knew where I was employed. 

I went to find Elijah, who took one look at my face and picked up on the fact there was something amiss.

“Logan, what’s going on?” he asked, and I gestured for him to come closer. I held the note up in front of him, not caring who else in the kitchen saw. More witnesses for me when I had her charged with stalking me. 

“I found this in my pocket,” I told him. “Another note like before.”

“Shit,” he furrowed his brow, looking genuinely concerned. “Do you know who might be giving these to you?”

“Yeah, I have an idea.” I nodded grimly. “That woman, the one I mentioned before? I think she’s the one giving them to me. And I think I know why.”

“But nobody’s been in here.” He shook his head, the furrow in his brow growing deeper than before. “Just the staff. We’re not even open yet.”

“Well, it wasn’t here when I left the house this morning,” I told him. “And the streets were quiet, so it wasn’t like anyone could have snuck it to me then.”

“Jesus.” He ran his hands through his hair and looked upset. “You want me to pull the CCTV? I can try and figure out how someone got in here …”

“Honestly, if you could pass along a copy of the tape, that would be great.” I nodded. “I need to prove what’s happening here.”

“Is there something going on?” Elijah asked. “Something we can help with?”

“Yeah, there’s something going on, but I don’t really want to go into it right now,” I remarked, glancing back at the kitchen. I could see a few of the guys looking at me, and I knew they had to be wondering what was going down. They might pretend they weren’t gossips, but in a kitchen, communication basically functioned through whispers about this person or that one. I didn’t want to say anything that could get in the way of the case I was going to pull against Samantha. 

“Okay, well, if there’s anything we can do to help, you just let us know, alright?” Elijah clapped a hand to my shoulder. “We’re here for you.”

“No need to get all soppy on me,” I shot back, busting his balls the way I always did. 

He grinned. “Take your break; I’ll cover the rest of your prep.” He nodded to the door. “Service starts in ten, just make sure you’re back for that, alright?”

“Will do,” I saluted him, and I turned to head out the door, stuffing the note back into my pocket. She had referred to our daughter as an “it.” That was what bothered me the most. She didn’t even see her as a person, just a pawn she could use to get one over on me the way she wanted. She wasn’t going to get close to Erin. I would make sure of that.





Chapter 17

 

Nina

 

How long had it been since I had seen him? Long enough that I was starting to forget what his touch felt like, the sound of his voice. How it felt to be wrapped in his arms, to be taken care of by that loving touch of his. Long enough that I was certain that my need for him should have begun to fade by now, but I only found it growing stronger and more defined with each day that passed. 

But I forced myself to stay away. Ant had told me that his ex was in town and was doing everything she could to get hold of little Erin, and the last thing Logan needed was the complication of keeping me around on top of that. He had reached out a few times, going as far as to slip a note beneath my door, but I had kept to myself, even though it pained me to do so. I wanted to see him, to find some way to tell him to his face that I wanted to be with him, but everything seemed in such a terrible mess I didn’t want to get in the middle of it and make things worse. 

The argument that I’d overheard with that ex of his was still ringing in my ears, pulsing in my brain every time I wasn’t specifically focused on something else—what if, somehow, she was actually right? What if he really was still in love with her? He hadn’t moved on, after all, and for a guy with his charm and his looks that was profoundly strange. I assumed that since nine years had passed since the birth of his daughter, he would be firmly out of the rebound stage now. But perhaps I was wrong. Or maybe she was a liar, just like Ant had tried to assure me. I had no idea who to believe, what to think, who to trust, and the whole thing was making my head hurt.

“You should talk to him,” Ant urged me. She asked me why the hell I had cut things off with Logan so quickly, after getting the story back from her brother, and I told her the truth, getting her to swear to me that she wasn’t going to share it with him, at least not until I had the chance to talk to him about it first. 

“I don’t want to pile more stress onto him.” I shook my head sadly. “You don’t think the two of them are going through enough right now as it is? The last thing they need is me throwing a big pile of relationships bullshit right on top of that.”

She pressed her lips together, and I could tell that she was struggling not to offer further comment on the relationship; she had promised to keep her oar firmly out of whatever happened between Logan and me, but it was proving perhaps a little harder than she imagined. I knew there was so much she wanted to say to me, to Logan, to both of us together, but whatever, it was between Logan and I, and not her, no matter how close to the two of us she was.

“I’m just saying …” she held her hands up. “I’ve never seen either of you as protective of a relationship as you were with one another. That has to mean something.”

I fell silent. She was right. I had never been willing to go to mat for someone I was dating before I’d met Logan, and I knew he felt the same way about it. Maybe I should just … maybe we could find a way …

“No.” I shook my head firmly. “He needs to figure out everything with his ex first, whatever it is. I don’t want anything to do with that.”

“Fine.” She sighed heavily and trailed her finger around the rim of the glass that she was drinking from. The two of us were in my apartment, and she was due to head upstairs to look after Erin for a few hours not long from now; she had invited me to join her, but I wanted some time to myself. I had been taking a whole lot of that lately, it seemed. 

“So, if we can’t talk about relationship stuff, what about work?” she asked, changing tack. I groaned and waved my hand.

“Work isn’t so great right now either,” I admitted. “I mean, I’m just waitressing. It feels like such a waste of my time, you know? It keeps a roof over my head, but that’s it. I’m so tired of feeling like I’m not going anywhere with my life.”

“I get that.” Ant nodded. “Have you been looking for other jobs? Applying places?”

“I don’t even know where I’d want to apply to,” I admitted. “I don’t have a degree; I don’t have any big qualifications, and there aren’t any big passions in my life that I can chase down. I just … I feel like I’m at a loose end. I feel like my life’s going nowhere right now.”

Ant fell silent, and I looked up and met her gaze and had to laugh when I saw the look on her face. 

“Sorry, sorry,” I apologized with a smile. “I know that’s a whole lot to deal with when you have to leave in twenty minutes.”

“Come on, like I can’t put your life back together in that time,” she teased, and she glanced at the clock above the couch. “I’ll finish this and then I’ll get on my way, alright?”

“Alright.” I nodded, and I was already a little relieved at the thought of having the apartment to myself once more. It wasn’t that I didn’t enjoy her company—far from it. I loved having her around—but recently it had been hard for me to keep up the façade around people, and the more time I spent alone, the less time I had to spend keeping my game face on. 

She headed upstairs to take care of Erin, and I cleaned up the wine glasses and went to bed early. Maybe I was a little depressed; maybe I had been putting far too much stock into my relationship with Logan and Erin, finding direction in the way that they treated me, the way that they had welcomed me into their lives. I craved them back, craved the breakfasts with the two of them, craved falling asleep next to Logan and knowing that I didn’t need to sneak out first thing in the morning. 

But giving it time and space was the right thing; when everything was figured out with that ex of his, maybe then we could pick up where we left off. If he didn’t already hate me for abandoning the two of them with no explanation. 

 

I was coming back in from work one day and trying not to think about the bad luck regarding the man I had feelings for but couldn’t be with to live in the same building as me. Every time I came through the door, I would find my mind drifting over in his direction, wondering if he was in his apartment or at work or hanging out with Erin or … well, anything, really. Wondering if he was thinking about me while he was doing whatever he was doing. 

I went to check the mail, and I was just going through my letters—most of them spam—when I heard a voice that I recognized. 

“Let go, you’re hurting me!”

My head snapped up, and my heart leaped into my throat. Was that Erin? It couldn’t be. She would have been at school right now—maybe just back. Whatever or whoever it was, it sounded like a little girl, and she sounded like she was in some amount of pain at that moment. Which meant I had to stick my head in and make sure that everything was alright. 

I stuffed the letters haphazardly back into the cubby and turned to find the source of the noise; it seemed to be coming from the small corridor that ran under the stairs and out into the back of the building. I kept my footsteps light in the hopes of catching whoever it was in the act, and, as I rounded the corner and laid eyes on what was waiting for me around the other side, my heart dropped. 

I recognized her at once—I had her image burned into my brain from when I’d hurried past her in the street. Samantha. But next to her, the thing that really unsettled me, she had her fingers wrapped around the upper arm of her daughter. Erin looked frightened, her back to me as she tried to tug herself away. Even in the dim half-light of the corridor, I could see the flash of fear in her eyes, as though she wanted nothing more than to get the hell away from this woman and back to the apartment. I swallowed heavily. I had promised myself that I wasn’t going to get involved, but surely, I couldn’t just stand by and let this happen?

“Hey!” I called out and found my voice croaky and hoarse around the edges. I tried again. “Hey!”

This time, the words echoed down the corridor to Samantha and Erin—Samantha had her hand on the door to the back courtyard, and she slowly turned around and plastered a wide, insincere smile on her face, like she could fool me.

“Oh, hello,” she greeted me, instantly letting go of Erin’s arm. “Can I help you? Are you lost?”

Even though her tone was sweet on the surface, I could hear the barbed edges beneath and knew she wanted nothing more than for me to back off and let this happen. I stood my ground, even though my legs were shaking a little. It was just starting to sink in what was really happening, and I knew this was a crucial moment; if I gave her even a hint of a chance to get out of here, she would take it, and there might not be any getting her back if she managed to escape. 

“Do I know you?” I asked conversationally, hoping that I would be able to keep her talking long enough for someone else to arrive, someone who might have a better idea of what the hell to do in a situation like this. 

She cocked her head at me and stared for a long time as though trying to figure me out. “No.” She shook her head firmly. She was still mostly shrouded in shadow, but Erin had shifted an inch or two forward into the light and was staring at me intently, not drawing her eyes from mine. I flicked my gaze to her and gave her a brief smile, letting her know that I at least knew who she was and that I wasn’t going to let anything bad happen to her. 

“Maybe you recognize me,” Samantha cocked her head at me. “I’m Erin’s mother. Perhaps you’ve seen me around.”

“Maybe I have,” I agreed, and my mind was running at a thousand miles a minute as I tried to work out what the hell I was meant to do now that I had her here and talking. I knew that this wouldn’t hold out long, that eventually, she would catch on to the fact that I was stalling her and would carry on with whatever it was she had been doing in the first place. But she had let go of Erin for now, and that was a win that I would take. 

“Hey, that reminds me …” I slapped my hand to my forehead, hoping the bad acting was enough to convince her. “Erin, you left something in my apartment. One of your books. Do you remember?”

I widened my eyes slightly at the girl, indicating that she should go along with what was coming out of my mouth, and she nodded at once, shifting another step away from Samantha.

“Yes, I remember,” she agreed. 

“Do you want to come to get it now?” I asked, staring at her intently. “I mean if you’re not busy …”

“Yes.” She nodded again, and her body was so stiff it looked as though it might have shattered if anyone had laid a hand on her. 

“Erin, stay with me,” Samantha ordered, her voice suddenly dropping the sugar-sweet tone as she took her daughter by the shoulder again. Erin looked anguished, as though she could tell that something very wrong was happening right now but didn’t have the words to express what—or was simply too afraid to.

“It really won’t take any time at all,” I continued cheerfully, playing at oblivious. “Two minutes, nothing more than that. You’re just headed out to the courtyard anyway, there’s nothing out there that can’t wait.”

“You don’t get to tell me what I do with my daughter,” she snapped back suddenly, and I saw the face of the woman I had seen that first day when she came by the apartment building. Vindictive, sharp, pointed, cruel. I felt a flash of panic, and I knew, above all else, that I had to get that girl away from her mother and to a safe place until Logan could get here. 

“Nina,” Erin spoke my name, and I crouched down and held my hand out to her.

“See, she just wants to get her book back,” I told Samantha firmly. “We’ll be back down in two minutes. Promise.”

“Erin, stay here,” Samantha snapped angrily, and Erin stood rooted to the ground as though she was too frightened to move. 

“Erin, it’s okay, come over to me.” I squeezed my hands together as I held them out to her, and finally, she pulled away from Samantha and hurried across the corridor to me. I felt a punch of triumph and relief as soon as she was by my side, and then I laid eyes on Samantha, and I knew that this was far from over.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Samantha exclaimed, striding toward me and poking her finger at my face as though she intended to pop one of my eyes out with a manicured nail. “That’s my daughter. You don’t get to tell her what to do!”

“I’m not trying to tell her what to do.” I tried to stay calm, but I was having trouble, fear bubbling in my system. I needed to stay cool. I needed to stay calm, but that was nearly impossible when there was this woman screeching in my face like she wanted to murder me on the spot. 

“Erin, come back here,” Samantha ordered, but Erin had already retreated behind me. 

“Stay there, Erin,” I told her, and Erin made it to the stairs, where she clung on to the banister like it was the only thing keeping Samantha away from her. Samantha glared at her through the bars and shook her head.

“You have to do as I say, sweetie,” she said, trying to return to the pseudo-sweetness she had worn before. “You don’t want to get in trouble now, do you?”

“Erin, you won’t get in any trouble if you stay there,” I promised her. I reached into my pocket to pull out my phone and then remembered that I’d left it on the table up in my apartment to charge, not thinking I would need it when I was out that day. I cursed myself. I needed to get hold of Logan, but I had no idea where he was in the first place. Maybe at work? Maybe at school, waiting to pick Erin up …

“Don’t listen to her,” Samantha snarled, brushing me aside as she made her way towards the stairs. I stumbled and nearly fell as she pushed past me, but I managed to keep myself upright and took off after her.

“Samantha, I think you should at least wait until Logan gets home—”

“Don’t you dare say his name to me!” She spun around and hissed the words at me as though I’d slapped her. “He’s got nothing to do with this. He’s been trying to keep me away from her for nine years, and I’m done with it. If I have to take what’s mine, then I will.”

My jaw dropped. She was talking about Erin, about her own daughter, as though she was a possession that she intended to snatch back from the man who had stolen from her. I knew then, if I hadn’t before, that I couldn’t let her go anywhere with Erin—that I couldn’t let her get out of this building with that girl, or there would be hell to pay. I bounded up the stairs in front of her, putting myself between her and the girl.

“Samantha, I think you should leave,” I told her firmly. I had no idea where this was coming from, but I knew I believed it with every fiber of my being; she needed to get out of here, she needed to leave Erin alone, and if she wasn’t going to do either of those things, then it was down to me to keep the girl safe. 

“I think you should back the fuck away from my daughter and keep your nose out of my business!” she yelled at me, advancing dangerously up the stairs. I held my ground, planting my hands on my hips and making myself as wide as I could so she couldn’t get past me.

“She’s not your daughter,” I told her, remembering what I’d heard Logan yelling at her before. “You just gave birth to her. You can’t just turn up and take her away.”

“I got the court order,” she shot back, and I shook my head.

“No, I’d know about it if you did,” I replied. “Ant would have told me. And besides, this isn’t how this works. You don’t just turn up in the middle of the day and sneak her out of the building.”

“You’re accusing me of kidnapping my daughter?” She threw her hands in the air as though she could barely believe that those words were coming out of her mouth. That was the way she played it, though—she would accuse you of thinking something ridiculous about her, overlooking the fact that she was actually doing the ridiculous thing. She would get you to back down and give up, but I knew it was crucial that I held my ground.

“Show me the proof that you’re not,” I told her, backing toward Erin as though Samantha might make a lunge for her. My heart was hammering, and my palms were sweating, but this little girl needed me, this little girl who had let me into her life and insisted on pancakes for breakfast the first time I stayed over. I wasn’t going to let anything happen to her.

“Show me where it says you get a fucking say in what happens to her,” she snarled, closing in on me, thrusting her face so close to mine I could smell the cheap, musky body spray that she was doused in, head to toe. I had no idea how to stall her any longer, and I craned my neck for someone else, someone I could appeal to for help—”

And that’s when the door opened, and Logan burst in.

“Samantha!” he exclaimed, and he bounded up the steps to stand next to me, getting in between the two of us so she couldn’t move an inch closer to me. 

“What the fuck are you doing here?” he panted, far less afraid of her than I was. He glanced around and saw Erin standing behind us, and I could see the relief painted all over his face. And then he turned back to his ex, his face twisted with a fury that I had never seen on anyone before in my life. It would have been terrifying if I didn’t understand the depth of his anger, where it came from, and why it was so intense. 

“You took her from the school.” He moved toward Samantha, and she backed down the stairs quickly to get away from him. “You knew we had the meeting next week, but you just couldn’t wait, could you? You had to have her for yourself. I know the way you think about her. You’re a monster, you know that? You could have ended up hurting her, or worse …”

He came to a halt at the bottom of the stairs, and for the first time since I’d laid eyes on her, Samantha actually looked a little frightened.

“I just wanted to spend time with her,” she muttered, but she sounded less convincing now. 

“Get out of here,” he ordered, voice low and deadly serious. “Get out of here now.”

“You’re not going to call the cops, are you?” she asked nervously, and Logan let out a mirthless laugh.

“I’m calling every damn agency I can find in this city that can lock you up,” he told her. “Now get out.”

“I’m not going until you promise me you won’t press charges.” She crossed her arms over her chest, still clinging on to whatever high ground she seemed to believe that she had left.

“Then I’ll make you,” he replied simply, and with that he picked her up off the ground and carried her, protesting loudly to the door.

“Put me down!” she shrieked. “If you don’t let go of me, I’ll—”

“You’ll what?” he demanded as he kicked the door open and tossed her outside. “Go on, Samantha, get the fuck out of here. You can expect to hear from my lawyer and also the fucking police in the next, oh, I’d say hour.”

She ducked her head down, shot one last furious look at the three of us, and then vanished into the street. Logan pulled his phone out and called the police, giving them a description and a direction. As he spoke, Erin came to sit on the step next to me, and I put an arm around her tentatively. Logan hung up the phone, let out a long sigh, and headed up the steps to join us. 

He scooped Erin into his arms and held her close for a really long time as though he didn’t want to ever let her go again as long as he lived. She clutched on to him the same way, and I closed my eyes and felt a wave of relief knowing that I had kept her out of the clutches of that terrible woman. That was all that really mattered to me—I could handle everything else, the break-up, all of it, knowing that at least Erin hadn’t wound up being snatched by Samantha, that she stayed with Logan where she belonged.

“Let’s get home, shall we?” he suggested to Erin, planting her back on solid ground once more. “I think we could all do with some rest and something to eat.”

And I realized, as he spoke, that he was looking right at me. 

I cocked an eyebrow. “Me as well?”

“Of course,” he agreed, and he smiled as he offered me a hand. “Both my girls.”

Without a moment of hesitation, I put my hand in his and let him lead me up the stairs. The panic was beginning to recede, and in its place was something else. Something new. Maybe something better than what had been there in the first place. I smiled as I followed the two of them up the stairs and wondered if something good could come out of this after all.





Chapter 18

 

Logan

 

I ran a bath for Erin, and she vanished off into the bathroom for a while—she always felt safe in the bath and liked to read in there, and I figured she could do with a little time to unwind after the utter bullshit that had just gone down with Samantha.

“Oh, my God, are you okay?” Nina asked as soon as I emerged from Erin’s bedroom, which I had checked to make sure that everything was in place; the last thing I wanted was for Samantha to have made off with anything, but nothing appeared to be missing, thank God. I guess the stress of the day must have been written all over my face because the way that Nina reacted made it sound as though I had just collapsed to the floor right in front of her. 

I nodded and then shook my head. “No, not really,” I confessed, and I dropped down onto the couch and ran my hands over my face. “I can’t believe I let this happen. I can’t believe she got that far with it…”

“What actually happened?” she asked, furrowing her brow and perching on the edge of the couch next to me. Her presence was soothing, and I found my brain slowing down a little, enough that I could actually talk to her. 

“I got to the school to pick Erin up and take her home,” I began, “like normal. Samantha and I, we had managed to come to an agreement where we were going to go to Child Services and figure out the best way that she could be in Erin’s life. Fuck, I was so stupid, I thought that she would actually go along with it this time and put some effort in …”

“Hey, it’s not your fault.” Nina touched my knee, stopping me before I plunged straight into self-flagellation. “You couldn’t have known what she was going to do.”

“I’m pretty sure she just used that meeting to find out where Erin went to school,” I continued, my voice a little shaky, the reality of what could have happened just beginning to sink in for me. “And then … she must have just turned up there and taken her at the end of the day. Jesus, when I get my hands on whoever was on duty at that school, I’m going to tear them a new one.”

“Why do you think she brought her back here first?” Nina wondered, and I shook my head.

“No idea,” I admitted. “But probably to pick up some stuff, or maybe Erin convinced her she needed to first. Whatever it was, I’m so glad that it happened. Fuck knows what she would have pulled if she had managed to get her out of the building; if they hadn’t run into you …”

I fell silent once more, the horror really beginning to make itself clear to me. She could have taken my daughter. The thought was so ugly that my brain could hardly wrap around it, but it was the truth. If Nina hadn’t been there to step in, to stop her …

“I don’t think I’m ever going to be able to thank you enough,” I told her, and she smiled at me. Her hand was still on my knee, and I took it, drawing the knuckles up so I could brush my mouth over her skin. She bit her lip, and I smiled at her, the last couple of weeks forgotten. 

“I’m so sorry,” she blurted out suddenly.

“Why?” I furrowed my brow. “You saved my daughter. You have nothing to be sorry about.”

“I’m sorry I just dropped out of your life like I did,” she confessed. “I was so sure … when I saw Samantha, and I heard you guys arguing, I thought there was still something there. I thought I should give you space; I thought I shouldn’t get too involved—I didn’t want to crowd you or Erin, what with having Samantha back in your lives and everything …”

Now it was her turn to run out of words. I knew how she felt; this last hour, the panic I felt when I realized that Erin was missing from school added to the fury at Samantha for playing me like this had me overwhelmed. 

But now I was sitting here, next to Nina, and I felt like things were settling a little. The water calming once more, the ripples receding.

“I understand,” I told her. It seemed to matter so little now that she was here, now that she had done the right thing and saved my daughter from being kidnapped by her own damn mother. 

“I shouldn’t have just left that way,” she admitted. “But when I saw Erin and Samantha I—I guess something just snapped. I didn’t want her to take Erin anywhere.”

I fell silent again for a long moment, not sure what to say. I was so emotionally and physically exhausted—and I knew it was far from over, that there would be charges to press and statements to give, and that I would need to fight hard to make my daughter feel safe once more, to prove to her that I could protect her, and that I wouldn’t let anything bad happen to her ever again ... 

But the way Nina was looking at me right now, the sincerity in her voice, the touch of her fingers against my hand; I could forget it, for a moment. 

“Well, I’m grateful for it,” I told her softly. “I don’t know what would have happened …”

“But it didn’t,” she assured me. She dropped her eyes down a little and took a deep, slightly ragged breath. I knew what she was going to say next was going to be big. This day, it felt as though our emotions had been laid out once and for all.

“Look, Logan, I have to admit something to you,” she told me, looking at me intently. “When I met you—both of you—I really didn’t … I had never imagined having a family.”

“I know.” I brushed my finger over her knuckles. “And that’s okay, I don’t—”

“But I understand it now,” she blurted out, seemingly before she could stop herself. “I never imagined, I just never understood, what it was like to want to—to want to belong to something like that before. But I want to belong to you. I want to belong to this thing between you and Erin. When I saw Samantha down there, taking her, I just …” She shook her head again as though the emotion was too much for her to handle. 

She swallowed and took another breath like she was trying to drink the air around her, find enough oxygen to get the words out. “I just want to be part of this,” she admitted. “And I know I shouldn’t have just cut you out like that before, with what happened with Samantha, but I just saw this woman moving in on what I didn’t realize I saw as my territory. You know?”

“I think I’m starting to.” I smiled at her. I didn’t realize it, but that was what I had been waiting to hear from her for the longest time; I needed to hear the promise that this could work. 

“I don’t know how it’s going to work,” she warned me. “I mean, I’ve never done anything like this before. I’m pretty far from any kind of mother I’ve heard of before.”

“And that’s okay,” I promised her. “When I had Erin, I never thought I would be anything other than a fucking disaster. You can’t learn this stuff. You can’t just know it. You have to try, and sometimes it just … it just works out for you.”

“Jesus, you have no idea how glad I am to hear you say that,” she told me, chuckling a little nervously. “It sounds crazy coming out of my mouth. I really never thought I would feel this way about anyone, but you guys …” She trailed off once more and just looked at me, and the expression on her face said everything that I needed to hear. 

I had been so convinced that I was never going to find a way to work someone into my life, and then this woman just dropped out of the sky and into my life, and now it felt as though she had always been destined to find me, to find us.

“I think I want to give things a try between us,” she continued after a long pause. “If you’ll have me.”

“Of course, I will,” I promised her, and before I could stop myself, I leaned over and planted a kiss on her lips. She touched her fingers to my face, and the connection between us was never stronger than it was at that moment. It felt as though our bodies were melding together like our lives were finally clicking into the places they had always meant to be. 

When I pulled back, she giggled and shook her head.

“What?”

“Nothing,” she replied. “It’s only … when we met, I never thought that this was what would come from it, you know?”

“Me neither.” I cocked my head at her. “You were just the hot girl downstairs.”

“Hey, hot woman, at least,” she teased, and I laughed. 

It felt so damn good to laugh after everything that I had been through that day, that we had been through. I leaned forward and pressed my head against hers, closing my eyes and inhaling the sweetness of her scent. “I’m very happy right now,” I told her. It didn’t feel like enough to convey how I felt, but it would do for now.

“Me too,” she agreed, and for a long while, we just held each other, there on the sofa, at the beginning of a life we had been looking for together.





Chapter 19

 

Nina

 

I wasn’t sure how long I just sat there in silence with him, but it felt like I could have stayed there forever. I was just so fucking relieved that everything had happened the way it had—seeing Samantha trying to get her claws into Erin had underlined the fact, once and for all, that I wanted to be a mother to Erin. In whatever way I could. 

Eventually, we heard Erin moving around in the bath, and he pulled back and smiled. 

“I guess I should go get her out,” he remarked, and he got to his feet, running his hand briefly over my back and sending a rush of electricity over my body. I desired him so much that I could hardly think, but it was more than just on the initial physical level that had first attracted me to him. I needed him more than that, in a seriously profound way, like my soul ached for every part of him. 

He went to get Erin out of the bath, and I curled up on the couch with a smile on my face, waiting for them to come back. There was still so much in my life that was up in the air—I had no idea what I was going to do for a job, where I was going to go after this, but these two were a grounding presence, a promise that the future was worth throwing myself into. 

I heard them talking quietly in the other room and closed my eyes, letting the softness of the moment wash over me. Never in a million years did I think I would be sitting somewhere like this, feeling so at peace with what was going on around me. It would have seemed impossible if you’d asked me just a few months ago—hell, even a few days when I felt as though taking on the enormity of a whole family would have torn me apart. I wondered how Ant was going to take the news—I had a feeling she’d be pretty happy about it when I told her all about my change of heart and where it had come from. Hell, I would finally be a real part of her family, and I knew how important family was to her. 

Eventually, the pair returned from the bathroom, Erin dressed in a pair of cute pajamas with a butterfly caked in glitter stitched on the front. I couldn’t get over how little she looked in those things; like I could have just scooped her up in my arms right there and then. I remembered what Samantha had wanted to do to her earlier, and I had to clench my fists by my sides to keep from screaming out in anger. To think of how she could hurt her—to think that she’d actually believed that the best place for her own daughter was removed from the man who had raised her. But that wasn’t the point right now. The point was that she was here, she was safe, and we were all together.

“I’m going to make some dinner,” Logan told me. “Pancakes, we thought, if that works for you.”

“That sounds amazing.” I grinned, my stomach grumbling at the thought of the delicious food. “You want to show me some of your books, Erin?”

“Yeah!” Erin seemed excited; I knew that she would be fine. It wouldn’t be easy for her to get over the stuff that Samantha had tried to pull today, but for the time being at least, she seemed alright. Perhaps she was young enough that she hadn’t really taken in what was happening. I could hope that, at least.

She led me to her bedroom, and the two of us went through her bookshelf novel by novel; she spoke so effusively about them, and it was clear that reading was the main thing that kept her going. Maybe she would write her own stories one day—she had a way with words, that was for sure, especially for someone so young.

“Dinner’s ready!” Logan called out after about half an hour, and I stepped out of the bedroom and inhaled the gorgeous scent of pancakes, the vanilla, and the sweet eggy smell. I was starving. It had been a hell of a day, after all.

“Come on, let’s get something to eat.” I took Erin’s hand, and she squeezed it tightly as though she never wanted to let me go. I remembered that first morning we had spent together, all three of us when I had been trying to sneak away from the situation and escape before it got serious. And to think, I had really believed that was the best choice. I hadn’t even given the thought of something more serious real consideration, which seemed so ridiculous in retrospect.

I sat down at the table, and Erin hopped up into her seat, and without thinking, I leaned forward to brush a strand of hair that had fallen into her eyes back from her face. She smiled and pulled a face, and I felt my heart fill with—well, it might not quite have been love yet, but it was the knowledge that I was open to it, to being loved by this little girl, and loving her back.

“Alright, here we go.” Logan began to serve up the pancakes. “I already ate the first one … they always turn out funny.”

“Yeah, like you weren’t just being greedy,” I teased him, and he nudged himself against me as he served up. It was just the slightest of touches, but it was enough to put a smile on my face. 

We ate together and talked—not about what had happened that day because that all seemed too raw and rough right now, but just talked. And it was nice. More than nice. It felt perfect. I had never believed I could find satisfaction in something so simple, and yet here I was, feeling full and warm and happy, filled up by the people around me. I was beginning to understand where Logan was coming from when he told me how frightened he’d been when he found out that he was going to have Erin, and how it wound up coming easy to him at the end of the day. If he could do this, maybe I could do. He had to change when he became a father, and I was more than happy changing myself to fit this new dynamic. 

After dinner, Logan put Erin to bed while I washed up; I put on the radio and hummed along absently to the song that was playing, moving my hips back and forth a little, enjoying the beat. Suddenly, I felt a pair of hands wind around my waist from behind, and I grinned and continued shaking my butt to the beat.

“Mmm, you look really good like that,” Logan murmured against my neck, his breath warm.

“What, doing your dishes for you?” I shot back, finishing up and putting the last one away.

“Well, what else do you think I meant?” he replied teasingly, and I couldn’t help laughing.

“Yeah, alright … I’m not just going to do the whole barefoot-in-the-kitchen business,” I reminded him. “You’re meant to be the cook, aren’t you?”

“Sure.” He pressed a kiss just below the nape of my neck, and I felt my knees begin to tremble a little underneath me. Just the feel of his body against mine got my heart racing. 

I turned to face him and wound my arms around his neck, grinning, remembering the way he had kissed me earlier on the couch—that had been less to do with sex than it had with love, but I knew that I didn’t crave the same kind of tenderness right here and now. No, I wanted him rough and hard and here and now. 

He kissed me again, and I knew at once that he understood what I was craving; he sank his fingers roughly into my hips and pulled me against him, so I could feel his cock stirring against me. He flicked his tongue over my bottom lip, just briefly, just for a moment, and I felt as though I was going to swoon on the spot.

“I think you need to take me to bed,” I murmured in his ear. 

“I think I do,” he agreed, and he hitched me off my feet. I clung on to him, unable to stop myself bursting out in laughter, and hooked my legs around him and planted kisses up his neck as he carried me to the bedroom. 

He laid me down on the bed and slid between my legs, kissing me again, this time harder; I could feel that his cock was already full, and the thought of it buried inside me made my head spin. But I didn’t want that yet. No, I wanted something more—something different.

“I really need to go down on you right now,” I breathed in his ear, and I was rewarded with a groan of pleasure for my trouble.

“Well, I’ve been thinking about eating you out all damn week,” he replied, and I felt my stomach tense with need for him. Fuck, that sounded so good. Of all the ways he teased me, oral sex was the one that got me closest quickest. 

“Seems like we have a dilemma, huh?” I replied, brushing my mouth over his neck, enjoying the way his stubble scratched against my skin, the contrast of sensation delighting me.

“I don’t think so,” he replied, and he kissed me once more but this time began to undress me in the process. I grinned as he stripped me down, moving quickly as though he just couldn’t wait to get me naked. I knew how he felt. I had been craving his strong body against mine for the longest time, the feel of his muscles, his skin; I unbuttoned his shirt with shaky fingers as he undid my jeans, and soon enough we had both stripped naked. He lay down next to me on the bed and ran his hands over my waist, tracing the shape of me. 

“You’re so beautiful,” he murmured, and he spoke with such sincerity that it took me aback a little. I had never heard someone say those words when I’d actually believed them. They had always sounded like a line, a trick to get what they wanted, more than anything else, but I knew clear as day that there was no doubt in his mind about what he was saying. He meant it, and he saw no reason to hold back from saying it. 

“So are you.” I smiled, running my hand through his hair and fisting my fingers in it—I pulled him close to me, and he was on top of me once more, our bodies intertwined, my heart pounding fast against his as I held on with every fiber of my being to this moment, this feeling. 

“So, about that dilemma,” he purred in my ear. 

“I’m listening,” I replied playfully, and just like that, he flipped me up on top of him.

“Turn around,” he told me, and I blinked at him for a moment, trying to make sense of what he was saying to me. 

And then it clicked. I giggled again. “I’ve never done that before,” I confessed.

“Let me show you how,” he suggested, and he shifted my body, maneuvering me gently until I was in the right position; I was straddling his face as he lay down, and I planted one hand on the bed to hold me up while I wrapped the other around his rock-hard cock. 

“Mmm, you look so good like this.” He sighed as he ran his hands over my ass and spread me apart; I flushed a little, not used to letting anyone get this close to me, but then he planted a kiss on the crook of the inside of my thigh, and I forgot all about my inhibitions. How could any of them matter when he had me like this? I took a deep breath, leaned down, and took his cock into my mouth. 

He tasted so good, of clean skin and him, and I swirled my tongue around his head and took him as deep as I could. In kind, he leaned up to press his mouth to my pussy, stroking my clit a few times up and down as though getting used to this new angle, and I felt my legs begin to shudder at once. I groaned against his cock, the sound a little muffled, but I could tell he knew how much I was enjoying this. I was already soaked just from what we had done so far. 

I focused my attention on his cock, stroking him up into my mouth so I could take in as much of him as I could; I let my fingers stray down a little, stroking his balls as I coaxed him into my mouth, and I felt his fingers tighten approvingly against my ass. I moaned softly again, knowing that the vibrations would run through his entire body, and he sealed his lips around my clit and began to suck on me softly, teasing me with his tongue as he did.

I had been sure doing it like this would be awkward, but before I knew it, I was able to lose myself to the sensations; the focus on his cock kept me from coming too quickly, and I was able to actually enjoy and revel in the pleasure. I loved this feeling, the two of us giving ourselves to each other in this way. I could have done it all day—but soon I realized I was getting close; my legs were trembling and my body beginning to clench on top of his. He slipped two fingers inside of me and lazily fucked me with his hand, and the mesh of feeling had me gasping for breath. I pulled back from his cock for a moment, chest rising and falling rapidly as the air tore in and out of my lungs, and then, lips pressed together to make sure I didn’t make a sound, I came. Hard. 

He kept his mouth on me for a long time after I came, moving his mouth softly over my pussy, lapping at my engorged lips and my aching clit. I could hardly keep myself upright—my knees felt as though they were going to tremble out beneath me.

“I think I need to be inside you right now,” he murmured, his breath tickling my pussy. I groaned. 

“Fuck me,” I panted back, and he lifted me off him easily and reached for a condom. His cock was swollen and ready, and I shifted so that I was nearly straddling him, watching as he tore open the condom and slipped it onto his cock. 

“I love you like this,” he remarked, as he took hold of my hips and guided me down on top of him. And the way he was looking at me, I believed it—I really believed he wanted me that badly. The look in his eyes was dark and heavy, and, as I took him into me for the first time, relief passed across his expression as though this was all he had been waiting for.

“Mmm,” he groaned, tipping his head back and closing his eyes, and I planted my hands on his chest, so I could feel the beat of his heart as I started to ride him.

He felt so fucking good inside of me. The feelings that I had for him that ran deeper than anything I’d felt for anyone before, it would have been hard for me to give up the sex. He just seemed to fit into me so perfectly, so neatly, as though the two of us were always meant to come together in this way. 

He let me ride him for a while, opening his eyes and watching me, his gaze traversing over my body, and then he pushed me back an inch or two, so he could watch himself inside me. His mouth parted as though he could hardly comprehend how hot we looked together, and I knew how he felt. This was impossibly good, our bodies working in perfect harmony as he began to thrust shallowly back up to meet me. He took my hand and guided it to my clit, and I began to play with myself—I had been so focused on him and his reactions and how he was taking this that I had almost forgotten how good this felt for me, and I let my eyes drift shut as the pleasure took control once more.

He moved up, wrapping an arm around my waist so he could hold me steady as he pushed back up into me; I circled my hips down against his cock and took him in deep, and he sank his teeth into my shoulder, forcing me to swallow a cry of pain to keep quiet. But the pain mellowed to pleasure in my nervous system, and soon I was getting close again, close, closer, closer until I felt as though my entire body was focused on one goal and one goal alone, every single part of me working in unison to draw me to—” 

“Fuck,” he growled, and I felt his cock twitch inside of me as he came and knowing that I had been enough to push him over the edge got me there too. My pussy clenched tight around him, sending shockwaves throughout my system. I buried my face into his shoulder and tried my best to keep myself quiet, letting his body absorb the pleasure the way mine was absorbing his. It was intense, more intense than anything we’d shared before, maybe because I knew, for once, that this wasn’t the end—this was the start, the beginning of what we had to share together in the future. And I couldn’t have been happier. 

We sat like that for a long while, eyes closed, and heads tilted down into each other until our breath fell in step and he finally pulled back from me. He swiftly disposed of the condom as I collapsed onto the bed, a big-ass smile on my face. 

“Oh, my God,” I breathed as he lay down next to me, smiling, brushing the hair back from my face. His own hair was messy, and it looked cute—it suited him. And as I looked into his eyes, I knew that I had to say it. I knew there was no choice but to come out with it, once and for all. There was no coming back from it, but I had to say it to him. I had to have him hear the words leave my mouth. There was no single doubt in my mind at that moment, even though I might have tried to talk myself out of it before. I owed him that much.

“I love you,” I breathed, and for a split second, I was sure that I had overstepped the line and that he wasn’t going to return it—and then his face softened, and he kissed my forehead.

“I love you too,” he replied, and the words hung in the air between us for a long moment. I couldn’t believe they were out there. I had never said it to someone so quickly before in my life, but I knew it was wrong to keep it in. I needed him to hear it, and now that he had said it back to me, I felt so at peace, so comfortable, so happy. I knew I meant it, for the first time in my life—for certain, for real. For him, and for Erin, and for all of us together. 

He wrapped me tightly in his arms, and I knew there was nothing more I needed to say to him tonight. Sure, I would have happily stayed up all night talking to him if I could, but the exhaustion of the day was setting in, and I wanted nothing more than to go to sleep and to wake up tomorrow morning in his arms and spend the day with him. He planted a kiss on the back of my neck, just like he had when I had been doing the washing up, but this time there was no carnal intent; it was just him and me, safe and happy together. And I closed my eyes, and for the first time in a long time, I found myself drifting into a deep, restful sleep.





Epilogue

 

Logan

 

“When is Ant meant to be getting here again?” Nina asked as she scurried around the apartment, a couple of Erin’s books tucked under her arm.

“An hour,” I reminded her. “So you don’t need to be running around in such a panic.”

“Yeah, alright, sure.” She rolled her eyes at me playfully. “I’m going to let this be anything other than perfect.”

“It’s going to be perfect no matter what,” I told her. “Because we’re all together. Right, Erin?”

“Right!” Erin called out, from where she was enthusiastically icing Christmas cookies at the dining table. Nina closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and finally came to a halt for what felt like the very first time that day.

“I’m sorry,” she apologized, pulling a face. “It’s just the first Christmas we’ve spent together as a family. I want this all to be perfect.”

“I totally understand,” I assured her, and I went and gave her a big hug. She let out a long sigh against my chest, one that felt as though it had been held in since she got up this morning.

“But you have nothing to worry about,” I murmured. “It’s all going to be fine. You just have to sit there and look beautiful, remember?”

“And get some of my studying done before she gets here,” she mumbled. “I don’t want to fall behind.”

“Why don’t you take it over to Erin?” I suggested. “You can keep each other company.”

“I can quiz you if you want,” Erin piped in, and Nina smiled and pulled back from me.

“Actually, that sounds pretty good,” she conceded. “I’ll go get my books.”

I smiled as she headed to the bedroom to grab her stuff, running her hand through her hair and pushing it back into a ponytail. Her ring glinted in the light as went, and I found my mind drifting back to the day I had given it to her. 

It had been about three months before when I had taken her out to celebrate her getting her into college—she had been so excited that day she almost seemed giddy, as though she was going to burst out laughing at any second. She had suggested the three of us going out together as a family, but I knew I wanted her all to myself for that evening. I had picked out the ring—with Ant’s help, of course—a few weeks before, courtesy of my promotion, and I knew she was going to love it. It was a yellow diamond fixed in a platinum band, a classic piece, and it would look so perfect on her. If she accepted it, of course.

I took her to this small restaurant that one of the guys at work had recommended to me. When I mentioned to him what I planned to do, he called ahead and let the owner know, and they had a special table for us ready on the roof. Nina had gasped and clutched my arm, coming to a dead halt as she saw the view we were being treated to.

“This place,” she breathed like she was having trouble catching her breath. “It’s incredible.”

“Only the best for you,” I told her, squeezing her hand and leading her to the table. Maybe it was a little cheesy, proposing to her on a rooftop like this, but I had never really wanted to do romance before I met her, and I was going to indulge that side of me as much as I could.

She took her seat opposite me and clasped her hands in her lap as I poured her a glass of champagne from the bottle I had picked out for us when I booked the table. 

She lifted her glass and tapped it to mine. “To us,” she announced firmly, her eyes shining happily. 

The way she was looking at me, the atmosphere, the way the city was laid out below us like it had been made for us—I knew I had to ask her. Now. Before I could back down. I pulled the ring box from my pocket, popped it open, and looked at the woman I loved. 

Her jaw dropped. I had never actually seen it happen so literally before, but there was no other way to describe the look on her face. She clapped her hand across her mouth. 

“Nina,” I began. “Will you—”

“Yes!” she shrieked, so loud I was sure that the whole city below could hear us. “Yes, of course, I will!”

I laughed, and she laughed, and she held her hand out, so I could slip the ring over her finger; she held it up to the light, and just like I had imagined, it matched her eyes so beautifully it nearly hurt. I stared at her, unable to drag my eyes away, and wondered how in the name of God I had managed to land someone this utterly perfect, this wonderful. 

“Oh my God, Logan,” she murmured when she seemed to have come back down to earth. “This is …”

“This is what you deserve,” I told her, catching her hands and holding them tight. “I love you so much, baby.”

“I love you too,” she replied, and she leaned across the table, caught my head in her hands, and planted a kiss on my lips. These were the lips I was going to be kissing for the rest of my life, and I couldn’t have been happier. The woman I was always meant to be with. 

Nina started planning the wedding almost as soon as that ring was on her finger, and Ant had stepped in as maid of honor to help her get it right; the two of them would spend long evenings just sitting at the dining table together, seriously discussing the option of white roses versus red, a pastel blue dress instead of a pastel pink one. I offered to help where I could, but they pretty much told me to keep my nose out and that it would be perfect on the day. I trusted them. My girls. 

Erin couldn’t have been more excited when she found out we were getting married. She leaped off the couch, raising her little fists into the air, and doing a small dance around the living room. Nina caught her hands and danced with her.

“Does this mean I get to be a bridesmaid?” Erin asked breathlessly, and Nina nodded.

“If you’re ready to take on that responsibility,” she replied, furrowing her brow with play-seriousness. 

“Of course I am,” Erin replied firmly, and then a big smile cracked out over her face once more. “You’re going to be my mommy! For real!”

Nina shot me a look as Erin wrapped her arms around her waist, and I could tell that hearing those words come out of her mouth meant the world to her. Nina had all but moved in with us not long after we officially got together, and she had been acting as a mother to Erin all that time. But Erin was right—this would be it, once and for all. The three of us would be a real family. 

Samantha, thank goodness, was firmly out of the picture, and she would be staying there as long as I had my way. I filed a restraining order against her, deciding against the charges for attempting to abduct Erin, and she had sat there in court getting chewed out by the judge and looking as though she wanted to vanish deep inside herself. I didn’t feel even the remotest scrap of sympathy for her. She had been the one to bring this on herself, and she had proved that she was no kind of mother to Erin. She had never been, and now she never would be. Which worked fine for me as Nina had embraced Erin into her life as though she was her flesh and blood. Erin had done likewise. In fact, Erin had actually come out of her shell quite a bit in the year that Nina had been living with us; she was more expressive now, chattier, and even brought home more friends from school, a little gaggle of girls her age who came in and out of the house and demanded my pancakes in the process. I was always happy to oblige; I had only ever wanted my daughter to be happy and as loved by those around her as she was by her family, and now I had that.

I think it took Nina by surprise, how much she enjoyed being a mother to Erin. Sometimes she would sit there on the couch and watch her playing or reading or working on her homework, and I could see that look of pure and utter shock running through her, as though she could barely believe that this was the way her life had turned out. I knew how she felt. 

One evening, about six months in, Nina and I were cuddling on the couch after Erin had gone to bed when Nina lifted her head from my chest and looked me in the eye.

“Uh oh,” I teased. “You look like you’ve had an idea.”

“I’ve been doing some thinking,” she admitted. “In the last few weeks. My contract at work is coming to an end soon and I just … I don’t want to end up at another dead-end job, you know?”

“Oh?” I prompted her, sitting up so I could look at her properly. “And what exactly were you thinking of?”

“I’ve actually been looking at doing some early childcare courses,” she admitted, as though she was dropping this enormous bombshell. I raised my eyebrows.

“Really?”

“Yeah,” she nodded, brow furrowed. “I never thought it would be something I was interested in, but after everything that happened with Erin … I just want to make sure that other kids in her situation get the best care they can, you know?”

“That’s amazing,” I said with a nod of my head. “You think you’re going to start studying for a degree?”

“Hey, I have to apply to college first.” She held her hands up. “And I have no idea whether I’m actually going to like it or not. But I thought … I want to do something useful with my life, you know? Not just wait tables till the end of time. And now that I have some spare money, I figure now is the best time to start.”

“That sounds incredible.” I planted a kiss on her temple. “I’m so proud of you, Neen.”

“I can’t believe how much I thought I didn’t like kids before I met you guys.” She shook her head and snuggled into me again. “I guess I had just never really spent time around any before Erin.”

“She really is that good,” I joked, and Nina giggled and slid her hand under my shirt, resting comfortably against me.

And, like anything Nina set her mind to, it wasn’t long before she got into college and started studying. She worked her ass off, and soon enough she had started planning for her degree. She was going to do an amazing job, I could tell. The way she was with Erin, that kindness and wonder with which she treated her, would translate so well to the work that she wanted to take on. Any kid would be lucky to have her around. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be too long before we started thinking about having another of our own, a little sibling for Erin, but that would be after the wedding. 

A few months before, I might have balked at the thought of paying for a whole wedding, but since what had happened at work, I knew that I would be able to afford anything we wanted. I had been up for a promotion at work—going from chef to kitchen manager, with a sideline in putting menus together when they were needed. It had been Oliver and I fighting it out for the top spot, and I just knew there was something off about the campaign that he had been waging against me. I figured out what that was when I strolled into the locker room one evening to grab my phone from my bag to check in on Nina and Erin.

“Oliver?”

He stopped dead where he was; he was standing next to the coat rack, and the only jacket hanging there was mine. He couldn’t have mistaken it. No way. He had to know what he was doing. He turned around slowly, a look of sheer, panicked horror on his face, and I saw what was in his hand. A note. A small note that he had been about to slip into my pocket. 

“What the fuck?” I strode forward and snatched it off him. When I unfolded it, I found myself met with the same lettering that had been on those notes I had been so sure Samantha had been sending to me. And just like that, it clicked into place.

Oliver had known about the potential promotion before I had and was hoping to oust me from my position long before it came to actually going for it. Samantha had never been the one sneaking into my work and dropping off those notes, it had been him all along. I reported him to Elijah, and he was promptly fired, and soon enough I stepped up to the kitchen manager role. It was harder than I’d imagined it would be, but since I had Nina splitting the childcare, I could pull it off. 

And so it fell into place. For so long, I felt as though I had been struggling to keep my head above water. I had been lacking a family after my parents had been so cruelly taken from us when I was so young. But now, I was starting to believe that I wasn’t doomed to go without a family for the rest of my life. This little one suited me just fine. 

“How are you girls getting along?” I asked as Nina returned with some of her books for studying. 

She shrugged. “Not looking forward to getting through all this work,” she told me. “But looking forward to Christmas dinner.”

“Me too,” Erin piped up and hopped across to join Nina at the counter. “What do you want me to quiz you on?”

“You’re such a harsh quizmaster,” Nina joked. “You never let me get away with anything.”

“That’s better, though,” Erin told her authoritatively. “Then you learn more.”

“I suppose you’re right,” she sighed, and I shot a wink in her direction that she fired right back. I grinned. I couldn’t keep the smile off my face these days.

“Oh, Ant just texted,” Nina told me, pulling out her phone and squinting at the screen. “Says she’s going to be over early.”

“Guess you’ll have to leave your studying till later then,” I remarked, and she closed her book and got to her feet. She came over to join me and planted a kiss on my cheek.

“Guess so,” she agreed softly, and I kissed her on the mouth, just once, gently. 

“Yuck!” Erin exclaimed from across the table, and both of us laughed.

“Sorry, we’ll keep the PDA to ourselves,” Nina apologized, and playfully squeezed my butt out of sight of Erin as she moved away.

“That’s better,” Erin nodded firmly, and Nina ruffled her hair and gathered her books to take them back through to the bedroom, out of sight for the rest of the day. It would be good for her to catch a break—she worked so hard, she could probably use it. 

And I turned back to my meal on the stove. This was going to be perfect. Not just this day, but everything that lay ahead of it, too. I could hardly wait to see how it turned out. 

 

THE END





 Mine to Protect


[image: ]







Chapter 1

Coulter

I listened as Mason Derry, my attorney, read the accusations contained in the complaint filed against me and my company, Stillman Enterprises. I was twirling the platinum and onyx ring on my right hand; a habit when I was concentrating on something important. “So, what does all that mean?” I asked him.

“Well, in simplest terms, you’re being sued for negligence. It is your legal responsibility, as employer, to protect your employees from an unreasonable risk of harm.”

“I wasn’t even aware anyone had been hurt. Who are we talking about here?”

“His name is James Winkler. He listed his job title as general worker and his duties included sourcing and transferring needed materials from the ground storage up the structure as ordered.”

“What went wrong?” I would be the first to admit that building construction on high-rises was dangerous work and I wanted to take immediate measures to be sure no one else would be hurt.

“He claims to have fallen out of a job site elevator because the gate didn’t lock.”

“How far did he fall?”

Mason scanned the document and looked at me over his reading glasses. “Four feet.”

“You’re kidding, right?” I felt the anger rising inside. The guy was clearly out to ruin my reputation or get a big pay-off because he knew I would protect myself with my money.

“I am not. He sustained a broken ankle.”

“Mason, you know what the guy is trying to do…”

“I know. I’ll answer the complaint and delay it as long as possible.”

“No! No delays. Push it through. Get some people on it on our end and bring in everyone on the site that day. I want depositions from everyone.”

“It won’t be cheap.”

“My reputation isn’t either,” I growled and swiveled the chair so my back was to him. I was done with that conversation.

Mason spoke from the doorway. “You got someone to handle the PR on this?”

“I’ll take care of it myself.”

I gave Mason five minutes to clear the building and then I got out of my chair and walked to the parking garage where my Mercedes was waiting. Shortly thereafter, I was wearing a hard hat on the job site in question. The foreman on shift showed me where the supposed negligence took place. “I want this inspected immediately and if there’s anything wrong, have it fixed. Before you do anything, contact Mason so it doesn’t look like we’re trying to cover anything up. No one uses this elevator until that’s been resolved, got that?” I pointed to it and looked at him hard. “You know anything about this? Were you on shift that day?”

The foreman, Pete Timmer, flushed and I could see he didn’t want to tell me something.

“What is it?” I demanded.

He shook his head. “Nothing, sir, nothing. I’ll take care of it.”

I cocked my head. “Timmer, if I find out that you’ve held something from me, connected to this or not, you’re history, you got that? You’re either a member of my team or not.”

He scuffed one foot into the gravel and wiped his brow. Guilt was written all over him. He looked over his shoulder. I finally caught on.

“Timmer, I’ll be back in my office in fifteen minutes. I want to see you there in thirty. Send everyone home early but don’t dock their pay.” Without another word, I turned and left, tossing my hardhat into the back seat of the Mercedes.

Liz had just brought me a fresh cup of coffee when Timmer was in the outer office, waiting. I motioned through the glass wall for him to come in. “Sit down.”

He was highly uncomfortable, and it had nothing to do with his concrete-caked boots and my Persian carpets. “Mr. Stillman, I got no proof. Just a suspicion. I can’t get fired over this—the wife is about to have our fourth and…”

“You won’t be fired unless you’ve done something worth being fired over. Concealing problems from me could be counted as one of those, by the way.”

He was pale and shuffling his feet beneath the chair.

“Damnit! What is it?”

“Okay, okay,” he held out his hand to calm me down. “See… there are delays on the site every so often. Someone doesn’t count inventory and we have to wait on some material, or they run into a problem on one thing that slows down everything behind it…”

“Go on…” My voice was intentionally stern. This was a union town and I didn’t need their shit on top of everything else.

“Well, the guys get bored and sometimes they sneak off between some piles and shoot dice and pass the bottle. Especially on cold days, you know?”

I sat forward in my chair. “Are you telling me that the workmen are gambling and drinking on the job?”

He winced. “It sounds worse than it is.”

“Oh, really?” I was losing my calm and felt the heat rising into my brain. “Was this guy, this Winkler—was he drinking that day?”

“I honestly don’t know. I wasn’t on until later in the day. McNamara was covering for me; I had a root canal. So, I can’t say that I saw him drinking.”

“Where are they getting the booze?” This was a major OSHA offense and they could shut down my building sites over this kind of thing.

“You know…they bring it with them. A flask, the back pocket inside their overalls.”

“Timmer, are you drinking or gambling on the site?”

“Me? Hell, no. Even if I wanted to, it would be suicide. There’s guys who don’t like me, you know? They’d be the first to rat on me and my job would be done, or I could wind up taking a tumble off a girder. No, I do my drinking on my own time, at home.”

I believed him. It made sense. I had to be careful how I handled this information. With inspectors and lawyers sniffing around, if I made it obvious I was confiscating booze, they’d hang me even higher.

“Now look, Timmer. You get the other supervisors together and I want it circulated, word of mouth to every single person who sets foot on that site in my employ… There will be no more drinking, no more gambling and no drugs or guns. Got that? I want it as clean as a nunnery on that site. Anyone caught will answer to me, and that won’t be pretty.”

I didn’t need to be specific. Most of the guys had heard of my reputation as a hardass and that would be enough. Timmer leapt up from his chair. “Yes, sir, thank you, sir.”

“You’re back in that chair in one week with a progress report, you hear me?” He nodded, and I waved him out.

My private cell buzzed. It was Mason. “What is it?” I answered brusquely.

“Sorry, but the word got out. All your construction permits have been suspended pending an outcome of the hearing.”

“What? All of them? Other sites?”

“I’m on it.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m re-organizing you under one holding company. That separates your other assets. You may have to find some CEOs to sit in your place for a while, but we’ll keep the show running.”

“Just do it.”

I hated getting stabbed in the back. I absolutely hated it.





Chapter 2

Gwen

"Oh, Gwen, you look absolutely awesome in that shade of blouse beneath that suit." Bitsy was sitting on the flowered slipper chair, bouncing Carrie on her lap.

"Honestly? You really think so?"

Bitsy nodded with an exaggerated motion. "Absolutely. Of course, I couldn't pull off that look. I don't have enough meat on my bones. But you? I’d kill for your body."

"Oh, don't be silly. You have your own sweet shape. It's just a matter of learning to dress so that you accentuate your positives and play down the negatives."

"Yeah, but you don't have any negatives as far as I can see," Bitsy pointed out, kissing the top of Carrie's head.

"You think the color is right for me?"

"Oh, don't be silly. It matches your eyes exactly. You chose it on purpose, I know you did." Bitsy's voice was becoming a little strident. She was better at single word responses. When you asked her opinion, it seemed to make her nervous and everything went downhill from there.

"Well, okay, if you say so. This job is really important to me, you know?"

"Of course. It's like your dream job, right? Who wouldn't want to work for Blaze House? It's like the nicest dress shop in town and only caters to women with a ton of money, let me tell you." Bitsy’s envy was obvious in her face.

"Well, you would know better than I. You've lived here longer. Listen, I'm grateful for you asking your friend to get me an interview. Those modeling classes I took only take you so far, you know? At some point, you have to know someone who knows someone to make use of them." I was trying to make her feel better.

Bitsy bounced Carrie harder, almost to the point for the little one was ready to cry. I could tell Bitsy was worked up. I took Carrie from her and made the pretense of cuddling her, just to get Bitsy to calm down. "Don't mention it. She owed me a couple favors, anyway."

"Will you be okay here with Carrie alone?" I was having second thoughts. This could all fall apart if Bitsy wasn’t up to taking care of my baby.

"Well, I'd better be. If you get this job, no, let me change that—when you get this job. I'm looking after her during the day, so she and I had better get used to one another really quickly." Bitsy took her back from me. Carrie’s little finger when into her mouth and then she reached up and touched the tip of Bitsy's nose.

* * *

Her name was Metallica, obviously the result of poor judgment on her mother’s behalf. I felt awkward even asking for her when I arrived for my interview. I was shown to an ultra-modern office on the second floor of the building. I climbed the crimson carpeted staircase, looking down at the displays and racks of beautiful clothing and equally beautiful women. It was as if I was walking in my own dream. The girl who showed me to Metallica’s office tapped on the door and then stood back and gave me a solemn look. It was as if she were showing me into the den of a lion. The woman at the desk looked up, and I instantly understood.

“Thank you for being prompt,” she said as she stood, towering over me by at least foot. I imagined that her ancestors were those solemn, majestic people who ran for days without stopping across the Serengeti. Her cheekbones were to die for and her slender, aquiline nose gave her one of the most beautiful profiles I thought I’d ever seen. “I am Metallica, and I assume you are Gwen?”

I nodded and held out my hand. “It’s nice to meet you,” I said softly, thoroughly intimidated.

“Please, sit down.” I obliged and took a few brief seconds to breathe in the atmosphere of her office. It suited her perfectly, which made me believe she had probably designed it herself. It was flawless good taste, original concept and could have only existed in a magazine like Architectural Digest. She cleared her throat and had my full attention immediately. 

“I am sorry, but it doesn’t appear as though you have had much experience.” Her elegant eyes were studying my reaction.

“You’re right, but it is proportionate to my age. I’ve done some homework regarding Blaze and I know that your employees tend to be younger than twenty-five. As you can see on my resume, I have taken some fashion merchandising and modeling classes and I’ve been lucky enough to get a few modeling assignments. I believe your customers come because you offer a fantasy world. Your clothing is without equal and when a woman is looking for a fantasy, I believe she wants to be treated like a queen. You’re right, I am very young, but that also means that I don’t offer them any competition. Let them see me as their handmaiden, if you will.”

“An interesting perspective, and very creative.” She looked at my resume once more and then pushed her chair back from the desk, crossing unbelievably long legs that only reaffirmed my suspicions of her ancestry. I’d often been told I had beautiful legs, but mine were stunted compared to her length. “Assuming you were to come to work here at Blaze, how do you picture your future?”

“There are things about me that really don’t belong on a resumé,” I told her. “If you knew me, you would know that I’m ambitious and focused. Some people might even say a little too focused, but I question whether that’s even possible. Although it will sound quite juvenile, I’ll tell you honestly, I come from a small town and I’ve seen everything it has to offer. I want more excitement in my life. I want to speak with intelligent people about intelligent subjects; I want to see and experience a way of life that I never could have found in my hometown. If that means that I begin here, with you, at Blaze, I would consider that part of the dream already realized. Your customers are successful people, by nature. That’s where I belong. So, to answer your question, Blaze could be the beginning of my life, or it could be the focus of my life. I preferred the latter, to be honest.”

Metallica laughed, a deep throaty sound that was half mocking and half knowing. “You remind me very much of myself at your age,” she said. “Which is not to say I’m that much older than you are,” she pointed out quickly, her eyebrows rising defiantly. I did the wisest thing I could think of and kept my mouth shut.

“I think I have seen enough. I believe you will need a wardrobe that showcases your body style. I will expect you to report next Monday morning and you will have training on your first day, followed by four days of shadowing my top salesgirl. Be invisible but learn, if you understand me.”

I nodded, my heart pounding that it had been this easy.

“You may go now. I will call downstairs and have an account opened in your name. Please choose some basic items as foundations, and then throw your own personal flair. You must look like you belong at Blaze. We will deduct a small amount each week from your salary to pay for the clothing, although you will receive a 60% discount.”

I could hardly believe my ears. I had just landed a job at one of the most exclusive and admired dress shops in the entire city and was getting not only a healthy discount, but the opportunity to enter a world I could have only dreamed of back in Brookfield. As I practically stumbled back down the staircase, it suddenly occurred to me that we had never negotiated my wage. It was the first of many things I learned when dealing with people of money. The first most important was that you never discussed it. It was simply understood that integrity and fairness were involved. In other words, should it become public knowledge that Blaze paid their clerks a substandard wage, the store would lose credibility and therefore, customers. They also included in their message to their customers that you got what you paid for. That was how they justified their outrageous prices. Likewise, if they paid a substandard wage, their employees would reflect that. This gave me a certain sense of pride and as I arrived at the foot of the stairs, a woman came up to me and introduced herself as Christine.

“Metallica asked me to show you around and get you set up,” she said in a kind, but neutral voice.

“Thank you,” I told her, my knee shaking slightly at the realization of what was going to be my future. Christine took me on a brief, but thorough walk-through of the store. She pointed out the general concept of the store’s layout, pairing displays with products in various sizes nearby. It was quite ingenious, actually. Much of that I had learned in merchandising classes, but each store had their own methods. They tracked customer movement throughout the store, noting what caught someone’s eye and what entice them to pick up the merchandise for a firsthand touch. There was a science as well as the psychology behind it. They moved the customer through the store, propelling them by their own desire to investigate the newest object of fascination in their path.

When we completed the tour, Christine asked me to follow her into a small employee room behind the red curtain. There she gave me forms to complete and a store credit card. “You have carte blanche, obviously, since you will ultimately be paying for everything you pick out today. The 60% discount is a one-time opportunity, so I would make most of it. After today, you get the standard 20% discount on employee purchases, and you can only use those for yourself, not as gifts for others. So, here you go. I’m sure there were few things that caught your eye as we walked around. When you’re done, catch my attention and I’ll run you through the checkout personally. Welcome to Blaze and now it’s time to go have fun.” She smiled broadly and swept her arm outward to indicate that I should get started. I felt an exhilaration that I could only compare to completing a flawless cheerleading routine and hearing the fans applauding in appreciation. This was my chance to strut my stuff and I couldn’t wait to get started.

I was like a kid in a candy store. I knew that I had decent taste, and I had learned more while I was in school. That said, even da Vinci would have been challenged to paint the Mona Lisa with only four colors of paint. I tried to keep it very low-key, although everything inside me screamed to become a Walmart shopper dragging three or four cars behind me as I piled in clothes.

I took Metallica's advice and began with the basics. I chose foundation garments such as pencil skirts and tailored slacks in several different dark colors. There were vests and jackets to match and I added these onto my pile. Then I wandered into the tops with sweaters and blouses and finally into dresses where I chose my first little black basic dress ever. I struck out for lingerie and then casual clothing, although I kept this to a minimum because I couldn't wear that to work. Lucky for me, they had shelves and shelves filled with beautiful shoes, very expensive shoes. I avoided the traditional brands and went for elegant, but more practical styles. After all, I knew I had to pay for this eventually, but I did need it to start and I would never get a discount like this again. I think it was an hour and a half later before I finally wound up at the counter and caught Christine's eye. She was grinning as she walked toward me. "Everyone does the same thing," she laughed. "Don't worry, they have special sales for us from time to time even though they don't tell you about it. And sometimes, when you do a really good job, I’ll give you a bonus discount as a reward."

My eyes must have lit up at the idea. "My paycheck is going to be zero each week," I pointed out and she laughed as she nodded and tallied up my purchases. When I finally left the store, I had so many bags I needed to borrow a luggage cart. I found my car and began unloading all my purchases into the trunk and then returned the card before driving back toward the apartment that Bitsy and I shared with my daughter.

I could hardly wait to get home and tell Bitsy my good news. I walked through the door to find her on the sofa, sound asleep. Carrie was in her crib. "Mama missed you sweetie," I told her as I picked her up and held her at my shoulder. "Did Bitsy go to sleep on you?"

I carried her into the next room and put her in her carrier, so I could watch her while I made dinner. She knew what I was doing and started fussing. I wondered how long it had been since Betsy fed her. I was so excited that I purposefully slammed the silverware drawer. It worked.

Bitsy came around the kitchen doorway, poking her head in as her eyes blinked heavily with sleep. "When did you get home?"

"Just a few minutes ago. Do you remember what time you fed Carrie?"

"It hasn't been that long, maybe an hour.”

I decided not to interrogate her any further. It was obvious she’d been asleep for quite a while, but Carrie was quite safe in her crib. Bitsy and I had an unusual, but very practical roommate arrangement. She worked nights as a 911 operator and now I would work days. We shared the childcare, the utilities, the food and part of the rent. I gave her sort of a discount based on babysitting and it worked well for both of us. I had some money saved and then there were my graduation gifts back from Brookfield. Mom and Dad had thrown in a nice sum in lieu of sending me to college. I think they felt sorry for me that I’d gotten pregnant. In a small town like Brookfield, that sort of thing was frowned upon even though this was no longer the 60s. Mom and Dad helped me keep things very quiet and as soon as Carrie was born, I started modeling school. I was proof that you never had to give up your dreams, no matter how impossible they might seem. I’d never heard a word from Paul and looking back, I was glad. It was hard enough to get where I wanted to go on my own with a small child. If he’d come back and wanted into our lives, there was no way I would be where I was at that moment.

“Sit down, you won’t believe what happened today.”

Bitsy looked over at the clock. “I’ve only got a half hour before I have to leave for work,” she pointed out.

I nodded. “I’m just making us burgers and they’ll be ready in a few minutes. But listen, that’s not the news.”

“What’s the news?”

“I got a job.” I waited for her sleepy head to catch up with what I was saying.

“No! You didn’t! Are you talking about Blaze? They hired you? That’s unbelievable, I’m so excited for you!” She leapt out of her chair and threw her arms around me from the back. As shy as she was, Bitsy had a soft place in her heart for Carrie and me. We were family. She looked after me like my own mother would.

“Absolutely, I start on Monday. And that’s not the best part. They let me have a shopping spree at sixty percent off and you should see the things I bought. Of course, I’ll have to pay for them gradually, out of my check, but who cares? It’s a wardrobe and that was one of my biggest worries.”

“Oh, there’s no way I can look at it all before I have to leave. Promise me you’ll leave it all in bags just as it is and when I get home, you can put on your own fashion show for me?”

“Okay, okay, you sure know how to torture a girl.”

“Oh, don’t start feeling sorry for yourself. You can use this time to get some sleep. Carrie didn’t have a very long nap and I’m sure she’ll ready for bed as soon as you give her dinner.”

“Oh? I thought you just fed her a few minutes ago?” I rolled my eyes and nodded as I turned back to the skillet.

“Oh. Well, that was when I was still half asleep. No, she needs to eat again before she goes to bed. Let me run into the bedroom and throw on my clothes for tonight. I’ll be back in a minute and eat. I can’t wait to hear about it when I come home.”

I could hear the excitement in her voice. Bitsy tended to live vicariously through me. I suspicioned that she had not been very popular in school and while that made no difference to me, she followed my every movement like a parent. If I began to wear my hair a certain way, eventually she did the same. She almost looked after Carrie almost as much as I did, which was only another advantage to rooming with her, of course.

We ate our burgers quickly and as Bitsy grabbed her sack lunch and her purse, she headed toward the door and said to me over her shoulder, “Oh, by the way, someone delivered that envelope for you. I had to sign for it.” She pointed to the small table by the door. “See you later.”

I looked at the envelope from where I sat. My stomach instantly turned. I lived in constant fear that Paul would show up and try to come after me. He might have a change of heart and have actually grown up while he was away and decided that he wanted to see Carrie. I couldn’t let that happen. I dreaded the day that I had to explain to her where her daddy was. I’d come up with all sorts of scenarios in my mind, but I had always been one to go for the truth, no matter how lousy that would make her feel. It wasn’t about her, I would explain. It was about me, but mostly, it was about Paul.

Sighing, I got up and retrieved the envelope, slitting it open with a kitchen knife. It looked very official and I saw that it was issued from the court system. My heart plummeted until I began reading and realized it had nothing to do with Carrie, Paul, or anyone, but me. It was a summons for jury duty. I groaned. How could I take off work for jury duty when I hadn’t even started yet? I read the letter through and saw that I was supposed to report in forty-eight hours. I would just have to go down to the courthouse and tell them they’d have to excuse me. I had an infant and I needed that job badly. They just would have to let me out of it.





Chapter 3

Coulter

Wearing a tailored charcoal colored suit, immaculate cuffs and collar that accentuated my tan, I sat completely relaxed, if not even somewhat defiant in my seat at the defendant’s table. It was intentional. I wanted everyone to see that I wasn’t the least concerned with the proceedings. I even saw a couple of people sketching me—likely from some of the media who weren’t exactly my fans. Mason sat quietly next to me, a laptop in a folder with papers before him.

“How long do you think this will take?” I asked.

“It shouldn’t be long,” Mason reassured me. “Now that the jury selection is complete, I will ask the judge to dismiss the case based on the evidence we’ve provided. Between you and me, he’d be a fool to do anything else. He’s up for reelection and crucifying us is not going to earn him any brownie points.”

I nodded as a door to one side opened and people began filing in and filling the jury box. I couldn’t help but notice one very young woman who took her seat in the second row. It was obvious by the look on her face as she glared at me that she was not happy to be there. My money carried a great deal of weight around town and it wasn’t always possible to see who might have a problem with me. It was one of the downsides of development; turning some people’s lives upside down as you move toward the greater good. Some people took it personally. I saw it as a way of revitalizing Chicago’s downtown, in a way that would keep it alive, unlike its sister city, Detroit, just three hundred miles away. Keeping the downtown vital provided good paying jobs, safe places to live and entertainment. These brought in tax dollars that the city’s motors running. It was a win-win, but I had to admit that from time to time someone got run over in the process. I tried to anticipate those situations and send representatives to help relocate those who were adversely affected. Sometimes they just didn’t want to leave. 

I assumed she may be one of them. I was disappointed, because she was just my type. Wearing a deep red, expensive suit, she held her head high in a way that told me she was used to getting her way. I liked confidence in a woman. She crossed her legs and I held my breath in that sweet second that her knees were parted. I could even feel myself hardening, despite my precarious position. Her blonde hair was braided into a bun at the top of her elegant neck and from my distance, I could see her eyes were unusual; dark and mysterious. She leaned forward to pick up a pencil from the floor and I glimpsed a deep valley between full breasts in the V-neckline of her suit. Damn! She was not on my side and she was exactly the person I wanted in my corner—if not on my lap.

The jury was seated, the judge entered, and Mason immediately made a motion to drop the charges. The judge called for the prosecutor and Mason to approach the bench and when they turned, I knew victory was mine. The prosecutor wore a sour look and glared in my direction. Mason had done his work well. He had evidence that the injured worker had been drinking heavily all morning on the day of the accident. He’d neglected to shut the gate that would have kept him safely inside. He also stumbled in his drunkenness, sliding through the opening onto the ground below. Subpoenaed records from the ER where he had been treated indicated his blood alcohol level was three times the legal limit. Indeed, the victim was guiltier than I could’ve ever been. He endangered the lives of every man on that site as he operated equipment and make judgment calls in a drunken state of mind. The judge knew it was a waste of time and saw his way out. The prosecuting attorney saw a potential negligence disaster for his client and without a job, there was no way the attorney would ever see a penny. The gavel came down and I stood to shake Mason’s hand and draw a deep breath of relief.

I looked toward the jury and saw the blonde staring at me, a look that told me she was not only angry with me, but with the world in general. I wondered what her story was and made it a point to mutter a few words in my assistant’s ear. “You see that young lady over there in the dark red suit?” Peter nodded. “Find out who she is—what her story is. She’s shooting daggers at me like she’d like to roast me on a spit.”

Peter didn’t hesitate but left immediately as the jury filed out of the courtroom. I was relieved the trial had been so brief—I had details to see to, the first of which was getting my permits reactivated and the men back to work. I’d kept them all on full salary pending the outcome of the trial, but I had time commitments on the contracts. It was time to get back to work. That said, I couldn’t get the blonde out of my mind. 





Chapter 4

Gwen

I unlocked the door and tossed my purse and shoes on the chair by the door. Bitsy looked up. “Hard day?”

“You have no idea,” I answered, scooping up Carrie to cuddle while I unwound from my long Saturday at the store. 

“I made dinner,” Bitsy threw in, but from the smell of what was coming from the kitchen, I wasn’t sure I wanted any. She was not known for her cooking; a fact she readily admitted. “It’s a sort of skillet burrito but I used cornbread mix ‘cause we were out of tortillas.”

“You know what? Why don’t you save that for your lunch tomorrow? I got paid today and I’m going to take us out on the town tonight to celebrate. I saw Mrs. Heathrow on the way up and she’d be glad to watch Carrie.”

Bitsy dropped the book she was reading. “Really? You’re buying? Wow, I haven’t been out to have fun in a long, long time.”

“Sure, I mean it. You know, I’ve been meaning to ask you. Doesn’t your job get to you? I mean, all those emergencies, that stress, the sad stories?”

“Nope,” she answered, unfolding her bent leg from beneath the other as she stood up and stretched. “I figure for every sad ending; my job makes it possible for there to be a dozen happy ones.”

I nodded. “A good way to look at it. Listen, I’m going to take Carrie down to Mrs. Heathrow. Why don’t you take your turn in the shower and then I’ll take mine—if you leave me any hot water, that is,” I grinned slyly. “Hey, why don’t you call some of our friends and tell them we’re going down to Pier 101. Maybe they’d like to meet us there?”

“Wow, this sounds like a whole party.”

“Why not? Oh, but Bitsy… I’m only treating you and myself. The others are on their own, okay?”

“Hmmm… sounds like you’re not quite the Miss Moneybags you’d like me to think. You sure you can do this?”

“I’m sure. Go on, get in the water. I’ll be back up in about ten minutes.” I packed a quick bag for Carrie, tossing in a couple of bottles, diapers, a change of jammies and her favorite teething ring and cuddly doll. Her dark eyes watched me, and I think she sensed I was going to leave because she started crying. I picked her up and loved on her, rocking her until she drifted off to sleep in my arms. Grabbing the bag for my shoulder, I crept downstairs and tapped on Mrs. Heathrow’s door. I handed her the bag and then Carrie. “I’ll bring down the porta-crib in a few minutes on my way out. She’ll be fine on her blanket on the floor until I get back. Thank you!” I added and took the stairs two at a time.

I laid out some leather leggings and a new, low-cut top I’d picked up at work in a weak moment. Bitsy slept on the pull-out since we needed a room with a door for Carrie and that’s where I slept, too. “Use your vanity?” she asked lightly as she passed me and didn’t wait for an answer. It almost felt like a holiday.

After my shower, I quickly dried my hair and pulled out my make-up. I used the sparkle eye shadow—something I couldn’t possibly wear to the more sedate atmosphere at the store. I grabbed the porta-crib and my handbag, and we were off!

“I didn’t get a chance to ask. Were you able to find anyone who wanted to join us?” Bitsy and I were walking to Pier 101. We were only a few blocks away and walking so that we didn’t have to watch how much we drank. Our neighborhood was safe, if a bit ragged looking.

“Oh, yes, Tim said he’s coming and bringing somebody. Marcy will bring the girls as soon as they’re out of work, which should be about anytime now. But you and I both know that the idea is to meet new people,” she said, winking at me.

“My idea is to have a relaxing evening out, and I appreciate knowing a few people there. It’s always awkward to get up and dance when you don’t have a partner.”

We arrived at Pier 101, a short line had already begun to form outside the double doors. There was a bouncer checking for the usual; guns, drugs, hidden flasks. When he came to me, he just smiled and patted me on the rump. I drew in my breath, but then consider he could’ve patted a whole lot more. I had to remember that he was protecting me as well as everyone else inside. “You have fun, now, you hear?” he said, winking at me. I hoped my night was going to be a little more interesting than being hit on by the bouncer.

Inside, dance music practically made the walls shudder. Spectrums of light bounced off ceiling, floors and walls, making the atmosphere feel frenetic. Bitsy went to scope out a table while I went to get us a couple of drinks. They didn’t have a cover charge here, but you were expected to have a drink. Bitsy liked the colored, frothy drinks. Those had always sent me to the bathroom to lose it before the night was over, so I chose Scotch and water. I hated the taste, which prompted me to sip slowly. That way I stayed sober enough to know what I was doing but just tipsy enough to enjoy doing it.

I found Bitsy at a large table, surrounded by the friends she promised were coming. I had to admit it was much better being part of the group. “Oh, that looks just delicious,” Bitsy squealed, taking the pink drink in a margarita glass I held out to her. “You always know just what I like.” She spilled a little in her lap and her mouth formed a guilty O and then she broke out in giggles.  That was normal Bitsy.

I sat down, and we started a shouting conversation between us. Some of the people I didn’t know, but others I just hadn’t seen for quite a while. Of course, in my case, quite a while wasn’t all that long since I’d only recently moved to town. Talking felt like walking against the current, it just didn’t make any sense in this over-the-top atmosphere. 

I looked up to see Tim standing next to me. “You want to dance?” he asked, jerking his head in the direction of the dance floor.

I nodded and slid out of the booth, following him.

There are a few things to be said for dance music. It is so unmemorable that when you go home at night, there is no tune running through your head as you try to go to sleep. It is also not romantic. You can dance with a perfect stranger and not feel obligated to touch them. And it is as equally hard to maintain a conversation while dancing as it is sitting in a booth. For all these reasons, I let myself go and let the bass feed my heartbeat.

Tim just smiled at me from time to time and nodded, a friendly gesture that made me feel comfortable with him. I’d suspected he had an interest in me for a while, but he wasn’t my type and I certainly wasn’t able to party with his crowd. I was a mother and a career woman and those two had to take precedence. The music changed, and I started some new moves, stepping from my left to my right. I came back to forward and saw that Tim was standing to one side, shrugging. In front of me was someone entirely different. To my amazement, it was the man from the trial, the defendant. How the hell had he gotten there?

Tim was gesturing with his hand, asking if it was okay that he wanted to sit down. I rolled my eyes and nodded for him to go ahead, not at all happy with the change in dance partner. Despite the overwhelming noise, I asked, “What are you doing here?”

“I came by to dance and saw you out here on the floor. I recognized you as the girl in my jury and I was a little surprised. Quite a coincidence, wouldn’t you say?”

I hadn’t liked his attitude in the courtroom, so much so that I think I’d already found him guilty before the trial even began. It was probably better that it never came to a jury decision. There was an arrogance about him, as though he expected the world about him. It reminded me of someone, someone who had dealt a major blow to my future. I couldn’t be friendly. “I don’t remember inviting you.”

“Is this a private party?” he taunted me, feigning surprise by jerking his head backward. I saw the muscles in his throat, heavy and strong. Everything about him suggested power.

“This wasn’t a coincidence, was it?”

He laughed a little. “No, not really.”

“Are you saying you’ve been following me?”

He stopped dancing then and took me by the hand, pulling me from the dance floor toward the bar in the corner of the room. It was only slightly quieter there but at least you could hold a conversation. “I’ll put my cards on the table. I saw you walk into the jury box. I liked your attitude.”

“My attitude?”

“You didn’t like me, did you?”

He was perceptive, at least. “Well, here comes my cards on the table. No, I didn’t like what I saw.”

“And what did you see?”

“I saw a man who believed in his own power, dressed in a suit that was costumed to make him look modest and innocent, but his face couldn’t hide his disdain for the people and situations around him.”

He signaled the bartender, who must’ve known him because he returned instantly with two glasses of wine. I shook my head and pushed one away. “I have a drink at my table.”

“We’ll talk first and then I’ll take you to your table,” he said in a commanding voice. 

I could feel the hackles begin to rise but there was something compelling about his presence. Was I falling for that “I’m so powerful” routine?

He sipped his wine and I could see it was an opportunity to think through his next words. “Good girl, you don’t pull any punches. That said, I think you might have misread what you saw on my face. The truth is that neither you nor I should have ever been in that room that day. I was being set up. The man who brought suit against me fabricated the story and I have a bad feeling that someone put him up to it.”

“So, you were innocent? Isn’t that what they all say?”

“Do you automatically assume everyone who walks into a courtroom is guilty?”

I didn’t hesitate. “Aren’t we all guilty of something? Large or small?”

“What are you guilty of?”  He turned and settled both elbows on the bar as if my response would take some thought. His question took my breath for a moment. The words that filled the air between us were like verbal swords, parrying to size up the opponent like two determined fencers.

“Perhaps I was guilty of jumping to a conclusion about you. Would that be fair?”

“That would be fair,” he nodded. He took another sip of his wine as though he were looking for his next moves. “You’re here alone.” It was a statement, not a question.

I could be equally misleading. “No, as a matter of fact, I’m not.”

“Ree-aa-lly?” He dragged out the word, evidence of his disbelief. His voice was mesmerizing. It was deep and a little raspy, textured, and emotional. I hadn’t noticed from the distance of the jury box that his eyes were a brilliant blue, contrasting with raven’s wing black hair. As a blonde, I resented the dumb blonde jokes and it always wished that I had black hair. A part of my womanhood heated up and I realized I was attracted to him. I quickly thought of something else, unwilling to give up my first impression of him. “So, why don’t you introduce me to your friends? Let’s see if anyone claims you?” he needled me.

“Are you calling me a liar?”

“Of course not. I’d just like to see your date.”

I nodded, pushed the goblet of wine in the bartender’s direction and swiveled the stool so I could bypass the dance floor and walk to my table. Once I got there, I squeezed in next to Tim and wrapped my arm beneath his, laying my cheek on his shoulder. “Tim, this man doesn’t believe you are my date.”

Tim’s face took on a puzzled look. “Well…” I knew I’d made a mistake. Tim had a thing for another guy so there could be nothing but friendship between us. I pinched him beneath the table, hoping he would catch on. He did. “Of course, she’s my date. Did you forget it was my shoulder you tapped on to dance with her?”

The Stillman guy grinned wickedly. “Okay, okay, have it your own way,” he said with a knowing look. We’d made it worse, not believable. He looked toward the entrance and signaled someone. A man walked over to our table. His face was affable, and he certainly didn’t resemble Stillman at all. He was considerably shorter, fair in coloring with a light sprinkle of freckles across his full face. “My friend, William Clark, although friends call him Buddy,” he introduced. Yes, he looked like a Buddy.

Bitsy’s face lit up; there was fresh, untried male in the vicinity! “Hi, Buddy,” she said, going straight for the familiarity jugular. “There’s room here for you next to me.”

To my great surprise, Buddy seemed to like the idea and the people next to Bitsy piled out of the booth to let him take a seat next to her. She grabbed an empty glass, poured beer into it from a pitcher on the table and handed it to him. “So, Buddy, tell me all about yourself.” I knew Bitsy had already had too many pink fizzles; she was obviously gregariously drunk. 

Stillman looked at me. I suppose he was waiting for a likewise invitation. I ignored him, clung to Tim’s arm and studied the dancers. “No?” he asked.

I continued to look past him. “I guess not,” he said and dragged a chair from another table to sit somewhat opposite me—just enough to block my view of the dance floor. He signaled a waiter who soon reappeared with bottles of champagne and stemmed flutes for everyone at the table. He was followed by more waiters with trays filled with expensive finger food like shrimp, caviar, small crustless sandwiches and the most delicious-looking squares of some sort of pasta. My tummy growled but I ignored it all and stuck with my nasty Scotch. Stillman just grinned at me as he passed around the food and drink.

“So, Miss Patterson, I wonder if you would share with me, and of course, the group, just what it was that you saw in me that made me your instant enemy?” There were several gasps around the table. He’d bought my own friends away from me and I was steaming.

“You think you’re entitled to be right,” I said and there was silence at the table as the others waited for his response. It was golden.

“I usually am,” he said arrogantly and tossed a shrimp into his mouth with the accuracy of an NBA player slamming the hoop. He was wearing a thick, Norwegian sweater that made his muscled shoulders even broader. Damn that stirring in my tummy!

“What gives you the superiority to think you’re always right?” I threw at him.

“No, I mean I usually am right. I make it my business to have all the facts and then form an opinion…” he said casually and then added, “…unlike some people who jump to conclusions.” There was another small gasp around the table and I knew I’d lost point, set and match. I wanted to slap him and then kiss him, in that order. What was wrong with me?

Stillman stayed in his place, eating, drinking, and telling stories to the others of his travels around the world. He talked about his father and it was apparent he’d been raised with manners… and with money. He had me trapped and that made me furious. If I ignored him and got up to dance, he’d follow me. If I stayed in my seat, I had to listen with the others because he was certainly monopolizing the conversation. All except for his friend, Buddy. It seemed that Bitsy had hooked herself a live one because she was chattering in drunken animation and Buddy couldn’t take his eyes off her.

“Ms. Patterson, would you care to dance?” Stillman asked, deliberately calling me by my last name. He knew everyone at the table already. 

I shook my head and leaned into Tim.

“I see. Well, it appears I’ve outstayed my welcome,” he said smoothly and stood up. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a white card, sliding it across the table until it came to rest against my breasts that slightly topped the table. His fingers lingered, and I could feel my nipples harden. Damn him! “Here’s my card. Send me a text when you’re available,” he said with a wink in Tim’s direction. “I’ll be waiting to hear from you. Buddy?” 

“I’ll find my own way home, Colt,” Buddy called out and Stillman gave him a thumbs-up. He nodded to me and turned away, raising a fingertip to signal a man who was leaning against the wall of the dance club. The man, dressed in a black suit, had an earpiece that glinted in the colored lights. It was obvious he was not there to drink or dance but followed Stillman five paces behind as they left the club.

“Who in the world was that?” Bitsy could hardly contain herself.

I shrugged. “Just the guy on trial. Remember, I told you I had jury duty?”

“That’s Colt Stillman. One of the finest guys you could ever hope to know,” Buddy chimed in.

Bitsy leaned forward and picked up the card, holding it into the light of the candle at the center of our table. Her mouth formed an O. “Do you know who that is?”

I pretended nonchalance. “I told you—he’s the guy from the trial.”

Bitsy passed the card around the table. “Never mind that. That guy is like a bazillionaire! He owns skyscrapers all over town. He’s like the most eligible bachelor there is. How did you happen to run into him?”

“He followed me here.” I tried to say it quickly and briefly, so no one would make a big deal out of it, but Bitsy’s description was far more interesting than my own explanation.

“Oh, my God, are you kidding? He’s interested in you?”

“Is that so hard to believe?” I felt a little insulted that Bitsy thought I was not desirable enough to attract someone like Stillman, but I didn’t want to let on that I found him the least bit intriguing.

Tim spoke up. “So, what was this thing about being my date?”

I pushed at his arm and gave them a quick peck on the cheek. “Sorry to spring on you like that. He was trying to pick me up and I wanted him to think that I was with a guy.”

“Well, I am a guy, but I don’t think he bought the idea that I was your date. I could tell by the look in his eyes, he knew you were lying.”

I shrugged again. “Doesn’t matter,” I said nonchalantly as I scanned the room. “You know, Bitsy? I guess I didn’t realize how tired I am. I’m going to go ahead and walk home, but here,” I reached into my purse and pulled out two $20 bills and slid them into her hand. She looked down and nodded.

“Sure you don’t want me to go with you?” I knew she was being polite; she was wrapped all over Buddy.

“No, you stay and have a good time. It’s been a long day. I’m going to grab Carrie and go home to bed.” Bitsy looked immensely relieved and she waved briefly and blew me a kiss. Voices from around the table said goodnight as I picked up my bag, tossed down one more sip of the wretched Scotch and headed out the door. Within an hour, both Carrie and I were sound asleep. Bitsy told me the next morning that as soon as I left, the conversation turned to everyone plotting to get me into Stillman’s hands, including her new friend, Buddy. Didn’t people have anything better to do?

 

 

 

 

 





Chapter 5

Coulter

What was it about that woman that got under my skin? I don’t mean that she irritated me, I mean that I wanted her under my skin, with me on top and only blankets over the both of us. 

I’d seen beautiful women before, but they knew it. This one, well, she was different. Didn’t she see the image she drove into a man’s mind? The stunning turquoise eyes? The endless legs and that sweet, yet intelligent innocence that begged me to teach her everything I knew—and I’m not talking about business.

Peter had done his job well. He’d brought me her name, where she lived, details on her roommate and where she worked. She looked the part for a high-class dress shop. With a shape like hers, she’d bring life to a bedsheet. I couldn’t let myself picture her face without getting hard. It was becoming an issue. I could hardly get through a business meeting without an erection, and that made me lose my concentration and become vulnerable. I had to do something about it.

I knew she wouldn’t call or text me. She might not have even taken the card with her. I knew Buddy would put in a good word for me—in fact, I counted on it. Buddy had been on me to find a woman and settle down—if for no better reason than he wouldn’t have to be my “date” all of the time and could start a life of his own. I was amazed how friendly he was that night. Normally, he was a bulldog. I knew he wasn’t drunk; he never let himself lose control. Surely, it couldn’t have been the girl—Bitsy? Was that her name? She seemed scatter-brained, but then it could have been the booze. 

I had my hands full with the business, but I was so pre-occupied with Gwen Patterson that I knew I’d have to resolve my infatuation with her before I could return to my normal productivity. I knew the only solution was to let it run its course. I’d been there several times before. I looked at women like business acquisitions. They seemed tantalizing and perfect until I had them; that’s when I lost interest and moved on. I knew it was a crappy way to treat women and that’s why I seldom got involved and never with someone as clean-thinking and decent as Gwen. She was too easily manipulated and would be a mental crime scene when I moved on. I almost felt like a vampire—wanting someone’s lifeblood and yet knowing they would be dead after our encounter. It was unconscionable. But, it was true.

I couldn’t do that to her; I couldn’t take away that fresh innocence and leave behind cynicism and regrets. I’d sold my soul to the devil to get where I was and now the devil was demanding his due. I had to pay it—not Gwen.

So, I forced myself to put her out of my mind. It was like trying to kick an addiction. What the hell is the matter with me? I don’t even know her; not what she likes or hates, not where she’s been before, how she was brought up, what turned her on. I knew nothing.

That, in effect, was what made her enticing. I’d had enough therapists who found it their solemn duty to explain that to me. I wanted a family, wanted a son or daughter to teach what I’d learned and mastered. There had been women; beautiful, smart creatures who would have made excellent mothers. The cycle repeated itself. They were perfect, they were a commitment, they became flawed in my mind and I’d justified leaving. 

I’d sworn off women, but for some niggling reason, Gwen was different. She emitted an organic genuineness that separated her. I couldn’t analyze her because I didn’t understand her. I was cynical—that much I knew about myself.

I had to spend some time with her but not get involved. I had to learn to break the cycle, to accept her without expectations. Maybe that’s why she’d been put in my path.

I was justifying again. Damn!

* * *

It was a lazy Tuesday afternoon. First of the week business had been resolved and the books hadn’t filled for mid-week yet, so I was in the rare position of having little to do. Or had I set it up that way subconsciously?

How was it then that with all my new-found good intentions, I wound up parking across the street from Blaze, like some kind of cop in a stake-out? How did I not look conspicuous? Sunglasses and lowered windshield visors and all? I was looking to get caught. It was the only believable rationale. I told myself I was using behavioral therapy. Be close enough to see her, watch her, but only from a distance. I could go through my cycle as normal, except I’d keep her out of reach. She wouldn’t get hurt. It was an excellent plan. Then why was I climbing out of my car and crossing the street to follow her into that restaurant?

“Hello there.”

She looked up from her salad, a fashion magazine spread open on the table in front of her. “You.”

“Oh, so you remember me?”

She closed the magazine and motioned to the chair opposite her with a fork. “You may as well sit down since you’re going to such trouble to follow me.” Her voice was matter-of-fact.

“I… well, okay. Let me grab a sandwich and I’ll join you.” I signaled a waiter and ordered a Reuben and a cup of coffee.

“That’s an odd combination,” she observed.

“Really? Why?”

“Well, I guess most people would order something cold and cleansing, like tea, to counter the spiciness of the corned beef and sauerkraut.”

“Would they, now? You study people, do you? Or are you just trying to impress me?”

She looked down to her salad sheepishly and a thick lock of her hair dropped forward. She pushed it behind her ear in a habitual gesture I guessed she did a hundred times each day. I felt bad for snapping at her—she was probably caught off guard and said the first thing that came to mind. After all, I had ambushed her. I wondered why people chose hairstyles that needed tucking, straightening, pushing out of the eyes and so forth. Why not cut it or secure it with pins? It just seemed so… inefficient. Oh, that’s good. You’re already getting to the critical part of the cycle. Heck, I might have her out of my system by bedtime. Yeah, right.

“Yes, always have.”

I’d been so deep in my introspection that I lost the thread of our conversation. I covered quickly.

“Why is that?”

She took another bite and tucked that strand behind her ear. “Not sure, really. I think maybe because I’ve always liked people, so I pay attention to what they say and do—you know a sort of respect thing.”

She knew I’d been daydreaming. She could see right through me!

“May I ask you something?” She was looking at me directly and I could see she was focused on my eyes. I knew they were unusual and wasn’t surprised. I was often complimented on them. I nodded to her to ask.

“Are you really so cocky and self-important that you think you can invade my life when I’ve clearly asked you to leave me alone?”

It was like someone had thrown a bucket of ice in my face. I wasn’t used to being treated that way. When you grow up with money, people tend to try flattery and other means of getting in your good graces. Insults had never sat well with me. Why was I tolerating those from her? “Well, I might ask you something.” Her eyebrows rose waiting for me to continue. “Are you always this rude to people who would like to get to know you?”

She stopped chewing and stared at me. “You know what? You’re absolutely right. That wasn’t the way I was raised. I apologize. How were you raised?”

I knew what she was getting at, and she knew that I knew. It was a rhetorical question and it put both of us in our proper places. Maybe there was some hope yet. I’ve never had to work this hard to get a girl before. I realized then, I was enjoying the process. It fell under that adage that said anything worth having was worth fighting for.

“So, can we start fresh? Can you forget that I was the evil, privileged one and simply see that someone was trying to take advantage of me?”

“Two more points. Looking back, I spent more time looking at you than I did at him. I didn’t take the time to read him.”

I liked what she said, even if it put me in a bad light. “You know, there just might be more to me than you think you see.”

“But what if it’s not all good?”

“But what if it’s not all bad?”

She grinned, and I could tell she was intrigued by the thought of peeking inside the treasure chest. Except, that treasure chest was me. I wanted to be what would make her dreams come true. Did I just say that? Well, at least not aloud. 

“I tell you what. Give it some time. I might grow on you.”

“Should I get my shots first?”

This one was going to be a challenge. I took one last bite of my sandwich and threw a fifty on the table, wiping my mouth and signaling the waiter by putting my napkin over my plate. He’d spotted the fifty and couldn’t get there fast enough. I pointed to her salad as well as my plate and waved my hand. “Keep the change,” I told him. “And as for you, my young rebel, I only ask that you put away your hasty opinion of me. Who knows, you might start to like me.” With that, I gave her a short salute and left the restaurant, my heart hammering in my chest. I didn’t want to admit it, but she’d gotten to me. I needed some time to think it all over.





Chapter 6

Gwen

I couldn’t even focus on my customers that afternoon. He’d gotten under my skin in a way that I had not let anyone do, at least not since Paul. I’d sworn to myself that I would always be my own woman; that I would never allow one shred of myself to be used by a man again. I was used to men coming on to me, I guess it was that tall blonde look that they love so well. Their eyes never went any deeper than my skin, though. That’s the part I resented.

They didn’t see the ambition and the love I was willing to give. They didn’t see that I was a good mother to Carrie or the heartbreak imprinted by Paul. I didn’t want to believe that all men could be that shallow. I’d always known men to be solution oriented. Couldn’t they see that it was a better investment to get to know a girl first? Wasn’t it worth their time to find a partner in life rather than a one-night stand in their bed? It was starting to look that way, but I hoped I was wrong.

When I thought about it, I could see I was being a little hypocritical. My job depended on women trying to please men, looking their best and making the men desire them. Were women nothing more than spiders, laying the web and waiting? There had to be more to it than that. Or maybe not? I knew I’d grown cynical since Paul. The little idealistic virgin had grown a thick skin and a bitter taste. It was possible that would mean I would be alone for the rest of my life, except for Carrie and whatever extraneous family members survived. Was that enough for me? I knew it wasn’t. I wanted more than one child, I wanted a husband who loved and valued me. Most of all, I wanted redemption from the feeling that I’d been used and discarded. I knew that was what was bugging me. It wasn’t fair for me to take out my resentment on every male who crossed my path.

I got home that evening to find Bitsy not even dressed for work. “What’s up?”

“Oh, I took the night off.”

“Are you feeling okay?” She looked away and didn’t answer immediately. I could tell something was up. The question was, what was it? 

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said slowly, filing her nails. The polish and topcoat waited patiently on the table next to her. I could see she’d chosen bright red and I knew something was up. That was the color she saved for special occasions. 

I pulled Carrie out of the carrier, kissed her sweet face and took her to sit on my lap at the end of the sofa. I tickled her and loved the sound of her giggles. “So? Do I have to wait or are you going to tell me what’s going on?”

“How do you do that?”

“What do you mean? How do I do what?”

“You know… You always know something is going on before anyone has to tell you. How do you read people like that?”

I shrugged. “I guess I just like people.” I snapped my mouth shut, remembering my earlier introspection. How could I say I like people when I spent a good deal of time avoiding one entire half of them? “So? Spill it,” I nudged her.

With an exasperated sigh she let her hands drop into her lap. “Okay, so, there’s this party.”

“Go on…”

“Well, I was sort of hoping you’d go with me.”

She wasn’t looking at me directly. Something was up. “Our usual crowd? Who’s hosting it or are we going to another club?”

“Does that mean you’ll go?”

Bitsy wasn’t bright enough to realize I could see her traps coming. She thought she already had me committed but I was still picking her brain. “I didn’t say that. In fact,” I kicked off my shoes before continuing, “I’ve had a really lousy day and it would feel good just veg out and play with Carrie.”

Her bottom lip twisted, making her resemble a child who wasn’t getting their way. “Why do you have to be so, so boring sometimes?”

I raised my eyebrows and looked at her. “Excuse me? Boring?”

She sighed, thinking for a moment to try a new track. “Okay, so as a 911 operator, my nights are never boring. Wouldn’t you like, just occasionally, to live a little?”

“Why do I have the feeling you’re trying to talk me into something I ordinarily wouldn’t touch?”

Her eyes flared, and I could tell she knew she’d caught herself. She resumed filing her nails, holding her hand out to compare the arch on each finger. “I’m not. I just know that you work hard, and you never get out and I feel bad for you. I got invited to this party tonight and no, it’s not our usual crowd. In fact, there might not be very many people we know it all. I thought maybe it would be a new experience and you’d like to go with me. Is there something wrong with that?”

She was trying to lead me down the trail of breadcrumbs. I wasn’t going to give in that easily. I ignored her last question and went for the heart of the matter. “Whose party is it?”

“Does that matter?”

“To me it does.”

“It’s just sort of an open house. Well, an open condo.”

“What is an open condo?”

“Funny you should ask. Why don’t you go along with me tonight you’ll find out?”

“Since when do we know someone who lives in a condo?”

“Look Gwen,” Bitsy said with frustration. “Could you for just once go with me without asking a lot of questions? I already asked Mrs. Heathrow to watch Carrie and she has no problem. Just run in and grab a shower, I already took mine. Put on something pretty and let’s just go. No questions asked. Can you do that for me?”

“Is this really important to you?”

“It really is.”

“Then make up the diaper bag and I’m headed for the shower.”

“I’m calling an Uber in case we want to have a little to drink tonight,” Bitsy said as we handed Carrie over to Mrs. Heathrow. “It should be here any second.” Her timing was perfect as we heard the horn honk out front.

“You be a good girl, Carrie,” I told my daughter, kissing her on the head. “Now don’t spoil her, Mrs. Heathrow. You make it hard for me to top you.” Mrs. Hawthorne laughed and waved us goodbye as she closed the door behind me.

The Uber dropped us off on a corner and Bitsy was pulling my hand across the street toward an ultramodern building with balconies lighted like so many small stages. “Who lives here?”

“A friend of mine, never mind. You won’t know anyone there so they’ll all be new to you.”

“I don’t have a good feeling about this, Bitsy,” I told her. “What floor is it on? Why don’t you go on up ahead and give me a few minutes for some fresh air? My nerves are in a bundle and it’s making me feel a little icky.” She looked over her shoulder, but I couldn’t read her expression.

“Okay,” she agreed. “But you promise that you’ll come up? You won’t just call another car and go home?”

I nodded. “I promise.”

Bitsy nodded, adjusted the waist on her mini pencil skirt and hurried toward the building. There were others coming and going, none of whom I recognized. There was a raised flower bed with a wide stone wall and I found a flat place where I could sit down and relax for a minute. I watched the people coming and going — all of them dressed in clothing I could’ve sold them from Blaze. Very upper class, very expensive, very beautiful people. It struck me that I didn’t belong there and certainly Bitsy was out of place. These weren’t her people, as much as they weren’t mine. Nevertheless, a promise was a promise, so I took a deep breath and followed the current of bodies going inside.

Once inside the glass revolving doors, I was faced with a bank of elevators. Three doors opened at once and the others in the lobby crowded into two of them. The third one was still empty, so I took my cue and climbed aboard. The door shut, and I tapped the number 22 as Bitsy said that was our floor. I leaned against the back wall, crossing my legs at my ankles and held my clutch in front of me. I’d only gone three floors when the elevator came to a stop, and the doors opened. I was focused on my ankles and didn’t look up and it wasn’t until the door closed and I heard his voice that I knew who it was.

“Well, hello there,” Colt greeted me.

“What are you doing here?”

He laughed aloud. “I might ask you the same thing. I happen to live here.”

I knew my face flushed and I looked back to the floor in embarrassment. “Bitsy is upstairs at a party, waiting for me.” I hoped that was enough explanation.

“Which floor are you headed to?”

“22.”

“Well, what you know? It would seem that you and I are going to the same party.”

I looked up in shock. “Whose party is it?”

“Do you remember meeting Buddy at the club that night?” His blue eyes stared through mine as though I could hold no secrets from them.

I nodded.

“Well, he lives on the 22nd floor, and as you know I live on the fourth. I never was one for heights,” he confided in me.

I didn’t know what to say and wondered how it was that Bitsy came to be invited to Buddy’s condo. I didn’t have long to wonder as there was a jerk as the elevator came to a sudden stop.

“Hmmm,” Colt said, pressing buttons on the panel to make the carrier move. It didn’t budge. He tried the button to force open the doors, but it ignored him. He looked upward over our heads at the emergency panel. “We could always get out that way if we had to, but it would be safer if we waited here until someone comes to help.” With that, he picked up the telephone inside the paneled access and when someone must’ve answered, he quickly told them our predicament. He hung up the phone and looked at me. “Some sort of a simple power failure, nothing dangerous. That’s why the buttons aren’t working, no power. I guess even the standby isn’t coming on. So, just relax, they’ll have us out of here no time.”

As soon as he finished his words, the lights went out in the elevator and the two of us were alone in the darkness. I know I must have screamed a little because I felt his warm hand reaching out onto my arm. “Hey, it’s okay. We’re going to be just fine. It’s just a power failure. Look, it’s kind of weird standing up in the dark waiting for this thing to start moving. Let’s sit down and make the best of it, shall we?”

I nodded.

“Shall we?” That’s when I realized he didn’t see me in the darkness. “Okay,” I allowed, and he helped me slowly slide down the wall of the elevator until I was seated on the floor. Even though it was dark, I straightened my skirt, knowing the lights would eventually come back on and I didn’t want it wrapped around my waist.

“Well, let’s talk. It’ll take our mind off things and before you know it, we’ll be mobile again.”

“Okay. What do you want to talk about?”

“Well, why don’t you tell me about yourself? Where you grew up, about your family, your favorite color and maybe what you find sexy in a man?”

That last part caused me to suck my breath in. “Why do I feel like the last part of that question is the only thing you really wanted to know?”

“Not true. I’d like to know everything about you.”

“I could say the same, you know? The enigmatic Mr. Stillman… The city’s most eligible bachelor and the businessman extraordinaire.”

“Do I hear a tone of disdain in your voice?”

“I’m sorry, I guess you do. I keep forgetting that I don’t not like you.”

“That you don’t not like me? What does that mean?”

“I know, I’m all screwed up. I’m sorry, but it was just that you left such an impression on me in that courtroom that it’s hard to feel anything but aggravation when I think about you.”

His hand touched my arm and he began stroking the back of my hand. I had to admit it felt very comforting, warm and a little seductive. I could feel myself responding.

“Do you think it’s just possible that you got the wrong impression?”

“This sounds like a conversation we had in the restaurant,” I commented.

“I agree. Why don’t we change the subject? Tell me about growing up. Where, who was your best friend, what you liked, what were you good at?”

His questions brought back a rush of old memories, all of which were shadowed by Paul and his abandonment. I still found it painful to talk about and even in the darkness, I didn’t want tears in my eyes. As hard as I tried, it didn’t work, though. I could feel them welling up, but I kept my hand on the floor as he stroked it. “Oh, not a very interesting past. I grew up in a small town, I had good parents and a lot of friends in school. I suppose you could call me a little popular, but then people always said that about cheerleaders.”

“You were a cheerleader?”

“I loved it. I know it sounds trite, but when you’re cheering for someone, you’re always happy. Have you thought about that before? You can’t cheer someone on and be angry at the same time.”

He cleared his throat, a sound I found sexy as it came so close to my ear. When I sat very still I could even feel the ripples of his breath against my cheat. I wondered just how close he was but didn’t have the guts to reach up with my other hand and find out. “Not being a cheerleader, I’ll have to take your word for it. But, you strike me as an exceptional lady. I’ve thought so from the first moment I saw you.”

I cocked my head a little at the thought. “Really? I had the idea that you would instantly hate everyone in the jury. I mean, isn’t that the way it’s supposed to be?”

“No, I don’t think so. After all, when you know you’re innocent you expect that the jurors will see that, and you’ll soon be going home with the whole mess put behind you. It never occurred to me that anything else would happen.”

“Huh, I never thought of it that way. Maybe that’s why you looked to me to be so arrogant and self-assured. Maybe what I was seeing was competence of innocence?”

“There you go. Now you’re getting warmer.”

“I guess I was a little bit of a jerk to you, wasn’t I?”

“No, not at all. I would expect if I were a juror that I would imagine the person to be guilty until he proved himself innocent, contrary to the orders they give you.”

“You know? It was sort of like that. You figure the lawyers must have a pretty good case against the guy or woman if it went as far as a jury trial.” Even in the darkness, Colt was opening beams of light in my brain. I could feel his breath closer now and it smelled of brandy and a very masculine aftershave. I felt a single chill traveled down my spine and tried to set it aside. I couldn’t afford to let myself be attracted to anyone, not as long as I had Carrie.

The elevator did a sudden little stutter stop, and then didn’t move again. The lights were still off. I know I called out in fear and Colt slid his arm around me. I didn’t resist. If we were going to fall to our death, at least I wouldn’t be alone, although for the life of me I couldn’t figure out why that made it any easier. I was illogical like that. His hand was stroking my upper arm as he pulled me against his chest. Again, I didn’t resist. I hadn’t been held by a man like that for a very long time and I liked it. Somehow it was easier in the dark, but I still liked it.

“Are you okay?” he whispered into my ear. He pulled me harder against him and his right hand moved up to the nape of my neck. His strong fingers began massaging the tense muscles in my shoulders dropped as they relaxed. There was another stutter stop and I pressed into him. His left hand came up and laid against my cheek, his thumb stroking my temple. “It’s okay, Gwennie,” he called me by my nickname. Oddly enough, I liked the sound of it. He drew in his breath then and that’s when I felt his lips searching for mine. They were full and strong, pulling at mine until I allowed his tongue to open my mouth and sample my own. Without realizing it, I turned to face him and with the sort of surprised, but pleased intake of breath, he brought both arms around me and pulled me flat against him. He continued to kiss me, one hand riding up the back of my neck into the base of my hair, his long fingers pulling through the strands over and over. It was a seductive, sensitive touch and I understood intuitively that he probably knew my body better than his own. I shuddered, and he took it for fear although it was generated by pure lust. I even surprised myself.

He whispered something, but I couldn’t catch what he said. It was drowned out in the sound of the elevator kicking back into motion. The lights flashed on and I quickly glanced downward to see that I had somehow managed to plaster myself against him, my legs spread open as I straddled his thighs. I blushed, and he smiled. “It’s okay, it’s just us,” he said as he pushed to a stand and helped me up. There was just enough time for me to straighten my skirt before the elevator doors opened and the party burst in on us.

Bitsy was standing there, tapping her foot. “Where have you been? Why did you stop the elevator?”

“I didn’t. The power went out and it stopped on its own. We’ve been trapped in the dark.”

Bitsy’s head spun around to look for someone and I wasn’t the least bit surprised to see it was Buddy. He had a wicked grin on his face and suddenly I realized that we’d been the target of the conspiracy. I couldn’t figure out why Bitsy was willing to take part in it, but when Buddy came closer and put his arm around her waist, I understood. I looked at Colt, but he was looking at me. I could tell he hadn’t been in on it. That made me feel better, for some reason.

Colt came toward me, taking my hand and bent down to whisper in my ear. “I think we’ve been had. What do you say let’s get out of here and go have a bite to eat?”

I took one look at Bitsy and Buddy and then nodded at Colt and followed him silently as he pulled me back into the elevator and slammed his hand on the button. “It was Buddy, wasn’t it?” I asked quietly.

His back was to me. “I’d say that’s a safe bet.”

“You’re angry, aren’t you?”

He said nothing, but I pressed it.

“I’m sorry.”

He turned on his heel and faced me. “No, you don’t understand. It has nothing to do with you, in fact I could be trapped in the space shuttle with you for a year and not mind it.” His words took my breath away, but he wasn’t finished. “It’s Buddy. He works for me, not the other way around. I don’t like him taking things in his own hands. It’s just a control thing I have. I have a tough time trusting people, but I’m sure you don’t understand that. Everyone must love you, you’re so good and cheerful.”

“You may be surprised,” I muttered, thinking of Paul and the trust I’d lost. “Look, I think this was Bitsy’s doing. She’s kind of wacky like that, getting involved where she shouldn’t. She’s an emergency operator and to her it’s instinct to help people. Even if they don’t want her help. I wouldn’t blame this on Buddy. I have a feeling it was her idea and he probably went along with it to score some points. Let’s just drop it?”

He gradually burst into a grin. “Agreed.”

“Did you drive?” Colt asked me as we exited the building.

“Bitsy and I came in an Uber, in case we both had too much to drink.”

“Excellent, my driver will be here in a moment.”

“You have a driver?”

“Well, didn’t you?”

“Oh, I guess so, but it’s not exactly the same. At least I’m betting it’s not,” I answered and had no more than finished my sentence before a dark charcoal limousine with heavily tinted windows pulled up to the curb. “I guess I was right.”

“Would you feel better if I called us an Uber?”

“This is just new for me, I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. Just relax and enjoy it.”

I knew his words were intended to set me to ease, but he had no idea the memories it conjured. 

A text popped up on my phone. It was from Bitsy. “Saw you leave. I’ve got Carrie for the night, don’t hurry home.”

I responded. “You set me up, Miss Judas. But, it’s not like that, only going to dinner.”

“Uh, huh. Just in case, your bases are covered.”

“You ready? Everything okay?” Colt asked.

I nodded as the driver opened the door and I climbed into the next part of my life.





Chapter 7

Coulter

I felt excitement in my gut at the idea of having Gwen all to myself for at least a couple of hours. Every conversation we had was stimulating—she presented a challenge to me. She reminded me of a doe; dewy-eyed innocence coupled with a quivering defense that promised she would bolt at the first inclination. There was something about her that made me want to protect her, to shield her from whatever it was that had her so frightened. I knew she was hiding something; she had to be. Only people with secrets didn’t want to talk about their past. What could be so horrendous in her short life?

I took her to Barney’s—a restaurant and bar known among people with money who wanted excellent food and even greater discretion. We were both a little under-dressed, but I was well-known there, and they’d never risk my future business or referrals by turning me down at the door. Or so I hoped.

The maître d’ recognized me and came around from his podium to speak to me privately. “Sir, as you know there is a jacket policy. I will be happy to show you and your guest to one of our private alcoves if you wouldn’t mind wearing a jacket on loan as you pass through the dining room?”

I nodded and smiled, marveling at how they handled such old-fashioned policies. It was how old money behaved; clinging with their last dollars’ worth of grip to a time that was more traditional and held in check by social rules than the present. He promptly removed a jacket from the coat rack, holding it up so that I might slide it on. He looked briefly at Gwen but decided he had pushed it enough. “If you’ll follow me?” he asked and took us to one of the single table, private dining alcoves at the far end of the restaurant. These could only be offered, they could not be requested. We both stood aside as Gwen entered and stood next to the table, a question in her eyes. I quickly slid off the jacket and threw it over the back of an extra chair, circling around to pull her chair out for.

“I think I’m a little underdressed,” she commented.

“You weren’t planning on coming here, obviously, but it’s okay. They know me here.”

“So, I figured out.”

The maître d’ fussed around us, opening the door to admit a waiter with a bucket of champagne and two crystal flutes. He handed us menus, but Gwen shook her head. “You order for me.”

“No problem.” I knew what was bothering her; the menu was in French and had no prices. I didn’t want her to be embarrassed. “Thank you for letting me,” I said, patting the back of her hand. “I have some favorites here and I’d like to introduce you to them.”

Finally, we were alone and the candle on the table between us flickered invitingly. I would have preferred her at my condo where we were truly alone. “Can I ask you something?”

She nodded. “Yes…”

“You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to. I’ll understand.”

“Go ahead.”

“I get the feeling that you’re hiding some kind of secret.”

Her head snapped up and I was drawn to the long, lovely line of her throat. I could almost taste that sweet flesh and the heat in my groin echoed the desire. “What makes you say that?” There was alarm in her eyes, which only convinced me I was on the right track.

I reached across the table, running my index finger across the back of her hand. She jumped, and I caught her before she pulled it back. I moved the finger, stroking the inside of her palm. “You know… there is some truth to the saying that trusting someone is the greatest gift you can give them.”

She didn’t say a word, another clue that she was hiding something and not willing to divulge it. I decided to give up on it for the time being. I wanted her to trust me.

“So, tell me about your work,” she prodded, changing the subject.

“Not as exciting as you might think. Just a bunch of concrete, steel, and glass.” I didn’t like to talk about my company—it had long before lost its appeal and challenge. I would have liked to have sold out the whole thing, but until I found something I liked better, it kept me busy. 

Food and drink were ferried to and from the room and I could tell that Gwen was beginning to loosen up. I made a few corny jokes and she laughed as though I was the most brilliant comedian she’d ever heard. I shared some stories from when I was young and in boarding school. She listened, wide-eyed and never interrupted. Her silence became conspicuous. “Sorry, I’m boring you,” I said, pushing my chair back and relaxing with a goblet of after dinner wine.

Her head shook before she found her voice. It was sleepy, and she slurred a bit—not in a sloppy way, but in the most cuddly, endearing way. “You’re not boring, not even a little,” she purred. “It’s just that I’ve never known anyone like you.”

“Not like me in what way?”

She pulled back her head like a chicken getting ready to cluck and I could tell that she was wobbly. “Let’s just say people like you didn’t grow up down the street from me. You had, well… you had everything.”

I shook my head. “It’s not that simple. Sure, we didn’t worry about the electric bill, but my parents still fought, and I was shy in school. I caught the flu, skinned my knees, and my dad made me work for my spending money. It wasn’t all that different,” I told her.

She was already shaking her head again. “It might look like that from your side, but not from mine. You haven’t walked in my shoes.” She snapped upright then as if she’d said too much. I read it in her eyes. Then, at least I knew the source of whatever she was hiding.

I texted my driver and stood up, pulling on the jacket before I circled the table and helped her stand up. Her legs were wobbly and she leaned into me. Her body felt so good against mine. We walked slowly through the dining room and I slid off the jacket and laid it on the podium as we went out the door and into the limo.

Gwen was soft and warm against me on the car’s seat. Her breath was slightly fruity from the wine and her hair shone in the streetlights as we sped beneath them. She didn’t ask where we were going, and I didn’t bring it up. It would make sense that I’d take her back to the building where both Buddy and I lived. 

We pulled up to the revolving door and the granite building was iconic against the skyline. I had to admit it was impressive and that was one of the reasons I’d chosen to move there. When I moved in, Buddy got a bad case of one-upmanship and bought a condo as well, although on a higher floor. He could keep the height.

Gwen was silent as I unlocked my door and a motion detector triggered a few ceiling canisters dimmed low. The liquor had really gotten to her and I realized she probably wasn’t used to drinking. I wouldn’t take advantage of her, but oh, God, how easy it would have been.

She stumbled, and I caught her, scooping her into my arms as I carried her back to the guest room next to the master. She was sleepy and didn’t offer an argument. I managed to pull back the coverlet and lay her on the bed before removing her shoes and lifting her legs to the mattress. A shaft of moonlight fell over her in the darkened room, making her features soft and mysterious. She was watching me, and I knew instinctively that I was being judged. This was where the trust would be built.

I sat on the edge of the mattress, lifting a strand of her long hair and letting it cascade through my fingers. “You going to be okay? There’s a bath right there at the foot of the bed if you feel sick or anything. Want me to get you a washcloth?”

“No, I’m okay,” she whispered, her huge eyes searching my face warily. “Where are you going to sleep?”

I jerked my head in the direction of the master. “Just on the other side of that wall is my room. I’ll leave the door open in case you need something. Hey, let me grab a shirt or something you can sleep in,” I told her and got up. When I came back, I held out a navy t-shirt I wore around the house. It had been washed enough times that it was soft and although she might drown in it, at least she could move better than that tight skirt she was wearing. “Can you change yourself?”

Gwen’s eyes grew huge and she nodded, holding up her hand to brush me away. “I’m okay,” she mumbled sleepily again, and I bent over and kissed her cheek, just as if she was a young child being tucked into bed. She looked very innocent just then and my body was reacting. I needed to leave.

“Okay, well, goodnight then,” I whispered and got up, giving her one last look before I left the room. “Remember, I’m right next door. Just call out if you need something.”

It felt like trying to pull away from a magnet. I forced myself to go into my room and turn on the nightstand lamp. I took a quick, coolish shower to diminish the throbbing need she instilled in me and pulled back the crisp sheets to climb beneath. A housekeeper came every day to clean and prepare my meals. She was meticulous in her cleanliness and the sheets were changed daily. They were crisp and felt good against my bare skin. I kept trying to keep myself in the moment. When I let myself become distracted, all I could think of was Gwen lying on the other side of the wall alone, and how vulnerable she’d looked. I knew I wouldn’t get much sleep and turned on the nightstand Echo and let it play the sound of distant thunderstorms. I found it soothing, but still, it spoke to the primitive inside me and with each roll of thunder, I could feel my need for Gwen growing.

My back was to the door when I felt a subtle movement of the bed. A waft of cool air swept over my legs as Gwen’s body slid beneath the covers. She scooted toward me and I felt the soft cotton of the t-shirt against my back. “Would you mind terribly if I slept in here with you? I know it’s silly, but I get a little spooked when I’m in strange places.”

I rolled over and slid my arm beneath her. “Sure, you can. I get a little spooked myself sometimes when I’m traveling and in a strange hotel,” I murmured as I pulled her against me and she curled like a young girl to conform to the shape of my hip. But there was nothing but woman beneath that cotton shirt. I began to stroke her upper arm and with every pass of my hand I could feel the muscles beneath her skin relax and conform to me. “Gwen, answer something for me?” I asked softly.

“Hmm…?” she responded in a voice as thick as honey.

“Who am I and where are we?”

I heard her breath pause momentarily before she answered. “Colt Stillman and I’m pretty sure this is where you live.”

“Good girl,” I exhaled as I rolled onto my hip and pulled her to face me. Her face turned upward, and I met her lips with a hard kiss; it was filled with the residue of frustration and need for the woman in my arms. Her lips answered mine, parting so I could taste her tongue and the sweet moisture of her inside cheek. Then began the give and take of lovers—the quest from one followed by the answer of the other. Gwen was tentative and tender. I recognized immediately she’d had few lovers in her life. I suspected one had hurt her and that was what she could not, or would not, share. I swore I would drive his memory from her. Whatever he’d done had left pain and I would take it away and replace it with the tenderness and protection a woman like her deserved to feel from a man.

Even that aside—I wanted her. I wanted her more than any woman I’d ever known. She wasn’t just a body; she was a simple and yet intensively complicated vessel holding all a man could ever need or want. She was meant for me. She just didn’t know it yet because she was too scared to open herself. I would change all that.

Kissing her, I moved my fingertips to her nipples, taking each in turn and rubbing them gently in circular motions through the fabric. They responded to my touch, becoming erect and I felt the breath in her throat quicken. With one, smooth motion, I pulled the shirt over her head, pulling her nipples into my mouth. Gwen began squirming, her hips driving into the mattress as her body arched, lifting her breasts against my face. I fed upon her and then loosed one hand to push her panties down the long extension of her legs. She opened herself to my touch and as I suckled, I pressed against her woman’s grotto with my finger.

Her reaction was organic and naturally female. She pumped her hips, trying to seat my finger more deeply. I was gentle but decided as I rose above her and entered her. Gwen bucked upward and with a steady, but firm movement, I pushed her back down against the bed. Slowly and with caution I penetrated her depth and then slid out, giving her a split second’s respite before I moved into her once again. Over and over we repeated the dance of mankind, growing in intensity until we crested the peak and the shudders washed over us. 

As thoughts cleared, I clutched her against me, my hand cupping that which I’d just breached—she belonged to me then and I would protect her from that moment on.

 





Chapter 8

Gwen

A strange light was seeping through my eyelids the next morning. I lay very still, aware that my surroundings were unfamiliar and wondering what time it was. I panicked a little when I realized that I didn’t hear Carrie breathing in her crib and that’s when it all came back. I felt the bed move and lifted one eyelid just enough to sneak a glance. Colt’s back was to me as he was seated on the edge of the bed, running his hand through his hair and stretching. I quickly pulled my eyes shut until I felt him stand and then I heard a door shut. There was water running and I recognized he was in the shower. Without hesitating another moment, I slid from the bed, rescued my panties and stole down the hall to the bedroom where I’d started. Pulling on my clothes, I ran toward his door. I managed to open and shut it quietly closed behind me, and then I was pulling on shoes in the elevator. I only had moments to pull myself together, whipping a comb out of the bottom of my purse. Then I was at street level and the revolving door deposited me on the sidewalk. I walked, no, it was more like ran, to the corner, fishing out my phone. I called Uber and told them where I was. I told them to look for me to be walking west on Guillemot Avenue, and they should come and pick me up. The driver must not have been far away because it wasn’t very long before there was a horn beeping behind me. I jumped into the backseat and in a matter of a few miles, I was home.

It was very early and Bitsy was still asleep, as was Carrie, safely in her crib. I wanted to pick her up so badly but didn’t want to disturb her. I pulled fresh clothing out of the drawer and went into the bathroom to shower. I could hear Carrie, her little voice tweeting like a bird when I emerged. I warmed a bottle and climbed onto my bed, the covers still made from the night before and held her in my lap as I fed her. That was when the guilt really began to sink in.

I’d let it happen again. I’d sworn to myself I would never be someone’s one-night stand, not ever again. And yet all it took were a few glasses of wine and one helluva handsome stud to convince me otherwise. I felt confused and lonely at the same time. Carrie’s brown eyes looked up at me, trusting me and I knew I’d let her down, too. When she was done eating I rocked her against my chest, humming a lullaby when Bitsy appeared in the doorway.

“What time did you get in?”

“A while ago.”

I could see her choosing her words carefully. “Did you have a good time?”

I shrugged but didn’t say anything and I think she knew she wasn’t going to get anything further out of me. She turned and went into the kitchenette and made us each a cup of coffee. I joined her on the sofa and we watched the news, played with Carrie between us and didn’t talk about the night before. My cell phone began ringing in the other room and Bitsy looked at me sideways when she realized I wasn’t getting up to answer it. She was smart enough not to say anything. I pretended I heard nothing. We spent the late morning and early afternoon washing up some laundry; an old movie with Barbara Stanwick played on the screen as we folded clothes between us. It was one of those morning-after kind of days when you hadn’t gotten enough sleep but had too much to drink and was still feeling it.

My cell rang twice more, and I continued to ignore it. At one point, I picked up a stack of clothes and went into the room to put them away, switching the phone to silent. That was one way to deal with it.

Sometime in the later afternoon, I took Carrie to bed with me and we both had a nap. I found a book to read and stayed in my room, while Carrie played with toys in her crib. It was a very domestic and tranquil evening, but somehow it was still lonely. My phone continued to ring.

The next morning it was back to normal. I dressed and went to work, trying not to think about what I’d done. I felt overwhelmed with guilt and disappointment in myself. I knew that Colt would never think of me in a serious light—he was under no obligation. He was used to getting what he wanted, wealthy men were like that. Not to mention he was extremely well-connected and powerful in business. I was a toy he pursued because I was elusive and once he had me, that would be the end. I never even checked my phone to see who’d been calling; just covered the names and numbers as I systematically tapped the trashcan.

I was off my game and one of the other clerks asked me if something was wrong. I muttered something quietly and unintelligible and she seemed to get the message. At lunchtime, I left through the back door and went somewhere I’d never been before. I was afraid he was tracking me again and as he had before, he could’ve ended up at my lunch table with me. I didn’t want to see him. I had to forget Colt Stillman. He was just another checkmark in the column already populated by Paul. 

I was uncomfortable all afternoon. I felt as though people could read my face and knew what I’d done. I knew things were different in a bigger city—that I was still thinking like a small-town cheerleader. But that’s who I was inside. By that evening, I’ve made up my mind. I told Bitsy I was going to spend a quiet evening in with Carrie. She was getting dressed to go to work.

“Have you answered his calls yet?” she finally asked.

“What you mean?”

“Don’t be coy,” she muttered, and I had to admit although it was a short word, I was surprised she understood it.

“He’s not interested in me, Bitsy. Men like Colt don’t hang onto women like me.”

“What are you talking about? What do you mean by women like you? What’s wrong with you?” Her eyes were wide and bugging out. I realized that she held me to a standard I didn’t quite identify with.

“He can have anyone he wants.” I was trying to change the subject.

“He wants you.”

“You don’t know that. You don’t know anything about him. I barely know him, and I saw how he lives. His kind just uses people like me as toys. When they’re broken, they throw them away.”

“He’s not like that, Gwen. He’s been calling constantly. Why don’t you answer the phone?”

“You don’t know that, either. Look, you see that little girl there with her toys? That’s what came from trusting a man. No man is going to complete me. They’re not to be trusted, haven’t you learned by now?”

Bitsy stepped around the doorway from the bathroom, her hairbrush in her hand. “No, to tell you the truth, I haven’t. Maybe I’ve been lucky, and just maybe I haven’t been cynical.”

“It’s a pretty big word for you,” I said with spite. She was getting under my skin.

“Whatever. You do what you want to but leave me out of it. Colt is quite a catch and for you to dump him like that makes no sense. But then, most of the time, you don’t make sense at all.”

She said her peace, grabbed her purse and slammed the door behind her. Tears burned in my eyes. How had it come to this? Just two days earlier I was being pursued by the most eligible bachelor in town and had a best friend who I thought would have my back no matter what. Now I wasn’t speaking to one and the other one wasn’t speaking to me. What the hell happened?

I grabbed my cell and plopped down on the sofa, tapping Metallica’s private cell number. I heard myself tell her that I had a family emergency and needed some time off. I asked that she hold my job if possible and she reassured me if I came back within three weeks, it would be mine. I thanked her and hung up. I doubted three weeks would be enough to get my life back in shape, but at least I kept that option open. With a sigh, I went into the bedroom and pulled my suitcases out from beneath the bed. I filled them with the simpler items of my wardrobe and all of Carrie’s things. I tied things together with bungee cords, including her porta crib. The Uber was waiting for me by the time we got down to the street. An hour later we were on a Greyhound, headed home to Brookfield. I wasn’t sure my car was up to the trip and besides, I didn’t want people to recognize me as I came into town. I’d left Bitsy a brief explanatory note saying I’d gone to see my parents.

The bus station was busy as we pulled into town. I saw familiar faces and a few hands raised in my direction. I could tell at least one of the girls was headed over to talk to me, but I quickly threw my things into the back of the taxi that was waiting beside the station and climbed in with Carrie in my lap. I knew it would soon be all over town that I had come home, and most of them would think it was in defeat. Small town people tended to be that way, always jealous of those who tried to make more of themselves and quietly rejoicing when they fail. I felt rotten about everything in general. The city had been my dream and now here I was back in this tiny little town looking for refuge with my parents. Talk about a step backward, I had just taken a giant one.

My parents were thrilled to see me but somewhat puzzled by what was going on. I couldn’t blame them. I wasn’t much more than a child myself and certainly didn’t have a track record of making wise choices. They knew nothing about Colt and I wanted to keep it that way. I did my best to chatter on to Mom and Dad about all the wonderful things I’d seen in the city. I told them about my job and about Bitsy but left out anything that had to do with Colt Stillman. I talked about the world of high fashion and how elegant the salespeople were. Mom said she was proud of me and I think she was sincere. She didn’t have a choice to be anything other than that. 

We were just finishing up when the phone rang. Mom and Dad still had an old rotary landline, so I signaled with my hand that I would get it.

“Hello?” I spoke into the cradle and liked the way it fit in my hand. Cell phones were great, but these were more comfortable.

No one responded, but I could hear an engine running in the background. It might’ve been a car, but it was too far away to tell for sure.

“Hello?” I tried once more and when there was no response again, I hung up. Mom looked at me as I reentered the room, her eyebrows raised in question. “Wrong number, I guess.” She was bringing in a tray with cups of coffee, including one for me.

“I thought you might be a coffee drinker by now?”

I laughed. As a matter of fact, you’re right. Everybody drinks coffee, it’s the center of social life if you don’t count the bars and I never was much of a barfly.”

 “Oh, heavens, no,” Mom muttered. “At least you haven’t gone there.”

That stung. They’d never said anything, but I knew they were disappointed in me. I’d always been a high achiever, top of my class, head cheerleader, you name it. That had ended after one night with Paul and although Mom and Dad loved Carrie dearly and would never trade her for my old reputation, I could tell just in that single remark that Mom had been holding her breath to see how low I would fall before I hit bottom. 

I let it go. My parents’ house was the only shelter I could count on at the moment. After my fight with Bitsy, I wasn’t entirely sure she’d be waiting when I got back. I felt like everything in my life was on trial at the moment. The only person I could trust was my tiny daughter.

I tried to relax into the home atmosphere and sat quietly in a side chair holding Carrie as my parents watched their post-news game shows and whatever version of CSI was currently in vogue. I stared at the screen, feigning interest but my mind was swirling. I could feel Colt’s mouth on mine and the gentle touching that caused my nipples to harden. I felt the heat low in my belly just from remembering... No! I wasn’t allowed to remember that. I couldn’t go through cataclysmic rejection—not again. Colt was not intended for me. He would marry the daughter of some wealthy politician or businessman… someone with the right background and connections to advance his business. Wealthy people didn’t seem to have a limit to their desire for more and more money. They were playing games and money was the way they kept score. My face burned as I realized I might be one of those score marks, but I’d paid with my flesh and my heart. As much as I hated to admit it, I had developed feelings for Colt—even if they were only a sense of being protected.

I called it a night early; there was only so much network programming I could take. Mom and Dad gave Carrie goodnight kisses and cuddles and I got a pat on the shoulder. I wasn’t their little girl any longer.

Upstairs, I switched on the overhead light in my old bedroom. The porta-crib was set up. I changed Carrie and laid her down. She was such a good child and gave me a sweet smile before she fixated on a mobile hung overhead and then slowly closed her eyelids and dropped off to sleep. I changed my clothes and folded back the covers. Snapping off the light switch, I traveled the well-remembered six steps to the side of my bed and sat down, pulling my brush from the nightstand. I always gave my long, thick hair a hundred strokes. It wasn’t so much about grooming as it was the comforting ritual that was self-soothing. It was a time for reflection, although that night, it felt more like revisiting guilt.

Laying down the brush, I slid my feet beneath the sheets and puffed the pillow. Just as I was about to lie down, I heard a car approach our house at a high speed, brake out front, and then peel off with tires spinning. I rolled to my knees to look out the window but all that was left was a pair of taillights in the distance before they disappeared over a rise in the road. My heart pounding, I rolled back to lie down. I lay awake for a long time that night, wondering who had been driving. My gut told me that it was the man who was so very good at tracking me and appearing out of nowhere. It had to be Colt; he likely had my parents’ address and had tracked me long enough to know I would be there. A short flight and a rental car later, he was watching my house and did it loudly enough to let me know he was there. What was it that made me shudder? Relief or fear?

Coming back to Brookfield was nice, but obviously, there was nowhere for me to hide from the inquisitive Mr. Stillman. I needed to settle things with him before I lost my job and gave up whatever security I’d build for Carrie and myself. I couldn’t let him ruin the new life I’d built. 

The next morning, I fibbed and told Mom I’d gotten a text from my boss and that someone had quit, and they needed me back pronto. “I can’t afford to make them mad, Mom. I haven’t had the job long and I really need to make a go of it.”

She nodded, thoughtful. “To tell you the truth, I’ve been wondering why you came home at all. You couldn’t have built up vacation this early. Did something happen there? Is something wrong?”

“No, just got homesick,” I fibbed again, my mind saying yes, something happened okay. He’s tall with black hair, blue eyes and charisma dripping from his lips. I’m in trouble—real trouble.

Carrie and I left the next morning.

 





Chapter 9

Coulter

What in the hell happened? One minute she’s in bed next to me and the next, she vanished. She knew where she was and who she was with. What went wrong?

This string of questions raged through my brain like an overflowing river. I decided to give her a few days to calm down or come to her senses; depending on what applied. In the meantime, I had a business to run.

Mason Derry was sitting across the desk from me, a folder of papers in his hand and a puzzled look on his face. His reading glasses had slid down to the tip of his nose. 

“I thought you were going to have this all sort out?” I yelled at him. “Every day those permits are withheld, I’m losing millions. So, here’s what I’m going to do. Until you get this mess cleaned up, don’t bother billing me because you’re not cutting it!” My hands were literally quivering with my rage and at the same time, my stomach was rolling from nerves and the fifth of bourbon I’d put away the night before on the floor of my living room. Alone.

“Woah, Colt, calm down.”

“Don’t tell me to calm down. Don’t sit there making excuses or rolling this off on me. You’re the one in the hot seat. You should have seen this kind of shit coming and sheltered the risk a long time ago. It took some moron loser of an ex-employee to cause this gargantuan, fucking mess? What the hell were you doing to protect my interests? Golfing? Fucking somebody’s wife?” I was pounding my desk.

Mason closed his folder and took off the ridiculous glasses. “I can see we’re not going to get anywhere here today. You want to fire me, then fire me. But you’ll have a bigger mess on your hands than you do right now. I don’t think you’re one bit upset about the permits—you’ve been in this business far too long to get shook like this. There’s something else going on, Colt, and it has nothing to do with me. Call me when you’ve calmed down,” he finished and left my office. I threw an ink pen at the door as it closed behind him.

There was a tap on my door and it opened. Buddy’s head poked around the side of it. “What the hell is going on in here?” he asked, although he was careful to keep his voice level and low.

“Just the person I was looking for. What have you got to do with this whole thing?”

“Excuse me?”

“Don’t play innocent. I know you and that ditzy girlfriend of hers teamed up to get us together and I no more got her past hating me and she’s disappeared. What you know about this?”

Buddy came in and shut the door quietly, but firmly behind himself. He held out his hands. “Well, Colt, calm down now. I’ve never seen you like this before. You’re letting a woman get to you?”

“She’s not just any woman!” I shouted, throwing another pen at him. Lucky for me he was able to back away before I took out his eye.

“Damn! I’ve never seen you hot like this, not even in a fight.”

“Fights are fair, this isn’t.”

Buddy sat down in the chair opposite my desk that Mason had just vacated. “Okay, let’s talk about this,” he said in a very calm voice. “First of all, she hasn’t disappeared from the face of the planet. You can find her, you can always find anyone you want. I think you’re aggravated because she doesn’t want to find you. You’re not used to being treated that way.”

“You’re sure as hell right about that,” I muttered and swiveled my chair so I was staring out the window. “I feel like that line in the old Bogie movie. Of all the gin joints why did she have to walk into mine?”

“Look, Colt. Give her some space. I don’t know a whole lot about her, but I do know that she’s a good person. Bitsy thinks the world of her and as wacky as Bitsy might seem, she’s got street smarts. She works with every crappy crime you can think of every day and she still manages to stay sane. I haven’t talked to her about this and, frankly, I had no idea you were this upset. You’re taking this way too personally.”

“Oh, really? How would you take it if you were really into a lady and she came home with you but disappeared before you got out of the shower the next morning?”

Buddy winced. “Oh, yeah, that is bad. But only if you didn’t want her to leave. I can think of a few times I wish they would’ve left as soon as the fun was over.”

I slammed my fist on my desk. “She’s not like that,” I jabbed my finger at him. “You got that?”

“Got it, got it. Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. And for once you’re going to take orders from me. I’m going to get up from this chair and I’m going back to my office. I’m going to give Bitsy a call and invite her to lunch. I’ll find out what I can from her, but I don’t know how much she knows. When I come back, I’ll come in and talk to you and tell you what I’ve learned. But between then and now, you’re going to go through your calendar and start setting up appointments. We’ve got one hell of a lot of guys standing around doing nothing, still on the payroll. We have buildings that must go up and we have permits to secure before we can do that. It’s all on you at this point, Colt. There’s only so much I can do on my own.” He stood up and walked away from my desk, stopping as he was ready to open the door. “She really got to you, didn’t she?” he said quietly over his shoulder.

“Yeah, she really got to me,” I admitted.

* * *

Buddy was back a couple of hours later. He wasted no time. “She’s been out of town, apparently went to see her parents. She’s back but doesn’t want to see you. I don’t know why—don’t know what happened, but that’s it. Sorry, Colt.” I could see the trepidation on his face as he unloaded the information. He was probably nervous that I’d go off on him again.

“Nothing more?”

“Nope,” he shook his head.

“Okay. I’m taking the rest of the day off. Look after things, will you?” I didn’t wait for a response but swept past him on my way out. I had my own ways of finding her—I’d already proven that.

* * *

“You.”

The young woman at the reception desk looked up at me and practically fell off her stool. I didn’t know her name. “Me?”

“Your name, please?”

“I’m Monica Stewart, Mr. Stillman.” Her pretty face was furrowed with what almost looked like fear.

“Monica, come with me.” I motioned and strode toward the exit that led to the garage. I turned around and she was sitting there with her mouth hanging open. “Are you coming?”

“Uh, yes, right behind you,” she said, grabbing her purse from her drawer and stumbled to catch up. I held the door open for her and pointed to my car which was in my personal spot next to the door.

Unlocking it, I opened the door and motioned for her to get inside. She stood there, undecided and nervous. “It’s okay. I need a young woman to go shopping for me and you look like you’ll fit the bill.”

I guess it was the magic word “shopping” but she instantly seemed more interested and cooperated by climbing in. On the ride over to Blaze, I expected what I wanted her to do.

“You are going to be like a secret shopper, but instead of checking out clothes, I want you to look for a certain young woman. Her name is Gwen and she’s a tallish blonde but her most unusual feature is her huge turquoise eyes.”

“Okay, but what do I say when I find her?”

“Oh, no, don’t talk to her. Not unless you can’t help it, and don’t tell her I sent you. Here,” I reached into my pocket and pulled out a gold card. “Buy yourself some clothes, I don’t care what, but the reason you’re there is to look for her, pay attention to how she’s behaving and whether she looks happy. Can you do that?”

“Well, sure. That’s not work at all.”

I handed her the card. “Remember, this is not about shopping, this is about connecting with her state of mind.”

“Got it,” she snapped the card from my hand as we pulled up to the curb and she got out.

“I’ll be across the street in that parking garage, bottom floor. Come find me. I’ll be watching.”

She nodded and almost tripped in her haste to get into the store. I hoped she could contain herself enough to get the information I wanted.

An hour later, she came back, trailing through the parking garage with armloads of bags and a salesgirl trailing her with a luggage dolly piled with boxes strapped together. I got out of the car and loaded these in the trunk, avoiding a direct look at the salesgirl. I tipped her a hundred-dollar bill which she tucked it into her bra and then swung her hips broadly as she retreated. 

We climbed into the car and I left the garage by the back exit. “So?”

Monica shifted in her seat, so she was facing me. “First, thank you for the clothes,” she said, pulling the card out of her blouse and laying it on the console between us. “I know who you were looking for. She was there. Tall and leggy? Busty?”

I nodded. “That’s her.”

“She seemed quiet, but she was working side by side with a very tall African woman with to-die-for cheekbones. I think I heard her called Metallica.”

“Okay, but what about Gwen?”

“She was really focused on what the Metallica woman was telling her. I got the idea that she was in training for something, like maybe a promotion. I tried to shop close by. I heard Metallica ask her if she intended to make Blaze her career or was she more interested in marriage and a family over the long term.”

Monica paused. I had to ask. “What did she say.”

She drew a breath, I think she knew I wasn’t going to like the answer. “She said she never wanted to be married.”

* * *

I dropped my car off back at the office and went to a bar not far from where Gwen worked. I knew what time she’d be off, and I’d be waiting. I ordered a double whiskey and settled back in a dark booth at the far side of the room from the door where I could watch. I was starting on my third when I looked down at my phone and saw it was close to her quitting time. I threw a hundred on the table and walked out into the sunlight, squinting a little and off tilt until I could adjust my eyes. Then I saw her; she was standing next to a very tall African woman. That was obviously the one that Monica had referenced. I hung back, watching, while the women chatted briefly on the sidewalk. Eventually, the Metallica lady turned and left and then Gwen turned in the opposite direction. She never heard me come up behind her until I grabbed her arm gently and she jumped.

“What?” flew from her mouth in surprise.

“Gwen, I have to talk to you.”

“Well, I don’t have to talk to you,” she said cruelly, pulling her arm away from me. She tried to turn and walk away but I wouldn’t let her go. I caught up next to her and spoke as we headed toward her car. 

“Gwen, please, stop.” I tried to put my arms around her, but she pushed me away. I pulled her hard against my chest and trapped her, my hand holding the crown of her head. “Shhhh… now hold on here. I’m not your enemy. Hey, now stop a minute—you owe me that much.”

“I owe you?” She was flushed and angry, but she did stop fighting me. The huge turquoise eyes looked up at me and welled up with tears. “What do you want from me?”

“Hey,” I lowered my voice again, “let’s just go across the street and have some wine and talk. What do you say?”

She shook her head. “No, I have to get home.”

“You’ve got time. What’s the rush?”

“I have to go, that’s all,” she said and pushed back, heading to a car parked at the curb. I assumed it was hers. She fiddled with the lock and then threw her things inside in frustration as I stood on the sidewalk, watching. I could see her jamming the key into the ignition, but the car didn’t start. I heard the give-away click-click that suggested her battery was dead.

Walking around to the driver’s window, I tapped, and she cranked down the window. At least no power windows, I thought and then felt bad. “Gwen, come on out of there. I’ll drive you home and send a wrecker to pick up your car. I’ll get it sorted out for you and have it brought to your place when it’s fixed. C’mon now.” 

I opened her door and she sat there, chewing her lip in deliberation. 

"You really don't have a lot of other choices, you know," I told her. "I thought you said you were in a hurry?"

"She looked up at me. "I am, okay, okay. Drop me off at my apartment building, please?"

"No problem, come with me," I held up my hand and she slid out of the car and stood up, smoothing her skirt. The sight of her legs took my breath away, but I had to control myself if I was going to get to the bottom of whatever was bothering her. "I'm parked just down the street."

She nodded and followed me, holding my hand as I had offered. She was that kind of a woman. There were times when she was like a little girl and times when she was a willful, strong-minded and stubborn woman who would never allow herself to be taken advantage of. That revelation gave me pause for thought. I deposited her in my car and walked around to the driver’s side. I slid in and looked over, her skirt had slid up her thighs and it was all I could do to not reach over and touch her. I remembered what she felt like and how she smelled. She was all sweetness and innocence. I reined myself in and revved the engine, pulling out into traffic. "Want to give me directions?"

She looked at me sidelong. "You're kidding, right? You've known where I live from the very beginning. You wouldn’t let a little thing like that escape your attention."

"No, I suppose I wouldn't.” I let the subterfuge pass and wondered when she’d caught on to me. She was a very bright woman and that was part of the reason she held such an attraction for me. 

“You can just let me out at the corner," Glenn said as she motioned to the upcoming street.

"No, you don't. We have some unsettled business between us. I think at the very least, you owe me an explanation of why you ran out on me. I didn't expect anything from you if you remember you came into my room."

"Do we have to go over all that now?" I could tell the topic upset her and I had to know why. It was that nagging feeling that somebody was lying to me, and that always raised the specter that I was about to be stabbed in the back. I couldn't tolerate that feeling.

"So, what is it you want from me?" she asked with exasperation. Her huge eyes were watching my face, as though trying to see something there that would answer her question. "We aren’t alike, you know. Nothing alike. We come from different backgrounds and we have different goals. You have your responsibilities and I have mine. None of those are in common."

"Gwen, listen to me. This isn't a casual flirtation if that's what you were thinking."

"Of course, that's what I'm thinking. Men like you do not associate with women like me."

"You keep saying that. What is it about you that makes you so afraid?"

"Okay, you want to know? Fine. I'll show you. Then you'll understand. And when you see, you’ll leave me alone forever. I won't be insulted, I won't be hurt, I already prepared myself for that outcome. Park this car and come with me." Her voice was adamant and emotional. I had no idea what it was she was hiding, but I knew I was about to find out.





Chapter 10

Gwen

I’d done everything that I could to discourage Colt Stillman from becoming a part of my life. I didn't have the luxury of letting him toy with my affections. I knew a hundred girls who would've taken one look at him or at his bank account, and jumped in the seat next to him, ready to take the ride no matter where it ended as he dumped them. I was different. I had a child, had responsibilities. I had a career in the making and these were the only things that would keep Carrie and me from living on the streets, probably Bitsy as well. I had to protect us all. I could not afford the risk that was called Colt Stillman.

Nevertheless, there I was, taking him to the door of my apartment building. He stood back at the bottom of the steps as I unlocked the outer door and opened it. He reached over my head and held the door open as I went through and started up the stairs. "Come along. You may as well see it at its beautiful best," I said sarcastically. We trudged past Mrs. Heathrow's apartment. She was collecting her newspaper and waved to me briefly. I just smiled and kept going upstairs. I didn't have time for introductions and she'd never see him again, so it didn't matter.

The second floor led to the third and that's where Bitsy and I lived with Carrie. The sound of my key in the door alerted Bitsy that I was home. I opened the door, pushed it open, and swept my arm wide to invite Colt in. Bitsy was standing in the little kitchenette, her hair still tousled from the day. She was getting ready for work and the sight of Colt in our tiny apartment took her by surprise, to say the least. Walking behind me, he came in and stood to one side. I took the opportunity to shut the door and slide off my coat, but he beat me to it. He took my coat and laid it over the back of a chair, removing his own and rubbing his hands together.

"Well, Bitsy, we meet again. It seems I've arrived at an inopportune time. I apologize for that, but it couldn't be helped. Gwenn's car wouldn't start, and I brought her home."

Bitsy was puzzled. "You just happened by when her car wouldn't start?"

That was when it hit me. I turned around slowly, my mouth gaping in amazement. "You. You did it, didn't you?"

He didn't bother to deny it, I had to give him that. "I'm a very determined man when I want something, Gwen. If it means disarming your car for a couple of hours, so be it. It's worth it even if you are mad at me because I'm here now and that's where I want to be."

Bitsy shook her head. "Oh, no, this is where I exit. She grabbed her coat, her purse, and a hairbrush in her hand as she left the apartment. Then it was just Colt, Carrie, and me.

Carrie pulled herself to a stand in the playpen. Drool running from the corner of her mouth signaled the incoming tooth that kept her fussy.

"Well, who have we here?"

"That's Carrie," I said solemnly, framing my next sentence.

Colt walked over to the playpen, bent low and picked Carrie up, putting her on his shoulder. "What a pretty little thing you are. And you look so lonely in that playpen. If I weren’t so heavy, I’d climb in there with you and then we could both play together." He smiled at her and she reached up to pinch the dimple in his cheek. He was much larger than any man she'd seen before, and I was surprised she wasn't afraid. They say children know who to trust, and maybe it was that instinct that made her smile in his company.

"You know, I think she kind of likes me."

"Don't get ahead of yourself. She's like that with everyone." At that exact moment, Carrie burst out in a squall.

"It would seem that she's not like that with everyone, now wouldn't it?" His expression was sardonic and infuriating. 

I didn't know what to say, so I sputtered the first thing that came to mind. "That's Bitsy’s daughter, you know. They're staying here with me and we share watching the child. Bitsy has to work at night and of course, daycare is hard to come by. It works for both of us." I walked to the kitchen at, opened the cupboard and pulled two cups out, setting the kettle on the stove to make hot water for tea. "I suppose you will drink a cup with me?"

"Of course. He walked around the coffee table and sat down on the sofa, patting Carrie on the back to calm her. I went toward them, and Carrie’s arms instantly reached out to me. "Mama, Mama," she attempted to say. It was her first words and she been practicing them for the past week.

"Oh, Carrie, honey. You know I'm not your mommy." I took Carrie from him and added, "She gets confused, you know? She has Bitsy during the day and me at night. It's no wonder she doesn't know her mother is."

Cole nodded, his face passive. "Do you sleep here on the sofa?"

"Oh, no, I sleep in the bedroom with Carrie." As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I knew I'd been trapped. He knew very well that Carrie was mine, but he wasn't calling me a liar. There was something about him that kept tugging at my heart. I wanted to think he was such a bully, a demon and a thoughtless man who was just after sex, and yet, time after time, he was proving me wrong. I couldn't put him in the same column as Paul. There were few comparisons between the two. This was confusing, and I didn't know what to say. The entire atmosphere felt awkward to me. 

I flushed and handed Carrie back to him as the teakettle began to whistle. Colt looked quite comfortable, playing with Carrie. I soon appeared with two cups of hot tea, put Carrie in her playpen and sat on the sofa next to him.

"So, now, is this it? Your daughter? Is that what you are afraid of people finding out?"

I was frustrated, caught in my lie and feeling questioned at the same time. "Well, of course! Wouldn't you be?"

He shook his head. "Not necessarily, Gwen. You're assuming that I don't have the capacity to care about you if you have a child. Don't you think that's a little judgmental?"

He had a point. "I have to protect her. She's all I have. I'm all she has. It’s not just you, there are the people I work for, too. But, I must admit, it’s mostly you."

"I understand that I really do. But I don't suppose it ever occurred to you that I would never come between you and your child. You and your daughter are a package deal and if I'm pursuing you, that means she's part of you. Do you understand?"

I nodded and sipped my cup. It was hot, and the liquid felt good going down. I knew Carrie was going to begin crying for her bottle at any moment and I hoped she would squall loudly so he would leave. I was uncomfortable in the tiny space that I called home and that wasn't right. I wish I hadn’t made the tea. It suggested that I wanted him to stay and I really didn't.

 

 





Chapter 11

Coulter

I'd suspected for some time that the child was behind Gwen's reluctance to have anything to do with me. I'd known about the baby. Bitsy had confessed to Buddy, and he had relayed the news to me. I had known with every instinct that she would be a wonderful mother. Even so, she had seemed so single and available. I supposed it was the close relationship between Bitsy and her that allowed them to coordinate so well. They were both able to live lives as young women, even though there was a child involved. I liked children. I hoped to have some of my own someday. 

The baby began to cry, and Gwen put her cup down on the coffee table. "Excuse me, I have to make her bottle and put her down to sleep." I knew she expected me to recognize my cue to leave, but I didn't want to. I'd gone through too much with her to leave now. It was a tender, almost family moment and I wanted to stay, I wanted to be a part of it. So, I watched as she prepared the bottle and carried it along with Carrie into the bedroom. I could hear her humming a lullaby as she changed the baby's clothing. I got up and stood in the doorway, watching her. She kissed the baby fondly on both cheeks and cuddled her against her face before putting the bottle into her mouth and laying her down in the crib. She gently tucked covers up around her and added a little green elephant that waited at the foot of the crib. I studied the crib and then the bed where Gwen slept at night. It was a tiny room and the bed was no bigger than a twin. I wondered how she slept in it, given that she was tall, but I knew that having her daughter close by was more important than her own comfort. Once the baby was happily sucking at the bottle, Gwen turned, and putting a finger to her mouth to silence me, she came toward me and motioned me out the doorway. She pulled the door shut behind herself and looked at me as if to say, are you leaving now?

"I have an idea," I said. "I know a nice little restaurant not too far from here. If you'll allow me, I'd like to call and order some dinner for us. Will you let me do that for you?"

There was a mixed look on her face. I saw the fleeting glance of gratitude that meant she wouldn't have to cook, or maybe she was planning on eating something simple like scrambled eggs and didn't have anything to offer me. On the other hand, she wanted to tell me no, to tell me to go away and leave her in her predicament. She didn't understand me. She might never understand me, but that didn't mean I would stop trying. "What do you say?"

She nodded, and I didn't give her enough time to change her mind. I pulled out my phone and ordered us two steak dinners with all the trimmings. We settled back on the sofa and she flipped on the television using the remote. She settled on a show from National Geographic, something that was neutral and interesting. She kept the sound low and I was grateful for that. I had the idea she wanted to talk it out.

There came a knock at the door and she went to answer it. It was the restaurant. Evidently, someone had let the man in downstairs. The waiter brought in several boxes and looked to Gwen for some indication where he was to lay out the dinner. I saw a fleeting glance of alarm in her eyes and she motioned to the coffee table. There was no dining room. He nodded as if it was the most natural thing in the world and cleared away the remote and the short pile of magazines that lay there. With a sweep of his hand, he snapped a white linen tablecloth over the coffee table, tucking it inward so that it looked almost as if it were made for it. He looked at Gwen again and she realized he wanted plates. She pulled two unmatched plates from the cupboard and handed them to him, following those with flatware and paper towels to use as napkins. The waiter set out the various boxes, filling our plates and I had to give him credit: for what he had to work with, he made it look five-star. I tipped him well and he nodded and left quietly. There was a bottle of wine and I lightened the mood by grabbing our empty teacups from the side table where the waiter had set them. I poured some wine and each of the cups and handed one to her. She smiled and gave me a half nod. I knew she understood.

I was famished, so it was very little effort for me to begin eating. She began picking, but soon her nervousness must have dwindled because she picked up her steak knife and began cutting hearty chunks of the meat.

"Bitsy would absolutely kill me if she knew I was having steak," she said with a guilty tone.

"Then, next time I come I will make sure that Bitsy's home and include her. Who knows? Maybe we’ll invite Buddy along."

"Have you forgiven Bitsy for her involvement in that elevator fiasco?" she asked me.

I waved my hand from side to side. "All forgotten," I murmured and sipped the wine. I could feel it coursing through my veins, calming me down. As self-assured as I was, the close call of losing her permanently had me shaking to my knees.

We ate in silence for a while, enjoying the delicious food. The television show fascinated us as we watched a lioness prowling. The announcer was commenting that it was the male’s job to hunt but, in this case, the lioness was left alone with the cubs. "This reminds me of my boss, Metallica," she said conversationally. "She came to the US as a child. Her father worked for the United Nations and eventually, she ended up here in Chicago. She's one tough lady, smart and savvy. I'm learning a lot from her."

"Do you really enjoy your job?"

"I'm lucky to have it," she nodded. "I could be working in fast food."

I nodded in agreement and picked up my teacup of wine. I held it out toward her. "To us," I toasted. She hesitated only a moment but lifted her cup to tap against mine and we both sipped the sweet liquid, thereby sealing our intentions.

"You know, you've never answered me." She put the comment out there and I knew she wanted an answer.

"About?"

"What is it you want from me? Now you know my truth. I'm an unmarried mother with a child and I must work and live in this tiny little apartment with a girlfriend to get by. I'm not in your group, Colt. I don't move in your circles, and quite frankly, I'm not sure I want to."

"Somewhere along the line, you've got a really bad opinion of people with money. How do you see the world so black-and-white?"

She shrugged. "I didn't use to," she said softly. "Things happen that teach you lessons along the way. I learned one of those lessons."

I let it go. She deserved to have some secrets, but maybe someday she would open enough to share them with me.





Chapter 12

Gwen

I had to give the devil his due. Colt seemed to have a way of seeing through me. He could tell I was holding back, but he was patient, at least to a certain extent. He was completely right. I had run out on him, and that wasn't something he deserved. He'd been nothing but kind to me. I realized then, with a certain amount of shock, that the entire conflict between Colt and myself was my own doing. I was the one with the hasty condemnation, based on someone else entirely. I was the one with headstrong goals that weren’t practical. Worse yet, I had closed off my normally loving, generous, emotional heart to all males in general. In short, I was bitter. How could I set that example for my daughter? How could she ever hope to find a fulfilling, loving relationship with a man when my actions, body language, and disposition told her to stay away? When had I become so judgmental?

These realizations did not come easily to me. In school, things had seemed to always work out in my behalf. I got used to it, assuming that they were testimony to the fact that I was right. How foolish was that? Things also work out for people who are bad and wrong. Paul Romano was such an example. For that matter, take the man who was there beside me at that moment. To my knowledge, he'd never done anything to hurt anyone and yet he was on trial for having done just that. The worst part was, he had been set up and lies were told about him. The judge found him innocent, but society found him guilty. Or, was it only me who found him guilty?

He was watching me and while he couldn't guess as to the extent of what I was thinking, I believe he knew I was being thoughtful. And well I should be. I motioned to the sofa. "Would you sit back down for a few minutes before you leave?" I knew he hadn't mentioned leaving, but there were always certain points in conversation, little milestones where both parties find it polite to express their appreciation and take their leave. This was one of those points, but I decided I didn't want him to go quite yet.

"Sure," he smiled and sat down, extending a hand in my direction to bring me down next to him. How could he be so continually affable when I had treated him so poorly? Now was my time to remedy that.

"I think I may owe you an apology," I said quietly to which he snapped his head and shoulders backward, mocking me with incredulity. "No, no I really mean that. You've pointed out all along that I've made you my enemy and for no good reason. I don't know what it is, maybe your being here and maybe your being around Carrie, but I think you're right. Something happened, and I won't go into details, but it took away the innocence and trust I felt for others. To be very honest, I didn't see it in myself. You were the one who pointed it out. I owe you for that. For what it's worth, I'm sorry. You've given more than what’s been fair to me and I haven't given much back if anything." I didn't know what else to say. The words came hard and this surprised me. I'd always been so easy going. Somewhere I had grown hard inside and that made speaking difficult as it always is when you're wrong.

"Thank you for that. I will be very honest with you. I'm not a man who’s been known for his kindness, rather his efficiency and determination."

I laughed. "Determination? No, say it isn't so," I teased him.

"Nevertheless, you opened up a little and I think it is only fair that I open up likewise. So, what I'm admitting to you, is that maybe I should have pulled back and respected your boundaries better. I aggravated whatever was bothering you and that didn't help things. But all that said, I want to be with you. I don't want to be with anyone else. I'm guessing you're afraid that I'll see you as a conquest and once you’ve surrendered, then I'll grow bored and move on?"

"You do have that reputation."

He was silent for a few long moments and then said in a very soft voice, "Someone did that to you once, didn't they?"

I looked at the floor but couldn't bring myself to nod. It was too humiliating, and the memories hurt as they flooded back into the front of my consciousness. He reached over and tapped my arm lightly.

"It's okay. We don't need to talk about it. But that doesn't change what I said. I do want to be with you, and I am determined person. So, I'm going to pull you over and kiss you now. I'm giving you advanced warning, so you can bolt from the room if necessary," he grinned, mocking me, "but I sincerely hope that you choose to stay put. Here we go now, here's the countdown, 3-2-1!"

I saw his hands move toward me and felt them as they grabbed my upper arms pulling me gently, but steadily toward him. I looked up at him, questioning, but his eyes were already closed as he bent and kissed me. It wasn't a simple or chaste kiss but one filled with desire and masculine triumph. What had begun as a lighthearted exchange had quickly boiled into a thick, heated need for one another. We entered that other world, the one without time or consequence. I never felt his hands as they pulled my shirt over my head or slid down the zipper of my skirt. All I knew was that I wanted him naked. The lamplight in the room was dim, and I looked at his body as he sat facing me. His shoulders were muscled and wide and tapered to a narrow waist. His upper arms were fluid extensions of his muscled chest, the veins standing up slightly from the skin. He had a ghost of a shadowy beard, mostly along the sides of his cheeks. I realized how sexy that was and wanted to feel those whiskers against my smooth skin. His brilliant blue eyes contrasted with the black hair that now had fallen forward, and they delivered a tantalizing, sexy look. And then my eyes traveled lower.

There was no mistaking that he felt the need, and that need was for me. His penis was fully erect, the veins standing out as the blood coursed through it, making it pulse with desirability. In some strange, primitive way, I couldn't help myself, but I lunged forward and put my hands around it, feeling him jerk from the sudden contact. Instead of pulling away, his hips moved toward me, as though he wanted to penetrate me without further delay. I put one hand on his chest and shook my head. "No, let me."

His eyes widened at the import of what I was saying. I bent down and placed my tongue on his reddened tip, running it around the circumference before sliding it into my mouth. I could feel the pulsing increase and he tasted slightly salty. I'd never done anything like that before and I wondered if I was doing it correctly. I open one eye as I quickly glanced at him. His eyes were half-shuttered, his head rolled back in passion. I let instinct take over. In that world we'd entered where there was no time, there was no accountability for the actions that followed. We only managed quick flashes of awareness, as when I realized what I needed to do to him, he felt he needed to do likewise. We fell upon each other's bodies, exploring with tongues and lips and fingers that felt for responses and then revisited to increase the desire until neither of us could stand it any longer. There was a flash of realization as I felt him enter me, gently and yet with an insistence that I couldn't deny. He fed me with himself, stroking me inside of my vaginal walls, twisting his hips so as not to miss an iota of tender flesh. He drove slowly, but insistently, from time to time stiffening when he reached my terminus. It felt exquisite.

There wasn't much room to maneuver on that little sofa of ours, but Colt made the most of it, consuming me from above. His hands fed my full breasts into his mouth and there, his lips and sucking tongue took over. Every time the tip of his tongue brushed my nipple, it was soft, creating a feathery explosion in my depths. He followed that with another stroke, the off-and-on contrast between the two driving my mind and senses into a sphere that hovered somewhere above us. I didn't think about recriminations, I didn't think about anything but Colt and what he was doing to me. I raised my hips to meet each thrust. I couldn't seem to get him deep enough or the flesh of our groins flat enough against one another to feel fulfilled. Perhaps that was the way it was intended, that the act was built of desire and lack of fulfillment. No, I was wrong, in those next moments, I felt the pressure building somewhere in my hips, the stimulation against the soft flesh of my clitoris. He was very aware of what he was doing to me, indeed I opened my eyes and saw him watching my face. He alternated in depth, in speed, and in the amount of flesh that touched between us. His hands came down and lifted my buttocks to an angle that allowed him to penetrate me more deeply, more rapidly and with greater finesse. Then we entered that world where the sky is filled with stars, you're not aware of breathing but only the exquisite breaking of shudders as they ripple through your body, making you convulse as you give in to them. I looked at his face briefly, his head thrown back, the muscles in his neck standing out and throbbing as he found his own world beyond. He jerked and held his body rigid, unwilling to interrupt their flow until they had subsided. 

Colt opened his eyes and looked at me then and we exchanged a knowing glance. It was a look of lovers who recognized they’d found their partner in all things. Colt’s arms came down and slid beneath my back, lifting me as he rolled me atop him. I laid there along the length of his body, his skin damp from exertion. We were both breathing heavily, and he wrapped his arms tightly around me as well as his heavy leg and thigh encasing me as much as possible. We needed that touch. We needed that closeness, that lack of separation. We fought for it.

After some time, the ecstasy passed and we returned to our bodies. There was a short, uncomfortable moment when we realized there was nowhere else to go but down, back into our bodies, back into that awkward routine of conversation between us. He kissed me to ease the passing, and I wanted to climb into his skin and stay there with him forever. 

Finally, I pushed at his chest and softly asked him to let me get up. In one movement, I rose to my feet, my hands lifting my heavy hair and rolling it into a bun tucked at the back of my head. My body needed ventilation, the sheen of perspiration and residual warmth from his body begged for cool air. I knew what I wanted but was hesitant; would he misunderstand?

"Would you like to take a shower with me?" I asked tentatively.

He didn't misunderstand; he didn't think I was trying to wash his fluids from my skin. We both wanted to feel fresh and clean and so he nodded and followed me and we crowded into the tiny standup shower. We took turns soaping one another's bodies and laughed as I tried to wash his thighs, but the cramped space caused me to slip and fall to the bottom of the shower stall.

He laughed loudly and bent to rescue me, lifting me up off my feet. He kissed my thighs and my womanhood and up the trail of my body to my nipples and into that soft space in my throat that throbbed when he made love to me. He slowly allowed me down to my feet and then wrapped his body around me.

"I wanted you so badly," he said softly, and I nodded, knowing.

We finally shut off the cooling water and wrapped in towels, taking turns drying one another's backs. He began pulling on his clothes and I went into the small bedroom, peered at Carrie and then drew a sleep shirt and a pair of fresh panties from the drawer. "I'm sorry, but I can't invite you to stay. There just isn't any room."

"I know," he said in a resigned tone. "But it was wonderful, you’re wonderful, and I want you more right now than I did before."

His words were reassuring and made me feel safe and wanted. I let them settle down over me like a warm furry robe.

"I'm going to leave you now,” he said. "I will see you tomorrow, so get in there and get a good night’s sleep." His voice was teasing in a pseudo-parent’s way. I nodded in response. Both of us seemed to hesitate to go back into that verbal world where we crossed swords. For the moment we were content, we were together, and it was enough. 

He went to the door, opened it, and turned to say, “I will see you tomorrow." I nodded, and he left. I skipped over to the door and placed my ear against the wood, listening to his footsteps as he descended the three flights of stairs until he reached the ground. I scooted to the window and watched him leave, climbing into his car and pulling into traffic and then finally he was nothing more than a pair of taillights that blended in with all the others. Sad that he was gone, I hugged myself and climbed beneath the covers of my bed. With a deep sigh, I was soon asleep.





Chapter 13

Coulter

I hated leaving Gwen. Her daughter was adorable, and I’d felt something unique when I held her. As an only child, I’d never been around children. It triggered something in me. I knew what Gwen triggered in me; that was completely clear.

I couldn’t figure out why she found it necessary to hide Carrie from me, and from others. I supposed she still carried her small-town stigma about single mothers. I knew she never married the father. It was one of the things I checked.

I decided to drive around the city before I went back to the condo. I felt restless, an unfamiliar feeling for someone whose workload was always quadruple what normal men worked. I did it deliberately. I had plans of being a permanent bachelor and whatever women would come and go through my life would be temporary. Now I was feeling a draw toward one single woman, and this was a totally new experience for me. It felt like things were moving quickly, almost dizzily, but that’s who I was. When I set my mind to something, I wasted no time. Too many things, really good things, had been lost due to hesitation. I had no plans of losing Gwen, ever.

I drove toward the lakeshore and found a vantage point where I could park looking out over the water. I could see boats making port in the distance and there was even a flash of lightning as a storm was approaching from the west. I decided at that moment that I would buy a boat, one large enough to handle the rough waters of Lake Michigan and sleep a half-dozen people. I knew nothing about boating, but I could hire people who did. I would take Gwen and Carrie with me. Hell, I would even invite Buddy and that ditzy Bitsy roommate. We could go up the coast on both states, making port in towns that looked interesting. I’d heard there were some beautiful sightseeing locations along Lake Superior. I decided I would begin looking the next day and felt a little excited at the anticipation.

My cell buzzed in my pocket and I quickly grabbed it, thinking it was Gwen calling to tell me good night. It was a number I didn’t recognize, and I came close to sending it to voicemail. It was my private number, though, and unless someone had misdialed accidentally, I had no idea who it would be. Then came one of those little voice moments that told me to take the call.

“Hello?”

“Is this Colt Stillman?”

“Who is calling please?”

“I’m sorry, but the law requires I verify that this is Colt Stillman.” I was puzzled, it wasn’t as if they could serve you legal papers over the phone.

“Yes, this is he. With whom am I speaking?”

“Mr. Stillman, your name and number are listed as emergency contacts for Mr. William Clark?”

“Buddy! What’s wrong?”

“Mr. Stillman, your friend has been involved in a very serious automobile accident. My name is Mrs. Green and I am a social worker at Mount Mercy Hospital. We are trying to locate a next of kin or emergency contact individual to come in. Would you be available?”

“Oh, shit! Is he alive?”

“Mr. Stillman, I apologize, but I’m unable to release any personal information over the telephone. I would need you to come in with a picture ID. I’m sure you understand.”

“Dammit, tell me! Is he still alive?”

“The only thing I can say, Mr. Stillman, is that I am not calling you for mortuary services. Does that help?”

“Where do I find you?”

“Give them your name at the emergency desk and they’ll page me. That’s Mrs. Green, Marjorie Green. I’ll expect to see you soon.”

I already had the car in reverse and spun out getting onto to the road. Luckily, Mount Mercy wasn’t far and it was late, so the traffic was light. I swung into the emergency parking and sprinted through the doors to the reception desk. “Mrs. Green, I’m here to see her. Tell her it’s Colt Stillman. She’s expecting me.”

“Please have a seat in that first conference room on the left and she’ll be in to see you,” the woman there said, pointing down the hallway. I looked around the waiting room quickly but there was no one there I recognized. I must have been Buddy’s only emergency contact. I found the room and went in, pacing until the Green woman came in.

“Won’t you have a seat, Mr. Stillman?”

“I’d rather stand if you don’t mind,” I told her firmly.

“If you wish, but I have some papers for you to sign. That might be easier if you’re seated.”

I felt a sick dread in my gut and did as she asked. Whipping out my wallet, I extracted my license and slid it across the table toward her. “My picture ID,” I commented.

She took it and stood, clasping it in her hand. “I need to copy this, I’ll be right back.”

Jesus, this is like being in court! I knew I was agitated. Why the hell couldn’t the woman just tell me what shape he was in? She was back in a matter of moments according to the clock on the wall, although it felt like hours. Why did every hospital room have a clock? To tally your misery?

Mrs. Green slid my license back across the table. “Thank you, hospital rules and I understand your frustration. Your friend, Mr. Clark is alive. He was involved in an accident earlier this evening and paramedics were forced to extract him from his vehicle with cutting equipment. From what I understand, his car rolled over an embankment a number of times and he was unconscious when he was brought in. I really don’t have any more information than that for you right now because I’m not medically qualified to give you diagnosis or prognosis. You will, however, be able to speak to the doctors. Mr. Clark is still being examined and treatment determined.”

I heaved a sigh that he was alive… for the time being. “Where is he?”

“He is still in the ER, pending tests and I suspect will be either sent to surgery or ICU depending on the results and what sort of treatment is required. I will not candy coat this, Mr. Stillman. Your friend is in very critical condition—I’ve seen the charts often enough to note that. He has not regained consciousness as far as I’m aware. We found this card in his wallet while looking for identification.” She held it up and I recognized his Stillman Enterprises business card. She turned it over and there was handwriting on the back.

“May I?”

“Of course,” and she handed it over.

Essentially it was Buddy’s request that I be contacted and treated as medical power of attorney in case of emergency. He had no other family. He listed Mason’s phone number for the documentation, including a DNR requesting that life-saving measures beyond immediate requirements not be provided. I was blown away. His entire life was in my hands and his wishes stipulated on the back of a lousy business card.

“Mr. Stillman, you should know that Mr. Clark’s license is marked giving permission for his participation in the donor program, should he not survive.”

“Don’t!”

“I’m sorry?”

“Don’t say those words to me. Not now. Buddy is flesh and blood and like a brother to me. He has a hundred people who care about him, even if they aren’t blood relations. Do not refer to him as a corpse in your donor kitchen, do you understand?”

“But, Mr. Stillman, it’s important…”

“I said, do-not! If your services are required by me, I will let you know. In the meantime, I want to talk to the doctors and I will be consulting with a few of my own.”

“Mr. Stillman, doctors must have privileges with Mount Mercy to be able to treat patients here. That’s the law.”

“Then I’ll move him out. Whatever. Now, let me see him and his doctors.”

I knew I was being a jerk, but I’d learned how to deal with places like hospitals. You had to put your foot down and be assertive otherwise they’d wander around at their own pace and bombard you with rules designed to raise your tab while they practiced with their diagnostic toys. That wasn’t going to happen to Buddy—not on my watch.

“Mr. Stillman, if you will… there are a number of papers here we need you to sign.”

“What are they?”

“Mostly permissions for treatment, release of liability, the standard forms patients sign on admission.”

“Hold on to them. My attorney will be here shortly, and I will bring in my own people as second opinions.”

“Mr. Stillman, you do realize that we can’t proceed with treatment unless these forms are signed?”

I slammed my hand on the table and leaned over it, coming close to her face. I could tell she was alarmed and I didn’t give a shit. “Now listen. I don’t know you and you probably haven’t heard of me. We don’t run in the same circles, you and I. I will tell you this, however. There is a wing in this hospital that my family paid to have built. We endorsed major equipment acquisition here for treating children. In short, Ms. Green, your administrator will not be happy with the way I’m being treated. I don’t give a rat’s ass about your rules. My best friend in the world is in that ER of yours and you will treat him, with or without my signature on these god-damned papers, do you understand? My attorney will be here in a matter of minutes when I make the call, and you can expect the best and the brightest doctors to be arriving shortly thereafter. Why? Because they, Ms. Green, do know who I am and not to interfere with me or my orders. Have I made myself clear?”

Whether she responded from fear, or realization of the truth I spoke, it didn’t matter. Time was passing, and I didn’t know how much Buddy had left. “Go!” I shooed her away and slid out my cell.

I called Mason and while I waited for him to arrive, I made a few calls to friends of my father’s who were tops in their fields. Several were at Mayo and I sent my corporate jet to pick them up. They could be on site in a matter of a couple of hours. I hoped Buddy had that long.

Mrs. Green left the consultation room and returned, a visitor’s pass in her hand. “This will get you into his room but stay out of the way and do what the nurses tell you to,” she said briefly and left. I figured she was out of the way for the time being.

Pushing through the double doors, I found the cubicle marked on the pass and staggered when I saw Buddy. He was on a ventilator and his head almost totally bandaged. As I came closer to the bed, I could see his features were badly bruised and swollen beyond recognition. If I hadn’t known where to find him, I would have passed this man by. A bank of equipment with lights and beeps surrounded him and his arms sprouted a dozen or so wires from beneath the blankets. He was a fucking mess!

A nurse came in and looked at me, so I pulled out the pass. “Only a couple of minutes. We’re getting ready to take him for a CT scan.”

“I’d like to see his doctors,” I told her.

“I’m sorry. They’re with other patients right now and they really can’t tell you anything until the tests results are back. Now, if you’ll step out, Mr. Stillman, was it? I need to check his bandages for seepage and this won’t be pleasant.”

“I can take it. I’m not going anywhere.”

She looked doubtful, but shrugged and nodded, turning to her work. I backed off and stood in the far corner out of her way. She was right—it was a helluva nasty sight. I couldn’t imagine that Buddy was still alive, given what I saw.

When she finally left the room, I stepped closer to the bed. He was unconscious and, on a ventilator, but I bent low and whispered to him. “Buddy, it’s me, Colt. I’m here and I’m not leaving. I’ve got the big guys on the way and they’re going to make sure you’re up and around in time to come to work on Monday, you hear? Just relax—I’ve got this.”

The words rang loudly in my head. That’s what Buddy always said to me, “I’ve got this.” Well, it was my turn.

 





Chapter 14

Gwen

I awakened with sunshine emanating from my soul. I never thought I could feel that happy again. In fact, it was better than it could have ever been with Paul. I was in love, but it was on my terms. It doesn’t get any better than that. 

Carrie seemed to sense my light mood and pulled up on the side of the crib and clearly said, “Mama.” I was thrilled and swept her into my arms as I headed for the kitchen to make our breakfasts.

Bitsy was groggy on the sofa. She normally didn’t get in until one or two in the morning, so I let her sleep. It was tough to be quiet with a baby and an open kitchenette that never had enough room for noisy pans. Carrie, having mastered her vocabulary, was repeating “Mama” over and over. I sat her in her high chair and gave her some small bits of grapes and a warm bottle of oatmeal. I broke two eggs into the warped frying pan and I think the smell of breakfast is what got Bitsy off the sofa. 

“Hi,” she greeted me, sitting up on the sofa, rubbing her eyes and turning in my direction. “Is that my girl calling for Mama?” she chortled to Carrie.

“We’ve created a monster, I’m afraid. She thinks she has two mamas and of course you know what that makes other people think.”

Bitsy’s head cocked to one side. “Never thought of it like that.”

“So, listen, as soon as these eggs are done, I’m off to work. Metallica has some consultants coming in from some of our bigger lines and I’ve been asked to sit in. It’s sort of a pain, but more of an honor. I’m going to run late tonight, so I’ll check in with Mrs. Heathrow and make sure she can take Carrie off your hands when you leave for work.”

“Works for me. I’m headed to the bathroom and then I’ll fry myself some eggs. That smells good.”

I nodded and soon scooted Carrie into my arms and got her ready for the day, my eyes glued to the clock. Colt had promised to call, and he knew I had to be at work. I sort of expected him to have already texted me or something.

I put Carrie in the playpen and slid on my shoes. 

Bitsy was fully awake and looking around. “I noticed some fancy trash in the kitchen. You have company?”

“You know very well who,” I grinned and said.

“We need another bedroom.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” I said and winked as I left.





Chapter 15

Coulter

Although I had the best people money could buy, it was pure anguish to watch Buddy lie there, unconscious with me unable to help him. I wracked my brain to come up with solutions. I had the jet standing by and could have flown him anywhere in the world if it would have helped. My doctors told me he was too fragile to be moved and after consulting with the staff doctor at Mount Mercy, they assured me he was in the best situation possible and only time would make the difference in his outcome.

I wasn’t allowed to sit in the ICU room with him, and I understood that. I took up post, instead, in the family waiting room on the same hall. While his body had sustained cuts and skeletal damage, it was his head injury that caused the greatest concern. When they came in to tell me they were taking him into the operating room to drill a hole through his skull, I thought it was all over. They explained they were releasing pressure from the swelling and even if he made it through the surgery, they would keep him in a coma to put the least demands on his body. I paced and thought and then repeated it. Finally, it occurred to me that Bitsy should know and perhaps it could even be a good influence for him to hear her voice. I texted her and in less than forty-five minutes she came into the waiting room, little Carrie in a stroller and a diaper bag over her shoulder. “They won’t let me in to see him,” she told me.

I nodded. “I know. They’re about to take him into surgery and release pressure from the swelling on his brain. I’m sorry about all this,” I said, motioning to the room in which we sat, “but they tell me he can’t be moved elsewhere so this is what we have to work with.”

Bitsy followed by glance and looked around. “I’m sorry? I don’t understand what’s wrong?”

I realized that to Bitsy, this rather unknown hospital was what she was accustomed to. I would have had him in a private suite at Mayo if they’d let me.

What the hell am I saying? What an ass I’ve turned into—an arrogant, privileged ass.

“What can I do?” Bitsy asked, her kindly eyes filled with empathy and dampness on her cheeks. She’s really not so bad, I thought. She seems to really care about him.

“Nothing, right now. It’s out of our hands.” I sat forward in my chair. “Look, Bitsy. Buddy has the best I can get for him. He’s going to get worse before he gets better—they tell me that’s normal. But he will come out of this—that much I promise you. Between you and I, we will bring him back if we have to suction his consciousness right out of his nostrils!”

She laughed at that and I was glad to see we could relax and be less morose. It made the waiting that much easier. That was a good thing because there was plenty of it to be done.

 





Chapter 16

Gwen

Metallica was in her element. She reigned like a queen over her subjects as the consultants fought for her attention and I stood by silently, doing her bidding and learning. I’d yet to ever see her smile, but the radiance on her face came as close to it as I suppose she was capable.

It was, however, exhausting. There was so much to remember and although I sat in the corner and furiously took notes, at some point it all began to run together.

I was having problems concentrating and Colt was the reason why. I’d emerged from my building that morning, having completely forgotten that my car was still marooned at work and not running. To my immense surprise, my car was sitting in the parking lot, clean, detailed and filled with gas. I used my spare key to open it and there was a gold keyring on the seat, inscribed with my initials. There was also a second set of keys and an envelope with my name on it.

“Stop by Waltham’s on your way home. There’s a little something there I want you to have. I don’t want any strangers giving you rides home—they could decide they want to stay!”

I had no idea what kind of place Waltham’s was, but it didn’t matter because I was running late, and my car was safely in my hands. I turned the key and the engine answered like a knight on a white horse.

Colt had probably ordered that all done the day before, even before he slept with me. He had planned to leave me marooned, after all. Why wasn’t he calling?

Then I knew. 

He’d seen me—the real me. He’d seen where and how I lived in that shoddy, little, odd apartment with the cracks in the ceiling and tiny shower with rust stains. He knew he couldn’t have me lugging Carrie around on my hip on dates and that he certainly wasn’t going to spend the night at my place—not when the only place to sleep was half of a cramped bed with a young child staring over the crib railing at him.

Of course! What a fool I’d been! I’d allowed myself to forget, in the space of one cozy little evening, that men were all the same. They used you, like a cat toy. They flirted and bragged and promised, when all along, all they wanted to know was how good you were in bed and whether they should brag about you to their locker room buddies or try to forget they’d ever touched you.

When would I ever learn?

Metallica was looking in my direction and I could tell I’d been drifting mentally and not paying attention. I struggled to pick up the thread of conversation and realized the meeting had come to an end and she’d asked me to show out the guests. I scrambled to comply and as I shook hands and let the last one out the door, I turned around to see her glaring at me.

“You had better things to do?” she barked, and the store grew quiet as both customers and employees stopped what they were doing to hear me getting chewed out. I knew my face was flaming. This was all Stillman’s fault—he’d gotten in the way of my career, just as Paul had ruined my dreams.

I choked back tears and felt my phone vibrating and then it stopped, only to repeat fifteen seconds later. It was Bitsy! Something was wrong and that was our signal to find a place and call.

I apologized to Metallica and pretended to cry so I could run to the ladies’ room. She seemed appeased by my obedience and let me go, glaring at the others in the store to remind them who was queen.

I locked myself in a stall and quickly called Bitsy. “What is it? What’s wrong? Is Carrie okay?”

“She’s fine. I need you to come to Mount Mercy Hospital, fifth-floor waiting room. Buddy was in a car wreck and he’s hurt bad. They’ve got him in surgery and you need to pick up Carrie and take her to Mrs. Heathrow’s. Hurry.”

Bitsy hung up and I was left there, my mouth open as I tried to absorb what she’d said. I washed my hands and emerged from the ladies’ room, heading straight for Metallica’s office. Tapping on the glass, she looked up and nodded for me to come in.

“I’m sorry to disturb you but I need to talk to you.”

Her eyes widened and then narrowed. She thought I’d come to apologize and throw myself at her feet.

“I have to go, now. You never asked, and I have never shared that I have a baby, Metallica. My roommate and I work opposite shifts so she’s cared for properly but there’s been an emergency and I have to go and pick her up. I’m sorry I never told you and I’m sorry about what happened back there in the meeting. I know you’re angry and I hope we can talk when I get back.” The words spilled out of my mouth like an overflowing river—the flood getting broader and broader as I revealed more. Her response was blunt.

“Leave now.”

I didn’t stop to sort out whether that meant to leave now because I had trouble, or because she didn’t want me to be there or come back. I’d have to figure it all later, but right then, I needed to get to my daughter and my best friend.

I pulled away from the curb distracted and a car honked behind me, letting me know I’d been careless. Pull it together, I told myself and headed toward the hospital. In the next second, I turned the corner, deciding to drop by the apartment which was only a couple of blocks away. I would pick up some extra things for Bitsy and pack a quick bag for Carrie. I’d also check in with Mrs. Heathrow. I hoped she’d take Carrie early, so I could go back and see if I still had a job.

It started to rain; great plops of water from over-burdened clouds and that only added to the dramatic misery I was about to live through.

Once upstairs, I stopped dead in my tracks.

Our apartment door was standing open. Bitsy hadn’t left it that way in a hurry—no, this was more. Much more. At a glance, I could see the lock had been damaged and I poked my head around the door to peek inside. It was chaos. The kitchen drawers were pulled open and contents raked onto the floor. The sofa cushions overturned and slashed, their stuffing ripped into shreds on the carpet. My bedroom was a complete disaster: drawers overturned, bedding shredded into strips and worst of all, my beautiful new wardrobe had been slit into grossly barbaric pieces and the smell of urine was fresh and damp upon their cloth. The only things that weren’t touched were those belonging to Carrie. Her crib, playpen, clothes and other necessities were untouched.

I stared in horror. This was not a random act by a burglar. No, this was intentional and directly aimed at me. The fact that Carrie’s possessions were left untouched spoke volumes. I could feel a panic begin to rise and knew that I didn’t have the luxury of giving into it. I had to find the things I needed in the apartment and take them with me to the hospital. I needed to get to my daughter and not waste any more time. I grabbed an extra diaper bag, stuffing her little things into it. In the kitchen, I made some quick bottles for her and packed them into my baby cooler. The dresser where Bitsy kept her clothing had been rifled through, but nothing had been destroyed. Apparently, whoever had done this wasn’t angry with her—they were angry with me. My hands shaking, I pulled together an extra set of clothes for her and threw them in a paper bag. My luggage in hand, I shut the door and locked it securely, although it was a joke since the lock had been destroyed.

Mrs. Heathrow said she would be only too glad to take Carrie early. I did not tell her about the mess upstairs. No one would discover it unless they went up there and the less said about it the time being, the better. I didn’t have time to make a police report or to clean up the mess.

As I drove to the hospital, the few names of people I knew in town rolled through my mind. Obviously, Bitsy and her boyfriend, Buddy, were out of the question. That left our small group of friends we partied with, but nothing had happened recently that would’ve triggered that sort of invasion. I was down to the people at work. Most of the salespeople were on an as-needed basis, polite and supportive as far as work went. I knew this was beneath Metallica and after all, she had been with me when it probably took place.

That left one person, and only one. That left the one person who could not take no for an answer from me. That one person inserted himself continually in my private life. That man overrode my decisions in favor of his own and he was entirely casual in getting what he wanted. Was this some left-handed attempt to make me more dependent on him? I remembered the note he’d left on the car seat. I looked up the name of the company he told me to visit. Waltham’s, as I remembered. The note was still lying in the seat next to me and as I drove, I double checked the name and then used the search function on my cell phone while sitting at a stoplight to track it down.

It was a Mercedes dealership. The man had bought me a car. I knew it as sure as I was sitting there, my hands shaking as the realization that I had once again lost control of my life began to sink in on me. I was in serious trouble this time. This man was powerful—he had connections and could make anything happen. He never bragged, but I knew. There was just that way about him. His people were connected; he was a man who knew how to use money. And I was his target. The horror of my predicament left me breathless.

I pulled into the parking lot of Mount Mercy Hospital, found an empty place, and picked up the bag with Bitsy’s belongings. I went inside and up to the fifth floor as she had instructed me. There was a pair of double swinging doors at the end of the hallway with a large sign that denied admittance. Just before the door was a small room with a glass wall, and as I approached, I saw Bitsy sitting in one of the chairs, her legs crossed and her face in her hands. I knew Buddy was still alive or she would not have been waiting.

“Bitsy! How’s Buddy? Are you holding up? Come here to Mama, Baby,” I said, holding out my arms to take Carrie. I heard a male clearing his throat and turned around to see the man who had just destroyed our apartment sitting in the same room!

My hands began to shake, and I could only stare at him, trying to read his face, define any sign of why he had done it. He was extremely intelligent and a gifted actor, that much I knew. He’s got to know I’ve been by the house, doesn’t he? Maybe not. He looked exhausted and was wearing the same clothes he’d worn the night before with me. I knew I had to respond somehow if only to keep them calm until I could escape. I nodded. “Hello. How is Buddy? It’s great that you’re here for him. Do you know what happened?”

He must’ve felt the force field I was sending out to keep him away because he stood but didn’t approach me. “Hi. It seems like weeks since I’ve seen you. I got the call last night on my way home,” he explained. “I don’t know too many details about the accident, but his car flipped several times down an embankment and they had to cut them out.”

I heard Bitsy gasp behind me. Obviously, that was the first she’d heard about it. “I’m so glad they got him out in time. How badly is he hurt?”

Colt shook his head. “We don’t know. They’ve taken him into surgery and he’ll be in there for a while. They’re drilling a hole to release the pressure from his brain swelling, but they need to keep him in there in case that doesn’t work, and they need to do more. I’ve only just gotten back. Bitsy stayed to be on hand, but I went to grab some breakfast. I’m glad you’re here. Carrie shouldn’t be in this place.”

More like you went to grab some things in my apartment, I thought to myself but said, “She’s going with me now.” I turned to look at Bitsy. “Listen, I’ll keep Carrie with me or make other arrangements. You don’t worry about anything. Just be here for Buddy. I’ll take care of the rest.” She had no idea of the significance of my last sentence. It was my job to protect her, just as I did Carrie. I would clean up the apartment and she would never know what happened. I had no way to prove what I believed had taken place, and engaging Stillman at this point could prove rather dangerous. “Well, give Buddy a kiss for me. I need to go.” Without another word, I took the carriage handle and wheeled Carrie down the hallway toward the elevators. I heard my name called behind me. It was Stillman. The elevators opened, and I pushed the carriage inside, pretending I hadn’t heard. My escape had just begun.

I parked Carrie with Mrs. Heathrow, telling her that I was going to paint our apartment and it would be better if Carrie wasn’t in the fumes. Her face was puzzled but she didn’t ask any questions and I didn’t offer any further explanations. Step one had begun.

I pulled the box of large trash bags from beneath the kitchen sink and started in my room. With a broken heart, I gathered the soiled fabrics and stuffed them into the bags, lining the full bags up in the hallway outside the door. The room stank from the urine and once I’d finished salvaging what was left undamaged, I got a pan and thick dish gloves and scrubbed the room thoroughly. When that was done, I pulled my suitcases out from beneath the bed and began filling them with everything that hadn’t been destroyed. Carrie’s clothes went right in with my own. I took apart her crib, using plastic wire ties to lash the pieces together. From there I moved into the kitchen, once again washing and putting things away where they belonged and gathering garbage for the growing pile in the hallway. I looked at the sofa, but there was little I could do to salvage it. I ended up pulling a flat bed sheet from the linen closet and throwing it over the sofa like a cover, tucking it in around the cushions. There wasn’t much more I could do so I began my multiple trips down to the car and the dumpster until the apartment looked barren, but not so macabre. 

I took the time to sit down and write a note to Bitsy on the inside of a flattened cereal box. I told her I was sorry, but that I had brought danger in on her in the person of Colt Stillman. I didn’t go into detail, but she would see the sofa and know something had happened. I told her I was moving home again, that I was quitting my job. It was more likely my job had already quit me, but I didn’t need to explain that. I told her that as soon as I found work, I would send money for my share of the rent through the end of the lease and if I could spare it, a little extra so that she could ride the bus down and visit me and Carrie. I knew she had become attached to my daughter and I couldn’t just dump her that way. My closing words were to wish her well with Buddy and to beware of his friend. There was nothing left to say, so I scribbled my signature and wedged the cardboard into the edge of the cupboard door where she was sure to see it. I wasn’t sure what to do about the broken lock, so I went back inside and added a postscript to the note, telling her to have it fixed and to bill me for it. It was all I could do under the circumstances. 

I needed to leave town and not waste time. Colt had more than likely read the look on my face. I wasn’t safe. The man had money, connections and he was not stupid. I had nowhere else to go, but home.

With Carrie in the car seat and our belongings, or what was left of them, stowed in the trunk, we left the Chicago skyline in the rearview mirror. I felt the crushing disappointment that my dreams had failed.

Metallica had been curt, and I don’t think very surprised. In fact, I had probably saved her the trouble of firing me. It wasn’t so much that I’d lost control of the meeting, as it was that I’d withheld the information about Carrie. I suspected Metallica was not the motherly type and had hoped to see me as a career woman who would settle for nothing less. I would never give up my daughter, but I had to admit that solitude looked pretty good about then.

Goodbye Chicago. Goodbye Colt Stillman.

 





Chapter 17

Coulter

It was three weeks following Buddy’s accident and we were moving him into the best physical therapy complex I could find. Every patient was given a personal workup and the therapist to patient ratio was one to three. In between workouts, Buddy was served five-star meals and given massages by the industry’s best. I saw to it that he didn’t need to worry about a thing. Luckily, the surgery had worked and once the swelling reduced, Buddy regained consciousness on his own. Other than the physical therapy needed to regenerate his body strength and flexibility, he had come through it like a champ. He was strong and as I reminded him, I’d never had any doubt.

My commitment to my friend also required that I look after his business interests until he could return. It added considerably to my workload but I was more than willing to do it. I had no life of my own any longer, not since Gwen left.

Bitsy was probably the most loyal person I’d ever encountered. Not only was she there each and every day for Buddy, but she protected Gwen furiously and wouldn’t tell me a thing. While I was fairly sure Gwen had gone back to her family, what left me baffled was the reason why. We’d spent that wonderful evening together and I had felt the beginning of something new rising in my chest. It involved pride, a sense of belonging, and yes, love. Then came the accident and everything changed. 

I was breathing, there was no better way to describe it. I had opened my heart and trusted and for some reason, she turned her back on me and left, again. I spent long hours and many bourbons debating whether I should go after her. For the immediate future, it was out of the question. I was too busy with Buddy and his obligations. Then I had my own businesses to look after. All my permits had been restored and the busiest season for building was upon us. Whatever was wrong with Gwen, she needed to sort it out for herself. She needed to put some time and space between us. God, but I wish I knew what had her so terrorized. She didn’t trust me, that much was evident.

So, it was early winter, and Buddy was finally to the point where he could put a couple hours into work each day and was becoming stronger. He said they told him he would be himself again within a year, to just add to his duties gradually. He asked Bitsy to move in with him once he was able to go back to his condo. She hadn’t hesitated, and I didn’t blame her. Not only was he, in my opinion, one of the greatest guys on the planet, he needed her and she responded to that. I sent a couple of guys with her to the apartment to clear out her things, but they’d returned with an empty truck. She’d told them it wasn’t necessary, she was leaving almost everything behind in the dumpster. I guessed Buddy was her future and I wished them both success and good health.

That left me with Gwen. Over the interim months, I’d gone through a series of phases. At first, I had been puzzled by her disappearance. Bitsy was not forthcoming and there was no other explanation as far as I could find. I even sent my receptionist back to the dress shop and she asked for Gwen by name but was told that she no longer worked there and could someone else help her. It was a dead end.

Gwen had never picked up the car I bought her. I probably hadn’t handled that well. I should have given it to her face to face, but with Buddy’s accident, well, there just wasn’t an opportunity. I felt compelled to look after her and her child. Giving her safe transportation was a very small part of what I was willing to do.

The next phase I went through was anger. I asked myself what I had done to alienate her? Had I not been a good lover, or had I been too good? Had I reminded her of someone and was that someone the person who rooted the distrust in her? Had I ignored her? No, I didn’t think so. If anything, I had pursued her beyond the normal fashion. Maybe that was it. Maybe I didn’t give her the space she needed. Whatever it was, she was gone and that’s when I moved into the final phase.

I missed her. There was no simpler way of stating it. I was in love with the woman and the woman wanted nothing to do with me. Life became colorless for me. There was no longer any challenge in building a skyscraper or fighting with the unions. Money had never been an issue so making more seemed redundant. My parents could see the change in my attitude and asked me about it over long dinners at their house on weekends. I started going there more frequently than I had before, simply because it gave me a sense of belonging. I became the little boy who was homesick, how silly was that?

I tried dating other women. It didn’t work. They didn’t have her hair, her eyes, her mouth or that sweet, voluptuous body that had nestled against my back the night we spent together. I rejected each one in turn, almost to the point of cruelty before I finally called it quits and accepted the fact that there was no other woman who would ever make me happy again.

That left me with one choice. I had to find her, and I had to win her back. The finding part wasn’t hard. I put my guy on it and a couple of hours later, I had an address and phone number. I knew where she was. I told Peter to pack a bag and sent to him down to Brookfield. His job was to lay low but watch high, in a matter of speaking. He was my man on the ground and he reported to me at least six times a day. He found her but she was not aware of it. He made several inquiries in town and just as I had thought, there had been a man early on who was Carrie’s father. He had joined the Army and at some point, the Army decided they no longer wanted him. How that affected her, I wasn’t sure, but I wanted to be certain she was safe. That, too, for the meantime, was Peter’s job.

I had him scout out a location for a new business. I had no great thirst for starting yet another company, but I wanted a reason to move to Brookfield and to do my own watching. He found a manufacturing company that was on the edge of foreclosure. They produced health and beauty aids for generic brand labeling. The company should have expanded long before and that lack of foresight had led to the competition swallowing them. They held a few patents, which was a plus, but their equipment was antiquated and slow. Their employees were underpaid and frequently injured. In the normal course of things, they would have gone out of business through mere attrition. In my usual style, I was going to interfere with that. Thus, I bought Marshall Manufacturing.

I rented a car and wore sunglasses and a ball cap to disguise my appearance. I went by the name of Mr. Marshall, with Tom as my first name. The employees were told I was a cousin of the original founder and they accepted that without question. They were only too happy that I had become involved because it meant that their jobs were safe. I closed up my condo and moved to Brookfield, purchasing a large rustic cabin deep in the woods not far from the company. I had privacy fencing with security installed on the perimeter and for all purposes, became a hermit except for the time I spent at the factory. I was always in disguise, with only Peter knowing who I really was. I’d hired someone to take my place in the city until such time as Buddy was back up to full speed and would take over for me. I’d already decided to stay in Brookfield permanently.

I had a small staff at the cabin, people I brought with me who weren’t interested in local gossip. There was a housekeeper, a groundskeeper, a security man, and Peter lived in a guest cottage at the edge of the property. It seemed he had, in the course of investigating for me, met a young local girl and become quite enamored. He never let it interfere with his job and I allowed him to bring her onto the estate to stay with him at the cottage from time to time. It was a situation that seemed to meet everyone’s needs. Everyone, but me.

I revamped the entire plant, installing state-of-the-art equipment, instated the latest in production techniques, and gave salary increases with benefits including an on-site health club, restaurant, daycare, and a few shops. In many ways, working for me was better than living in town. I kept quality high and the prices dirt low. There was a waiting list for jobs as they opened up.

As much as I wanted to, I didn’t try to see Gwen. There was too great a chance she would see through my disguise and that would ruin everything. Once the plant was running smoothly, I put a supervisor in charge and retreated to the cabin. I sent Peter out to make sure that Gwen needed a job and was hired at Marshall Manufacturing. She was given an administrative job, one that gave her some managerial control. I thought that might help her to restore a bit of the insecurity she built since that first relationship. Word got back to me that she was doing well, in fact, she was very good at her job. She was well-paid, far above that of the others and for that reason, anyone who divulged their salary was instantly fired. I watched her now that I was on high. I watched her, and I waited for my chance.

 

 





Chapter 18

Gwen

Carrie and I were living with my parents in the sleepy town of Brookfield once again. It says somewhere that all roads lead back home again and I guess in my case, that was true. Carrie loved it. She thrived with the added attention that my parents lavished on her. Their house was large enough that we had separate rooms and Carrie began to walk if what somewhat unsteadily. Her room was filled with toys, the bounty she gained from my parents, my friends, and myself. Babies were like that. It made people feel better to see a baby play; maybe it was reliving their own childhood. There was no lack of babysitters, including my old friend, Patsy. She'd appeared on the horizon from the beginning, listening to my tales of woe and encouraging me that now that I was home again, things would work out okay.

I found a job at the local grocery store as a cashier. I was certainly overqualified but very grateful to have the job, so I made the best of it. My feet were a little sore at first, the long hours standing there, scanning people's purchases. But as it turned out, it was a good way to get reacquainted with the people I'd known and missed. They told me their aches and pains, their griefs, and broken hearts. I could relate. My own heart was broken. I still couldn't figure out what had turned Colt into the man who had destroyed my apartment in such a malicious, pointed way.

There were still phone calls to my parents’ house which when I answered, there were a few moments of breathing and then the line disconnected. There was no number to trace and no way to block it from a landline. I was stuck with it and suggested to my parents that they invest in cell phones and get rid of the landline entirely. Mom was rather excited by the idea, but dad, being a banker, saw no savings in changing. He’d done things the same way for a hundred years and he would continue for the next hundred. I couldn't blame him. There was a certain amount of security in doing things the same way.

My car had held up pretty well for its age. There were days when it wasn't quite as cooperative, and I had to walk to work. It didn't bother me. Even though it was cold, the air was refreshing, and it was good exercise. Dad always offered to drive me, but I refused. I didn't want to become dependent on anyone, not even my own father.

Mom and Dad had plans to go to their timeshare in Florida for the coldest part of the winter. They would be leaving right after Christmas. They had done this the past five years, but this year I would miss them especially. Carrie and I would have the house to ourselves, but somehow that felt a little spooky.

The mysterious phone calls continued. I knew they must be Colt. Only he had the persistence to carry it off. I missed him, I won't lie. Even though he had been intrusive to the point of irrational, I had gotten a little used to it and that evening we had spent together was the best of my life. I don't know what turned him that next morning and made him behave as he did. Perhaps I would never find out. It was one of those things I was dying to know, but afraid to find out.

Mom and Dad had left for Florida and Carrie and I moved to their downstairs bedroom. It helped to make things feel a little cozier in the big empty house. My job at the grocery store was becoming unbelievably boring, and it was only the thought of going home that kept the light at the end of the tunnel. I kept in touch with my friends and from time to time would ask one or two of the girls to come over and spend the night. We talked about old days and the boys we had known. One of the girls told me about job openings at the newly acquired Marshall Manufacturing. While I really wasn't interested in assembly line work, there was an outside chance that there might be an opening in their executive offices. I played around with the idea of applying but didn't act on it. One day, a young man came through the grocery line. He looked out of place, wearing an expensive topcoat and leather gloves. No one in Brookfield dressed like that, especially to go only to the grocery store. He was nice, good-looking, and very conversational.

I hadn't noticed him speaking to anyone else as he waited in line, but when he reached me, he couldn't seem to stop talking. I thought that was rather odd, except for the fact that he was dressed like an out-of-towner and couldn't understand how things operated. I could see he was rather uncomfortable, so I engaged in discussion, hoping to make him relax a little.

"So, you don't look like you're from around here," I began.

"No, you're right, I'm not."

"Maybe from Chicago?"

"Could be, something like that. You look familiar to me," he said.

"Really? Well, you're not from around here, I grew up here. Of course, there was a short stint when I lived in Chicago."

“What do you know. Maybe that’s where I saw you. You just looked so familiar to me."

“So, what brings you to Brookfield?" I was dragging out the discussion as long as I could. Oddly enough, he was buying 50 or so bottles of water, not in one handy pack, but in separate, individual bottles. I should've just counted them and multiplied that by one ring through, but we were having a conversation and it seemed sort of natural. 

"Oh, just business."

"Oh?"

"Yeah. I'm with the new manufacturing company. Well, it's not exactly new, but I got hired on as an assistant to the new manager."

“Wow, that's great for you. "

"Actually, you look and sound kind of overqualified to work here at the grocery store. Have you thought about putting an application with Marshall?"

"No, not really. I'm really not much of a line person." We both laughed as we realized he was in my line.

"Well, hey, you know, there are jobs in the offices. Maybe one of those would suit you better?"

He was looking at me directly and while he was being attentive, there was something odd about it. I knew I had become overly suspicious, especially since Mom and Dad left Florida, leaving Carrie and I to ourselves. "You know, I might just give them a call and see what's available."

“Oh, hey, that would be great. Tell you what," he said, reaching into his pocket and pulling on his business card, handing it in my direction. "Tell them I sent you and tell them I said to treat you right."

I laughed, accepting the card and sliding it into my jeans pocket. "I might just do that, don't be surprised if you see me around."

I thought about that man all afternoon as I worked. In fact, the more I thought about having a job that was less on my feet and took a little more brainpower, the harder my job as a cashier became. By the time I clocked out, I've made up my mind to try Marshall Manufacturing. After all, what did I have to lose?

* * *

The man across the desk from me held out his hand to shake. "Thank you very much for coming in, Gwen. Here is a packet of papers for you to complete, and we look forward to seeing you here on Monday. You did say that childcare would not be a problem, correct?"

"I did say that. And it won't be. Although, I think you weren't supposed to ask me that."

The man looked surprised, even embarrassed. I wondered if he was doing his job or had boned up on all the discrimination laws when it came to hiring people. I let it go, though, because it meant that I had a brand-new job Monday morning. As a matter of fact, I was going to be the assistant to Peter, the young man who had come through my checkout lane. I thought that not only ironic, rather fun. I thought we would get along well. Of course, I would have to teach him how to dress, but I figured he was a quick learner. Yes, he was going to be an interesting experience.

I picked up Carrie from the daycare on my way home. As usual, she burst into a big grin as she saw me, and as usual, I hugged and kissed her until I thought I couldn't stop. We had become very close, she and I, even though she only had a vocabulary of about twenty words which included “cookie, cereal, mama, grandma, grandpa."

It hurt me that there was no “dad," included, but the rest of us made up for what she may have missed not having him.

Carrie and I arrived back at my parents’ house. There was an envelope; the large, business kind, stuffed into the mailbox. It was so large they'd been unable to shut the mailbox door. I put Carrie on my hip and grappled with the envelope to get it out. There was no return address and the addressee was me and it was handwritten. I thought that was unusual and wondered who might be sending me a package. It wasn't as if I didn't live right there in town. 

We got inside, and I put Carrie in her playpen as I sat down with the bulky envelope. I questioned whether I should open something when I knew nothing about who sent it. The small town in me, trusting everyone said otherwise, so I went ahead. Inside I found hundreds of newspaper pages which had all been run through a shredder. This I found puzzling and dumped them all out in a pile on the floor. I sorted through a few, trying to find some puzzle matches so that I might understand if the stuffing was the purpose of the envelope, or whether there was something that had been merely cushioned by it in there. 

I could finally tell they were pages from the local newspaper here in Brookfield. I found the date on one; it was two years previous. Beyond that, it was impossible to gather anything that was recognizable. The newspaper was brittle, which told me that it was all old, something I found more than a little creepy. I bundled it all together, stuffed it back into the envelope and threw it into the trash can in the driveway. I didn't even want it in the house.

Once I got back into the house, Carrie was crying and the whole experience was very unnerving. I had no idea why someone would send me an envelope full of shredded newspaper clippings. Apparently, they had some sort of significance to whoever set them, but I had no clue. Was this another act, was it his way of telling me that he was watching me? Could he be this sick? 

I found that thought frightening and wished my parents weren’t in Florida. There was no one to look out for me and no one to look after Carrie if something happened to me. I just didn't know what I was dealing with. It was all so uncertain. After dinner that night, I put Carrie to bed early. I sat for a long time in the front room looking out the window and going through the suspects in my mind once again. The more I thought, the more panicked I became and the bigger the house felt. I scrambled for my phone and tapped Patsy’s number. 

"Patsy, I'm going to ask you something rather silly, but please, help me out if you can. Could you come? Could you come and stay with Carrie and me for a while?"

"Well, I guess I could. Why? What's wrong?"

"I don't want to go into the whole story right now. But something came in the mail today and it really freaked me out. It worries me."

"No problem. I love that big old house. And it would be a treat to come stay with you. It would be just like old times."

"Good. Then I'll expect to see you soon."

"I'll be there."

 





Chapter 19

Coulter

“Did you give her the job?” I asked Peter. We were sitting in Adirondack chairs on the expansive front porch of my cabin.

“Just as you asked,” Peter responded, taking a sip of his beer. Although it was still early Spring, the day was unusually warm and we both needed the fresh scent of air to clear our heads.

“And did she seem like she was happy?” I wanted to know every nuance, every detail.

“Yes, she did. Actually, she’s really sweet, if you don’t mind my saying so. At the grocery store, she took time to talk with me and process all those bottles of water.”

“I figured those would set her off.”

“No, not at all. Like I said, she was really nice. When she applied and found out she’d be my assistant, it seemed to surprise her pleasantly.”

“Pay attention to what I tell you to do. The last thing I want her to do is to quit and run off again. I’m in this thing deep this time.”

“I understand, boss.”

“Tom Marshall.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Marshall.”

“God, don’t slip up on that. It will kill everything.”

Peter nodded.

“Did you take care of that other detail?”

“Yes, I did. All taken care of.”

“Good.”

“Mr. Marshall?”

“Yeah?”

“May I ask you a personal question?”

“Go ahead.”

“Just exactly what are your intentions with her?”

“If it’s any of your business, I’m going to make her my wife.”

 

 





Chapter 20

Gwen

Working with Peter was probably the best job I’ve ever had. It was almost as if he was working for me. I had an office the same size as his and we left the door between us open. In the mornings, we lingered over repeated cups of coffee and gossiped about everyone and everything we could think of. He laughed at my jokes and made me feel clever and beautiful again. He was very good for my self-esteem. 

I teased him about his girlfriend, Kathy, a lovely petite girl who worked for Marshall and seem to adore him. I saw his face light up every time she stopped by on some made-up pretense, just to see him. In some ways, though, it made me a little sad to think that I would never have that kind of new love again. I’d been burned twice and was in no hurry to repeat those mistakes again. I had my daughter, a good job, both my parents and lots of friends. What else did I need? 

Secretly, though, I knew. The only problem was what I didn’t know who he really was as a man. Was he the kind, caring, loving person who had held me in his arms that night, or did his need to control overstep everything in his path? I wish I knew because I missed him.

It was a beautiful day and I opened my windows to the outdoors. Peter stuck his head through the doorway and motioned to me. “Come with me, I have something to show you.”

“Sure. What is it?”

“You’ll find out shortly.” I followed him as we left the building, women’s eyes all around us trained on his back. I had to admit, I understood their lust. He was young, very good-looking, affable, brilliant, and liable to be a major player someday. If I hadn’t already had that aching love in my heart, I might’ve been interested, too.

He went to the exit door and held it open for me. I wasn’t sure what he was going to show me but was glad the weather was warm because I’d left my jacket inside. We walked out into the parking lot. I was puzzled. “Are we going somewhere?”

“No, not me, anyway.”

My heart sank. I realized then what was going on. 

I was being fired. 

He hadn’t told me inside because company policy held that people being fired were walked out of the building before they were told. It prevented scenes. Any moment now, someone would come out with my purse, my jacket, and my picture of Carrie from my desk. I would be told that I was no longer needed, but I would receive two weeks’ pay as severance and I could continue on the company health plan as long as I paid my own premium. I’d seen it happen so many times before, particularly with the former owner of that very company. I felt the tears began to well up in my eyes and that sick feeling crept into my stomach.

What was I going to do? I couldn’t live off my parents. I had quit the job at the grocery store and been so happy to do it; more than likely I’d burned any bridges there were. It was a small town and there weren’t many jobs to be had. I didn’t even have a degree.

I was so busy counting my woes that I overlooked Peter, his hand pointing over my shoulder. “Turn around.”

I froze. Were they going to frisk me? Did they think I was sneaking out the tape dispenser? “Peter, just break it to me, would you? Haven’t we become good enough friends that you could take a little pity and just get it over quickly?”

His eyebrows rose, and he cocked his head. “Gwen, what the hell are you talking about?”

“Well, isn’t this how it’s done?”

“How what is done?”

“Aren’t I being fired?”

“Aren’t you being… where did you get that idea? If this company were to shut down, you would be the last one out of the door. Hell, I’d get fired before you would.”

I thought that was an odd comment, but my relief caused me to overlook it. “Then, what is it?”

“Would you just turn around and look?”

I turned around and the most obvious thing was a soft blue, Cadillac SUV. It sat before me like a trophy, wearing a huge white bow on its roof. “Did you get a new car?”

“Did I… My God, Gwen. You are the hardest person I know to surprise. Hasn’t anyone ever done anything good for you?”

“Me? Are you saying that’s for me?”

“Of course, who else?”

“Now, wait a minute. I don’t see any other baby blue Cadillacs around here. Why am I getting one?”

“Well, in the first place, you’ve been doing a marvelous job and I talked you up to the boss. He said he’d like to reward your hard work and that you would be a very good liaison between him and the rest of the people in the company. He’s not from around here, you know, and he thinks that it would be very helpful if you could let him know when there are problems in the plant or any personal issues with the employees. He wants everyone to be happy and things to run smoothly and feels as though they don’t all trust him yet.”

“And for that, I get a Cadillac?”

He nodded. “Yes, and no. Yes, you are getting the Cadillac, but no it’s not just because the boss wants to reward you. You will also be asked to run an errand from time to time between here and the boss’ house or to pick up someone from the bus station, or the airport, or whatever. You know. Consider it like a company car except that it belongs to you.”

“Peter! I can’t even afford to pay the taxes on that thing or put gasoline in it. No, thank you. I’ll keep my little beater.”

“Sorry. I can’t do that. The boss was very firm on this. He told me if you refused, that I was fired. You don’t want me to be fired, do you? Anyway, here’s a company credit card. Your insurance, gasoline, maintenance, everything gets charged to that card. It’s not going to cost you a penny and it won’t show up on your W-2.” He held out a key ring and grinned. “Here you go. Why don’t you take it for a ride?”

I was shaking my head, still confused. “Peter, this isn’t normal. I’ve only been here a few weeks. There are people working here for gosh, more than thirty years. Their whole lives some of them. Why should I get a car and they don’t?”

“Don’t worry about them. The boss takes care of everyone in one way or another. This is what he wants to do for you, and like I said, my job depends on it and you will be using it for company business. So, please, can you just take it for a drive, tell me how much you love it and let me tell the boss that my job is safe?”

I was out of arguments, which was rare. I took the keys from his hand and walked over to the Cadillac, running my hand over the dove-blue paint job. “I think this is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

“They tell me it’s pretty good in winter, too. That should keep you and Carrie safe.”

There was something about his words that sounded familiar, but again, I was ecstatically happy and not paying attention. I opened the door and looked inside. The interior was a creamy white tufted leather and matching carpet. I carefully climbed into it, tapping my shoes on the doorframe in case there was any sand on my soles. I slid the key into the ignition and turned it. It began humming with an underlying base that rocked my heart. This was the sexiest thing I’d ever sat in. I turned on the sound system and strains of Rachmaninoff’s Rhapsody filled its interior. “Shoot, I’m just going to live in here.”

Peter was laughing. “You don’t know how much pleasure it gives me to see you so happy.”

“Well, who wouldn’t be? Oh, my God,” I said, clapping my hand over my mouth.

“What’s wrong?”

“What are people going to say? You and I are always laughing and neither one of us do very much work. When they find out I got a company car like this, oh my God, they’re going to think we’re sleeping together.”

“As delightful of a thought as that may be, my dear Gwen, we are not and do not intend to and I give you my word on that. So, to hell with what they think, enjoy your new car. Take the rest of the day off. Go pick up your daughter and ride the country roads with the windows open. It’s too beautiful of a day to let it pass.”

“Peter?”

“Yes?”

“I think I love you.”

“I’m sure you do,” he said, laughing as he walked back into the building and left me with my new toy.





Chapter 21

Coulter

 “So? Did she like it?”

“Yes, Mr. Marshall, I would say that was an understatement. Of course, she went through all the arguments you anticipated. She was suspicious, she was afraid the others would talk and think that she and I were having an affair, she was afraid she couldn’t pay the taxes, gas, or insurance, and of course, I assured her none of those were worth worrying about.”

“Did you give her the card?”

“Yes, sir, I certainly did.”

“Good. I bet she looked great in it.”

“If you don’t mind my saying so, sir, she would look great in anything, but baby blue and cream leather certainly are her style.”

“Good. Now, here’s what’s next. I’ve watched the weather report and the supposed to stay warm, at least enough to be outside. A week from Saturday, I’m going to host a company picnic. I want you to line up the works. Bring in tents, plenty of seating, games for the kids, pony rides, a dance floor and music, and for God sakes, lots of beer and delicious food.”

Peter raised his eyebrows. “And we are celebrating…?”

“Do we need to celebrate anything?”

“Well, if I’m going to spread the invitation, they’re probably going to want to know why they should come.”

“Good thinking. Tell them I want to thank them for sticking with the company through the transition. Tell them I want them to get to know me and what life will be like at Marshall manufacturing from here on out. I want to earn their loyalty, I want to benefit the community, and between you and me, I want to make Gwen happy. Taking care of her friends and family will do that.”

“She is one lucky lady.” Peter finished making his notes and stood to leave.

“Oh, and Peter?”

“Sir?”

“It’s me who’s lucky.”

 

 





Chapter 22

Gwen

I had Carrie dressed in an adorable little outfit with blue jeans and a checked shirt. She was wearing a hand-knitted, navy sweater and baby-sized capital Keds tennis shoes. She could totter along on her own very well, but I held her hand on the uneven ground at the estate.

Mr. Marshall had invited the entire company’s employees and their families to a picnic. Peter told me what a generous and kind man he was and that he wanted everyone to be happy that they stuck it out through the transition. The weather was perfect and as Carrie and I parked and began our walk toward the massive log home; I felt like we had entered one of Disney’s Wonderlands.

There was an entire children’s carnival set up to one side. There were ponies to ride, little colored cars on the merry-go-round, games where you could win prizes, and an entire table set up with plain cupcakes and dozens of colors of frosting and various toppings. The kids were going crazy over that. They could make up anything they wanted and eat to their hearts’ delight. I hoped secretly that Mr. Marshall had good dental insurance because there were a lot of cavities in the making that day. I let Carrie make one cupcake, but most of it ended up on her face before it made it inside her mouth. I cheered her on and wiped her with a napkin and continued on.

There was a staff set aside to watch the children, so the adults could circulate and eat at will. The entire affair was so very thoughtful, and I knew everyone appreciated it. Everywhere I went, I heard Mr. Marshall’s name bandied about. People were enamored of him and the word was that there was a list hundreds of names deep of people waiting to apply for an opening. I didn’t think there were going to be many coming up very soon, and I was very glad that I had met Peter and ended up his assistant.

Patsy had moved in with us and while she made me feel a little safer, she was another version of Bitsy. There were some things that just escaped her. She helped to look after Carrie when I went to run errands and that helped a lot. Still, odd little things happened from time to time. They weren’t really destructive—things like my garbage can was brought back up to the side of the house before I got home. No one in the neighborhood would do that. That meant someone who didn’t belong there had done it for me. Then there were the pizza deliveries, every Friday night. The delivery boy wouldn’t say who’d ordered them, but they were always prepaid and had the exact toppings I loved. I told the boy not to bring any more, but he said he had his orders and they would just rot on the front porch if I didn’t take them in.

Then there was the matter of a wardrobe. Peter greeted me one morning after the car and handed me a credit card with my name on it. “The boss says you’re to go out and buy yourself a wardrobe,” he told me.

“Why?”

“For the same reason that you got the Cadillac. He wants you to represent the company well and feels that it would be an undue financial burden on you, so he’d like you to treat yourself to whatever you want and just use that card. Don’t worry, there’s no limit to it.”

I just stood there with the card in my hand and my mouth hanging open. There had to be more to it than that. Why was that man showering me with these gifts? Was it really and truly just part of the job?

That was one reason that I went to the picnic that day. I wanted to thank him personally for all he’d done for the community. I also needed to thank him for what he had done for me. It was almost as if he knew exactly what I needed, which was impossible because I’d never even seen the man, much less met him. In fact, there was a lot of speculation as to who he was. Some people said he was in his late 50s, short, fat, and bald. They said his wife had left him for a guy who owned a McDonald’s and that his heart had been broken. I thought that sounded a little hokey, but there were other rumors.

Some people said he was an invalid, a man who had made a lot of money in his life and now, just as he was dying, he decided to become benevolent and adopted the company and the local townspeople as his pseudo-family. They said he wanted someone to show up for his funeral when he died. Now that version seemed a little more plausible to me, but then, there was nothing for sure.

I found Peter who, as usual, was overdressed in a navy suit with a pinstripe shirt and red tie.

“You look like you’re ready for Fourth of July,” I teased him, and he had the good grace to blush.

“Is it really that bad?”

I nodded and leaned forward to pinch his arm. “Just teasing. Listen, Peter, I’d like the opportunity to meet Mr. Marshall. He has done a lot for me and for this community and I would like to represent all of us and tell him thank you. Is he inside?”

Peter looked over his shoulder and then back at me. “Yes, he’s inside, but he won’t come out until he’s ready. He’s like that, very private.”

“Well, how do I go about making an appointment with him?”

“Don’t worry. He knows you’re here. You’ll see him eventually.” Peter was very enigmatic in his statement and wandered away before I could ask any more questions. That didn’t escape my notice.

There was a professional party organizer on hand. She was hired in from Chicago, someone said, and she got up on a stage with a microphone and announced that there was going to be a play. She had scripts for a dozen people, costumes, and was looking for volunteers for the parts. A number of hands went up and she chose people appropriately. She pointed at me.

“You, I want you to play the female lead.”

“Me? No, I’m not an actress.”

“Doesn’t matter,” she said, shaking her head, and motioning me up on the stage. Everyone around us began to applaud and I had no choice but to mount the stage steps and take the script she was holding out to me.

She rounded up some of the people to assemble a pre-painted backdrop for the stage. The rest of us were sent to tents to be costumed. We were expected to memorize our lines but held our scripts for guidance. It was a spoof on Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet and guess who was Juliet.

Carrie was safely in the hands of the daycare workers but was given a front row seat when I emerged from backstage in my Juliet costume. I had to admit, it was almost as if it had been made for me. The gown matched my eye color perfectly and my long, blonde hair was braided down my back. A tiara was settled upon my head, as though I was a princess, which Juliet was not. 

I went through the motions and waited to see who Romeo would be. Imagine my surprise when Romeo’s first lines came up and Peter emerged from stage left, carrying a chimpanzee wearing tights and a beaded tunic. He held the animal as if it were speaking the lines, but he was the ventriloquist behind. It was hysterical. When he spoke the lines to challenge Mercutio in the sword fight, the chimp was given a paper sword and waved it furiously through the air. The man who played Mercutio was laughing so hard, he fell to his knees and the entire effect was perfect. It was a shortened version, thank God, because people were laughing so hard they couldn’t speak, eat, or drink. It was the most perfect afternoon.

People were beginning to leave when Peter came up to me. “He wants to see you now.”

“Now?” I was still wearing my Juliet costume.

“Yes, right now. Don’t bother to change. I’ll take care of Carrie.”

“But where?”

He pointed out to the cabin. “Go in the front door, up the staircase and it’s the second door on the right. That’s his home office. No need to knock, just walk in.

I wondered at all the mystery involved, it made me feel a little uncomfortable. 

 





Chapter 23

Coulter

I heard her coming up the stairs, although her footsteps were light. I had my ear pressed to the door and as she came close, I vaulted over my desk like a twelve-year-old and sat there, waiting. I’d only seen her from afar since she’d left Chicago. I felt my heart pounding and my groin ached with wanting her.

The door opened and there she was. My Juliet.

“You.” Her word was more of an accusation than a realization.

I nodded. “Yes, me.”

She rolled her eyes and threw her arms out to her side. “How could I not know this?”

I shrugged. “I went to a great deal of trouble to make sure you wouldn’t.”

“Why?”

“Because you would run again.”

“But…”

“Well? You would have, wouldn’t you? You wouldn’t have taken the job, or the car or the expense account. You wouldn’t have taken anything that came from me, even if you’d earned it. Am I right?”

She nodded resignedly. “You’re right. Why, Colt? Why do you continue to pursue me? Why did you do all that you did?”

“I’m in love with you.”

She sucked in her breath and went pale. I came around the desk, walked her to the leather sofa and handed her a snifter filled with brandy. Getting one for myself, I sat down next to her.

“You have a lot of explaining to do.”

“Ask away.”

“Why did you destroy my apartment. All my things? My wardrobe, for heaven’s sake, Colt. I’m still paying for it and never got to wear a fraction of it. Why would you do that to me?”

What was she talking about? “Gwen, you have to believe me. I don’t know what you’re talking about. Who broke into your apartment and when was this?”

“It wasn’t you?”

“Hell, no! Why would I do something like that? That’s insane!”

She looked at the snifter and nodded. “Now that you put it like that, I see your point. But there wasn’t anyone else, Colt. Everyone else was accounted for.”

“It could have been some kid, looking for dope money. God, Gwen, I don’t know.”

“No, this was deliberately aimed at me. Bitsy and Carrie’s things were untouched. Mine were destroyed.”

I felt alarm and anger surfacing. “Who would hate you that much?”

She shook her head. “No one I can think of. No one, Colt. I thought you were trying to control me—that you ruined my things so I would be forced to take what you gave me. I thought that’s why it was only my stuff that was destroyed.”

“Jesus, Gwen, does that sound like me?” I rolled my eyes. “Do you really consider me a maniac?”

She shook her head.

I went to hold her, but she held me off. “What about the phone calls with no answer? The envelope of shredded newspapers? The pizzas?”

I was really getting alarmed then. “Gwen, listen to me. I send pizzas to your house because I know you’re tired on Friday nights and I wanted you to relax. But that’s it. I know nothing about phone calls or shredded newspaper. You have to tell me who would have reason to do this to you.”

“That’s it—I don’t know. I blamed you only because I couldn’t think of anyone else. I’m sorry.”

“Well, that’s flattering.”

“Colt, don’t be like that,” she said, reaching out to me. “I was scared. Everything was weird, and the apartment thing felt really invasive. You have to admit you’ve been following me. You know I asked you not to.”

I had to admit it. “Yes, that’s true. I’m not wanting to spook you, Gwen. God, no. That’s the last thing. I’m in love with you and don’t want to lose you. The rest, well, I am trying to take care of you.”

“All I want is someone to trust, Colt. That’s it.”

I felt cold inside as I stared at the wreckage that was the woman I loved. “It was him that made you this way, wasn’t it? Carrie’s father.”

She froze and then began to cry, nodding. I handed her tissues and held her. I wanted her to get it all out. 

“I’m not going to ask you about it because that’s your past. You are my future. I want you to marry me, Gwen. Come here and live with me, you and Carrie. We’ll stay here in Brookfield—hell, I’m sort of starting to like the little place. Let me look after the both of you. I don’t need to work, except if I get bored and somehow I don’t think life around you could be boring.”

“Yes.”

“Yes?”

“Yes.”

“Yes, what?”

“Yes, I will marry you.”

“Oh, my god, Gwen, you’re not even going to put up an argument? I love you, and I don’t want to question this, but what turned you around? A moment ago, you came in here accusing me of vandalism, terrorism and I don’t know what else. What changed your mind?”

“Because, I love you, too. I knew it the moment I walked in here and saw you. It was like we’d never been apart. I’ve missed you so much and even though I thought those horrible things about you, it never made me stop loving you. I figure that’s a good start to get through a marriage.”

I pulled her against me and hugged her so tightly she began pounding my back to release her. “Can’t… breathe…” she gasped, and I kissed her.

“Let me give you a little mouth-to-mouth.”

She nodded, but I reached over and lifted her up, against me and took her down the hall to my bedroom. 

“My sweet Juliet. I had the costume made for you especially.”

“I thought the colors were a perfect match,” she smiled.

I set her down and reached behind her and began unbraiding her hair, laying the tiara on the nightstand. “I want to see you naked,” I whispered, and she nodded and began removing her clothes.

When she finally stood before me in all her glory, I couldn’t imagine anything more beautiful. She came toward me and began unbuttoning my shirt, pulling the tail out of my pants and then undid my belt. A few, swift hand movements and my clothes were in a puddle on the floor with her gown. We stood naked against one another, man against woman.

I reached forward and touched her breast, weighing it in my hands. “Have I told you how beautiful you are?”

“You can tell me again,” she allowed.

“You are beautiful, my sweet Gwennie. I’ve been waiting for you all my life without knowing it. Since the moment I met you, you’ve been like a tune in my head I can’t forget. I try to put you out of my mind, but you’re always there.”

I pushed her smoothly against the comforter and pushed her legs wide. I took her then, without preamble, without preparation, and without guilt. She had been mine for so long, I just wanted to finally claim her. I think she knew that because she became instantly pliable, receiving my thrusts and matching me, rhythm to rhythm.

There was a sweetness to our lovemaking. It was not sexual teasing or dominating roughness. We were reuniting what shouldn’t have ever been separated—a recombination of spirits. We let our bodies celebrate the feel of one another, taking our time and letting skin excite skin. At one point, I stopped and pulled her hard against me. “Swear to me you won’t leave again,” I ordered her.

“I swear.”

“Never?”

“Never, ever.”

I thrust hard then, finding her depth and driving into her with all the frustration and longing I’d felt for her. She answered me with her body and soon, the crest was upon us and the liquid fire spread through our bodies. I held her against my chest, not wanting to let go because I feared she’d run off again.

We lay there a very long time. “I have to go,” she said, her head popping up. “Carrie.”

“All taken care of. She’s staying with Peter and Kathy at the cottage here on the estate. She’s fine.”

She opened her mouth to argue, but I saw the decision to trust me come into her eyes. She nodded, laid her head back on my chest and drifted off to sleep.

 





Chapter 24

Gwen 

There was a pounding noise and I pushed away the deep, dreamless sleep to find its source. I felt Colt move on the bed next to me. “What is it?” I rolled over to ask. 

He sat up, pulling on his pants. I grabbed the blankets to cover myself and watched as he went to the door and opened it. There stood a man in uniform.

“Mr. Marshall, we need you to come with us. There’s a fire at your factory. People are hurt. Come on.”

Colt looked over his shoulder and bent to grab his shirt and socks. “Gwen, I’m going to need Peter to go with me. I’ll send Kathy with Carrie up here to the house. You stay put, you hear?”

I nodded and watched him leave, my heart pounding in my chest. When the men were gone, I ran to the window, hoping I could see something, but the forest surrounding the house was too dense. I quickly dressed in some sweatpants and a sweatshirt I found in Colt’s closet. I folded up the legs and sleeves, so I wouldn’t trip and ran down the stairs. Just as I arrived at the front door, there was a knock and I opened it to find Kathy, holding Carrie in her arms. “Thank you, just give her to me,” I told her.

I looked around to get my bearings and remembered I brought my purse into Colt’s office. I quickly went up the stairs to retrieve them and came back down, still in my bare feet. “I can drop you at the cottage, but I’m going home,” I told her.

“I’ll be okay on my own,” she said, and I swept past her and ran out into the yard to find my car. I put Carrie inside and carefully drove down the long drive but turned to the right, so I wouldn’t pass the factory. I wanted away from it all. It was all coming back to me. Colt in the defendant’s chair. Colt with that smirk on his face. Colt, with the logical explanation for everything. Had he bought Marshall Manufacturing so he could be near me, to control my life in the very town where I grew up? Now that he felt he had me, did he want to rid himself of the obligation? He thought he had me, that I would go anywhere with them. He wanted to take me back to Chicago, I just knew it. I wasn’t going anywhere. I was home.

I put Carrie to bed at the house and told Patsy what was going on. She was shocked and wanted to go down to the company, but I told her to stay home and keep the lights off. I wanted away from it all, to not be involved. I’d gotten caught once again.

* * *

The fire marshal opened an investigation. He had found a pile of boxes that looked suspicious among the rubble. Although people were injured, none were hurt too seriously and they were being cared for the local hospital. The town was all abuzz, especially when it was learned that Colt’s name was not Tom Marshall, but Coulter Stillman. It surfaced that he was a multi-billionaire from Chicago who had tracked me back to my hometown. The more that was said, the further I withdrew. The accusations, the open-ended justifications—so easily created by such an intelligent man. I didn’t know what to think. I loved Colt and wanted to stand by his side. But I had to know. I had to know. 





Chapter 25

Coulter

The courthouse overflowed onto the lawns of the town square as the entire community gathered to “be the first to know” what happened in the courtroom. I walked through the throng with Mason and received a mixed response. Some, who were my employees, nodded respectfully, but that’s as good as it got. Others, who were only gawkers, behaved like they’d come to enjoy a good hanging and growled and shouted names. 

I didn’t see her. I was distraught. She had run again. 

It remained undetermined whether the fire was deliberately set at Marshall Manufacturing. Either way, the families of those injured had done their research and unearthed the details of my trial in Chicago. The prosecutor, seeing the opportunity to make a name for himself, filed charges in a group action against me to claim I was negligent. It was the fastest action Mason had ever seen—the court docket had been cleared in favor of the expected drama, especially in light of the upcoming election for the prosecutor and the judge.

 “Might as well get it over with,” advised Mason in my office the day after the court papers arrived. “These hicks have no idea what they’re doing. There’s not even been proof it was arson! But we have to respond and clean up later. You’re as innocent as hell and the sooner that’s out, the sooner you can get down to the business of rebuilding and putting those people back to work.”

“I really don’t care anymore,” I told him. “I’d be better off in a cell somewhere. Hell, Mason, she’s walked on me again.”

“Look, Colt, you’ve got bigger things to worry about at the moment. She’ll be there when this is all over. Trust.”

“Hell! What kind of trust did she have in me?”

Our conversation turned there as Mason made a couple of calls while I sat in misery. I barely heard him as he told me he’d put some guys he knew on rooting out the background and details. I nodded as he patted me on the back on his way out the door. I couldn’t remember being that low.

So, there I was, entering the courtroom, again, for something I’d had no part in. People with money were always targets and I sure as hell was living proof. 





Chapter 26

Gwen

I was on the back patio with Carrie, watching her stack plastic blocks as she sat on a blanket in the sunshine. She was innocent and pure—she was who I wanted to be again. I felt dirty, as though I’d put myself in the crosshairs of community judgment again and was found guilty. Everyone seemed to know that Colt and I had a history, and now my reputation was also on trial. 

I didn’t answer his calls because there hadn’t been any. I guess he’d finally gotten the message. I didn’t want to see him; he couldn’t be trusted. Either way, the phone remained silent and my heart was going down in a Titanic sort of way. All I could do was focus on positives, like my tiny daughter playing in the sunshine.

Patsy came bursting through the slider, out of breath. She grabbed a folding chair and dragged it close, facing me. “He’s innocent,” she whispered excitedly, looking over her shoulder at Carrie.

I leaned forward, my eyes wide. “What happened?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know the details, I couldn’t get a seat inside, but the word came out to everyone outside. There was no negligence because arson couldn’t be disproven. Everyone says the prosecutor got ahead of himself and pointed fingers when there was no proof of guilt. It’s over, Gwen. You can go back to him now.”

I shook my head. “No, I can’t. I doubt he’d have me. Oh, Patsy, I’ve screwed up everything. What happened? My life used to be so simple. I had a future and it all looked so bright.”

“Well, you’ve got Carrie, haven’t you? You wouldn’t wish her away, would you?”

“Of course not, but Carrie aside, it all started on graduation night.”

“Paul…” Patsy acknowledged, nodding.

“Exactly.” In a lightning bolt of thought, I began doubting myself. Was it possible that it wasn't Colt after all? Was I fixating on him and overlooking someone else who would fit into the weird pattern of what was happening? 

“Patsy, listen..."

"You sound still upset."

"Yeah, you better believe it. Look, I don't want to get into all of this, because I'm not really sure what I'm dealing with, but do you have any idea when Paul has been home from the service on leave?"

"On leave? No, not exactly, because he’s not in the Army anymore."

"What? Paul's not in the Army?"

"Oh no, I thought you knew that. He wasn't in there very long at all and they gave him a general discharge, I think they call it? I'm not sure what that means but it's not dishonorable and it's not honorable, either one. I guess he just didn't fit in or they didn't want him around. I don't know why. I think he's a hunk and I always have, but you knew that."

"Patsy, have you seen him around town?"

“Sure, all the time. I thought you'd seen him too. In fact, I guess I figured you were seeing him socially."

"Are you serious? Do you know what that man did to me?"

"Well, I'm not sure how to ask this, but isn't Paul Carrie's father?"

There it was. Small town America in one sentence. I thought I had hidden things so well. I thought I was clever and that my reputation would vanish any nasty gossip, but I was so wrong. My best friend at home knew and never let on. What was I thinking? “How long have you known?”

"Well, I guess since the beginning. As soon as I knew you were pregnant. Who else could it have been, except Paul? I thought that's the reason you went to Chicago. You wanted to get away from him."

"Oh, my God. Here I thought I knew what I was doing, and it seems that everyone else did, too. Well, do me a favor, if you should happen to run across him, don't tell him that I'm home."

"Oh, it's too late. He already knows."

"What do you mean?"

"He was the one that told me you'd come home. Not the other times, just this time. I guess he wanted me to know that he knew."

There was a chill creeping down my spine and I felt sick to my stomach.

Patsy’s head popped up. “I hear the doorbell. You sit tight, I’ll get it.”

She was only gone a minute. When she came back, Colt was standing behind her. “Uh, Gwen, Mr. Stillman is here to see you. I asked him to wait out front, but… well, you see.”

My head snapped to look up at him, towering over me like a dark tower of rage, about to explode.

“Uh, I think Carrie needs to go to the park,” Patsy hurriedly put in, her eyes darting between me and Colt’s face. “We’ll be back after a while… uh… or… whenever,” she stuttered, gathering up Carrie and her blocks and hurrying inside. 

Colt waited until we heard Patsy’s car start up and back down the drive.

“Sit down,” I told him, hoping to disarm the anger I saw there and also put him at my level so I didn’t have to look up at him so sharply. I knew I was delaying the inevitable. I had to hand it to him; he was holding himself in check.

“I won’t be here long,” he said tersely, but after a moment seemed to reconsider as he took Patsy’s chair, although moving it further from me first.

I knew I’d better get it over with. “I heard they threw the case out of court.”

“You weren’t there.” His words were low and deadly. 

Where did the love in his eyes go? This was a Colt I’d not seen before. I’d never seen anyone with that much anger in his eyes.

“No, you’re right, I wasn’t.”

“You judged me guilty and ran away again, didn’t you?”

I nodded. “Yes, I did. Colt, I was wrong. I…”

“Save it,” he said coldly and looked away. “I’m leaving this afternoon and going back to Chicago. In a few days, I’m leaving the country—going to take the jet and keep going until you don’t matter anymore. I may never get back.”

“Colt, no!”

He ignored me and continued on. “I love you, Gwen, and for that reason alone, I’m going to forgive you. I know what’s behind this and I thought I could shake it from you, but you won’t stay put long enough to even give us a chance. Every opportunity you’ve had, you’ve passed judgment. Not because I was on trial, but because finding me guilty absolved you of your own.”

His words slammed into my chest and mind with the force of a ragged sword. He’s right! Oh, my God, he’s right.

He saw his words hit home—read the realization on my face. He slapped his hands on his knees and leaned forward, preparing to stand and leave. “Buddy will be running my companies. You know how to reach him. If you ever, and I mean ever need anything, call him.”

I couldn’t help myself. “No credit limit on that card, huh?”

His face screwed up into a look of angry distaste. “Why would you say something so crude? That’s not you, Gwen.”

I began to cry. My shoulders shook as I began rocking back and forth in my seat. “No, no, it’s not me, Colt. And it’s never been you. You haven’t done anything to ever hurt me. You’ve only been kind and generous—looking after me and my daughter. I don’t deserve you, Colt. You’re right. I do feel guilty. I let my guard down and I got pregnant—here, in front of the whole town. I felt humiliated and I disappointed my parents. You’re right. I was punishing you for what I couldn’t change about myself.” I stood up and looked at him, my face wet and feeling weak—too weak to even stand. “You need to go, Colt Stillman. Not because I don’t want you here, but because I don’t deserve to have you stay.” I broke down again and pressed past him to go inside. I ran up the stairs to my own bedroom and threw myself on my bed. I didn’t want to hear the sound of his car leaving.

I didn’t. What I heard instead was the sound of my bedroom door opening. It was Colt and when I felt his hand on my back, I melted. “I’m so, so sorry,” I cried, throwing my arms around his neck and burying my wet cheek against his muscled, male neck. I wanted to stay there, hiding from myself and hiding from the past.

Colt sat still for long moments, but then he couldn’t help himself. He opened his frozen arms and wrapped me in them. His face turned, and he kissed my wet cheek, my eyes and my mouth. Colt pushed me back on the bed and held his body over mine, rigid, with one hand on either side of my head. I looked up, questioning.

“I can’t leave you, damn it!” he rasped and pulled me against him as he rolled to the bed. “God help me, but I can’t walk away.”

I molded myself against his hard body, wanting his strength and protection. I was lost, and he was my home.

The cold melted between us and in its place, came the heat. Inch by inch as our clothing was peeled away, came the searing touch of one another’s skin. Colt wrapped me inside his flesh and I undulated in the sensation, trying to get as close as possible so we’d never again come apart. There was no time for the gentle teasing, the titillation that precedes the climax. Colt slid into me with a firmness that claimed me—not just my woman’s tunnel, but the core of who I was. Over and over he claimed me, each thrust stronger and longer than the previous. This time, when the coming began, it brought with it every nerve in my body, fingertips to toes. I think for a moment I actually did become a part of his body, or he a part of mine. I heard myself cry out at the peak and Colt stiffened as it overcame him as well. We held on as it rocked us, relaxing only as the wave went back out to sea.

Eventually, Colt sank onto his side, pulling me against him and moving my damp hair away from my face. “You didn’t keep your promise, you know,” he whispered.

I looked up at him, seeing the hurt in his eyes. “Promise?”

“You swore to never run away, to not ever leave me again.”

I looked away. “I know, you’re right, I didn’t.”

His big hand pulled my head toward his chest. It was a gesture of forgiveness.

“I’m sorry. It’s just that… with everything that’s happened, I’ve been so scared. Carrie and all… I didn’t know who to trust. I couldn’t trust myself anymore—I’d let myself down more than once. So, I ran and hid, just like a child.”

He stroked the back of my head.

“Colt?”

“I’m right here.”

“I think I know what’s going on. Or rather, who’s behind all that went on. I don’t know why it didn’t occur to me earlier, but I didn’t know he was around.”

“Who?”

“His name is Paul.”

“Carrie’s father,” he said quietly.

“You knew?”

I felt him nod. “I knew. What makes you think it was him?”

“Just a while ago, Patsy and I were talking, and I found out he’s not in the Army anymore. I think he’s been doing the stuff that scared me. I don’t know about the apartment, but the newspaper envelope, the phone calls, heck, I don’t know what all. He was a little strange in the head, Colt. I didn’t see it until it was too late. It might have been the reason they let him out of the Army. He targets me, not Carrie. I think he’s been watching me.”

Colt stiffened at the same moment the words left my mouth. He pushed me away and rolled over me to his feet. I looked at him in amazement. He turned and said one word that drove a torch of terror through me that was so blinding, I thought I would die. “Carrie!”

Colt was already out of the bedroom, pounding down the stairs. “The park!” he shouted back at me. “Where is it?”

I was already pulling on my clothes, running after him down the stairs. “I’m coming with you.”

We made it as far as the front door when it opened and there stood Patsy with Carrie. She took one look at our disarray and asked, “Should I come back?”

“No!” Colt barked, pulling the two of them into the house and shutting the door. He took Carrie and handed her to me but faced Patsy. “Did you see Paul, Carrie’s father, while you were out?”

Patsy’s face filled with alarm at his tone. “It’s okay, Patsy, tell him everything,” I urged her.

She nodded. “Well, yes. I did. He was sitting in his car at the end of the block, watching Carrie and me. We were across the street from him. I was pushing her in the stroller to the park.”

“Oh, my God,” came from my mouth.

Colt whipped around. “No. You will not be scared anymore. Not as long as I’m here. Go upstairs and pack your things and Carrie’s. You’re going home with me.”

I took one look at his face and nodded, handing Carrie back to Patsy and turning to run up the staircase as fast as I could.

I heard them talking as I scurried from closet to closet. Colt asked, “Patsy, I’m sorry, but can you go home? If not, you can come with us, but I can’t leave these two alone anymore. I think he’s behind this and they’re not safe—well, at least not Gwen.”

“No, no, I can go home right now,” Patsy answered. “Take care of them. Let me just get my things.”

 

 





Chapter 27

Coulter

I watched her walk down the aisle between the rows of white chairs toward me. I was holding my breath, afraid she’d have a last-minute change of heart and bolt off into the woods.

She didn’t. She continued toward me, taking the wedding march strides with her long, stunning legs. I had to look away to control myself from growing erect in front of the entire assemblage.

I held out my hand to her and as Carrie, in her tiny white patent leather shoes threw another clump of rose petals onto the ground, Gwen’s stunning eyes looked into mine. I saw love, I saw need, I saw—best of all, trust. A few words later and we were man and wife. I kissed her in front of the world and it felt like a chain that would bind us the way we were meant to be from the beginning.

As the guests applauded, I bent to pick up Carrie and held her as I put my arm around Gwen. Facing everyone I spoke out loudly. “Thank you all for being here today to share this with us. Today I have the wife I’ve always wanted, and I hope to share my name with Carrie as well.”

The applause doubled, then faded suddenly as a figure emerged from the stand of trees at the edge of the seating. “I might just have something to say about that,” called out a man with a rough beard, a bottle of liquor in his hand and a holstered gun evident across his chest.

I heard Gwen gasp. “Paul!”

“Having a little trouble there, Gwen? Wonder why you never heard my voice at the other end of those phone calls? Did you think pretty boy there dirtied your pretties in that shabby apartment? Did he save all the newspapers—the clippings of you in your cheerleading get-up, flipping around on the football field? Well?”

I said in a low, but very distinct voice, “Gwen, take Carrie and stand behind me. He won’t fire if he thinks he’d hit her.” I motioned to Buddy who was my best man. “Get her out of here, now!”

I stood my ground, center stage as Buddy flagged a few men and suddenly Gwen and Carrie were herded into their protective circle and moved backward, into the house.

“You want me, Romano? Come get me,” I challenged him, walking down the wedding aisle toward him.

“You? Hell, no! I don’t want you! I want her!” Romano pulled the gun and fired it into the air, waving the bottle with his left hand. I took advantage of the moment and charged him, knocking him to the ground and batting away the gun. It was only moments before my men were on us, pulling me off. I wanted to kill him there, while God was still watching. 

“Get him off the property!” I ordered. “Keep the gun.”

Paul was dragged to the road and when they let go of his arms, he brushed himself off in disgust and disappeared briefly into the pines, emerging aboard a motorcycle. He spun out as powered it off the estate, nearly flipping it.

I brushed myself off, apologized to our guests and signaled the small orchestra nearby to begin playing. Waiters appeared with trays of champagne flutes and I headed up the middle to get my bride—my family.





Chapter 28

Gwen

It all happened in slow motion, or at least that’s how it appeared to me. I peeked through the sheers over the window and watched as Colt wrestled Paul to the ground, and then shortly thereafter, Paul sped off on his motorcycle.

Then my husband came for me. He lifted me off my feet and kissed me. A cheer went up around us from the men who’d been protecting Carrie and me. Colt, with me still in his arms, walked out onto the porch and a second cheer went up. He turned and as tradition dictated, carried me over the threshold.

Finally, it was as it should be. Finally, I could rest.

The reception roared into reality and people forgot the unpleasantness from earlier. Banquet tables, laden with the finest foods were gathering spots as people milled around, talking and laughing. Colt had buses lined up to drive everyone home later, so drinking was the sport of the afternoon. I changed my clothes and Colt and I danced and celebrated with the entire town. Patsy had Carrie by the hand as they wandered the grounds, amidst peacocks, fountains, and clusters of white chairs where the celebrants feasted and drank.

Despite the shaking that still coursed through me, I leaned into my husband and knew unjudging love.

Then came the sheriff’s car, through the gates and slowly in our direction. He climbed out and came toward us. Colt gave me a quick hug of reassurance and turned to face the sheriff.

“You look like you’re here on business,” Colt greeted him.

“’Fraid so. I believe you had an incident here earlier this afternoon.”

Colt nodded. “You could call it that. What’s wrong, Sheriff?”

“We just peeled Paul Romano off a tree about a mile east of here. Found his bike a good hundred yards further down, in the brush. You know anything about this?”

Colt froze. He slowly turned to me and there was doubt in his brilliant blue eyes as he searched my face.

I threw my arms around his neck, kissed him on the cheek and then stood at his side, taking his hand in mine. “You’ve got yourself the wrong people, Sheriff. No one here has left and no one here would go after Paul Romano. He’s not worth it.”

Colt squeezed my hand and the sheriff nodded. “Didn’t think so,” he said. “Congratulations to you two,” he added and walked back to his car.

“Gwennie?” whispered Colt in my ear.

“Yes?”

“I love you.”

“I love you, too, Mr. Stillman.”





Epilogue

“Now Gwen, I don’t want you to push this time, you hear me?”

“What do you mean?” I gasped. “You’ve been telling me to push for the last half hour. You’d better get ready to catch!”

Dr. Welter looked up over my stirrup-locked legs at Colt and grinned. “Does she always argue like this?”

“She sure does,” I heard Colt respond just as the next wave of pain rolled through my body.

Two minutes later, Colt was holding his son. “He’s a Stillman, alright,” he judged, looking at the baby’s squirming body and then at me. “Want to know how I can tell?”

That’s when Coulter Stillman, Jr. let out a loud, shrill bellow. With triumphant sweat rolling off my face I answered, “He’s also got your bossiness?”

 

THE END 


Four Reasons to Come
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Chapter 1

 

“I’m fine Willow, the taxi just turned down my street.”

“I’ll just stay on until you get inside the house.”

“Seriously Willow, I’m not going to get murdered in two blocks. It’s Bain, Missouri for gosh sake!”

My ability to humor Willow and her mothering significantly decreased the tireder I was. We had been friends for most of our life, but she still didn’t think I was capable of taking care of myself. When I had a few guys living with me, she tended to calm down a little with her worry, but lately I’d been on my own, and that was causing a lot of tension. Of course, Stanley was still nearby, though, he’d decided to move in down the street and not with me, though. He was trying to find a wife, which wasn’t at all what I was looking for in life. 

“Are you at the house yet? Did you get inside?” 

“I’m paying my taxi driver now,” I said and then walked up to the door to my house and looked for my keys. Unfortunately, I had forgotten them inside the house. 

Nothing to worry about, though. I had a spare key, somewhere. If only I could remember where I had put it.

“Walking up to the door … unlocking the door … going inside,” I lied to her. 

Willow was the kind of friend that would leave her house in the middle of the night and come help me look for my key. As much as I loved that about her, I didn’t want to ruin her night or pull her away from her family. A small little lie to ensure she could get to sleep that night wasn’t that big of a deal. 

“Alright. Remember to take some Tylenol and drink some water. Do you have orange juice for the morning?”

Since losing my parents, Willow had tried to fill in the emptiness. Her heart was always in the right spot, but she never understood what it was like to be without any family. Moving into my grandparents’ house and remodeling it was the best way I could cope, at least for now. 

I loved that Willow worried about me and tried to take care of me. We had a special relationship despite her not totally understanding my personal life. She just couldn’t wrap her head around my need for more than one man. Hell, I wasn’t even sure I could wrap my head around it. Maybe I’d change and find a man that I felt was all I needed? Or maybe I’d find a perfect combination of men that I wanted to keep together. I was open to what life might bring, and I really loved that Willow let me have my alternative life without always judging me. Instead, she concentrated on loving me; which was exactly what I needed. 

“Yes, I will drink orange juice, take two pills, and call you in the morning.” I laughed excessively because of the large amount of alcohol in my system. 

“Great, yes. Call me when you get up,” Willow said. 

“OK Mother Willow. Talk to you tomorrow.”

With Willow off the phone, I went to work looking for where I had put the spare key. I remembered putting a spare somewhere around when I had visited my parents and my mother was too sick to get up to the door. But after she died, I moved the key again. I moved it to a spot that I remember thinking was easier to find, yet in my inebriated state, I had no idea where that spot might be. 

Really it shouldn’t be all that hard to find a key, but when you forgot things as fast as I did; you would understand. This key was going to be near impossible to find. My mind felt a little mushy as I started moving around the front porch in search of the darn key. 

After searching the mat, flowers, and all the rocks around my grandparents’ old Victorian home, it finally dawned on me that I had put the key over in the neighbors’ rocks. The fake rock that held the spare key fit perfectly with their rocks, and since the home had been empty for at least five years, it seemed like a good place to hide the house key.

Now if only I could remember which rock I was looking for. At two o’clock in the morning, it was amazing how every single rock looked exactly the same. I knew the general area of the key, though, and got to work trying to find the fake rock.

I was crawling around on my knees in the wet grass and looking for the house key to my dead parents’ home. Well, the house was actually my grandparents’ home, then they passed it to my parents, and then to me. On my hands and knees in the grass was not how I wanted to be spending my Saturday night. 

Why couldn’t I just have a normal life? Like those girls at the bar tonight. The kind of busy life with friends and parties all the time. But no, I had by far the most boring life in the history of Bain. Except for my sex life, of course. 

Fixing up my grandparents’ house was the only thing interesting on my calendar for the next three weeks. Oh, how I longed for some excitement. Maybe a man or two to warm my bed and please me? But there were no prospects on the horizon. Even Stanley wasn’t coming over to visit as much as he used to. 

The rock that held my house key was an enigma, it certainly wasn’t about to make finding it very easy. I screamed out in frustration and threw a rock from the neighbor’s yard to my own. 

“Can I help you?” a man’s voice said from somewhere in the dark. 

My breath caught in utter excitement as I looked up to see a staggeringly muscular built man standing at the corner of the house. He looked to have been just woken up and stood there with sweatpants and no shirt. 

The no shirt part was what had me so distracted. Even in the moonlight, I could see more muscles in his stomach than I probably had in my entire body. His arms bulged with definition, and my body soaked with a desire for him that was so unexpected I instantly clenched my legs together out of fear I’d start dripping down my leg. 

“Um. Well, I uh … I’m looking for my house key.”

“And you keep it in my flower bed?” 

The way he stood there looking at me it was like I amused him. He watched as I struggled to stand up and then fidgeted with my dress. As much as I tried to hide the level of my intoxication, I’m pretty sure there was no hiding it. The look on his face showed enough sympathy toward me that I knew he could tell I was drunk.

“I’m uh, yes I did hide it here. It’s a rock. Well, it looks like a rock. It’s a fake rock with a key in it. But I can’t find it because they all look the same. It was a good idea to buy the fake rock, but it has made it surprisingly hard to actually figure out which rock it is,” I babbled on and on. “I know, I know. I probably should have thought of a better plan, but here we are. I have a key in here somewhere, and I’m locked out, so I need to find this fake rock.”

I watched as the mystery man walked closer to me and looked at the rocks surrounding the house. His gaze was powerful, just like him, and I instantly thought about how fun this guy would be in bed. 

He was probably a dominant type. Maybe he liked to tie his girls up? Or perhaps he preferred all night sex that turned into sweating sessions of love? Mmm, my mind went blank as I decided right then and there that I really wanted to have this man in my bed. 

“What’s your name,” he asked me.

“I’m Isabella. Isabella Peterson.” 

I waited for him to respond with his name, but he did not. Instead, he reached down and grabbed a rock from the back of the pile of rocks. He handed it to me and I instantly knew that it was the rock I had been looking for. It was light, and I could hear the jingle of the key as I moved the rock in my hand. 

“There you go, Isabella.”

His voice was smooth, seductive, and sexy, which was hard to pair up with the body that stood in front of me. The man in front of me looked more like a killer than a seducer. The muscles in his arms bulged with definition. Not bulk, but a refined sense of power. Even the way he clenched his jaw made me think of someone who was hiding something and wasn’t going to let you find out. 

“Wow, thank you. That was pretty amazing. How did you know which one it was? You hardly looked at them? That was really awesome,” I said as I brushed my hair to the side and pressed my breasts forward in an effort to seduce him. 

Was this guy even seducible? 

“Just luck I guess,” he said as he looked me over. 

I dropped the rock as I tried to get the key out, and he quickly retrieved the key from the grass. I’m not sure if he was so helpful because I was annoying him by waking him up in the middle of the night or if he was just a nice person. Maybe he was a horrible person and wanted to take me right there in the grass? But then again, I would have loved every moment of that. 

He took the key and walked over to my front door. I tried to keep up, but my short legs and high-heels were just no match. I stumbled over behind him and finally made my way up the steps to the front door. By the time I got to my door, he had it open, and stood there with the key in his hand. 

“Goodnight, Isabella.”

His hand touched mine as he passed me the key, and instantly my body reacted with a surge of energy. I didn’t know who he was, or why he was living in the old abandoned neighbor’s house, but he could touch me with those hands any time he wanted. 

“So how long have you lived there? I didn’t know anyone had moved in,” I asked the gorgeous mystery man. 

“I just moved in.”

“Ahh, so you’re new to town? How’s that going for you? Wait, why did you come to Bain? It’s not like we are a happening town.”

As I kept talking, I tried to force myself to be quiet, but I just couldn’t stop. The more I looked at this man, the worse my tongue-tied condition got. The light of my porch intensified his muscles, and I’m pretty sure my brain actually stopped working. 

I tried not to make a fool of myself, but his body was just too much for my brain to comprehend. Muscles so defined he looked like he could be one of those Navel Seals or something like that. 

My eyes fixated on his naked chest with the desire to feel it against my body. Every impulse jetting through me said not to touch his chest. Yet my hand had a mind of its own. 

Sure enough, without warning, and likely fueled by the large alcohol courage I had …

… I touched his chest. 

Right there on my front porch in the middle of the night and without warning. My drunken hand reached out and touched his chest!

It would have been bad enough if that’s all that happened, but I couldn’t stop myself. My verbal garbage kept coming out. It had been a month since Stanley had come to visit, and I had no men living with me. I’d gone from having sex two or more times a day to having zero sex. My body was on fire; it needed a man, and my body had a mind of its own as this gorgeous beast of a man stood right there in front of me. 

“Oh, my God, you work out. Yeah, you definitely work out. Is that all you do all day long is workout?”

He stood there with the same calm and cool look as when he first saw me on my knees in his flowerbed. He was the quintessential strong silent type. His face was serious and observed me with just the slightest bit of a smirk forming at the corners of his mouth. 

“To answer your first question, I’m here to relax and get away for a little while.” He looked down at my drunken hand still sitting on his chest. “Yes, I work out.”

Maybe it was the alcohol wearing off, but I suddenly realized my hand was on his chest, and I removed it. My eyes looked at his and then down at his chest again. What had come over me? This was not my usual behavior. Then again, a sexy guy like this on my front porch was not my usual evening, either. 

I could feel the flush of embarrassment start filling up my face. I stopped looking at his chest and made eye contact with him, but that was worse than looking at his chest. This wasn’t a man who knew me or knew my desire for sex. This was a stranger who I should have been more cautious around. 

“Oh, alright. Yeah, I kind of thought that you were a workout kind of guy. I like to run. But I don’t get out as much as I would like, and I certainly don’t run for long distances. Maybe down a few blocks and back. Like one mile tops. I take pictures. That’s what I like to do. You know photography … that kind of stuff?”

My mouth had apparently joined the self-governing philosophy revolution and would not stop. I wanted to stop talking. I just couldn’t send the impulse from my brain to my mouth to make it happen. 

“Well, you have a nice night, Isabella.”

He turned to walk away, and I stood on my porch and watched him. I waited for him to look back at me, ready with one last wave goodnight. Ready to try and seduce him if I had any possible chance, but he didn’t turn around. 

“Goodnight!” I yelled as he disappeared around the corner of the neighbor’s house toward the back door. 

I closed my front door and stood inside pondering who this man was and what he was doing in tiny little Bain, Missouri. He had this quiet calmness about him that was fascinating. I had never met a man who seemed to have so much self-control, like a vigilant soldier with his senses finely tuned. 

I turned the lights off in my house and tried to look out at the neighbor’s house. I just wanted to see if there was any movement inside of his house. Perhaps I secretly wanted to get one last peek at that chiseled chest of his? But I was disappointed, and there wasn’t a single sign of movement throughout his house. 

As I drifted off to sleep, I couldn’t help fantasizing about being with the gorgeous neighbor. I had not even considered another man as a sole partner since Michael’s death, so it surprised me how easily this man was filling my thoughts. I had so much desire for this mysterious neighbor that I actually thought of having him and only him.

Normally, the memory of Michael and our years together was just too much for my brain to even consider. He had been my first love, my high school sweetheart. After losing Michael a year before, I never thought I could ever move on. Having multiple boyfriends was the only way I’d found to fill that void. And I loved this new life. I loved having men around to care for me and please me. It was a different life than Michael and I would have had, but it felt like home to me. 

The thoughts I had about the gorgeous stranger made me so happy because they were the first true signs that I would someday be able to move on. And perhaps my fetish for having multiple men would just be a phase. 

As I drifted off to sleep, I saw the stranger’s face in my mind, his chiseled, serious face, with just the right touch of softness. His demeanor was so relaxed and calm for such a late hour. It struck me as odd that he was so readily awakened in the middle of the night, but I was happy he did wake up. Getting to meet him was just what I needed to give me hope that someday I could move on with my grief and loss of my fiancé, Michael. 





Chapter 2

 

I heard the distinctive knock of Stanley on the front door before I could even open my eyes. There was no need to hurry and get up, though; I’d given him a key a long time before. It had been a few weeks since Stanley wanted to play, but man did I miss our time together. 

“Isabella, are you alright?” 

“Yeah, I’m good, just sleeping. What’s up?” 

“I text you last night, and you said we were doing coffee today,” Stanley said as he stood at the end of the bed and started to unbutton his flannel shirt. “I was worried.” 

“Oh, yeah, wow, I totally forgot about that,” I said as I opened my phone and saw the text I’d sent to him. “Come here, I’ve missed you.”

I threw the blankets back and exposed my naked body to him. We were so comfortable with each other that I knew he would climb right in, and I couldn’t wait. 

As he slipped out of his clothes, his body throbbed with excitement for me. Stanley had an above average body which he often hid behind below average clothing. When he climbed into the bed, I instantly grabbed for him and started to stroke him. 

I was in desperate need of an orgasm. Not the kind that I’d get from a toy or my fingers, no, I needed a hard thick member thrusting inside of me. Stanley just seemed to know exactly what I needed as his fingers started to play with me, and I soaked with excitement for him. 

There wasn’t going to need to be a bunch of foreplay for this morning of fun. I was ready for him within moments and reached over to the drawer to hand him a condom. Normally, I would have done the honor myself, but I could hardly open my eyes from the aftermath of alcohol, so this morning was going to be Stanley’s morning to be in charge. 

He climbed on top of me and didn’t hesitate as he slid his body into mine. I loved the size of him and how he made me uncomfortable for just a moment while my body adjusted to having him inside of me. 

His strokes were long and hard. I wrapped my arms and legs around him tightly and urged him to move faster and harder. I just wanted to forget everything and feel the pleasure of his body and mine as they exploded in ecstasy. 

My hips thrust hard against him, and I rubbed my clit against his body as well. The pleasure was building up quickly, and I knew Stanley wasn’t going to wait for his explosion. We’d been away from each other for a little bit, and that meant that Stanley was eager to cum, but so was I. 

“Harder,” I ordered him. 

He grabbed my legs and put them onto his shoulders as he pounded deep inside of me. I loved every moment of it and soon felt my body rumbling with the pleasure that I needed so desperately that morning. 

Stanley thrust deep into me, and as soon as I motioned that I was starting to cum, he let himself release into the pleasure as well. Together, we thrust our bodies in perfect timing until we both exploded at nearly the same time. 

“Fuck,” Stanley groaned. “I can’t stay away from you.” 

“Then don’t,” I teased him as he fell next to me in the bed. 

My phone started to ring, and I knew exactly who it was going to be. She had impeccable timing and a sense for when I was in the middle of anything fun. 

“Are you alright?” Willow said loudly into the phone. 

I’m not sure if she was actually loud or if my body was reacting profusely to the large amount of alcohol I had consumed the night before and my total dehydration. 

“Shhhh, not so loud,” I said as I tried to pry my eyes open and hold a normal conversation with my friend. 

“I’m talking in a regular voice. Are you just getting up? Geeze Isabella, it’s almost one o’clock in the afternoon.” 

Sitting up in my bed, I squinted with one eye as I looked at the clock. I couldn’t remember ever sleeping in that late, even on a Sunday. Typically, I had my days filled with so many things to do I would wake up out of pure worry that I wouldn’t get them all done. I really had thought Stanley came over much earlier than he had. My whole timing for the day was totally thrown off. 

“I guess I am,” I said with a smile. 

“So you’re alive, and I can call off the search crews, great.”

“Yes, I’m fine. I’ll see you tomorrow morning for coffee. I’m just going to nurse this hangover for today.”

“Take some aspirin, drink some water, oh, and some orange juice too.” 

“Alright. Alright. I have to go. See you tomorrow.”

My bladder was about to explode, and if Willow had not willingly hung up, I’m sure I would have just done it myself. Willow was a kind soul who really did care about everyone. After losing my parents to illness and Michael to a car accident, Willow had been the best person in the world to lean on. When I’d taken three men into my apartment, she was worried about me, but even then she let me be when she saw how happy I was. 

As I brushed my teeth, the memory of the gorgeous stranger hit me, and I had to go look out the window. It didn’t look any different over there at the neighbor’s house. I watched intently to see if I noticed any curtains moving as he walked passed, or perhaps I would get lucky enough to see him come outside again. 

I tried to peer around to the garage out back to see if there was a vehicle there, but I couldn’t see from my bedroom. 

I moved my snooping self down to the kitchen as I made a cup of coffee. The sweet and bitter taste hit my pallet with a bang, and I could feel the caffeine start rushing through my body. I needed that desperately. 

Stanley came down the stairs and joined me for a brief coffee before I sent him on his way. Even though I really loved our visit that day, I had a bit of a fixation on the guy across the lawn, and I was focused on getting to see him soon. 

“When should I come over again?” Stanley asked as I walked him to the door. 

“Text me. We can arrange something. You know how it is.” 

“Yes, I do. I’ll text you later tonight,” he said and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek before leaving. 

The memory of the hot neighbor’s body still burned in my brain; I could still feel his warm olive skin on my hands. I licked my lips with desire as I thought about his lips. Their perfect color and roundness; oh, how I wanted to feel them against mine. It was like a sweetness on my mouth as I thought about the neighbor and how he could please me with those lips of his. 

My eyes stayed focused on his house, just waiting for him to come out shirtless like he had done the night before. My body ached to see him again. I didn’t even know his name, but I was filled with thoughts of desire. 

What would his lips feel like on my body? Oh, how I would love to feel them softly moving over every inch of me. Slowly moving from my neck, down to my nipple, and further down to bring me to a tremendous explosion. 

With my coffee in hand, I went out my back door to see if he was anywhere to be seen. I looked around his garage, but there wasn’t a car there. It looked just as empty as it always had. A sinking feeling came over me. 

He was real, right? The idea that he might not have really been there the night before haunted me. I know I had been drunk, but was it possible to be so drunk you imagined a person that didn’t exist?

As I stood in my backyard looking at his house, I was compelled to get closer and closer to the building. I could feel my heart start quickening with each step. One foot in front of the other, and I made my way into the neighbor’s backyard. I placed my hand on the side door to the garage and slowly twisted the doorknob. It opened.

When I looked into the garage, it was totally empty. This seemed extremely odd to me. If someone had really just moved in, surely they would have some boxes or other personal belongings that they would be storing in the garage. 

Confusion filled me as I walked up to the house. I placed my face against one of the windows and looked inside. The same old furniture that had sat in there for the last five years was still there. 

The Hendersons had been killed in a car accident, and they had no children. Five years had gone by, but I could still remember it like it was yesterday. They had been arguing for days before the accident, and I believed the husband had purposely driven them off the road. But no one would ever know for sure, the event was officially listed as an accident. Their home was given to a cousin who lived out of town. We all thought the cousin would list the house for sale, but year after year it stayed empty. 

I walked around to the front of the home and without thinking, I knocked. A flash of regret quickly filled my body. What if he was there? I would look crazy to him. Peering in his windows, looking in his garage, knocking on his door; all for no good reason at all. 

Well, in my head I had a good reason. I wanted to see him again. I wanted to see if that electricity I had felt the night before was something real or just something that my mind had imagined. 

I stood timidly waiting in anticipation. I wanted to see him again, but then I was nervous at the possibility as well. 

My mind raced with thoughts of why a man like that would come to Bain, Missouri. There was no reason for anyone to come to this small town in the countryside of Missouri; well, no good reason at least. He said he had come for a break, but still; no one came to our small town for a break either. 

Everyone who lived in Bain was born there or had the unfortunate luck to have fallen in love with someone who lived there. People just didn’t move to small towns like Bain nowadays. 

After standing for a few minutes in front of the neighbor’s house, I came to the conclusion that I either totally imagined this guy, or he wasn’t home. I slowly made my way back over to my house and called Willow back. 

“Hey, have you heard of anyone moving into the old Henderson house?”

“No. Why?”

I hesitated to tell her about the gorgeous guy from the previous night. What if my brain really had made the whole thing up? It was totally possible that in my drunken stupor from the night before, I had imagined the whole incident. 

“Oh, no reason, I just thought I saw a light on over there.”

“Well, I know the cousin was going to try and rent the house out or sell it or something. But I haven’t heard of anyone being interested. Plus, I think we would have noticed a moving truck if someone had decided to move in.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right. Okay, thanks.”

I hung up and was even more confused than before. Willow was right. I would have noticed a moving truck over there. I was almost always home. 

This was getting more and more baffling by the moment. 





Chapter 3

 

The days went by, and I didn’t see that gorgeous neighbor of mine. I looked out in the morning, snuck a peak around dinner, and even woke up in the middle of the night to see if I saw any movement over there. 

Surely, his appearance could have been some sort of alcohol-induced psychosis, but my body could not accept that. If I closed my eyes, I could still remember what his skin felt like under my fingertips. I still felt the hard muscle of his chest and the warm flush of embarrassment that filled my body. 

I had to get my mind off of him. Only a couple more weeks left before my big photography exhibit, and I still needed at least three more pieces to show. 

Since Michael’s death, I had resigned myself to the recluse life of a photographer. My days, and sometimes my nights, were filled staring through the lens of my Canon EOS professional camera. It had been a gift from Michael and by far one of my most treasured belongings. 

I’d subsidized my sex life with a house full of men after Michael had gone, but those men were carefully curated and not intrusive to the memory of my old boyfriend. Life in the working world couldn’t be as carefully curated so I’d found myself leaning on my photography and avoiding working with people as much as possible. 

When not wrapped up in the world through my camera lens, I was painfully restoring every aspect of my grandparents’ old Victorian home. I hand stripped the wood trim and was about to start the process of staining all the pieces before putting them back up. 

The night was clear and the moon full on this particular night, so I grabbed my camera and went for a walk. A lot of what people didn’t understand about photography was the amount of time an artist took to find just the right picture. It was a delicate balance between the light, objects, and my own skills. 

I often spent hours and even days in search of the perfect lighting for one of my photos. I might find a good location but then spend days looking for the light in the morning or night that would make my vision come to life. 

As I walked down an old dirt road just outside of town, I finally found just the right angle for the picture I wanted. The woods nearby skimmed the bottom of the brilliant moon, and every star in the galaxy was shining brightly in the sky. This was it; this was the light I’d been searching for.

I lay down and peered through my lens to find the perfect picture. My heart raced with excitement over what I had finally found. This was the joy of photography, the excitement of finally having my vision come to life. 

So enveloped in my photographic process was I that I did not hear the pounding of footsteps until they were standing right over me. He startled me. Why on earth was anyone out running in the middle of the night? 

“Are you alright?”

I heard his smooth, calm voice, and my body reacted with instant acknowledgment. It was him; it was the gorgeous neighbor from the other night. I snapped a couple pictures and slowly moved my camera away from my face. 

“Yep, just taking some pictures,” I said looking up from the ground and trying to pretend like it was totally normal to be laying in the middle of the street taking photographs at night.

“I see that.”

His quietness was uncomfortable, and I sprang to my feet. In the moonlight, I saw the familiar shirtless figure that I had been searching for over the last several days. I had not imagined him at all, he was real. 

“Where have you been?” I blurted out. 

I couldn’t help myself. I’d been thinking about him since I first saw him. I’d been imagining so many delicious things with this guy. I could have taken him right then and there because my body wanted him more than I could have predicted, and I obviously didn’t have a filter on my thoughts when it came to this guy. 

A smile broke through his cool expression. It was the first real emotion I had seen on his face. 

“Oh, have you been looking for me?” he said as he took a step toward me. 

His movement into my close proximity had by pulse racing; I was more nervous than I remembered being the night I met him. My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth, and I couldn’t seem to swallow. The power this man had over my thoughts was incredible. His sexual energy was intense and forced me to think about him and me naked. I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t stop the thoughts from rushing through my mind. 

“I came over to thank you for making sure I got home safely the other night.”

“You really shouldn’t drink and act like a fool; you could have been taken advantage of.”

My face flushed quickly, but this time, I felt a burn of anger. Who was he to tell me I acted like a fool? I was an adult; I could have a good time with my girlfriends. I was responsible and took a cab. 

Instead of being a gentleman, this guy was quickly turning into someone that I wasn’t at all attracted to. Okay, so I was still physically attracted to him, but a guy who made me feel bad about anything I was doing, wasn’t someone I wanted in my life. 

The whole reason Stanley, Kirk, and Sam had been a great transition for me was because they made me feel good. Not just in the sexual aspects, but those guys really cared about me and wanted me to know it. I couldn’t go back to being around a man who actually thought insulting me was okay. 

“Oh, I’m a fool?” 

The question left my mouth before I could stop myself. I didn’t know this guy at all, but he was awful rude to be saying such a thing to a woman he didn’t know either. What sort of man would even say something so rude?

“Yes. You let a complete stranger have a key to your house and open your door for you. I could have easily taken you into the house and had my way with you. It’s not safe for a woman to act like that.”

“I felt safe with you.”

“Well, you shouldn’t.”

“I shouldn’t feel safe around you?” I smiled, trying to figure out if this guy was actually being rude or perhaps just horrible at small talk. 

He was trying to pretend like he was a dangerous man; well, maybe he was in some other aspect of his life. But the way he looked at me, I could tell he wouldn’t harm a woman ever. He was a little tactless in his comment, but the longer he looked at me, I realized that he was saying this because he did indeed want to take me into my house and have his way with me. 

“You shouldn’t feel safe around any man. They only have one thing on their mind.”

Before I could respond, he was there, right next to me. His arm wrapped around my waist, and I felt his hand on my back, pressing me into his sweaty body. I’d been thinking about his hands for days, and I wasn’t about to give up this opportunity.

Dazed, I just stood there, my camera in one hand and my other hand placed firmly on his chest. Oh, the delight of feeling his skin again. I could have stayed right there in that moment all night. His smell was sweat with a mix of cologne. His eyes weren’t dangerous at all and instead filled with desire. 

I prepared myself to be kissed. 

His lips were only mere inches away from mine, and I could feel myself subconsciously urging him to keep moving closer. I arched my back and moved slightly closer to him to allow this kiss to happen.

“What would that one thing be?” My breath was quiet and filled with desire. 

I could feel my chest heaving up and down as I tried to tranquil myself. There was just something about this man that I couldn’t stay calm when near him. I surely couldn’t calm down now that his hand was wrapped around my waist. 

“To taste you,” he said.

His deep brown eyes peered right into my soul. I wiggled a little in his arms, and he adjusted his grip. Then I felt it. Through his running shorts, I could feel the girth of his erection. He wanted me. The way he looked at me, it was like he needed to have me. A primal urge that could not be stopped by anything. 

I smiled and pushed away firmly. This time he released me. I felt my power growing with his desire. This was exactly where I liked to be. I was in charge again. He wanted me so badly that I knew I could push away and still keep him hooked on what the two of us could have together. 

“I should get going,” I said as I looked down at my camera. 

Never in all my life had I had a man so overtly try to sleep with me. I didn’t know if I was impressed with his forwardness or if I should have been angry. Maybe I should have slapped him? But I liked the mix of power that was going on between the two of us. He intrigued me and made me want him more and more. 

“I’ll walk you home,” he said with a sly smile. 

I tried to talk him out of walking me home. He looked like he was just heading out for his run, but since it was the middle of the night, I accepted his offer. Surely I wasn’t ready to give up my time with this man that I’d been looking for over the last several days. 

It was a delicate balance between the sexual desires I had for this man and my hope of keeping him around for longer than a night. He really seemed like the sort of man that could keep me entertained longer and harder than many other men could manage.

We walked slowly, and I talked while he listened. I shared stories about Bain and how the small town had survived for so many years. It was a totally boring conversation, especially considering he had just told me he wanted to taste me. But I wanted to talk and hoped he would talk too. I’d grown up around the city with my parents and grandparents living there, and I was really proud to be back in the town. Even though it sort of felt like I was giving up on a life in the city, a life as an artist, a life that I was afraid of having. 

He was a gentleman and left me at my door without a word about his need to taste me. I made my way into the house and smiled at the excitement over having this man as a potential lover very soon. By the time I settled in for the night, it was more like morning. I just couldn’t keep my brain off that gorgeous neighbor. 

It killed me that I had, again, forgotten to ask him his name. 

He distracted me so much when he grabbed me that I had forgotten all reasonable thought processes. Surely there was something wrong with me. What ordinary girl had feelings so strong about a man whom she didn’t even know his name? 

I figured his name was something exotic. He had dark brown hair with matching deep brown eyes. His olive skin was smooth as perfection. He had to have an exotic name to match his exotic appearance. Perhaps it was Xavier or Maximus, or something even more interesting. 

As I drifted off to sleep, I could still feel the pressure of his hard bulge up against me. I closed my eyes and remembered how it felt to have such a gorgeous man desire me. 

When morning came, I was determined. I was tired of thinking about my neighbor as ‘the gorgeous man,’ I wanted to know his name. With my coffee in hand, I walked casually over to his house and knocked on the door. Remembering back to the evening before, I suddenly didn’t want him to answer. I started to back away from the door, but he answered. 

“Yes,” he said with a grin. 

He was again without his shirt; I thought maybe that was a problem for him, perhaps he just didn’t like to wear shirts. It certainly wasn’t a problem for me! His hands were covered in paint, and he wiped them on his pants as he looked at me. 

“I need to know your name,” I said without any introduction. 

His eyes widened, and he took a step out of his house and toward me. Even in that brief moment, I felt the sexual energy practically dripping off of this man. How was it that I’d ever known a life without this level of excitement? I longed for this man. I was wet with excitement for him. I couldn’t wait to feel him inside of me, yet I still didn’t know his name.

“What do you need this information for?” 

His eyes looked deep into mine, and I could hardly gather the words I needed to answer him. I desperately wanted to answer him, finally readying myself to speak. 

“If we are neighbors, we should know each other’s names. You already know mine.” 

“Yes, Isabella. It is such a beautiful name. My name is Marcus,” he said dryly. 

“Hello Marcus,” I said with my own wicked smile. 

I felt better instantly. I knew his name and could actually stop addressing him as ‘the gorgeous man next door.’ I froze for a moment as I imagined how his name would sound rolling off my lips while he was on top of me. How would I scream out his name while I orgasmed? I couldn’t help it; I wanted to know. 

“Hello Isabella,” he said my name slowly with his rough voice. 

The way he said my name made me want him. Who am I kidding, he didn’t have to say a thing, and I wanted him. This man was consuming my thoughts, and I just needed to have him already so I could move on. But maybe I should get to know him a little? Perhaps just bringing him to my bed wasn’t the best idea if we were going to be neighbors.

I actually thought I should talk to him; I still knew nothing about him, and as much as my body longed to know him more intimately, my mind told me to beware. There was something about this new resident of Bain, something secretive and suspicious about him. 

“Are you painting? It’s pretty early to be painting,” I said as I looked at his paint-coated hands. 

For some reason, this statement made him laugh. Not just a chuckle, but an outright full-on laugh. I didn’t get it. I looked away from him and uncomfortably continued to stand there. 

“What time do you think it is?” he asked as his laughter calmed. 

“I don’t know eight or so in the morning.” 

I didn’t have my phone with me, so I didn’t know exactly. But whatever time it was, it certainly wasn’t this funny. This guy was already driving me crazy with his idea of humor and such. 

“Sweetheart, it’s almost four o’clock in the afternoon.”

“What!” 

The shock of his statement didn’t fully register with me. There was no way it was that late; I would know if I had slept away my entire Sunday. He had to be playing some sort of joke on me. Certainly, I hadn’t slept my entire day away. 

He stepped into his house and left the door open. Within a moment, he was back with his own cell phone. He handed it to me, and the clock on the front read 3:50 p.m. 

My jaw dropped open, and I just stared at his phone. How had I slept so late again? What was coming over me? Then I realized he had just let me hold his phone. I don’t think I have ever had a man freely let me hold their phone, and my girlfriends and I had just talked about this a few weeks ago. 

Men are always trying to hide things, secret flirty text messages, naked photos, there was always something on their phones that they didn’t want their women to see. Yet here I was, holding this complete stranger’s phone in my hand. It struck me as odd. He seemed like the kind of guy who had a whole plethora of secrets; I figured they just must not be located in his phone. 

“Wow, I can’t believe it is so late. I really have to get some staining done before the end of the day. It was nice meeting you, Marcus,” I said, and then I turned toward my house. I only had a few more steps before I was indoors when he hollered after me. 

“Hey, do you have any painter’s tape? I seem to be making a mess everywhere.”

I looked at his paint-coated hands. He definitely was making a mess everywhere. There was no doubt about that. 

“I don’t think painter’s tape will help with that.” I smiled and continued toward the door of my house. “But, yes I have some. Come on in. Just don’t touch anything with those hands of yours.”

The last thing I needed was his paint-covered hands touching any of the woodwork I was working so hard to restore.





Chapter 4

 

As we walked into my house, a slight burst of embarrassment flushed over me. No one besides Stanley ever visited my house, and for a good reason, it was a disaster. I had all the woodwork from the entire downstairs pulled off the walls and strewn throughout the house. It was like an obstacle course to make it from one room to the next. 

“I apologize for the mess; I’m restoring the house, and it’s quite the process.”

He just looked around and took in the old home. The house’s Victorian style was somewhat original in Missouri during the time period. I wanted to restore the home to its original splendor so it could be put on the historical society registrar. 

The home had been built in 1910 by my grandparents and then passed down to my parents. It was a huge part of this town, and I didn’t want anyone coming in years from now and trying to tear it down. Plus, I didn’t have anything better to do with my time. There were only so many pictures a person could take before they needed to spend some time on a different hobby. 

“Don’t apologize; this house is beautiful.” 

Something about the way he said that caught me off guard. It seemed like the first truly sincere words I had heard from him. He was in awe of my old house and looking at every detail. It was the same fondness for the history that I had when I’d come into the home again after many years away. 

“Thanks, are you an admirer of old homes?”

Then just as quickly as his genuine talk had appeared, his crude language reappeared. 

“I’m an admirer of your ass,” he said as he walked past me, taking an especially long glance at my backside. 

“Seriously?”

“Oh, I’m kidding. Yes, I like old houses. I love the idea of tearing apart an old building and putting it back to be even stronger than it originally was.”

I walked toward the stairs, and just as I took my second step up, he grabbed my arm and pulled me back toward him. He was right there, standing on the bottom step as I turned to face him. My body was still not at his height, but much closer than before. There was something in his eyes that I couldn’t have described, but I now know was pure lust. 

He moved his lips swiftly to meet mine, and it was a good thing he let his hands hold onto my hips. I likely would have fallen over from the wobbly nature of my knees. I hadn’t expected a kiss. Yes, I had wanted one, but it was such odd timing that I wasn’t prepared. 

My mouth opened to let him in. His tongue searched me for pleasure. The kiss was gentle at first, but the more I moved against him, the harder he pressed against me. He wasn’t about to give up on kissing me. 

Finally, I gave in. 

My arms moved up to his neck and grabbed around him. His body was that of a sexy god. Yes, a sex god. That was the best way I could describe him. There were chiseled muscles at every corner of his firm body. His tongue had skills that the rest of my body longed to enjoy. I could feel the rush of wetness as the physical reaction of kissing him shot throughout me. 

“I had to kiss you. I’m sorry, but it had to be done,” Marcus said as he released me. 

I stood there in a daze for a moment, pondered the kiss that had just knocked me out of the park. This man could kiss, that was for damn sure. I couldn’t help imagining what else he did well with that tongue of his. 

“Yeah, should we get you some painter’s tape?” I said as the flush red of my face burned to cool down. 

“Yes. Let’s do that. Is it upstairs?” he asked with a playful grin. “Maybe in the bedroom?” He started to take a few steps up the stairs before I grabbed him. 

“Oh no, you don’t. You’re not going up to my bedroom.” 

“Why not? You don’t trust me near your bed?” 

His eyes burned into me, and I couldn’t help licking my lips. They wanted to feel his again, but I resisted. If there was any chance that I could maintain control over this situation, then I couldn’t give in. 

“No. You stay here.”

I held my hand out to stop him from coming up the stairs while I went to find his tape. I had been painting in my bedroom last, so I quickly grabbed it. I did not want to risk having Marcus anywhere close to my bedroom until I wanted him there. 

“Hey, did you know this chandelier is about to fall?” Marcus asked. 

I looked at it as I walked down the stairs. It looked fine to me. Everything in the house was close to falling apart. It wouldn’t surprise me if the chandelier was close to falling, but I had not even considered that it would.

“It’s been there for almost one hundred years and sturdy as can be. I’m sure it’s fine.”

“I can fix it for you if you’d like. Maybe take it down so you can clean it before reattaching it?” 

“Alright,” I said as I handed him the painter’s tape. 

“How old is this house? 1900?”

“Close, 1910. It was built by my grandparents. One of the first houses in the city.”

“And you are restoring it? What else do you do with yourself, I mean with your time?” Marcus asked. 

“Oh, nothing, I just stalk my neighbors and sand wood.”

I cringed at the words when they came out. Why did my mouth work so poorly? Certainly, that sounded really sexy. Yes, I’m your neighbor, and I’m going to stalk you now. Ugh! This was why I couldn’t keep any normal guys around and ended up with quirky guys who worshiped me and didn’t fit into the regular folds of society. 

“You can play with my wood, no stalking necessary.” He winked. 

Geeze what was it with this guy. He seriously could turn anything into sexual innuendo. I rolled my eyes and laughed at his joke. Especially since I’d been thinking the same sort of dirty thoughts. 

“You’re clever with your words. What do you do for a living?” I asked in an effort to get to know a little more about Marcus.

At this question, he instantly clammed up. The sparkle of desire in his eyes disappeared, and he turned cold. Nothing about him seemed to desire me anymore, and he certainly didn’t want to talk about his life or what he did for work. 

“I’m going to get back to my painting. Have a good night,” he said and then swiftly left my house. He didn’t even try to pretend to answer my question. Marcus very clearly was not interested in sharing that part of his life with me. 

I watched through the window as he made it back inside his home, and I wondered what it was that I had said. I just asked what he did for a living. How was that so bad? 

He was so hot and cold. It was hard for me to figure him out. One minute, he was seductively kissing me, and the next moment, he turned cold as ice and walked out of my house. I had never met anyone that could change their personality so quickly. 

I kept my eye out for Marcus each day as I did yard work or left the house for errands, but I never saw him coming or going for several days. Again, it was like he had disappeared. How was it even possible that he could so easily just vanish like that? I never saw a car outside, but he certainly could have been parking it in his garage or maybe he didn’t own a car? I was almost positive he wasn’t home at all but found myself second guessing and wondering if he was just hiding out inside. 

The old houses in Bain all had detached garages that sat behind our homes, which made it very difficult to see exactly what was going on and nearly impossible to see if someone was home. Unless the person living there was coming in and out the front of their home, you’d have to go behind the house to see if there was a car at all. 

Day after day passed, and again, I didn’t see Marcus. It was baffling to me. What on earth could he do for a living that he could be in Bain anyways? Most of the people who lived in this small town were retired, worked for the local school or were independent like myself. We were over an hour from St. Louis, and there were plenty of nicer small towns within a closer distance. 

I had to stop letting Marcus fill my mind. My photography exhibit was getting close, and I still needed to go through my pictures and choose the final set of photos. I knew there was one last photo I wanted to get out in the woods, but I had to wait for the moon to be at just the right location. 

I made my way to my garage and my darkroom for developing my pictures. I glanced over at Marcus’s house to see if it looked like he was home. No car outside the garage, and no lights on in the house. He certainly did not appear to be home. 

Developing my pictures was one of my favorite parts of photography. There was just something wonderful about doing the developing yourself. Setting the paper into the chemicals. Moving the photo paper from one tub of fluid to the next, I loved it. I ached to get my hands dirty and develop some of the prints for my upcoming show. 

Of course, it was faster and even cheaper, to pay someone else to develop my prints. But it was art to me; even the process of developing had become part of my art. Overexposing and underexposing my photos until they reached the exact look that I wanted. 

I darkened the room in my garage and started in on the long night of developing. My darkroom wasn’t the best, so I was relegated to developing my pictures at night to ensure the least amount of exposure possible. 

Slowly and methodically, I worked through my photos. Soon it was after four o’clock in the morning, and I hadn’t even realized where all the time had gone. That was how passionate I was about my work and my photography.

Suddenly there was a bright light from Marcus’s house. I quickly blocked the leak of light with a black towel and hoped my pictures would be alright. I closed the black curtain and snuck out the door to my garage quietly. 

I stood quietly next to my garage and tried not to make any noise. It was Marcus. He had pulled up in front of his garage in a black Jeep. He was unloading some very large duffel bags. Each of them looked to be very heavy, and he set them down gently, one at a time. 

My mind raced with thoughts of what could be in those bags. Each of them looked to be about four feet long and was loosely filled with some obscurely shaped objects. The odd shapes poked and pressed the fabric of the duffle bags in weird places.

I pushed my body back as close to the building as I could. The last thing I wanted was Marcus to see me really stalking him. He left the bags on the ground as he pulled his Jeep into the garage. He quickly came around and grabbed two of the six bags and carried them inside his house. I fought the urge to run over and look inside one of the bags. It was just too risky, so I waited. 

It took him about a minute to bring the first two bags into his house. So when he grabbed the second two bags, I made my way quickly over to the last two and unzipped one. It was dark, and I couldn’t see a thing inside the bag, so I pressed my hand into it. The cold metal of what I thought to be a gun greeted my hand. I quickly pulled away and ran back to the cover of my garage. 

Oh no, I forgot to zip the bag back up! It was too late now; there was no way I could make it back over to the bag and get it zipped up before he was there to grab them. I watched in anticipation for him to return. 

Luckily, the dark of night camouflaged my mistake. He grabbed the bags with ease and headed back into his house. 

Guns! Why was he hauling bags full of guns into his house? Maybe I had not felt right, maybe they weren’t really guns? I couldn’t be one hundred percent sure, but my stomach was in knots. 

This gorgeous guy comes to my small town and starts making out with me, and sure enough, he turns out to be some sort of gun dealer or something. He didn’t seem like the type of guy who would be part of such an illegal line of work. Granted, I didn’t really know what type of guy he was, but he seemed more honest than a gun dealer would be. 





Chapter 5

 

My mind swirled with thoughts of Marcus; I wasn’t afraid of him at all. Shouldn’t a person be afraid of a man who had a house full of guns? There was just something about him when he was there next to me; I could feel he was not some evil monster. His energy was all positive, and even the fact that I knew he had just hauled six large bags of guns into his house didn’t make me think anything bad about him. 

Certainly, I could be wrong. There was that man in the bar when I was out with my friends. I thought he seemed like a totally nice guy. Then before the night was over, I watched as he punched and choked another man until the police were called and took him away to jail. So maybe I wasn’t that good at telling a good guy from a bad one. 

My body said he was a good guy for sure … my mind was trying to talk me out of it. But throughout my life, I had been pretty good at reading men. It was something I prided myself on. Actually, I could read both men and women. There was a way people carried themselves, how they made eye contact, what they did with their hands. All of it came together to give me a gut feeling about the person. 

I watched out my bedroom window as the lights in Marcus’s house turned on and then off again. He seemed to have moved the bags into the second bedroom and had the light on in there for a good twenty minutes before he turned it off. 

I then watched as the light in his kitchen came on, and his face appeared at the kitchen sink. He was doing dishes. I was basically a creepy stalker standing and watching my neighbor’s every move. It struck me as odd that a man who just unloaded what were probably six bags of guns into his house was now domestically washing his dishes. 

Laughing to myself, I finally lay down. My sleep schedule had been off for weeks. Really, it had been off since that night out drinking with Willow and friends. Now I was up until three or four in the morning almost every night and sleeping until noon during the day. I didn’t mind the schedule very much, but it just made me feel a bit lazy. 

Tomorrow, I would again have to stay up late because I needed to hike into the woods to get my final photograph for my show. I had scoped out the perfect spot at the top of a steep hill. If I lay just right on the hill, I would be able to see the Milky Way set of stars, a huge fir tree, and a half moon. I was hoping the moon would have a ring of red around it like the forecast I followed had suggested. But there was no way to confirm that for sure. I would just have to see if the weather worked in my favor. 

I slept in the next day and waited until after ten at night to hike into the woods. Throughout the day, I had looked for Marcus, but he was nowhere to be found. I decided against stopping by his house. The thought of all those guns inside was freaking me out a bit. 

When Stanley knocked on my door toward the end of the afternoon, I couldn’t help being relieved that he had come over. I needed something to get my mind off of Marcus. I couldn’t wait to have a fun afternoon of sex with Stanley. 

“Stanley, how the heck are you?” I asked as he stood at my door. 

“I’m hard as a rock and been thinking of you all day at work. I need to be inside you,” he said bluntly. 

“Then let’s get our butts upstairs,” I said as I shut the door behind him. 

Stanley and I were comfortable with each other. There was no worrying about what he thought of my hair or my body. I didn’t have to do my makeup or even wash the stains off my hands. This was one of the reasons that our relationship worked so well. 

We clearly enjoyed each other; there was no doubt about that. I had an orgasm every single time Stanley and I were together. I felt free to relax, and he was a genuinely nice guy. Sometimes I wondered why we still continued with our love affair, but then I thought about not having him in my life, and I didn’t like that thought at all. Stanley made me happy. It was a different sort of attraction than I had for Marcus, but I really did enjoy having him around. 

“I want to be on top,” I told him as we started to strip our clothes off. 

“Sounds good to me. I love watching you fuck me.” 

“I’m already wet; lay your ass down, and I’m climbing on,” I said eagerly. 

I grabbed a condom and rolled it over his erect body before straddling him. His throbbing member pressed deep into me and took me a moment to adjust to, but I loved how he filled me up. Slowly I started rocking on top of him and sliding my clit against him. 

The thing about having a sexual relationship with a friend like Stanley was that I could orgasm so quickly that I’d become addicted to it. Stanley let me move on top of him at my own pace. He grabbed my hips and helped me as I thrust on him, but he predominately let me be in charge. 

“You look so good moving on me like that,” he said. 

“I love how comfortable we are together. I feel like we could do this forever. Are you sure you don’t want to move in with me again?” 

We were still in the midst of having sex, but I had been wondering about him moving in again. It was easier for us if we just lived together. I knew he wanted the ideal world and was looking for a wife, but he kept coming back to me, so maybe he’d changed his mind. 

“I’m thinking about it,” he groaned as I felt him starting to thrust harder and harder. 

“Have you seen my new neighbor? I’m thinking of bedding him,” I said through a bit of a moan as my body started to give in to our movements. 

“Yeah, he’s hot. I bet he won’t be okay with us, though.”

That was a very true statement. Marcus didn’t strike me as the sort of guy who would value my affinity for having multiple men in my life. Although, I would really have loved to keep him around if he did like that. 

We ended up coming together as our thrusts increased, and he watched for me to start to release. We had been having sex for enough months that he knew the warning signs of when my orgasm was coming. 

It was a beautiful stress releasing afternoon and exactly what I needed before heading into the woods to get the picture of my dreams. 





Chapter 6

 

As I walked to the wooded area, I couldn’t help looking up at the stars, they were beautiful and there was not a cloud in the sky. The moon was perfect also. It had the red ring around it, and I couldn’t have asked for a more perfect picture to end my show with. 

I moved slowly and deliberately up the wooded hill. It seemed much steeper at night than it had been during the day. Without being able to see each step I was taking, it made me extremely uncomfortable. 

I let my foot settle into each step, ensuring that my boots had a firm grip on the land before moving. It was hard to see if something was loose or if I was about to run into a branch or anything like that. I kept my arms out to ensure I didn’t run right into something. 

The higher I got up the hill, the more light from the moon that shone down on me. I could see my way much easier when I got near the top. 

Finally, I stood and enjoyed my perfect view. I took a couple pictures standing and then lay in the spot I had thought was going to be perfect. I took more and more pictures trying to find that feeling. I wanted the feeling that I had my perfect picture, but it eluded me. 

I repositioned myself to the side of the hill that I had climbed up, hoping that my perfect picture would be there. More and more pictures I took. Nothing! 

None of them looked like I wanted. I tried to reposition myself again, but as I moved my foot, I slipped on a rock, and I went tumbling down the side of the hill. Head over feet I tumbled at least three times before my leg struck a tree and stopped my momentum. The shock of the moment had me screaming out in pain. 

My screams filled the emptiness of the night, and I was sure I had woken up the entire town with the terror of my screams. I took in a few deep breaths as I tried to calm myself. I’d never felt pain like I was feeling at that moment. 

As I calmed myself, I started to realize I wasn’t actually in horrendous pain, and perhaps the excitement and fear of pain was really what I’d felt in those moments. I inventoried my body from my head to my toes. I had a gash on my forehead that seemed to be bleeding pretty good, but most everything seemed to be working alright. My ankle was probably broken, as it hurt horribly when I tried to wiggle it. All in all, I wasn’t in that bad shape. 

I felt around for my camera, and it was still strapped around my neck. Then I looked up at the moon. This was the perfect picture; I held the camera up and snapped a couple frames. I had to fall halfway down the hill, but I finally had my magical moment and clicked a ton of photos to make sure I had just the right one. 

“Are you alright?” I heard a voice yell from the bottom of the hill. 

“Yes!” I yelled back. “I’m just taking pictures, and I slipped. I think I broke my ankle.”

“Isabella?”

“Yes,” I said tentatively. 

Within a minute, Marcus was standing there. It amazed me at how fast he was able to climb up that hill. I had taken at least twenty minutes, and he just moved swiftly and with precision. Not second guessing anything, just fast quick steps up the hillside and straight to me.

“What are you doing up here in the middle of the night,” Marcus scolded me. “Do you have a death wish or something? You could have been seriously hurt. Look at this blood.”

“I had to get a photo.”

“I hope it was worth it; you look like you almost died.”

He took off his shirt and pressed it up against my head. Again with the shirtless body, it was an immediate distraction. Even in my state of pain, I could still appreciate the defined muscles of his body. 

“It was.” I smiled. 

I then pulled my camera up and clicked a photo of him standing over me. It was an innocent photo, just for fun. I often did that to my friends trying to catch a candid moment that would turn into a long time memory for the both of us. The look that filled his eyes was nothing at all fun, though. 

“Delete it,” he demanded. 

“Oh why, you look so chivalrous coming to my rescue,” I joked. 

The joke did not sit well with him at all. A scowl came across his face, and his eyes hardened on me. I really had no choice but to delete it. I was no match for him. He was serious about his request, and I felt bad that I’d upset him so much. 

“Thank you.”

His face softened right back up the second I deleted the photo. I had a few friends that would protest when I took their photo but never anything as intense as what had just happened with Marcus. 

“I don’t think I can walk; my ankle is hurt.”

“Well, I’m sure we can figure something out.”

Without another word, his arms swept under me and lifted me up. I held on for dear life, and he made fast work of descending the large hill. His power was more than I could have imagined by looking at him, or even when I touched him. 

Each muscle moved precisely with the others, and he seemed to not even need to look out for the trees. He moved with large steps around all the obstacles until we reached the bottom of the hill. 

“I can try walking from here so you can rest,” I said as I saw sweat forming on his brow. 

“That’s ridiculous. Just hang on, we’ll be home soon.”

He didn’t even consider my idea. His arms continued to hold me firmly against his body as he made his way down the sidewalk back toward our homes. 

I watched him as he walked, and there was determination in his face that I had not seen on another person ever. I know that I must have been heavy by now. Even my tiny frame would wear on a normal person, but Marcus seemed a little superhuman. His muscles bulged as he walked with big strides. It took about ten minutes, and we were finally at my door. 

“Set me down. I can walk from here.” 

“Where’s your key?”

“It’s unlocked.”

“Really Isabella? You leave your door unlocked in the middle of the night?” He scowled at me again. 

I just smiled as he brought me in and set me down on the couch. I waited for him to sit down next to me. He had to have been exhausted, but he never stopped to rest. Instead, he went to the bathroom and looked through the cabinets, coming back with my small first aid kit. 

“How bad is it?” I asked as he looked at my head. 

“You’ll live,” he said with a smile. 

I sat there with my lips only inches away from his stomach as he stood and cleaned up my head cut. Every part of me yearned to let my lips touch his body. Oh, how nice that would be. The salty taste of his sweat on my lips. 

I licked my lips and looked up at him. The desire I felt for Marcus was on a total different planet when compared to what Stanley and I had. There was no comparison. 

“Don’t move. I’m cleaning this.” 

“I’m sorry.” I smiled as I looked up at him. 

“Stop smiling. You could have been really hurt.”

“I’m sorry.” 

He finished up with my head and moved to my ankle. As he pushed on it and maneuvered it, I didn’t feel it was as bad as I first thought. 

“Severely bruised and possibly sprained, but I don’t think it’s broken.”

“Thank you,” I said as I licked my lips again. 

It was unconscious at first, but as I finished licking them, I realized how intently he was watching my lips. He wanted them. Our eyes locked onto each other, and his eyes had hunger in them that I couldn’t describe. The best way I think would be the feeling of thirst. That feeling of needing water and finally seeing it. 

My breath quickened as he moved closer to me. He sat down on the footstool and let his hands gently touch my knees. Electricity rushed through my body at his touch. 

“You’re welcome Isabella,” Marcus said as his eyes panned down to my thighs. 

I had been wearing some tan hiking shorts and a white tank top. They both now had splatters of blood on them mixed with dirt from my fall. I looked like a wild woman who couldn’t be tamed. 

Without warning, Marcus thrust my legs apart and moved down onto his knees in between them. He left his hands on my thighs as he leaned in and kissed me. This time the kiss didn’t start sweet at all. It was filled with passion and desire. He acted like he couldn’t hold it in another second and had to taste me. 

Marcus wrapped his hands around my ass and pulled me in tight against him. His mouth wrapped around mine and his tongue searched throughout my mouth. His hands reached around to my tank top and grabbed the bottom of it, slowly pulling it up and over my head. My white lace bra was exposed, but he made quick work of releasing me from it. 

I turned my neck to the side as Marcus let his mouth move from my lips down the nape of my neck. Soon he reached my nipple and pulled it into his mouth tightly. The force at which he sucked sent tingles of pain and desire throughout my body. He sucked hard, and I arched my back to press into the motion. The more he sucked, the more I pressed toward him. I could have cum right there if he had continued with that hard sucking motion. 

Instead, he let his lips move down my stomach and gently pressed me back onto the couch. He lingered around my waist to my shorts as his hands slipped up and unbuttoned them. 

“Lift,” he ordered. 

I obliged him and lifted my hips off the couch. He pulled my shorts and panties off in one swift motion. 

His hands thrust my hips apart, and his lips kissed up my thighs to my wetness. I inhaled, trying to catch my breath from the excitement of the moment. I wanted him so badly. I wanted to feel his lips on every inch of my body. 

If I thought he was good at kissing, that was nothing compared to his other oral skills. I held onto the couch as my body pulsed against his tongue. He moved fast and hard, then slow and soft. I didn’t know what to expect from one moment to the next. My body didn’t know either. I could feel the build up, and I tightened my thighs around him to try and slow his progress. 

Everything about Marcus was new and mysterious, and that just made the sex even more exciting. There was no stopping him, though. He grabbed my ass and held me tightly against his tongue. I tried to pull away, but that just made him more determined. 

As my body started to fill up, and I couldn’t take another moment, I relaxed and let myself cum. The shiver of ecstasy flowed through me. Surely he would stop now; I had just given in to his pleasure. 

He stood up quickly, and I could see the bulge in his pants. His desire for me was strong, and I felt the same. I wanted him. Even after the shiver of the explosion, I still longed to feel him inside of me. 

Without hesitation, he threw my naked body over his shoulder, reminiscent of a sack of potatoes, and he made his way up the stairs toward my bedroom. He carried me with ease up the stairs and even took two at a time when he got closer to the top. 

“What are you doing?” I giggled with my bare ass in the air. 

“Quiet down.” He laughed as he swatted my butt. 

He gently threw me onto the bed then stood there looking at me. The hard desire of his eyes was no match for me, and I looked away. Then I heard the zipper of his pants and the sound of them hitting the ground and my curiosity got the best of me. 

I looked with the intention of only glancing quickly, but when I saw him standing there in all his glorious hardness, I couldn’t look away. His body was chiseled even more than I could have imagined. Muscles stretched over every last part of him. I watched as his cock stood erect for me, and without thinking about it, I licked my lips again. 

“Here,” I said and threw a condom at him. 

He caught it without hardly looking. With a set of incredible quick movements, he had the wrapper opened and the latex on his body all while I was still licking my lips with anticipation for him. 

The lip licking action set off a burning need in him, and Marcus was on top of me within seconds. His swift movement to fill me up had me gasping for breath. 

He grabbed my chin and pulled my face so I was looking right into his eyes as each thrust of him made me moan with pleasure. His deep brown eyes watched me intently as he thrust harder and harder. 

I tried to look away as I felt my body rock with another explosion only moments away. But he wouldn’t allow it. He liked watching me, and the desire in his eyes was so intense that I felt my orgasm increasing to new heights. 

Marcus held my chin firmly and made me face him as his thrusts got harder. My moans got louder, and I closed my eyes. If he wouldn’t let me turn away, at least I could close my eyes to avoid the intense heat of his gaze. 

As my body started to tighten up, I stopped moving in motion with him. I could feel the rapture building from my thighs up to my stomach.

“Open your eyes,” he demanded. 

I did as he ordered. With our eyes locked together, I felt the second explosion of the night. My body shook with pleasure as he thrust one final time deep inside of me. 

My legs felt like rubber as he lowered himself on top of me, and we kissed gently. I could hardly move as he slid next to me and lifted my head to rest on his arm. 

Not another word was spoken, and I quickly drifted off to sleep. My body was exhausted from the night of events. Falling, bleeding from my cut head, hurting my ankle, and his torturous techniques all had my body feeling more exhausted than I ever remembered. 





Chapter 7

 

When the sun finally blazed its way into my window, I felt around the bed for Marcus. My eyes were still closed, but I quickly could tell that he wasn’t there. A deep sigh of sadness filled my lungs. 

Then my hand ran across a note that was in the empty spot next to me. 

The note read: Beautiful girl. I didn’t want to wake you.

He was gone. 

After having a fabulous night with a guy, the last thing I expected was that he would totally disappear. But yet that was exactly what happened with Marcus. After finding his note lying next to me after we had sex, he was gone. 

I went to his house the next morning and knocked on his door. I kept my eye out for days afterward to see if he might be coming home at a weird hour or something, but he was gone. No goodbye. No explanation, he was just gone. 

My heart sank as I thought about the night we had spent together and how wonderful it had been. His muscular hands on my body, his lips on my skin; it had been perfect. I really didn’t know what had happened and why he had totally disappeared. 

Nothing like this had ever happened to me before, and I wasn’t prepared to deal with it. Obviously, I didn’t know Marcus well; we had only been neighbors for a short time, but I liked him. I found myself thinking about our night together often. 

I turned my attention to Stanley for several days in a row. He was a gem and tried to distract me. The thing that I loved about Stanley and my relationship was that he knew how much I enjoyed having other men in my life and how happy it made me. So Stanley didn’t get jealous of this and instead encouraged it. He liked when I was happy, and that was just one of the reasons we worked well together. 

Remembering Marcus and his strong arms wrapped around me as he carried me down from the woods, I could still, very vividly, recall his smell that night, a musky mix of sweat and shower gel. My mind could get lost remembering how he had ripped my clothes off and carried me up to my bed. Marcus was different in every way from Stanley. I wanted them both, and I wasn’t ashamed to admit it. 

My head still had the scar from where I fell while taking the final picture for my art show. My ankle also was still healing from that fall. Every time I looked at either of the wounds, my mind went back to that night. 

I could still remember the feeling of his lips on mine. The sweet taste of his tongue as it entered and searched with mine. It was hard to think about anything else than that night I had with Marcus. How was a girl supposed to move on when a guy just totally disappeared on her?

I didn’t know anything about Marcus. Not his last name or what he did for work, and certainly I didn’t know where he had gone. I felt like a teenager again, the rejection of a boy not calling. It was all-consuming for me. 

While developing some pictures one afternoon, I decided I had to go snoop around his house a little more. He hadn’t come or gone for at least a week, and I didn’t feel nervous at all that he would come home. I had woken up at all hours of the night to look and see if he was coming home, but he never did. 

My mind raced with the thoughts of what was going on. How could someone feel so right when he was here and so wrong when he was gone? I certainly didn’t like the feeling I was getting when he was away. 

As I walked over to his house, I looked into the front window. There was the same furniture as before, and nothing looked lived in at all. In fact, the whole house looked pretty empty. Or at least as empty as it had before Marcus had come. 

Suddenly, it hit me; what if he never came back?  

It bothered me. The thought of never getting to see Marcus again made my stomach churn. I don’t know why I had become attached to him so quickly; it wasn’t something I normally did. But then again, I didn’t normally sleep with guys I had just met either. 

I was starting to understand why my friends got so crazy when men didn’t call them back. For so many years I had dated one man in a loving relationship; it had worked out great. Then after losing him, I had several men in my life and those relationships had happened very organically as well. But this thing with Marcus was confusing and not like anything I’d been through before. It was horrible to be second guessing how smart I was or how beautiful; all over a guy who didn’t call after having sex. I felt absolutely ridiculous.

As I made my way around Marcus’s house, I kept peering into the windows to see if there was anything unusual going on in there. For all I knew he could be dead in there for the past week and I was getting mad at him for not calling me. I didn’t really know if he had left the house, and I figured I should at least check to see if his Jeep was still around. 

The garage seemed a good place to go check next. The last time I had looked in there it was totally empty, and Marcus had just moved into the house. 

I let my hand slowly twist the door handle to the garage, and I pushed the door all the way open without going inside. It was difficult to see in there, and I knew I was going to have to turn the light on. I thrust my hand into the doorway and felt around on the wall until I ran into the light switch. 

The garage looked empty, except there was one box on a shelf in the corner. 

I walked over to the box and took a deep breath. It would look pretty bad if Marcus happened to come home right as I was going through his things in his garage. I ran over to the door and looked around one last time. There were no cars and no one even near the house. 

The box was loosely shut without any tape or anything over it. I certainly wouldn’t have cut through the tape to look inside, or at least that’s what I told myself as I started to open the box. 

Historically, I had never been a super curious person. I let mysteries remain and often figured that if something was important enough, I would be told about it eventually. But that was for silly small town secrets. This felt like a bigger secret that I needed to get to the bottom of. 

I don’t know what exactly I was expecting to see in the box, but I felt disappointed when I opened it and just found clothes. I pulled out a shirt and some pants, both black. In fact, most of the clothing in the box was black. The fact that all the clothing was black seemed odd since I don’t think I had seen Marcus where any black at all since he had moved in. 

As I closed the box up, there was a noise outside the garage. 

My heart sank, and I froze. I stood still and waited to see what the noise was from. My heart pounded in my chest, and I could feel my mouth getting dry as I tried to swallow. I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath. 

I listened intently as I walked toward the doorway and peered outside.

Then out of nowhere, a cat ran away from the side of the garage. I breathed a sigh of relief and shut the garage door behind me. I had to get back to my own garage and finish developing my pictures for my big gallery show. It didn’t matter if Marcus ever returned; I still had a life I needed to continue living. 

I had to stop worrying about this guy that I hardly knew. My show was right around the corner, and I absolutely had to make some decisions on the pictures that I would be using. I had changed my mind at least a dozen times in the last few weeks, but it was finally time to make the decisions so they could prepare the gallery for my pictures. 

 

***

 

As the days continued to pass, I had to just give up on Marcus. He was a nice guy, and I did have feelings for him, but any guy who would disappear like this wasn’t right for me. I needed more than this. 

One of the things that confused my friends a lot about my new lifestyle was how any guy was okay with it. But there was a simple answer to that; if a person truly stopped being selfish and thought about their partner, a situation like the one I had in the past wasn’t so far-fetched. Most men lived for their jobs. The family and home life were always a second priority, and relationships caused a lot of friction because of this. 

But in my world over the last few months, that had not been an issue. Each guy could work as much as they wanted with work or school or whatever, and I didn’t mind. There was always someone available to meet my needs, have dinner with, enjoy a walk with. It was the perfect world for me. 

The hallmark of my relationships was that the men were kind and caring, though, and Marcus clearly was not that sort of guy. We had never talked about the type of life I liked to lead, but I already knew he wouldn’t have adapted to it, so maybe it was better that he was gone. 

I felt like an independent woman and waiting on a guy to show back up just wasn’t doing it for me anymore. I was starting to feel desperate for him, and no girl ever wants the stench of desperation on her, so I made the decision to stop thinking about Marcus. 

Of course, that quickly turned into trying to stop thinking about him, then thinking about him a little and then all the way back to thinking about him all the time again. 

I settled in with my preparations for my photography exhibit. Every time I thought I had my list of pictures complete, I kept changing my mind and looking through more and more pictures. This was my first big show, and I didn’t want anything to mess it up. Not even a broken heart over a one-night stand could distract me from my objective. 

Then, at about midnight a week later, I was developing pictures in my garage again, and I heard someone pull up outside. I ran to my garage window and looked to see who it was. Sure enough, it was Marcus. 

He pulled his Jeep into the driveway and then got out and went into his house. He was dressed in black. I could hardly see him in the dark, but he looked different. There was no smile and nothing about his demeanor seemed pleasant at all. He had a bit of a shaggy beard, and his hair was tussled and looked unkempt. He looked scary to me. 

Even though I was mad as hell at him for disappearing and not calling me, my heart still raced as I watched him. He had some power over my body that I just couldn’t put my finger on. 

After about thirty minutes, I went quietly back into my house. Surely now that he was home, he would reach out to me again. Perhaps he would stop by in the morning and tell me some elaborate reason why he couldn’t call me? 

Wait! What was I doing? I was already trying to give him excuses for why he wasn’t able to call me. How pitiful was I? I shook my head and tried to think about something else. When did I become this girl that cared so much about what a guy thought?

Before I met Marcus, I was doing so well at building myself up to be more independent. But then I found myself sitting in the dark of my kitchen waiting to see if Marcus would come over. Even though it was the middle of the night, my brain actually thought he might come running over to say hello and apologize. 

I sat for about twenty minutes before finally deciding sleep was more important than staring out my window in the middle of the night. 

When morning came, the first thing I thought of when I opened my eyes was what Marcus was doing. I hurried and got dressed and went outside to do yard work that I absolutely didn’t need to do. 

I’ll be honest; I don’t know what came over me. I don’t know what internal urge drove me to want Marcus to come over, but I did. I desperately wanted him to come and find me and tell me a fabulous reason why he had been unable to talk to me. 

After about an hour working in my yard, I heard Marcus leave his house and make his way over toward me. 

“Have you been behaving yourself?” he said as he slapped my ass. 

I slowly turned around, and there he was in all of his handsome glory. His hard muscles tugged on the blue shirt he was wearing, and his gray shorts hugged him in all the right places. 

I tried not to take in every piece of him, but I couldn’t stop myself. 

He smiled at me with that mischievous grin, and my body reacted with excitement to every last nerve ending. 

“Yep, you know it!” 

I turned back to work on the weed pulling in my yard. I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of seeing me ogle him. 

“Well, I’m going for a run, enjoy your day.” 

With that, he was gone. Off and running down the street like the last two weeks had not even happened. But there was awkwardness between us. He had to have felt that; there was no way around it. 

I threw my gardening tool down and stormed back into my house. 

How dare he just pretend like nothing was off? What an arrogant ass! He knows it’s rude to have sex with someone and then utterly disappear; he has to know that! 

He seriously just slapped my ass like nothing was wrong. It was amazing to me that he could even have a conversation with me and not mention that he had been gone for almost two weeks. It didn’t matter how hot he was. Any guy who wouldn’t try to at least make up some sort of excuse was too full of himself for me to worry about him. 

I went back into my house and tried to get rid of some of my anger. But the more I cleaned and organized the house, the angrier I got. In this day and age, how could any guy still be such a jerk? 

I just had to call Willow. 

“Hey girl what are you up to?” Willow said when she answered. 

“Guy trouble. I need you ASAP.”

It didn’t matter what day of the week it was or even what time of day. The fact that I had a guy and there was trouble was so exciting to Willow that she was over to my house in less than ten minutes. 

She was practically in a full blown sprint when I watched her get out of her car and make her way up to my door. We were long past knocking in our friendship, and she thrust the door open with a force of excitement.

“Who is he? How long have you known him? Have you had sex?” Willow said breathlessly as she fell onto the couch. 

“His name is Marcus; it’s that neighbor who moved into the house next door, known him about three weeks, although he’s been gone for the last two… and yes we did, right where you are sitting.” 

“Isabella! Eww!” Willow said as she jumped off the couch and moved over to a chair. 





Chapter 8

 

“So let me get this straight. You fell down a mountain, he rescued you, you had sex, he disappeared, and now he’s back.” 

“Yep.”

“So what’s the issue?”

“He left for two weeks without even a call. You don’t think that’s a bit weird.”

“Well, Isabella, I think the whole situation is weird. But I think you need to step back and stop worrying so much about it. Really, what’s the worst thing that could happen here? Are you actually considering him for a move in guy or something?”

I thought about it. There wasn’t really a bad result. I mean the worst that could happen would be that we didn’t have sex again. But I surely would still try to be friends with Marcus. We were neighbors and all. 

“I don’t mind being friends with him. My issue is that he is acting like it is perfectly normal for someone to sleep with a girl and then disappear for two weeks. It’s not like he told me ahead of time that he would be gone. And why couldn’t he have at least called and just told me he was on a business trip or something? That’s what is bothering me the most. He didn’t even call.”

Willow sat and pondered my dilemma for a moment before offering me her best solution.

“Rob. That’s what we will do. Rob.”

I sat there and looked at her with an obvious inquisitive look. I had no idea what she was talking about, but this wasn’t so unusual. Many of our conversations end with me staring at her and trying to figure out just what she was trying to say. 

“You know. Rob … the guy from my work that I told you would be perfect for you.”

Willow was constantly telling me she met someone who would be perfect for me. It wasn’t unusual that I couldn’t remember this particular man. She had such a big heart and was just trying to help me find the happiness like I used to have. She and Marv were so great together, it did give me hope that someday I would find a man that was my equal. Someday I would be able to follow my dreams and have someone right by my side urging me on. 

“What exactly do you propose I do with this Rob of yours?’ I laughed. 

“Do him.” Willow started to laugh so hard she fell off of the chair. 

“I’m not going to have sex with some stranger.”

But the second that sentence left my mouth, I realized that was exactly what I had done with Marcus. I didn’t really know him. Yeah, we had talked a little bit, but he wasn’t anyone I could say I knew. I really knew nothing about him. Well, except that he had the body of a Greek god. 

As we sat in the living room talking, Willow slowly stood and went to the window. Her mouth was slightly open as she watched Marcus stretching on his lawn after his morning run. I knew the feeling very well, Marcus had a way of distracting a woman.

I watched as Willow devoured Marcus with her eyes. It was clear she was having the same physical response to the man as I was. I doubt there is a woman alive that wouldn’t find Marcus attractive. He was movie star pretty and delightful to watch.

“You see what I’m talking about?” I said as I sat back down on the couch.

“Oh, yeah, I can see how you gave into that. I’m married, and my body is telling me to give this guy a try.”

Willow continued to look out the window and watch Marcus. She licked her lips several times subconsciously as she watched him out the window. It made me laugh to see her get so excited. She had spent most of her life without too much excitement; she kind of needed a little something interesting to add to her dreams. 

“So remind me who this Rob guy was again?” I said as I cringed at the thought of going on a blind date. 

“Remember, I work with him. He’s about your age and super nice. You should totally just go out on a date with him. You never know. He reminds me of that Sam guy you had living with you before. He’s nice, and I don’t know, but I think he might be into your lifestyle,” Willow said as a smile came across her face. 

I never did know who Willow was going to think was the perfect guy for me. She didn’t seem to have any criteria for choosing these men. Often, simply the fact that they were single was the only thing she looked for. Or she got a feeling that they would be okay sharing a woman with another man. There was no rhyme or reason to her thought process. 

“Alright. Give him my number. I’ll go out with him. I need to get my mind off Marcus.”

Willow’s face instantly turned to delight as she looked just like a kid in a candy store. I could tell she really wanted to fix me up with this guy. She ran to her purse and pulled out her phone. 

“I’m going to text him your number right now. You are going to love him.”

I raised one eyebrow at her and laughed. She said the same thing about every single guy she tried to match me up with. She always thought I would love them. Inevitably, they weren’t interesting enough to keep around.

A boring guy was okay with me if they brought something to the table. Like Sam had been so amazing at oral sex that I couldn’t imagine not having him around. But there had to be something in it to keep a guy around. I wasn’t going to waste my time with just anyone. 

“Love. That’s a bit much,” I said. 

“Oh, you know what I mean. You will have a great date with him. He’s super nice. Before you know it, he’ll be moved in with you.”

“You know that’s the second time you’ve said he’s super nice. Does that mean he’s really ugly, and you’re trying to distract me from that?” I laughed. 

“No. He’s cute. He is the total package. Just wait. It will be great.”

I took a deep breath and tried to forget about all the previous, perfect guys that Willow and her husband Marv had tried to fix me up with. They certainly meant well, but their idea of perfect and my idea of perfect just weren’t the same thing. 

I hugged Willow goodbye and promised to keep her in the loop of anything and everything that involved my dating life. There was no turning back now; she was going to want to know all the details of everything about my date. 

Only a few minutes after Willow left my house, I received a text message from this Rob guy. He sent a picture and a sweet hello message. He was cute with blond hair and blue eyes. His tan skin made him look like a surfer, although Willow said he worked with her at the insurance agency. He seemed too young to be in the insurance field. Although Willow was also in that field, she had an old soul, and insurance seemed to fit how much she worried about everything all the time. 

We made plans to have dinner the following night. He asked to come pick me up for our date, and although I initial refused, I finally had to cave into him when he sent me a picture of Fred Flintstone’s car and said I deserved a ride in that. It made me laugh, and I needed a good laugh right about then. 

 

***

 

I felt like an old pro at going on first dates. In the last couple months I had certainly had my fair share of them. Unfortunately, first dates never seemed to correlate into second or third dates for me. Often there just was no chemistry between me and the guy. The guys who I had ended up keeping around had all started out as friends without the traditional dating start. 

Rob and I had a great date. He was funny and made me laugh. He was very handsome, his surfer boy looks certainly could get the ladies; I was sure of it. Unfortunately, there just was no chemistry between the two of us. Or at least, I didn’t feel the chemistry. Rob certainly felt fine about the two of us. He spent much of the evening flirtatiously setting his hand on different parts of my body. I couldn’t help wondering if my fixation on Marcus was really distracting me from enjoying this nice guy I was on a date with. 

When he arrived at my door and walked me out to his car, his hand was on my lower back. When he pulled my chair out for me at the restaurant, he let his hand sit on my shoulder after he pushed my chair in. Then on the drive back to my house, he let out a bellowing laugh at one of my jokes and just happened to let his hand land on my thigh as he finished laughing. 

I didn’t really mind. He was cute and really funny; I was probably going to take him to bed just to give him a test drive. Sometimes you just never knew about a guy until you had him naked in bed. 

All in all, it was a good date, though. We got along great and made each other laugh. It was better than most of my other dates. I could see myself actually being friends with this guy. It would be hard to tell him no if he asked me on a second date, though. I’d probably just have to say yes at first and then blow him off after he was gone unless he was good in the bedroom; that would change my entire view of the guy.

When we pulled up outside my house, Rob jumped up out of his sports car and ran over to open my door. His car was hot, and I was really glad he didn’t have a old junk car like he had joked about in the picture he sent earlier. The black Chevy Camaro was a delicious piece of machinery. 

His hand quickly went to my lower back as he guided me to my front door. I didn’t mind him touching me. It was an expression of his desire for me.

“I had a great night,” I said as I glanced over to the neighbor’s house. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I could swear I just saw the light in Marcus’s back room turn off and the shade on the window moving. I couldn’t help imagining that he was standing at his window watching me.

“Me too, I’m really glad Willow thought to hook us up. It’s really hard to find decent women out in the country. Most are either too young, too old, or married.” Rob laughed.

I didn’t know for sure, but I thought Marcus was watching me from his window, and I couldn’t stop thinking about him. I could feel myself getting nervous, and although I wasn’t originally planning on kissing Rob good night, I decided it would be worth it if Marcus were watching. 

I’m not sure why I thought me kissing some other guy would be so awesome, but I just didn’t want Marcus to win this battle. I didn’t know if he was watching for sure or not. But if he was, I was going to make sure he knew I didn’t care at all about him disappearing. I was perfectly able to get my own date and didn’t need to worry about his arrogance at all. 

“Yeah, I’m glad too,” I said as I leaned against my front door. 

I gave Rob the look of seduction; it was a slight flutter of my eyelashes with a little biting of my lower lip. He couldn’t refuse me. Within seconds, he had moved in for a kiss. I did really like having a guy like Rob around, one that was easily controlled with my normal flirting ways. 

Normally, I wouldn’t get super devoted to a good night kiss. I usually liked them to be quick and passionate. Just enough to test out our chemistry, but not so much that the guy ended up getting excited and thinking that I was going to bring him inside. 

This time, I was going to have to go all out. If I was going to make Marcus see that I didn’t need him, I was going to have to really kiss Rob. 

I wrapped my arms around his neck and let my hands run through his blond hair. It was soft, and I couldn’t help enjoying this moment a little bit. Rob was an excellent kisser. His lips moved in perfect harmony with mine, and I could feel him readjusting his body and trying to stay just a couple inches away from me. Likely so I couldn’t tell just how hard he was with excitement. 

Slowly I let my hands go down to his back and then move back up. He was a very fit guy and built with plenty of muscles. Not nearly as many as Marcus, but certainly still in very good shape. 

As we continued to kiss, I couldn’t help imagining Marcus watching me and getting jealous. It served him right for being such an ass to me. I didn’t know for sure if he was watching, but I had a sneaking suspicious that he was. There was just a feeling that I had, and I wanted to make sure Marcus knew I didn’t need him. 

I was an independent woman; I didn’t need to wait around for Marcus to call. I wanted him to call so I could get to know him better. But since he didn’t bother to do that, I figured I would just get to know Rob better. 

“Best first date ever!” Rob exclaimed as we finally stopped kissing.

I just smiled and tried to look over at Marcus’s house to see if I saw any movement. But it looked pretty quiet over there.

“It was very nice. You make sure and call me sometime,” I said as I opened my front door. “Unless you’d like to come in for a nightcap,” I offered. 

Rob didn’t hesitate at all and quickly followed me into the house. I pulled him up the stairs to my bedroom and threw him onto the bed. Tonight I was going to be in charge, and I loved every minute of it. 

I teased and played with Rob for a few minutes before wrapping the condom around him and pulling him on top of me. He was so excited to be having sex with me that his thrusts only lasted a few minutes before he came. It wasn’t a miraculous evening of sex at all, more like a quickie that left me wanting more and had Rob longing to spend the night with me. 

“Let me taste you,” he growled as he slid down and started to please me. 

It was the least he could do for cumming so damn fast. Rob was an expert with his fingers and moved them diligently inside me as his tongue tasted me. With my eyes closed, I found the sweet spot and rocked my body against him in perfect timing until the orgasm released. It was a sweet orgasm, nothing too radioactive, but I definitely had a feeling that Rob would be interested in coming around again soon. 

I didn’t feel like having Rob spend the night. It wasn’t anything against him; I just wanted to take a shower and sleep in without worrying about what his plans were the next day. I sweetly suggested he should get going home before Willow showed up in the morning, and he agreed. 

We said our goodbyes, and Rob made his way back to his car. I sat down on the stairs just inside my doorway as I thought about our date. He really was a nice guy. If I had met him before Marcus, I would have been very excited. I did think Rob would be good to keep around, but my mind was still wrapped up in Marcus.

The problem was, I had met Marcus. The sexual fireworks that were between us were so much more than I could have ever imagined. I certainly couldn’t move on with someone else unless I found that sort of connection again. 

I was about to slip out of my clothes and go upstairs to shower when there was a knock at my door. 





Chapter 9

 

“Hey Rob, did you forget something?” I said as I opened the door. 

It wasn’t Rob; instead, I was face to face with Marcus. My blood sped up, and my face flushed before I could even think straight. Why was he at my house at this crazy hour? If I hadn’t already decided Marcus was a little different, this moment sure cemented that thought in my head. 

“So you went on a date?”

“Yep.”

“Alright. So he looked like a douchebag.”

“Well, you don’t know him.” I could feel myself getting angrier as we spoke. “What sort of guy knocks on his neighbor’s door to put down her date? That’s really weird, and if you don’t know someone, you really shouldn’t be making comments on who they are or what they are like.”

“I doubt you know him either.”

My pulse got faster as I could feel the anger building up inside of me. Who was he to come and talk to me about my date? He had totally ignored me for the past two weeks. It was his fault I even went on a date in the first place. 

“Really? Really? You’re going to throw up an attitude when you disappeared for two weeks without so much as a phone call.”

Marcus narrowed his eyes onto me, and I felt them soften up just a touch. He pressed into my house and shut the door behind him. What the heck was this guy doing? He just welcomed himself into my home. But what was I doing? I let him come in. There was a strong energy between Marcus and I, though; it was so strong that I couldn’t resist him. 

“I’m sorry. I was out of town on work.”

“Hmmm, the last time I checked, the entire country had phone service, and you even carry around a little thing in your pocket called a cellular phone.”

I was getting annoyed, and I could feel it. But for some reason, Marcus just smiled at me. It was like he was antagonizing me to get angrier. He didn’t seem put off by my agitation at all; in fact, he was getting softer and calmer the more I raised my voice. 

“Yes, but when I work, I can’t have my phone with me.”

“Oh, my God. That’s a great excuse. Do all the women you bang and then leave get to hear this same pile of bullshit?”

Marcus had a full on smile now and seemed to be thoroughly enjoying the anger level that I had reached. I wasn’t quite sure why I was angry, though. I really didn’t know him at all, and it wasn’t like me to get so attached to someone so quickly. 

“I’m serious. No phone for two weeks. Plus, I didn’t have your number anyways, so it wouldn’t have helped me to have my phone.”

His calm demeanor should have helped to calm me down also, but it didn’t. Instead, I continued to get louder and louder as I forced him to see just how crazy a woman can be when she is jaded by a man. 

I didn’t normally get so attached to a man. Hell, that was exactly why I preferred having a couple men around at one time instead of just concentrating my efforts on one man. But this particular guy had gotten under my skin with his nonchalant attitude. Even I made an effort to keep in contact with my boyfriends, and I sometimes had up to five of them at a time. If I could manage that, then Marcus could manage at least a phone call. 

“Oh, so you didn’t have a phone for two weeks? How was it up there?”

“What? Up where?” he said with a puzzled look on his face.

“Up in Antarctica. I mean unless you were in the African desert for your work. Because those are the only two places I can think of that you can’t find cell service for two friggin weeks. You know Marcus you are unbelievable. If you didn’t want to keep in touch with me, why wouldn’t you just tell me I wasn’t your type? It’s fine; I mean I’m not everyone’s type, and that’s perfectly acceptable, but at least don’t be a jerk about it.”

“You are my type,” Marcus said calmly with a mischievous smile. 

“Oh, my God! Seriously, how can I be your type if you disappear for two weeks? Don’t call me and then ignore me when you do get home.”

“Trust me; I didn’t ignore you.”

“I don’t even know what is going on here!” 

I couldn’t take it anymore. He wasn’t making any sense. He says I’m his type, and he didn’t ignore me, but I certainly felt ignored. And where on earth could he work that he couldn’t talk to someone for two weeks? This guy must really think I’m stupid. 

The problem I was having was he didn’t appear to be lying. I have been around plenty of people who lied to me, and there is just something about the way they look at you or don’t look at you, which makes you feel like you can’t trust them. But standing in front of Marcus and looking at how he answered my questions, he didn’t seem to be lying. 

I just stood there and stared at him for a minute as I tried to figure out what the heck was going on. Marcus was clearly not going to engage in the argument I was trying to have. He continued to be calm and acted like he was telling me exactly what had happened. 

“So what’s up with this guy you were kissing?” Marcus said with a smile. 

“Nothing. We just went on a date.”

“Why?” 

“Because adults go on dates when they are single. I like going on dates. I like having men in my life. In fact, I’m happy if I have multiple men in my life. I know, that sounds crazy, but I like my life like that.”

“Okay, I’d like to take you on a date.”

I just shook my head no. What was going on? How did we get from him ignoring me to now he was standing in my house asking me on a date? 

“No.”

Marcus looked surprised at my answer. He crossed his arms and leaned back against the door. He seemed to be pondering what to do next. 

“Yes,” he replied. 

I laughed. This was like a game to him. He ignored me for two weeks, and now that he saw me kissing another guy, he was suddenly interested in me. I didn’t want to play this game anymore. 

“No. I think you should leave.” 

I grabbed for the door to open it, but he wouldn’t move. 

“I think I should stay.” 

He stayed exactly where he was with his arms crossed and a smile on his face. He seriously didn’t think that he should leave. The way he was looking at me was getting me excited. I flashed to him kissing me, and I knew I was in trouble if he didn’t go soon. I was certainly going to give into my primal desire for this guy. 

“Listen here, Marcus. I had fun with you. I enjoyed our night together. I wanted to see you again, but you disappeared. I don’t have time for this kind of stuff. I have a big art exhibit next week, and I’m over this crap. Please leave.”

“That’s great. Yes, I’ll be your date to the art exhibit.” Marcus smiled and uncrossed his arms. 

“What are you talking about?”

“I would love to be your arm candy for your show. What should I wear? Is it black tie? Or more casual?”

I didn’t know what to do. He was bat shit crazy. He actually thought I was going to go on a date with him. Why on early would I agree to go on a date with a guy that had been a total ass to me? I had more self-respect than that. 

“I’m not going on a date with you!” I yelled out of exasperation. 

“Damn you look sexy as fuck when you’re mad.” 

“What?” I asked as I tried to register that he was actually flirting with me while I was angry. “No I don’t.”

“Oh yes, you do,” Marcus said as he moved toward me. 

I stepped back one small step after another before I landed right up against the stairs. I looked up toward the top of the stairs and instantly remembered when Marcus had carried me naked up to my bedroom. 

I moved away from the stairs. Marcus smiled as he seemed to be remembering the exact same thing as I was. I avoided eye contact with him and moved toward the front door. 

“Come on, it’s late. Just go home, and we can talk more tomorrow,” I said as I opened the door. 

Marcus grabbed the door and slammed it shut. 

He then grabbed me and slammed me against the door quickly but gently. His body forcing me against him. 

“I think I would like to stay,” he said with a smile. “If it’s alright with you, of course.”

My body whirled with desire for him. I didn’t want to be so attracted to him. The problem was my body was aching to feel him. I bit my lip as the desire started to build. I looked down to try and avoid eye contact, but his hand gently lifted my chin up and our eyes locked. 

His lips came in fast and hard against mine, and I tried to push him away. I was still angry with him. I didn’t want to have sex with him …

… but I couldn’t stop myself. The passion and desire that filled my body needed to be released. I could be mad at him tomorrow. Tonight, I was going to fuck him. 

I pressed hard against him, and he moved all the way back to the stairs. When we reached the stairs, I pushed him right back onto his ass. 

As he sat on the stairs, I climbed on top of him and roughly kissed him. Our lips moved with one another, and our hands grabbed and tore at each other’s clothes. Before I knew it, my nightdress was hiked up to my waist, and my panties were on the ground. 

Marcus grabbed me and stood up, pressing my body against the wall and holding me there. He unzipped his pants and quickly guided his cock inside of me. As he thrust into me, my body shook the wall and the pictures that went up the stairway. 

Our lips stayed locked, and I could feel the anger leaving my body with each of his thrusts. Harder and harder, he banged my body up against the wall. I should have said no, but I liked it. I enjoyed feeling his primal thrusts and wanted more and more of it. I wanted to feel him inside me for hours on end. 

My arms stayed wrapped around him as I held on tightly. 

“Fuck me, oh God, yes.” I heard myself say as I closed my eyes in pleasure. 

“Cum for me baby. Cum hard.”

His voice was like a commander telling me what had to be done. I listened. 

My body started to tense up, and I could feel the rush of excitement filling up every fiber of me. I tried to press against him; I wanted to slow his thrust because the intensity was so much for me. But his thrusts kept coming, and my whole body let loose with excitement. 

I felt the tightening in my abdomen, but Marcus kept thrusting. I loved the way he had total control over me at that moment. I’d worked hard to keep men at a distance and keep control, but at that moment, I let him take me. 

“Oh, no, no, no …” I tried to get him to stop before I orgasmed so hard I wasn’t sure I could control myself. 

“I’m not done fucking you yet,” he said definitively. 

He brought me over to the couch and placed me on the side. He laid me over the edge, and my back fell down onto the couch. With both hands on my hips, he flipped me over so my ass was in the air, and he entered me from behind. 

“Okay then.” I laughed as I teased him with my ass. 

His thrusts were slow at first, and I enjoyed the softness. But then he reached down and grabbed my hair with one hand and my shoulder with the other. 

The pulse of his cock inside me hit my g-spot just right, and I felt a pleasure like I had not felt in years. Even the sex we’d had two weeks ago did not give me the pleasure that this one position was giving me. 

I pressed my body back against him and urged him to go deeper and deeper. I wanted more of him. I wanted all of him. 

Marcus leaned down and let his lips touch my back, and I could feel his breath. It was heavy and full of lust. His body heaved with each thrust, and his arms shook as he used every last ounce of energy he had. 

The ecstasy was close to finishing, and I could feel my body tensing up again. My legs got wobbly, and I used the couch for support. But soon even the couch couldn’t support me as my legs gave out and an orgasm took over. At the same time, Marcus let out his final thrust and a moan of delight when his body felt the sweet release. 

Before either of us collapsed onto the ground, we crawled our way onto the couch and curled up. His arms kept me warm as we drifted off to sleep. My mind was exhausted, my body equally as tired. I wanted to stay mad at Marcus, but at that moment, there was no energy left for anger. 





Chapter 10

 

As morning arrived, I woke up, and Marcus was still there. He was lying behind me with his arms still wrapped around me. I felt a huge sense of relief as I realized he had actually stayed all night long this time. The power imbalance between him and I still felt like it was there, though. I wasn’t in charge like I was used to; instead, I felt Marcus was in charge. 

“So should I write my number down for you this time?” I joked. 

He just squeezed me tight and stayed sleeping. I was pretty sure Stanley was going to be stopping by my house that morning, and there was some anxiety about how an introduction between him and Marcus would go. I had alluded to my past life only slightly, but I still had to explain things to Marcus. As much as I wanted to stay awake and worry about Stanley coming over, I couldn’t help falling back asleep with him. It was comfortable being in his arms. It felt like home. That feeling when something just fits perfectly, and you don’t have to worry about it, that’s what it felt like to be in Marcus’s arms. 

We slept in until about noon and loved every minute of it. Neither of us was the type of person to normally sleep in like that, but it felt good. 

“I’m going to take a shower,” I said with a smile. “Would you like to join me?”

It wasn’t really a question, and I didn’t wait for the response. I walked naked up the stairs and moved deliberately slow, letting my ass move from side to side with each step I took. 

His eyes burned hot on me as I walked away, and I knew with certainty that he would be joining me in the shower. His desire was palpable through the air, and I felt him moving only a few short steps behind me as I got to the top step. 

When I turned the water on in the shower, he was already right behind me. 

Sex in the shower had never really been my thing. It seemed dangerous to me, too much slippery water and too little room to move around. I strategically avoided letting things get out of control, and instead, just enjoyed having him close to me. 

He poured soap into his hands and rubbed them together. They lathered up, and Marcus brought the suds over to my body. As I washed my hair, his hands started to massage my breasts and move down my body. Soon he had one hand rubbing on my pussy, and I opened my eyes. His lips moved in quickly, and I tried to avoid them by turning my head. 

I should have known better than to try and avoid his advances. Within moments, I was wrapped up in his soapy arms and kissing him. His body reacted to mine, and I could feel his hard cock pressed up against me. 

I finished rinsing my hair and tried to rinse off the soap from my body. Marcus made it nearly impossible to get myself clean with his hands grabbing me all over the place and his lips kissing me. 

Finally, I finished washing off and made my way out of the shower. Slowly I got out of the shower and wrapped myself in a towel. I stood at the door to the bathroom. 

“Let’s go, cowboy, I want to go for a ride.”

Marcus peeked his head out from the shower, and I opened my towel to flash him my naked body. Then I quickly made my way to the bed and got under the warm covers. 

I waited for him to come from the shower after I heard it turn off. 

I waited and waited and waited, but he didn’t seem to be coming. I pulled the covers off and was about to get out of bed when Marcus pounced on me from beside the bed. 

“Shit!” I screamed. “How the hell did you get out here?” 

He didn’t wait for me to respond and instead fell onto the bed and pulled me down on top of him. I was laughing so hard from the surprise, and Marcus was absolutely magnificent as he grabbed me and flipped me on top of him when he fell back onto the bed. 

“I believe there is a cowgirl around here who wanted to go for a ride.”

“Mmmm, yes there is.”

I looked down at his cock, and it was raging hard again. I needed to feel myself on top of him. Just as I was about to slide onto him and give him a good cowgirl show, his phone rang from downstairs. It was a distinct musical tone that sounded a little like something from the military. 

Marcus jumped up and flipped me over onto the bed. He seemed to be in a huge hurry and darted down the stairs totally naked. I went down after him to see what the big deal was. Even if it was an important call, was it really so important that he couldn’t call them back? 

I got to the bottom of the stairs and tried to listen in on what he was saying, but he moved into the bathroom and shut the door. 

I could have continued to try and listen to his call, but instead decided to go to the kitchen and make some breakfast. My mind was racing, though, thinking about who he was talking to that was so important he was willing to give up on some sex for. It seemed odd, but then again, nothing about the situation with Marcus seemed normal. 

When he was off his phone call, Marcus slipped his jeans on and came into the kitchen. I stood naked and was preparing pancakes for us to eat. I had not made pancakes in many years. My health conscious mind had always thought they were too full of carbs and calories. But as we sat down, and I ate the first batch of pancakes, I was instantly transported to when I was a child, and the joy of pancakes.

“Now this has got to be the best breakfast I have ever had,” Marcus said as he sat down at the island counter. 

“You haven’t even tasted anything yet.”

“Hmmm, no I haven’t. I should taste something.” His eyes fixated on my pussy, and I couldn’t help feeling myself get a little embarrassed. 

I could still remember very vividly his tongue on me the night we first slept together. It was absolutely delightful. 

“Here are some pancakes, taste these for now.”

He looked disappointed but then delved into the pancakes. 

By this time, it was well into the afternoon. I’m not sure why I had decided on making pancakes, except for my body clock was so off from the sex we had been having all night long. 

“These are some delicious pancakes,” he said as he shoveled more and more of them into his mouth. 

I couldn’t make pancakes fast enough to fill him up, but I kept trying. 

“Do you want any more?” 

“Oh no, but there is something else I want.” His eyes looked at my wetness again. “But since I can’t have that right now, how about you give me your phone number?

I smiled at how adorable he was. He was sweet and sexy, and I had totally forgotten I was still mad at him. 

“Well, what if you don’t have a phone again for two weeks?” I said with a wink. 

“I’ll try harder this time.”

There was something in how he said that which made me think he actually would have to try pretty hard to get away from his work and call me, and it made me feel great. 

“So are you going to tell me what you do for work?” I asked as we ate. 

“I would tell you, but then I’d have to kill you,” Marcus said in his best James Bond voice. 

I had a sneaking feeling that he wasn’t joking, though. He was certainly built to be part of some sort of Special Forces group or elite military branch. His chiseled muscles covered every inch of his body. Even his hands looked like they had muscles on them. I had never met a man who had muscles on his hands. 

But something about Marcus struck me as not being in the military. He seemed a little too rough around the edges to work for the government. Instead, I thought he looked more like some sort of private security guy or something like that. I really had no idea. 

“Seriously, give me a clue. Are you in the military? Police? Insurance salesman?” I smiled at the last one. 

He certainly didn’t look like an insurance salesman. In fact, I would buy every kind of insurance possible if he was selling it. Maybe that would be a good job for him. 

“I really can’t talk about it. But yes, it’s something involving police and security.” 

“Thank you,” I said. 

Even though he had not given away any secrets, it helped to know a tiny bit about what he did. My mind still whirled with all the possibilities of what he really did when he was gone for weeks at a time. I also couldn’t stop thinking about why he had moved to Bain, Missouri. It wasn’t like we were on the map as a big up and coming town to live in. 

“Can I ask you something else?” I smiled and leaned my naked breasts over the counter. 

His eyes weren’t on mine; instead, he watched closely as my nipples slowly touched the cold marble of the counter. They turned hard, and it was difficult for me to not smile at the look on Marcus’s face. He was mesmerized by my nipples. 

“Marcus, can I ask you something?” I said again. 

“Yes,” he said. 

“Why did you come here?”

“To fuck you,” he said with a smile. 

I had to laugh, but that wasn’t what I meant, and I thought he knew that. He was just avoiding answering my questions. I was pretty sure he had come to my house for exactly that reason, but I was more interested in why a man like him had decided on Bain, Missouri out of all the places in the world to settle down. 

The only thing I could think of was that he had to move to the area for his work. The work that he wouldn’t tell me about and that sometimes kept him on the road for weeks at a time. Not just away for weeks, but unable to use his cell phone. It all seemed like he was making it up, but when I looked into his eyes, he didn’t appear to be lying. 

“Seriously, why Bain?”

“Isabella, I want to tell you all about me. I want to tell you all about my work and how I came to live here in this town, but it’s just not the right time. I know that is hard to understand, but please just believe me when I say I will tell you someday.”

I did believe him. Despite everything that had gone on between the two of us, he seemed like a genuinely trustworthy person. At least that was what I was feeling; I could have been totally wrong. It was entirely possible that this guy was totally playing me. He could be anyone. He could be dangerous. He could be a hired killer for all I knew. 

His phone rang again, and Marcus jumped up and took the call outside. This time he had pants on so he stood on the back porch and talked to whoever needed to reach him so badly. 

I watched his face as he talked on the phone, and it seemed like he was angry. I couldn’t tell what he was saying except the occasional ‘No’ that came out of his mouth. His eyes locked on mine, and he winked at me. I melted. It was such a sweet thing coming from such a manly man. 

I watched the muscles on his chest as he walked back and forth on the back porch. They moved slowly and with deliberate motion. I could see where they attached to his body because he had hardly any fat on his body at all. His defined muscles were just draped in tan skin with only the slightest amount of tissue under it. He certainly was the most fit guy I had every met in person. 

As his call wrapped up, I tried not to look like I had been staring at him the whole time, although I’m pretty sure he knew I was. I went to the sink and started to do some dishes. 

When Marcus came in, he wrapped his arms around me and stood there with his face in the corner of my neck. His lips moved slightly against my skin. He seemed to be getting ready to say goodbye. But this time there was a real connection between us. This time we actually were going to talk about this trip.

“You have to go?” I said as I continued to wash the dishes. 

“Yeah, I’m sorry,” he said as he kissed my neck. 

The knock at my front door surprised me much more than it did Marcus. I’d expected Stanley to stop by much earlier and had almost entirely forgotten about him. I found my small black silk robe to wrap myself in and made my way to the door. This was going to be interesting. 

“It’s alright. I wrote my number down on the paper over there; let me grab the door really quick. It’s probably Stanley; you should meet him.”

He released me and picked up the paper. As he placed it into his pocket, he walked into the living room to gather the rest of his clothing. Only a minute passed before he was back in the kitchen fully dressed and ready to leave while I stood at the front door preparing Stanley for this meeting. 

Stanley had met guys before. He had lived with me before. He knew the routine and just how uncomfortable the situation could get. Stanley was an old pro at it all, though, and I was happy I had him around to ease this meeting. 

“Marcus, this is Stanley,” I said as I motioned for the two men to meet one another. 

“Hi,” Stanley said without his usual playful introduction. 

Typically, he made some crack about how he loved me and shared me. He broke the ice for me normally, but on this day, he just stared at Marcus while Marcus stared back at him. Neither man seemed all that impressed with the other. 

“It’s getting late. You are leaving tonight?” I asked Marcus. 

It seemed really weird that he would be leaving on whatever his work trip was already. He had just gotten off the phone with them. What kind of job called a guy at night to tell them they needed to come to work right away? It didn’t seem right, but I decided it wasn’t my place to say anything else. 

“Yep, I’m going to pack up and head out. It was nice meeting you, Stanley. Take care of my girl while I’m gone,” Marcus said with a wink in my direction. 

My heart was beating so fast that I didn’t know what to do or say. Did Marcus know that Stanley and I slept together? I had just had Rob over before Marcus, and now Stanley was there. Certainly, Marcus wasn’t going to be okay with this. He was going to make some sort of rude comment or say something about my lifestyle; I just knew it. 

I turned around and stood there, my black silk robe barely covering me up at all. I watched him walk toward me with sincerity in his eyes that I had not seen before. 

“Be safe,” I said as his lips met mine. 

“I will. You be safe too.” He winked at me. “Stanley, my man, it really was nice meeting you.” 

He gave me one more quick kiss and then turned to leave the house, not fazed at all by the fact that Stanley was standing next to me as Marcus walked out the door. I had never met a man as confident in himself as Marcus was. He didn’t question me or care in the least what I’d be doing when he left. 





Chapter 11

 

“Who the hell was that?” Stanley asked as I shut the door and then ran to the stairs. 

“It’s the new neighbor. Isn’t he hot?” 

I went up to my bedroom so I could watch what Marcus was doing. I didn’t know Marcus very well at all, but he certainly liked his secrets. There was a way where he told me just a little bit of information to make me think I had it all, but in reality, I had no real information. 

Stanley joined me in my bedroom, got naked, sat on my bed, and waited for me to finish watching Marcus. Unfortunately for Stanley, I was much more interested in Marcus and what was going on over at his house than I was in naked Stanley on my bed. 

Marcus stayed in his house for about an hour before I saw him coming out the back door with two black duffel bags. They looked like the bags he had before when he had carried them all into the house. 

My heart sank as I remembered touching the cold metal guns that were in those bags. He certainly was doing some sort of dangerous job if he was carrying around that many guns. 

“What’s he doing?” Stanley asked as he came up behind me and tried to tease me with his hard-on.

“Shhh, I don’t know,” I said and pushed him back toward the bed. 

I watched as he loaded all six of the bags again and then went back into his house. I wanted to get a closer look to make sure the bags were the same as before, but I decided not to push my luck. 

“Come lay down,” Stanley finally said when it was dark out, and I’d been watching Marcus’s house for over an hour. 

I fell asleep in Stanley’s arms while watching Marcus’s house, but when I woke up, his Jeep was still there. I decided to hop in the shower and then maybe I would stop by his house again to see what was going on. He had thought he needed to leave pretty quickly when he was on the phone, but apparently, he was able to spend the night. 

“I’m sorry I wasn’t much company last night,” I said to Stanley as he stood in my bathroom watching me shower. “You know how I get when there’s a new guy.”

“Yes, I know,” he replied. “But what do you really know about this guy? He seems pretty shady to me.” 

“He does seem shady, but he spent the night last night, and I felt comfortable with him.”

“Okay, so what if I come over tomorrow?” he asked. 

“Sure, I don’t really know my schedule, but we will work it out. You know we always do. I have my art show coming up too. Are you coming to that?”

“You know I really want to, I’m just not so sure about work right now. Things are really hectic.”

“It’s okay; I think Marcus is going to come,” I said as I remembered him telling me he was coming but not asking me. 

My art show was just a few days away, and it was going to be so important for everyone who worked with me on my team. They all helped me so much with getting my show to go off the ground. Being an artist in today’s instant gratification world can be very difficult for anyone who takes their work seriously. 

Art isn’t a way of making a lot of money, and art takes a lot of work. I was lucky enough to have been somewhat successful and at least had people willing to buy my pictures. If I didn’t have people buying my photos, I wouldn’t be able to be an artist full-time. 

I really had to stop worrying about Marcus and whatever he was doing with his job and start worrying about myself. My show was getting really close, and I couldn’t be unprepared when I showed up. I needed to have all my prints ready and be willing and able to describe my methods for each of the photos. 

As much as I needed to work on my project, I couldn’t tear myself away from the thought that Marcus was involved in something big. I kept glancing out the window, waiting to see what Marcus was going to do. Whatever he was doing with those guns, I didn’t like it at all. I didn’t know Marcus’s skills in defense tactics, but he certainly seemed skilled in many other areas. 

“I’m going to head home now,” Stanley finally said. “It was nice seeing you.”

“I’m sorry, Stanley, come here,” I said as I grabbed him and gave him a hug. “I really do appreciate you. I love that you come over and check on me. I love how you care for me and don’t let my distraction right now take away from my feelings for you.” 

“I know. I like seeing you get this excited about someone new. I hope he works out, but I’m not doing a threesome with him. I can already tell his body would intimidate me.” Stanley laughed and kissed me softly. 

“Love you, Stan, I’ll see you soon,” I said with one last kiss. 

Stanley made his way down the stairs and let himself out of the house. I watched as he walked back to his house and looked back up at me in the window. Sometimes I wished one guy would be enough for me. I wished I could have a simple life like I once had, but that wasn’t for me anymore. My life was complicated and exotic now, and I loved it. 

Silently, I said a prayer for Marcus so that he would return home unharmed, and he would accomplish what he had set out to get done with his job. I wasn’t big into prayers, but I figured it couldn’t hurt if Marcus was doing something dangerous.

I had never dated anyone who wouldn’t tell me what they did for work; not like Marcus and I were dating, that’s not what this was. But why wouldn’t he just tell me what was going on? He could keep things generic and just explain a general idea of what he did, but even that wasn’t allowed, apparently. 

My eyes widened as I watched Marcus come out of his garage dressed in all black. He looked like some sort of swat team member, and I was turned on.

Police officers had never been a big fetish of mine before, but if they all looked like Marcus, then I could reconsider the option; he said he was into something like police or security stuff. His muscles seemed to be showing off in the tight shirt he had on, and his black cargo pants and black combat boots seemed totally out of place. Although Marcus was certainly a big guy, he wasn’t aggressive at all; which is why it was difficult to figure out what exactly he was doing. 

I decided I had to try and follow him. 

Obviously, I wouldn’t be able to follow him all the time, but that moment just seemed perfect for getting into my car and seeing if I could follow Marcus. Admittedly, my following skills were not honed in. I tried to stay as far back as I could and did everything I could think of to not catch his attention. But it didn’t appear as if he was even watching in his rearview mirror as we made our way out of Bain and toward the city. I even let other drivers pass me and then kept them between the two of us whenever possible. 

He didn’t look back, at least as far as I could tell, and instead kept his eyes on the road as he sped through the traffic and made his way to the downtown area. I had not been down in that area of St. Louis in a very long time; it was neat to see the small pieces of town now that it had been a few years since I had been in town. 

Then I looked down at my phone. It was Marcus; he was calling me. I certainly couldn’t answer the phone while driving on the interstate and following Marcus. I decided to pull over quickly so I could answer his call. Certainly, he must know it was me following him and was going to ask me why. I didn’t have an answer for him, and I took a deep breath as I tried to calm my nerves. 

“Hello,” I said as my car came to a complete stop on the side of the road. 

“Hey, I just wanted to make sure I had your number right,” Marcus said as he drove off, and I lost him in the traffic of the busy city. 

“That’s great.”

“I shouldn’t be gone for more than a couple days this time; hopefully, you won’t get too bored,” Marcus said as if he knew I planned to have other men in my bed while he was out of town. 

Where was he going? I just wanted to ask him that and see what he would say. Did he know I was following him? Or maybe he was randomly calling me, I wasn’t sure. 

“That’s really great. I think you should start keeping all of your jobs to only a couple of days,” I said as I tried to keep the conversation going. 

It seemed obvious to me that Marcus was making an effort. He seemed to actually care about my feelings and worked hard to ensure I would understand enough about his travels to know when he would be coming home. Or had he seen me following him and was just trying to distract me?

As we got off the phone, I continued to drive right to the airport. It was just down the street from where I had last seen him, and I guessed that he was going to take a plane to whatever this mysterious job of his was. Just by luck, I saw Marcus’s Jeep sitting in an unusual spot on the airplane tarmac. There was no way I could get to it, and instead, I just had to observe from afar. He was parked in the middle of two small plane hangars as if he knew exactly what he was doing and had done it before. 

I pulled my car up in a wooded area near the cargo loading planes. I just wanted to see if I could figure out what was going on and why Marcus was involved. But it was impossible to see what was happening. It was dark out, and the way the plane was angled, I couldn’t see anything that was going on. 

It was impossible to even know what people were in the plane or what was going on during this trip he was taking. I wanted to be supportive, but I couldn’t trust anyone yet. There was just a lot going on for the kids lately, and I didn’t have the energy to trust people. 

I left my vehicle and walked around to a different area so I could get a slightly better view. I watched in silence as the ten duffle bags were unloaded from the Jeep to the new cargo plane. I assumed the bags were still full of guns, but I had no way of knowing for sure. 

I continued to watch as a group of other men, who looked very similar to Marcus, arrived and started to load themselves onto the cargo plane. The men all seemed to know each other very well as they greeted each other and joked during the process. 

Whatever it was that this group of guys was doing for a job, it seemed pretty dangerous. They all were bringing on black duffle bags that seemed to look a lot like the ones that Marcus had had in his home. 

I closed my eyes briefly to imagine what these guys needed all these guns for. Nothing that I could think of seemed like a very legitimate business. Although I was sure that somewhere there was a fake Twitter account for these guys and their sexy hot bodies. 

The other men were the first to get on the plane, and Marcus seemed to be in charge, so he waited and got onto the plane last. I watched each of the bodyguards intently as their muscular bodies seemed to have no problems with anything that came their way. 

It did seem pretty odd to me that Marcus and the other men were going to be able to take this private charter jet over to some undisclosed location where they needed all those guns. How could any of this be legal?   

I watched as the private plane took off, and I couldn’t help thinking that something illegal was going on. The longer I stood there, the more I was sure of this idea. There was no way Marcus worked for a police department or even a special agency; they didn’t let their men travel on private jets. 

Perhaps I totally did not know him. Maybe he was a bad guy that I was falling for because he was so damn hot? Was it possible that I couldn’t tell a criminal from a good guy at all?

It was hard to differentiate between the Marcus I knew and the Marcus that I saw loading up guns onto that private jet. The Marcus loading up guns seemed very deadly. The look on his face was serious, and he was not someone you would want to mess with. The Marcus I knew was kind and caring and willing to carry an injured woman a half of a mile to her home. 

I turned my car around and made my way back home. There was no use trying to figure things out right then; Marcus said he would be gone for a couple days, and that meant I wouldn’t hear from him that whole time. At least we had gotten to talk a little bit before he left. 

The next day, I was preparing my photos for my art show, and I got a Skype call from Marcus. 

“Hello,” I said as I held the phone up to my face. 

I had never Skyped anyone and wasn’t even sure why I had the app on my phone. Probably something Willow thought I needed. When I bought my phone, she had made sure to install every possible application she thought I would want to use. 

“Hey, I promised to do better. So here I am,” Marcus said. 

He was wearing a T-shirt and looked very casual in a hotel room. I couldn’t help smiling at the effort he was making to stay in touch. I also couldn’t help wishing I was in that hotel room with him. I bit my lip as thoughts of him naked rushed through my mind. 

All it took was seeing him face to face, and I automatically assumed my thoughts from the night before were ludicrous. This man wasn’t some sort of criminal, he was sweet and kind and clearly very into me. 

His smoldering brown eyes looked at me as if I was the only woman in the world. It felt good, but it felt like he could tell exactly what I was thinking. 

“Where are you?” 

“Chicago.”

“Doing anything fun?” I didn’t want to come out and ask exactly what he did for work or why he was in Chicago, but I desperately wanted to know. 

“Nope. How about you? That’s a sexy top’ let me see it.”

I was out in my garage and wearing a torn up old T-shirt. I had gotten it while visiting Paris, and it always gave me inspiration. I set my phone on the table in my garage and took a few steps back. 

“It’s nothing but a rag,” I said.

“Yes, it’s horrible. Take it off,” Marcus said as he leaned closer to his camera and smiled.

Then I did something that was totally out of character for me. I lifted my T-shirt up over my head and threw it to the other corner of the garage. Marcus’s jaw instantly dropped. His eyes widened, and he liked what I had just done. I saw the look on his face, and I loved it. 

Slowly I moved back toward the camera and let my fingers play with one of my nipples. I moved in nice and close so Marcus could see what I was doing. He still had not said a single thing since I took my shirt off. 

“Mmmm, I wish your lips were right here,” I said as I let my finger circle around my hard nipple. 

“You don’t know how bad I wish my lips were there too.”

“Show me,” I said. 

It was fun to play this game. Marcus could only see my breasts at the moment and couldn’t see my face. It gave me a weird sense of confidence that I had never really felt before. I certainly would not have felt this confident if I was standing right in front of him. 

“Oh, you can’t handle seeing this,” Marcus said in his usual cocky tone. 

“You’re right. I better just get dressed and get back to my art show displays.”

I looked at the screen, and there he was, sitting in some hotel room chair with his cock out in his hand. The camera watched as his hand slid up and down the shaft, and I got wet just seeing him. 

“When will you be back?” I asked as I picked the camera up and moved it to my face. 

I bit my lip slightly and licked my lips at the thought of feeling him inside of me again soon. I wanted my lips around him. The primal urge to taste him was overcoming me, and all I could think of was when he was going to be back in my bed. 

“I’ll be there for your art show. I promise. You know I’m okay with that dorky guy keeping you company. I think I understand your needs in that area,” Marcus said as he moved the camera up to his face. 

“What do you mean?” 

“You have an insatiable appetite. I can tell. You hide it well, but you need to be touched every day, don’t you?” he asked as if he actually knew every detail of my sexual life. 

“I didn’t really want to have this conversation on the phone.” I laughed. 

“I’m man enough to know that no other man will fill my spot. And I’d rather know there was a good man like that neighbor of ours who was taking care of your needs.”

“It really doesn’t bother you?” I asked a little weirded out by how comfortable he was. 

“Not at all. Sex is fun. It’s supposed to be something that revitalizes you and makes your day better. I don’t have weird hang-ups about it like a lot of people.”

“Marcus, I know it’s weird,” I started to say before he interrupted me. 

“It’s not weird. You decide what type of life you want, no one else. Trust me, I’m into weird.” He laughed. “You don’t even know the half of it.” 

“Really?” 

“Yep,” Marcus said, and I had no choice but to believe him. He was very definitive in his answer. “I’ve never been a fan of vanilla bedroom activity. It excites me to know that you aren’t either.” 

Marcus moved the camera back to his throbbing cock and then back up to his face, and I suddenly felt embarrassed now. His chiseled jaw and defined muscular torso made me nervous. I could feel the flush of red taking over my face. 

“I’m really nervous. I’ve never had a show as big as this one,” I said in an effort to distract from our sexual conversation. 

I didn’t have the nerve to tell Marcus that I was actually pretty vanilla in the bedroom. Despite having several live-in boyfriends, the sex I had with them had been pretty tame. No crazy toys or positions, and I’d never even had a threesome. But that was a lot to explain, and for the moment, I was just really happy that Marcus and I seemed to have a connection in this department. 

“Don’t worry, people will love you,” Marcus said confidently. 

“What are you doing in Chicago?” 

“Just work stuff. Nothing exciting.”

“I really am so nervous about this show. I’m afraid I’ll get there and no one else will show up. Or worse yet, people will show up and say the photos are as bad as their six-year-old child. I don’t know if I can take that kind of rejection.” 

“You’ll be great. I’m going to get going; sorry I have to run, but it’s a busy few days. See you soon,” Marcus said, and he was quickly off of the call before I could even respond.

As we hung up, it struck me that I felt bonded to Marcus. We had not known each other for long, and I certainly did not know much about him. But I felt somewhat different about him and me after our conversation. I still wanted to find out all of his secrets, but I was alright waiting for a little bit if that was what he needed. 

Sexuality was funny that way. As soon as I met a person who didn’t judge me for my choices, I automatically felt a stronger connection with them. I sought out those connections in this time of my life and thrived on them greatly. 

I finished putting one of the frames together for a picture and then made my way inside. As I walked across my yard, I thought I saw a light turn off from inside Marcus’s house. I watched patiently from the comfort of my living room, just to see if anything unusual happened. I wanted to see if anyone else was coming or going from his house. He certainly had not talked about anyone being at his home, but then again he might not want to share that information until necessary. 

As my phone rang, I was momentarily distracted and pulled back into my own life. It was Rob, my date from the other night, and I sat on the couch to answer the call and talk with him. I’d really hoped he was going to call me. 






Chapter 12

 

“I can’t stop thinking about you,” Rob said in a deep sexy voice. 

“Well, we did have a fun night together.” 

“I’m getting ready for my big art show, you’re welcome to come if you’d like. But my other boyfriends will be there as well.” 

Sometimes fiddle farting around my lifestyle just didn’t feel right. I just let it out there and waited to see how Rob would react. I wasn’t even sure I liked the guy all that much yet, but he did have a certain way about him in the bedroom that was hard for me to just give up.

“How many?” he asked without skipping a beat. 

“Probably both of them.”

“So you’re dating around. I can respect that. No woman should tie herself down to just one man before he’s proved himself.” 

“Actually,” I said with a dramatic pause. “I don’t usually date just one guy. In fact, I used to live with three men at once.” 

“Did you sleep with them all?” 

“Yes, but not at the same time,” I replied. 

I’d found that the best way to communicate what I liked in my life was being honest. Either the guy was into the same things as I was, or he wasn’t. My lifestyle wasn’t exactly something that a guy would agree to unless he was already an open-minded person. 

“So they all know about each other?” 

“Yes.”

“And they are fine with sharing you?”

“Pretty much. But my current arrangement is in development. And I’m not inviting you to move in or anything. Come to my art show, and just see how things go.”

“Why?” Rob asked and caught me a little off guard. 

“Why come to my show?” 

“No, why have several guys, and what’s really in it for them. They are sharing you; it doesn’t seem beneficial.” 

“In your last long-term relationship, what would happen if you had to cancel a date? If you needed to work extra hours for the whole week? If you really wanted to go see that new Star Wars movie and had no one to see it with?” I asked in an effort to explain how my lifestyle worked well. 

“So you don’t get mad about those things?” Rob laughed. 

“No, you see if you’re having a busy week, I can encourage you to do your best work and make that promotion you’ve been wanting. If you have to cancel a date, I can be understanding and caring. And if you really want to see the latest Star Wars movie, you’ll have a group of guy friends that understand and care about you to go with, because I’m still not going to it.” I laughed. “It’s a unique way of living; I’m just seeing if you’d be interested at all. If so, come to my art show and meet two guys that I think are really great.” 

Rob was quiet for a minute as he seemed to be thinking about how to respond. My gut told me that he was going to be coming to my show. 

“I’ll come to your show. You’re a cool girl, and I’d like to get to know you.” 

“Great, I’ll text you the details,” I said with excitement. 

“This is going to be interesting,” he replied quietly before hanging up. 

It was, in fact, going to be interesting. I really did think that Stanley, Marcus, and Rob would get along great, but for some reason, I felt like our group wasn’t full yet. I’d never set a limit on the number of men I wanted to have in my life, and I didn’t plan on doing that, but something that Marcus had said was lingering with me. He said he was into weird stuff, and I was intrigued. What could he think was weird compared to me having multiple boyfriends? I couldn’t wait to hear all about it and figure out if this group of guys could work for me in more of a long-term situation. 

As I got up from the couch, I continued to watch his house and felt like I was going crazy. No lights turned on or off, and there certainly did not seem to be anyone running around outside. There wasn’t even a car around. I looked at his house for nearly an hour before I finally gave up the idea that someone was actually at Marcus’s house. 

I was a little paranoid, though, and took some time walking around my house and checking all the door locks and windows. I headed upstairs to my room. 

For some reason, I felt scared. I had lived in my grandparents’ house on and off for years even though I had only recently moved in full-time; not once had I ever felt afraid while I was there. My instinct was that someone was watching me from afar, and I either needed to confront them or pretend that I didn’t notice them. Unfortunately, I had no idea what I should do or if there was even a person out there that was watching me. 

It took me forever to fall asleep that night because of my fears. But the following night was better, and I soon forgot about the mysterious light I thought I had seen at my neighbor’s house. 

 





Chapter 13

 

“So tell me more about this mysterious neighbor man,” Willow said as she and Marv helped me bring my pictures to the art gallery. 

“There’s nothing much to tell. He’s a mystery man,” I said as I laughed.

“You haven’t found out any more about him? Does he know about your lifestyle?” Marv asked with a playful nudge to my shoulder. 

“Yes, he does.”

“Really? And he’s okay with it?” Marv questioned before Willow kicked him in the shins. 

“Stop, it doesn’t matter. It’s her life,” Willow defended me. 

“Nope, I haven’t found out too much about him,” I said answering Marv’s first question. I guess he doesn’t like to reveal too much about his life.” 

“You’re lying to us,” Willow said as she stopped and looked me in the eyes. 

“What? There has been nothing to lie about. I don’t know anything about him.” I continued to bring my pictures out to Marv’s truck. 

Willow and I had been friends for a long time. I would have told her if there was anything I knew for sure, but I didn’t know much. And I wasn’t about to tell her I’d seen him carrying large bags of guns in and out of his house. At least I wasn’t going to tell her until I knew more about what they were for and why he had them. 

Behind me, I heard Willow and Marv having a little bit of an argument. Marv was telling Willow to leave things alone, and Willow was telling Marv that he didn’t know what he was talking about. It was actually very funny to listen to the two of them argue. They were both good friends and always thought they knew what was best for me. I was lucky to have them in my life. 

“OK guys, I’ll tell you the truth. I fell down a mountain, and he carried me home; we had sex. We had sex again just the other night. I’m pretty sure he’s an elite killer, and I don’t know where he is at or what he’s doing now, and I’m perfectly fine with that.” 

Willow broke out in hysterical laughter. Her body was bent over, and she held onto the table for support. I wasn’t exactly sure why she was laughing so hard, though. 

“Oh Isabella, you are so funny. I love your sense of humor.” 

Sometimes honesty is better than any lie you can tell. I knew Willow wouldn’t believe me. I knew that the idea of me sleeping with a stranger would not be something she could even comprehend. But to me, Marcus wasn’t a stranger anymore. 

Yes, I did not know much information about him. I wasn’t too worried about it, though, the man did live right next door. Sooner or later, I would find out more about him, which was a natural thing that happened over time. 

“Well, I’m glad my life is amusing to you,” I said with a smile. 

“Seriously Isabella, you should stay away from that guy. Whatever he’s doing, it’s probably illegal. Only criminals like to keep their life so shrouded in mystery,” Marv said as he continued loading the artwork into his truck for me.

“I appreciate you both worrying about me so much.” 

“Isabella, he’s very handsome. Do you think you would consider dating a guy like that someday and only him? Like a normal relationship?” Willow asked, and I instantly cringed at her questions.

I could tell what Willow was really trying to get at; it was if Marcus looked like a guy that I would consider my type. If I said yes, then surely Willow would have a date lined up for me with a guy that she thought looked a lot like Marcus. If I said no, the date would be with someone exactly the opposite of Marcus. There really was no way for me to win. 

And of course, there was the comment about dating only Marcus. Willow did her best to support my lifestyle, but every now and again, she came out with comments that made me realize she wasn’t as understanding as I thought she was. 

“I don’t know. He is very handsome, and he’s okay with me dating other guys too. Not that the two of us are dating or anything like that.” 

“I think you two should stop talking about how handsome this guy is.” Marv laughed. “And what did he say about you seeing other guys? He is cool with that? He doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who would share.” 

“Oh darling, you are much better looking; you don’t need to be jealous of us talking about Marcus,” Willow said as she hugged her husband. 

“He knows about Stanley and was okay with it,” I added. “But you’re right … he doesn’t fit the mold of a man who would share very well. Maybe he’s just humoring me? I think you’re handsome too, Marv,” I added with a wink to tease him. 

Both Marv and I laughed. He certainly had a good sense of humor, but handsome was not a trait I would use to describe Marv. His tall thin frame looked like it barely kept him from falling over on a windy day. Although Marv did go to the gym often, he didn’t appear to be making any progress on his goal to bulk up and get more muscle. 

“When you are married someday, you will see your husband as the handsome model that he is in your eyes,” Willow said as she kissed Marv. 

“So basically Willow is saying that you’ll go blind when you get married,” Marv joked.

The two of them were such a sweet couple. It was encouraging to see them together and how they interacted with each other. Willow was more of the caretaker for the family, and Marv was the provider, but they switched roles as necessary and took care of each other very well. They had the traditional family that I had once dreamed about, but now that I’d lived with multiple partners, I couldn’t imagine going back to a single man. I really did love my lifestyle.

“I’m really excited about this photography show. I hope there are a lot of people there,” I said, trying to change the subject away from Marv. “I’ve invited all three guys in my life,” I said with a playful shrug in my friend’s direction.

“Yes, I’m sure there will be plenty of people. There have been flyers all over Kansas City, and I think they said all the tickets for the event were sold out. Are you sure it’s a good idea to mix all the guys together so soon?”

“It will be fine,” I assured her. 

I couldn’t help smiling. All the tickets being sold out was a big deal. That meant there would be over a thousand people at my show. All of them interested in seeing my art and possibly buying some of it. I would really love to sell a few pieces to help pay for the renovation I was doing to my family’s home. 

“How many total pieces do you have?” Marv asked. 

“I should have twenty-six. I’m not sure if they will be showing all of the pieces or picking twenty of their favorite. The showroom floor is oddly shaped, so we will have to get things hung and see how it goes.” 

“This is big, Isabella. Like really big. People will come to your show and be talking about your photography in the newspapers and stuff. You might just end up being really famous.” 

I couldn’t help smiling at Willow’s enthusiasm. She was always one of my biggest supporters, and it made me feel so optimistic about my show. I had sold a few photos through friends and local people, plus I had sold several pictures online, but I had never had a real show. I had never put my work on display for people to critique and judge with me standing right there. It made me nervous even to think about it. 

The thought of people picking apart my work or saying bad things about my photos made me feel pretty anxious. I really did hope that Marcus could make it to the show, and I wanted him to be able to walk around with me to be my protector from the critiques. His physical presences would make it hard for people to say too many bad things to me. 

At 6’2 and with all the muscles Marcus had, no one was likely to be talking very poorly in front of him at least. They would be too afraid of him. 

Marcus wasn’t a scary guy, even if he looked like it on the outside. In reality, he was a very kind man who seemed to have a lot of demons in his past that he liked to keep protected. He always seemed to be protecting something. 

I did really want to get to the bottom of what he did for a living and why he was in Bain, Missouri. It seemed like there was quite the story there, and I just wasn’t hearing it yet. 

Willow, Marv, and I brought all my paintings to the art showroom and unloaded them before heading back home. I only had two nights before my show, and I could hardly keep calm. I spent the rest of the day doing yard work and cleaning around the house in anticipation of Marcus being back soon. 

I also couldn’t help looking over at his house and wondering about that light I’d seen turn off. I wanted to believe I had imagined it, but there was a sinking feeling in my stomach that I had seen someone inside his house while he was gone. I was for sure going to tell Marcus all about it when he returned home. 

The night before the art show, I didn’t sleep much at all. My brain raced with excitement over the event and all the people that would be there. It didn’t help that I was away from my bed and staying in a hotel for a few days around the show. 

The gallery said it might take them a couple days to make sure they had all the sales cleared before they could give me back the remaining photos. I didn’t mind, though, it was nice to have a little bit of an adventure and stay in the city. 

I got to the gallery nice and early and walked around to see how all the photos looked. The lighting in the gallery was simply amazing, and it surprised me at just how perfect my photos looked there. I was confident in the quality of my photos, but seeing them on display here made them look even better. 

My heart started racing as I looked around the gallery and saw my life’s work on display. I said a silent prayer that people wouldn’t think my work was horrible. That was all I wanted. Just not horrible. They didn’t need to love it; I just couldn’t take it if everyone thought my photos were bad. 

Stanley was planning on driving in for the show right after work, and Rob had said the same thing. I still hadn’t heard from Marcus, though, and I really hoped he would be there. Of course, several of my friends from college as well as Willow and Marv were all planning on attending. I couldn’t wait to see everyone. 

“Isabella!” The gallery owner Sarah greeted me enthusiastically. 

“Hi Sarah, the showroom looks amazing. I think your display and lighting is what is going to get people interested in my work tonight.” 

“Oh, shut up! Your work is amazing. I bet we sell at least half of your photos.”

Wow, half of them. I couldn’t even imagine it. That would mean I had enough money to finish the whole renovation on my family’s home. I could do the kitchen too, and that was going to be extremely expensive. Plus, I could actually relax for a little bit and not have to worry about money as much; it would be a huge weight lifted off of my shoulders. 

“Wow, Sarah that would be great. Thanks so much for believing in me.”

Sarah brought me around to show me where the drinks would be set up and the flyers about my work. She showed me where the balcony was in case I needed to take a breather from all the chaos; I knew instantly that I’d be out there during some point of the evening. 

“Many artists get overwhelmed at their first show. There will be a lot of people wanting to talk to you and a lot of questions. The hardest part will be consistently keeping a smile on your face and interacting with people. Use this balcony when you want to escape for a moment. It has stairs that go all the way down to the first floor if you decide to make a run for it.” Sarah winked and laughed a bit. 

“I think I’ll be alright. I’m really excited to meet everyone and talk about my work.”

I spent the rest of the afternoon relaxing in a back room and trying to get some sleep. I had been up the whole night and really didn’t want to have bags under my eyes when I met everyone at the event that night. 

I was able to get an hour nap in before I needed to change and get ready for the show. I brought a black cocktail dress that I thought would help me blend in with the crowd if necessary. The back was cut really low, and it fit me perfectly, like a glove. I had some basic black heels on to tie the whole outfit together. I had transformed myself from the shy and unsure artist to a confident photographer, at least for the length of my show. 

When the evening started, there were at least thirty people outside the gallery door just waiting to get in. It was exciting to see that many people interested in the event. I noticed Rob was one of the first people waiting and was relieved that I knew someone. 

My body was so tense that I had to have a couple drinks to calm my nerves. My pulse raced, and my face was flush with excitement. Rob didn’t come straight over to talk to me, though. Instead, he allowed the other guests to interact with me while he started looking through my art. He had on an amazing dark gray suit and blue tie that made his eyes sparkle even from across the room. 

More and more people were flooding into the space as the first hour of my show went off without either Stanley or Marcus showing up. I tried to just mingle around and see what people thought of the work. Since Sarah had not introduced me yet, it was nice to be anonymous and able to blend in, although a lot of people knew who I was already from the advertisements for the event. I really wanted to hear their thoughts and critiques without people being obliged to give me compliments. If they knew I was the artist, it was more likely that they would feel like not saying the truth about how they liked my work. 

People seemed to really like the picture I took when I fell in the woods. It was one of my favorites as well. The dark circle around the moon and the trees that covered the corners made the picture very scary looking. It was ominous, and I liked that. Especially because that night had been anything but ominous; it had been fantastic. 

It was the first night Marcus and I were together, and I could still feel the ecstasy of his hands on my body. My body reacted as I let my thoughts drift back to that night, and the power of Marcus as he brought me to orgasm. 

I pulled out a phone and sent a text to Marcus to see if he was going to be able to make my show. Since I really didn’t know what he did for a living or where he was, I wasn’t sure he was going to be able to come to my show. It was perfectly fine with me if he didn’t show up. I had enough on my hands as I tried to relax before Sarah introduced me to the crowd. If Marcus had been there, it would have made me even more nervous. 

Marcus made me nervous with the way he looked at me. His eyes were always full of desire and a deep need to have his way with me. I couldn’t handle having to deal with that and be social with all the guests of the art show. It would be too much.

“Your pictures are amazing,” I heard a man say and turned around expecting to see Rob, but instead it was Stanley. 

For some reason, Stanley’s voice hadn’t sounded as familiar as it normally did. He also looked a lot different than I was used to seeing him. Stanley had his hair brushed precisely with a tailored navy colored suit on. He looked good, damn good. 

“You’ve seen my work before.” I laughed as I pushed him away a little. 

“Yeah, but in here it looks so official. You really are a fabulous artist, Isabella. I’m sorry I don’t tell you it more often.”

“Thank you, Stanley, I really appreciate that,” I said as I gave him a big hug. 

With my arms still wrapped around him, I noticed Rob standing at the other end of the room and eyeing the two of us. This was it; it was time for these two men to meet one another. I hoped they would get along.

“I’ve got someone else for you to meet,” I whispered to Stanley as I pulled away from him. 

“Another one already? You’re a fast mover.”

“It’s Rob, the guy I went on the date with the other night. He’s just getting to know me, but I sort of went for it and told him about my life.” 

“You didn’t think he was going to be agreeable, did you?” Stanley laughed and then went straight faced the second Rob got near to us. 

“Rob, this is my friend Stanley. Stanley, this is Rob,” I motioned between the two of them. 

“So you and Isabella?” Rob asked Stanley with a raised eyebrow. 

“Isabella and I met while she was in college. We lived together for awhile, but now we don’t. I think she’s pretty fantastic, though.”

“We only went on one date so far, but I do have to agree with you that she’s fantastic,” Rob said and pulled me toward him before kissing me. 

It always made me laugh when guys wanted to test out the resolve of the other men I was seeing. Rob clearly thought Stanley would get upset or jealous or say something, but he was an old pro in this relationship. Stanley simply sipped his drink and waited for us to finish kissing, then without missing a beat, he moved the conversation forward.

“Have you sold anything yet?” Stanley asked. 

“Not that Sarah has told me. I really hope something sells.” 

“Did you see that one in the woods,” Rob asked Stanley. 

“No, I didn’t see it.”

“It’s the woods down the street from the house. You should go check it out,” I said as I took advantage of the moment. “Rob, will you show him where it’s hanging please?” 

“Sure,” Rob replied as the two men went off to get to know each other while admiring my photographs. I couldn’t have asked for a first meeting to go any better. 





Chapter 14

 

“I know you all are dying to meet the artist of these amazing pictures, so please let me introduce you to Isabella Marvs,” Sarah said over a small microphone. 

The whole gallery stopped what they were doing and looked up at the small platform that Sarah was on. I begrudgingly made my way up there to say a few words. I was not the type of person who had a lot to say on a normal day, but in front of a thousand people, I really didn’t have much to say. 

“Hello everyone, I’m so happy you can all be here to share this day with me. It has been a long road to get here, and I’m very excited to be starting my journey in the world of photography. I hope you all have a great night and enjoy my work.”

As I put the microphone down, the room erupted in applause. It caught me off guard. They were all clapping for me. It was hard to even fathom that all these people were there at the gallery for me. They had gotten babysitters and scheduled their whole night around coming to see my work. It was pretty dang awesome. 

The second I got off the platform, there were people coming up to me and asking questions. They seemed to want to know every little detail about the work. They wanted to know where it was taken, what camera, what lens, and even more personal things about myself. One man asked if I was single, another if I took dirty pictures, and a few other people asked about my family life. 

It was funny at first, as they would ask me a question, and I would ponder it for a moment and then answer. But soon I got so tired of answering the same questions over and over again. I got anxious when they asked me questions that I didn’t want to answer like about my personal life. It was pretty amazing how people felt comfortable asking you things in a gallery setting that they wouldn’t dare ask you in any other place. 

I did my best to answer the appropriate questions and deflected the inappropriate ones with laughter. I would pretend to see someone waving at me, then wave back and say I needed to go. 

Sarah was right; it was extremely overwhelming to have a gallery show. I had entirely underestimated the power of a thousand people trying to talk to me about a thousand different topics. My hands were shaking from the adrenaline when I finally decided to take Sarah’s advice and sneak out onto the balcony. 

It was a very nice balcony, about twenty feet long, and six feet wide. It was on the third floor and had a set of stairs leading down to the second level and then to the main level. They had a lounge chair out on the porch, and I sat down in it and put my feet up while I closed my eyes and took in some deep breaths to try and relax. It felt so good to take my heels off and let my feet relax. 

My eyes were closed for what I thought was just a quick moment, but then I woke up in a panic. I looked around and tried to get my bearings and figure out where I was at. It seemed like maybe I’d fallen asleep for much more than a quick minute. 

“I thought you would never wake up,” I heard a man’s voice say. 

I jumped up and looked around. 

Marcus came out from the dark of the other side of the balcony. He was dressed in a finely tailored black suit and looked delicious.  I’d never seen him in anything so formal and hadn’t really imagined what he’d look like, he actually looked like a movie star, though, and I couldn’t stop looking at him. 

Even in the dark, he looked like a man who could get any woman in the entire gallery to go home with him. All he would have to do was flirt a little and flash them his smile. The girl would be his for the night; I was sure of it. 

He moved into the light, and I had to take a minute to keep a picture of him in my mind. He didn’t strike me as the kind of guy who owned a tailored suit. But damn, it fit him so well. 

“How long was I asleep? What time is it?”

“Well, I don’t know when you fell asleep, but I’ve been out here for twenty minutes and found you looking like sleeping beauty in that chair.”

“It is just crazy in there. I can’t even breath, my anxiety is so high. I don’t know how I’ll be able to go back in there.”

“There are a lot of people in there,” he agreed. “I even met that boy toy of yours in there, and he seemed to have a second boy toy?” Marcus asked with an inquisitive look. 

“Yeah, both of them.” 

“Well, then I think my weird thing is probably going to be just fine with you,” he said playfully. 

“We can talk about that later, for sure.” I laughed. “Now, tell me if the gallery is thinning out of people yet? It was so overwhelming in there.” 

I didn’t want to be the person who complained at their gallery opening. I certainly was very grateful for the opportunity. But I was genuinely about to have a panic attack, and the only thing that made me feel better was being out on the balcony with Marcus. I stood up to give him a hug, but Marcus sat down in the lounge chair and motioned for me to come sit with him.

“There’s no room.” I laughed.

“Yes, there is,” he demanded. 

He grabbed my hand and pulled me onto his lap. His lips quickly moved to mine and met me with a desire that I wasn’t ready for. I could feel his hand moving up my skirt, and within moments, he had pulled my panties off. 

I wanted to stop him, but I wanted to keep feeling his touch on my body also. It was an internal struggle between my mind and my body. The stress of the evening was so overwhelming, and I knew that there was a way for me to release all of that stress. 

Eventually, my body won out. 

Marcus unzipped his suit pants and pulled himself out. I could see his cock throbbing in the dull light of the balcony. It pulsed with a desire to be inside me. 

He quickly slipped a condom on and then grabbed me and set me on top of his cock. I slid down hard and started moving diligently against his thrusts. I had so much pent up energy; I just wanted a release. I needed a release so badly. 

My body reacted quickly to the pleasure of Marcus thrusting inside of me. I could feel my clit sliding up and down against his body, and there was a buildup of desire that I couldn’t hold back. Just as I was about to cum, Marcus stopped thrusting. 

He held my body tightly and prevented me from moving against him. 

Marcus pulled me off of him, and I stood up near the edge of the balcony as Marcus got up from the lounge chair. With a defining force, he turned me around and bent me over the railing. I loved how he took charge of me at that moment. 

As I looked down, I could see people walking on the streets. I looked around to see if there was anyone watching us, but I couldn’t see anyone. Not that I would have stopped him from taking me, but it was nice to know that no one was paying attention to us. 

He slid into me rough and hard. I let out a moan, and he reached around to muffle me with his hand. He used his grip on my mouth as leverage as he thrust harder and harder inside of me. He was enjoying making me scream and hearing my muffled voice. 

It felt so exhilarating to be outside on that balcony and fucking Marcus. It was nothing I would have ever imagined doing, and I probably would never do it again, but on that night, it seemed like the right thing to do. 

I held onto the railing as his thrust got even deeper and harder. I couldn’t help the screams of pleasure that came out of my mouth and was happy Marcus kept his hand covering me. As he delivered his final few thrusts, I felt a release of explosion, and my screaming finally stopped. My whole body stopped. I could hardly move; the pleasure jolting through my body was just the buzz I needed to continue on with the anxiety of my photography show. 

In my daze, I was able to find my shoes, but I couldn’t find my panties. I looked all around, but it was just dark enough that I couldn’t find them. I decided I’d have to continue without them. 

Marcus went over toward the door and waited for me so we could go inside. 

“Shit, I should get back to the party. But I just can’t. It is so overwhelming in there. People keep asking me a million questions. I thought the worse that could happen was they wouldn’t like my work, but apparently, liking my work can also be very bad.”

Marcus didn’t say a thing but just opened the door and waved me back into the gallery. He grabbed my arm and placed it on the corner of his, and I held onto him as we made our way around to look at the pictures. 

When he got to about the fourth picture, Marcus laughed.

“What’s so funny?” I asked. 

“I have your panties in my pocket,” he said with a sly grin.

It was too late to worry about that now. I just laughed, and we moved on to look at some other pictures. It was nice having him with me because people didn’t feel as obligated to come and ask me questions. I was so sick of answering the same questions over and over again. 

He seemed mesmerized by my work and stopped to look at every single one of my photos. He didn’t ask me a bunch of questions and didn’t seem to care where I took them or with what camera. He just enjoyed them. I liked that. 

“Hey guys,” Stanley said as he and Rob joined us in front of one of the paintings. 

“Rob this is Marcus, right? It’s Marcus?” Stanley asked as the three men took turns shaking hands. 

Marcus was clearly confident of his spot in this foursome. He held onto me with one arm and shook hands with the other two without missing a beat. I’d hungered to have a man like Marcus in my mix. A man who was alpha in his life and our relationship but still found the softer side of him that allowed him to share me with others. He was like a unicorn in my world, and I intended to try and hold onto him. 

“Yes, Marcus,” he answered. “You’re Stanley, and who are you?” Marcus asked as he looked at Rob. 

“Rob,” he said equally as stern as Marcus. 

“Ah yes, I saw you leaving Isabella’s house the other day.” 

“Where do you live? Right next door?” Rob laughed at his own joke.

“Yes,” Marcus said dryly. 

“Marcus recently moved in next door,” I added as I tried to smooth over the conversation. “He travels a lot for work.”

“Wow, okay. So both Stan and Marcus live near you. I guess I’m the odd man out.” Rob laughed nervously. 

“Yeah, you are,” Marcus said with a perfectly straight face. 

I could tell Marcus was messing with Rob, really just trying to make him uncomfortable, but I didn’t think Rob understood that Marcus was messing with him. Rob squirmed and looked around the room and soon made an excuse to leave us. 

“It was nice meeting you all; I do need to get going, though. Can I call you tomorrow, Isabella?” he asked as he looked at me and then Marcus standing next to me. 

“Why don’t I walk you out,” I offered and pulled away from Marcus for a moment so Rob and I could have a quick talk. I slid my arm into his and walked with him through the gallery and to the front door. “Thank you so much for coming. I’m sorry if Marcus made you uncomfortable.” 

“No, he’s fine. I feel like I’d act the same way if you were mine.”

“I’d love to go on another date sometime if you’re interested.”

“Really? You would?” he asked a little surprised. 

“Yeah, I would,” I said and pulled him toward me. “I enjoyed our night together. I had fun. Life is about having fun, right?” 

Rob looked back toward Stanley and Marcus who were both deep in conversation and not looking in our direction at all. This sort of dating situation was clearly something new to Rob, and I could tell it was making him nervous. 

“Yeah, I’ll call you, and we can set something up,” he said and then kissed me with much more passion than he had when we were on a date. “I did enjoy my time with you, and although this is all really foreign to me, I would like to see you again, and we can figure the rest out as we go.” 

“Perfect. Have a great night.” I waved as Rob walked out into the street and toward his car. 

I rejoined Marcus and Stanley and interrupted their conversation about the local football team. Although I wasn’t comfortable holding hands with both of them in public, Stanley did stay close by while Marcus and I made our way around the gallery. When people would leave us alone, Stanley always came back in to talk. He was really well versed in managing this lifestyle in public settings. 

Soon people came to talk to me, and I introduced Marcus as my friend. Although I felt like we were more than friends. I was having some major feelings about him by then, and it seemed that he might have some feelings for me too. 

He did not like having to talk to people and looked just about as uncomfortable as I did, at least at first. But it only took him a few groups of people, and he was socializing like a pro. I felt that he took on a new personality, though, like he was pretending to be an outgoing guy just to make it through the evening. He certainly wasn’t outgoing; his personality seemed much more like a reserved, confident type. 

I enjoyed watching him interact with people, even if it was a fake persona. He was funny and witty; he made the men want to be him and the women want to fuck him. There was something special about the way he interacted with people that made everyone feel at ease almost instantly. 

It was freaky how he turned so quickly into this person, though. He was happy and joking; he sipped on wine and talked about politics, and he was way different than the Marcus I knew. I remember he said he did something with police or security when we talked about his job before. It made me think that his job might be why he was so easily able to adapt to meeting all these people.

He could read them; he knew how they would like to interact, and Marcus changed his persona to fit in. I didn’t know what he did for his job, but some sort of undercover work would be great for him. He certainly seemed able to move seamlessly into almost any environment. 

Marcus had his arm around my waist like he owned me, and it felt great. His confidence in dealing with the crowd of people made me finally able to relax and enjoy the big night. I was so happy he had been able to come, as well as Stanley and Rob. Their support of me and my photography meant a lot. 

“Isabella, I’m not going to have final numbers for you tonight. Are you staying in town?” Sarah said as the night started to slow down. 

“Yes I will be in town.”

“Alright, how about you enjoy a day on the town tomorrow, and I’ll call you with the final sales. I will need you to come in and sign some documents before you leave town, though.” 

“That sounds fine. I am actually booked at the Marriott for two more nights. I wanted to enjoy the city a bit before returning home. I’ve missed the city life,” I said as I looked at Stanley and Marcus with a shy shrug. I hadn’t told either of them that I would be staying in the city. 

“Even better. Have a good night, and I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” 

Sarah took off to talk to another group of people. 

“Will we need to bring your pictures home tomorrow?” Marcus said.

I was excited that he said we; perhaps that meant he was planning on staying the night with me. It would be fun to have a night in a fancy hotel room with him by my side. 

“Oh, I’ll go ask her how many.” I was just about to take off to ask her when Marcus grabbed my arm. 

“No, I got it, you sit down and rest your feet. Stan, take care of our girl,” Marcus ordered. 

“I like him,” Stanley said as he pulled my feet into his lap and started massaging them. “He’s different. Quirky even.”

“Quirky? Really?” 

“Yeah, he’s got this bad boy thing going for him, but he’s actually a nice guy. I think you two will get along. And I won’t hate having him around. It’s nice to have someone to talk football with, plus he lives in town, so that’s a plus.” 

“You’re selling him to me?” I laughed. 

“Maybe a little. I think you need him in your life. I’m certainly not that manly of a man.” He laughed and jiggled his tiny belly. 

Stanley wasn’t fat by any means. He was very lean and in shape; he just happened to have a cute little soft tummy. I liked his stomach, though. I liked the softness of his personality, too. But it was reassuring to know that he approved of Marcus, and Marcus seemed to like him as well. 

It was like the two of them were reading my mind and setting the tone for what was to come. Plus, Marcus knew my feet were hurting and made sure Stanley was there to take care of me. I really couldn’t even argue with him; I liked Marcus and was giddy over the idea of him staying around in my life. 





Chapter 15

 

 

“So will you be staying the night in Kansas City?” I asked Marcus as we walked out of the gallery with Stanley. 

“Hmm, I’m not sure. I would need a hotel room and a hot shower. Do you happen to know anywhere I could find those two things?”

“Well, you two have a fun night. I have to head back to town,” Stanley quickly interjected. “It was nice talking with you more tonight, Marcus. I hope we see more of you around.”

“I’m glad Isabella has you in her life when I’m not around. I feel like you really care about her, and that’s important to me,” Marcus said as the two men got serious for a moment. 

“I do care about her.”

“Great, that makes two of us,” Marcus said and then pulled Stanley in for a man-hug. “Have a good night my man. Drive safely.”

“Goodnight you two,” Stanley said before walking away. 

There was sweetness in how Marcus had interacted with Stanley. It surprised me that Marcus hadn’t been part of a multiple relationship like this before because he really seemed at ease with everything. Marcus was calm and collected with both of the other guys, and that was refreshing. 

“I happen to have a very nice hotel room; I guess you could take a shower and sleep on the couch.” I winked at Marcus. 

I grabbed a hold of his arm and held onto him as we walked toward the Marriott hotel. It was a beautiful evening with the stars shining throughout the sky. I couldn’t have asked for a better night or a better first gallery show. 

We walked into the hotel like a young couple in love. Marcus was telling me something funny about a man at the party, and I was giggling and laid my head on his shoulder. The moment felt so naturally and comfortable, I filed it away in my memories. My heart felt big, and I really was excited to be getting to know Marcus in this new environment. 

As we entered the elevator, a young teenage couple also entered. The boy reached out and grabbed the hand of the girl, and they both laughed. It was sweet, and both Marcus and I looked at each other. To be that young and innocent again would be something special for sure. I could still remember how quickly I had fallen in love back then and how hard it was all at the same time. When you are that young, you just don’t understand what true love really is. 

The young couple got out of the elevator, and Marcus quickly pulled me up against him and started to kiss me. 

I loved the taste of his tongue. It was a combination of red wine and chocolate from the hors d’oeuvres at the party. My tongue moved gently with his as his hands slid up and down my back in a slow and deliberate motion. 

When the elevator stopped on our floor, he grabbed my hand and pulled me into the hallway where he continued to hold me close to him and kiss me. 

I felt like a teenager standing in the hallway of the hotel making out. It was such a spontaneous and fun moment. 

Our lips continued to explore one another, and my body urged him to come closer and closer. I fumbled to find my room key while trying to keep my lips locked with his but finally had to look through my purse. 

“What room?” Marcus asked. 

“1205,” I said as Marcus grabbed the key card with one hand and me with the other. 

He ran down the hallway pulling me behind him and made quick work of the lock for the door. With one fast motion, he had the door open and both of us inside the room. He started to unzip my dress, and it fell to the ground. I stood there totally naked as he looked at me. 

The desire in his eyes was intense, and I couldn’t look away, although I felt embarrassed to be standing in front of him totally exposed. 

“Do you even know how beautiful you are?” 

Marcus moved toward me and held my face as he kissed me gently. His burst of energy seemed to have died off, and he was back to being extremely gentle and sweet. I enjoyed this sweet side of him very much. It was such a contrast to his large muscular body and tough exterior. 

I reached up and took his suit jacket off and then started working on the buttons on his dress shirt. The material seemed very expensive and not like anything I could remember feeling before. The suit was definitely tailored and possibly the dress shirt as well; they all fit him perfectly. 

Slowly I moved my hands down to his belt and pulled it off. I could feel his hips thrust toward me in desire. He wanted me to go farther; he wanted me to unzip his pants. Instead, I let my hand rub up against his cock through the outside of his pants. 

His hips moved in motion with my hand, and he wanted my hand on him. I could feel him urging me to pull his cock out. 

I pulled him out, quickly slid down to my knees, and took him into my mouth. His moan of pleasure urged me to take him deeper inside of me. My mouth moved in rhythm with his hip motion as I reached up and let my hand help with the stroking of his cock. My lips and hand moved deep down his shaft and then all the way back up to the tip. 

Slowly and deliberately I used pressure and motion to bring him close to climax. So close that I could feel the tiny bit of pre-excitement on my tongue. It gave me the warning to stop stroking him and let his body calm down. 

He didn’t like that at all. Marcus grabbed me and pulled me up so I was standing. His lips met mine in a harsh thrust of desire, and I knew he wanted to fuck me. I could feel his urge to turn me over the bed and just slide inside. But he didn’t. 

His kissing slowed down to a more intimate speed, and he sat down on the bed, pulling me down with him. 

Marcus let his hands move and explore the touch of my body while his lips continued to play with mine. One of his hands came up and slid my nipple between his fingers. I let out a moan of agreement with his move; I loved the feeling of his hands on my body. Anywhere on my body was just what I needed. 

He didn’t muffle my moans this time and seemed to press me to moan more as his fingers rolled and twisted my nipple between the tips. 

I lay back on the bed and tried to pull him on top of me. I wanted to feel him thrusting inside of me. I wanted to feel the explosion of ecstasy, but he would not give it to me. Instead, he relished the ability to build up my excitement.

His hands were gentle and moved with a light touch over my skin. I could feel goose bumps form as he was intent on making my pleasure last as long as possible. 

We spent over an hour kissing and fondling each other before Marcus mounted me and slid inside. Our bodies were sweaty from our makeout session, and it brought another level of excitement to the evening, at least for me it did. I loved feeling his muscles under a layer of sweat. It felt good to know even a man in such great shape could be made to sweat from touching my body. 

As our bodies moved in motion with each other, I felt a closer connection to Marcus than I had even a few days before. I was starting to have feelings for him, and that wasn’t a good thing; I really knew nothing about him.  

We both collapsed from orgasmic pleasure, I felt the exhaustion of the night overwhelm me. It only took a moment, and I had fallen asleep, tucked close up against Marcus and feeling happier than I had in months. 

 

***

The next morning, I was awoken by the hotel phone ringing. It startled me and took me a few seconds to figure out where I was. I let my hand slide across the bed and felt Marcus, and that helped me figure out where I was. 

“Isabella, you sold all of your photos!” Sarah said as loud as I think she could have possibly said it. 

“What? All of them, there is no way?” I said as I sat up in the bed. “I can’t believe that. I’ve never heard of anything like this happening. Are you sure?” 

“Yep, you did. And there was a bidding war over the picture from the woods. It sold for over twenty thousand dollars.” 

“Holy shit!” I stood up and went to the hotel window. “Really Sarah? I can’t believe this. I’m speechless.” 

“Yeah, everyone was asking when you will have another show and if you have any other work. Do you have other photos ready?”

“Hell no! I don’t have anything else ready. I mean I have millions of photos, but it took me months just to find those pictures. I can go through my stuff and see if there is anything else I like. I mean I can have another show. But it will take me a few months at least,” I said almost out of breath with excitement. 

“That would be great. I’d love to do another show with you whenever you are ready. I’m getting a check cut for you now with all the funds that have already cleared. You’ll get a much larger check in about two weeks with the remaining amount. Minus our commission, of course.”

“Thank you so much for organizing this and putting it together. You did amazing. I wouldn’t have sold all of those photos if it wasn’t for your advertising and bringing everyone into the event. You earned that commission for sure.”

“Have a great day, Isabella, and go out and celebrate. You’re a big hit. I have a feeling this is only the beginning for you.” 

“Thanks again Sarah,” I said as I hung up.  

I stood at the window looking over Kansas City. It was amazing. I couldn’t believe I had sold all my photos. I couldn’t believe how much money they had sold for. It was like a dream come true. A dream that I had not dared to actually let myself dream of before that very moment. 

My life had never been a fairy tale, and that was alright with me. I knew at a very young age that we all get treated differently in life, and I wasn’t going to let that take away from me having a happy life. 

“You do know you’re naked standing in front of a window right?” Marcus said as he started to stir in the bed. 

“Well, Kansas City will just have to deal with my nakedness.” 

“I don’t think anyone will mind. So that was good news about your show?”

“Yes, great news. I sold everything. Can you believe that?”

“Yes.” 

He said it so quickly and so confidently that I couldn’t help hugging him. It felt so great to have someone to share that moment with. It also felt really good to be around someone who had such an intense ability to calm me. 

For as long as I can remember, I have had an anxiety disorder. This gets in the way a lot of times and makes things very difficult for me. Often times I cannot even shop at the grocery store. Having a boyfriend around helped calm me down in those situations. Having several in my home made me confident I would always have someone to go out and enjoy situations with. It was just one of the reasons that I’d adapted to my new lifestyle and really felt at ease with it. 

“I just can’t believe it. One of the pictures went for over twenty thousand dollars. That is so insane to me.”

“Which one?”

“The one of the moon through the woods. It was the one I took the night you had to carry me home.” I laughed. 

I didn’t add that it was also the night that he carried me up the stairs to my bedroom. I didn’t add that it was the first night I had been with a man since losing Michael. I also didn’t add that the night was a memory that was still firmly embedded in my mind. 

“Hmmm, I remember that night very well,” Marcus said as he kissed me. 

He headed over to the phone and stood there naked while he dialed a number. It was impossible not to enjoy watching his body. Especially while he was standing there naked in front of me. I knew he had a lot of muscles, but seeing him in all of his glory just made me want to try something new. 

“Yes, we are in room 1205. We need strawberries and champagne, please.” 

“What? It’s eight o’clock in the morning. Are you crazy?” I said as I grabbed a T-shirt from my suitcase and a pair of shorts and put them on. 

“It’s never too early to have a celebration. But yes, I could possibly be crazy.” 

His smile hid something very interesting, and I loved how he winked right after saying the word crazy. I certainly didn’t think he was crazy, but I did really want to know more about him. There had to be more to him than a ripped muscular body that always rescued me from situations. 

“Well, I’m only going to have one glass; I want to get home and get to my own bed this afternoon. I’m exhausted. I don’t think I’m going to stay in town any longer. Someone kept me up most of the night.” I jokingly pushed Marcus toward the wall. 

“Who would do that? For sure must have been a crazy man.” Marcus winked at me again. 

He pulled me close to him, and I let my head rest on his chest. Feeling his arms wrapped around me made me feel so safe. Like no one and nothing in the entire world could ever harm me. I liked that feeling, and I liked Marcus’s arms wrapped around me. 

When the champagne came, Marcus popped the cork and poured us a couple of glasses. It was the first time I had actually tasted champagne, and it was delicious. I didn’t stop at one glass and was soon lying in bed drinking my third or fourth glass and eating a giant strawberry with Marcus sitting right next to me. 

It was by far one of the best celebrations I had ever had. The simplicity of it made it perfect. Having Marcus there made it perfect. Knowing that Marcus was okay with my lifestyle just added to the perfection. I couldn’t have been happier than I was at that very moment. 

Luckily, Marcus had only one glass of champagne and was able to drive us around Kansas City on a little sightseeing tour while I relaxed before heading back home. It was like a first date for us. Sort of backwards to have a date with someone after you were already sleeping with them, but then again, I wasn’t someone who liked to follow the norms. 

We went downtown and even drove past the Royals baseball stadium. I wasn’t a particularly big fan of baseball, but it was neat to see the big stadium. 

Around five in the evening, we went back to the hotel to gather our things and head home for the night. I felt comfortable with driving by then, and I really did want to sleep in my own bed. I wanted Marcus to sleep with me in that bed too, but I would have to work on that idea when we got back to Bain. 





Chapter 16

 

I followed Marcus for the whole drive back to town, and I felt that he was purposely driving slow. Otherwise, he drove like an old lady, and I’d seen him drive like a normal person already. I had always been a slower driver, but since we were just getting started, I would have driven faster to keep up with him. 

After following him to the airport the other day, though, I knew he typically was not so cautious and probably was just driving slow for me. It made me smile to think that he was thinking about me on his drive back to town. 

When we both parked our cars in our garages, we met in between them to say goodnight. It was almost midnight, and I was exhausted. I certainly knew I would be asleep in only a few minutes after I got to bed. 

“Well goodnight,” Marcus said as he hugged me. 

“Night.” I turned to walk back to my house but then stopped to look at him. “Do you want to come over?” 

He didn’t hesitate at all and was standing right next to me within three seconds. His enthusiasm over the invitation to come visit my house was really cute. We had spent the whole day together, and he still wanted to come over, I loved that about him.   

“I think that’s a perfect idea,” Marcus said as we walked into my house. 

“I don’t know how exciting and fun I’ll be; I’m pretty tired.”

“Well, I would be happy to just lie next to you for the night. I’m going to cuddle the heck out of you,” he said with a sexy hip thrust. 

And that is exactly what we did. Both of us were so tired; we lay down on the bed and fell asleep on top of the covers, fully dressed. Our bodies on top of the comforter and fully dressed in our shorts and T-shirts from the night before. 

It was the first time I was going to bed with Marcus without having sex. In fact, it was the first time in a really long time that I’d had a man in my bed but didn’t have sex with him. That wasn’t something I had even thought about after our first meeting. But now I was starting to get closer to him, and this was just one more step in that direction. 

Somewhere in the middle of the night, Marcus and I moved under the covers because the draft from the old house was just too much. It was nice to fall asleep next to Marcus. The feeling of being next to him made it so much easier for me to actually get some sleep. 

Just before dawn, I woke up to Marcus peering out the window at his house. He was hiding from someone and just barely had the blinds open. I was about to joke with him, but then I realized something serious was going on. 

“What’s going on?” I said as I got up from the bed, still dressed in my shorts and T-shirt from the day before. 

“I think someone is in my house.” 

I came close and was about to look through the blinds, but Marcus grabbed my hand. 

“Let me see. What is going on? Why would someone be in your house?” 

Marcus just ignored my questions and dialed a number on his phone. I thought it would be 911 to have someone come and investigate. Although, living in Bain, Missouri meant the nearest sheriff or police officer could be a half hour away. There just was not a need to have more than a couple officers on duty in the county at any one time. 

“They are here. How fast can you get here?” Marcus said to someone on his phone. 

“Who is here?” I said as I went to the other window to try and look out. 

I continued to keep the curtains closed to prevent the people at Marcus’s house from seeing that I was watching them. He was right; there were people in his house. I could see the curtains moving, just like the other day when I thought I saw someone in there, but this time there was absolutely no doubt about it. 

“While you were gone, I thought I saw someone in your house. I came into my house and waited to see if I saw the movement again, but I did not.” 

“What day?”

“I think it was the night you left town.” 

“Alright.”

Marcus went back to talking to the people on his phone. I couldn’t make out everything he was saying, but it sounded like he was trying to get them to come to his house. He was calm and controlled like he knew exactly what was going on and had even expected it. I couldn’t understand how he could remain so calm with people inside his home. 

“If their team could help out today, that would be great. Send them down as soon as possible.” 

I stood at the window and continued to look between Marcus and his house. I didn’t know what was going on, but I could see the tension and change in Marcus, and I felt that there was something pretty dangerous about to go down. 

“I need you to trust me. Do you trust me, Isabella?” Marcus said intently. 

“Yes,” I replied without hesitation. 

It was a little odd to me that I did trust Marcus considering everything I’d seen from him. But I couldn’t help how I felt, and my gut told me that I indeed could trust him. 

“I need you to get into the closet and not to come out, even if you hear something horrible. Even if it’s been thirty minutes, and you haven’t heard from me. I need you to stay in the closet until I come back for you. Can you do that?”

I looked at him and tried to take in everything he was saying. I hadn’t hid in a closet since I was in elementary school. What could possibly be going on that it would be necessary for me to hide in my closet? I didn’t see why I couldn’t just stay in my room. Certainly, the people robbing his house weren’t going to come over to my house. Or at least that’s what I thought. 

“The closet? Why?” I asked as I looked off toward the window and tried to figure out who those people were in his house and what this something horrible might be that he was talking about. 

“Isabella, this is serious. Pay attention. Can you get in the closet, please?”

Marcus guided me to the closet and moved some things out of the way. He had me climb in to the back, and then he put the items in front of me. 

“How long do I need to stay here?” 

“Until I come for you.”

“Alright.”

I could hear Marcus moving something around, and then he left my room. It was hot and stuffy in the closet, but I tried to stay put for as long as possible. Unfortunately, that only lasted about sixty seconds, and I was up and pacing in the closet. There was a small window that I could look out, but I couldn’t see what was going on so I opened the closet door and went to the other window and looked at Marcus’s house again. 

I had never been very good at listening as a child and was horrible at hide and seek. I just had to see what was going on with Marcus; there was no physical way possible that I could sit at home and watch the coverage of the event from my bedroom. I could hardly see anything from there. 

Slowly I made my way down the stairs and toward the front room of my house so I could see better. It was the only option I could think of, and I knew it wasn’t going to make Marcus happy when he found out I hadn’t listened to him at all. 

I watched Marcus make his way toward the front door of his own house. He really did look like some sort of professional police officer or military man. His eyes were focused, and there wasn’t anything that could distract him. 

He had a gun drawn and pointed at his house in a defensive position. I had never seen him look so serious since we met. It was scary and invigorating all at the same time. I also had no idea where he had gotten that gun from since he certainly didn’t have it while we were in bed together. Maybe he had it in his coat or something like that, but I had not seen him with a gun while he was in my company. 

I thought that I should go back to the closet, but then I figured it would probably be just as safe to look out my window. Really if someone wanted to kidnap me, they would eventually find me in the closet anyways. 

I watched intently as Marcus made his way around the outside of his house. He would look in the windows when he thought he could see something, and then he would move around to the next window. 

Most of the fight movies and other crime dramas that I watched would have already had the hero blowing the doors up and just going inside to see what was going on. I was waiting for something exciting to happen, but Marcus just kept looking around the exterior of the house. He was being extraordinarily patient with these people that were in his house. 

Finally, he saw something when he looked through his front window, though, because he kicked down the front door very quickly. I opened my window to see if I could hear what was going on, and all I could hear was a faint commotion. I couldn’t hear what was being said, and before I knew what had happened, I heard gunshots ringing out throughout his house, and I ran down to the front door. I didn’t know what I could do, and I certainly wasn’t sure what I was getting myself into, but I couldn’t let something bad happen to Marcus. 

As I ran out of my house and toward Marcus’s house, a black SUV pulled up. A man that I had seen at the airport with Marcus a few days before came over to me. He was forceful like Marcus, and I listened to him. 

“Get back in the house. Lock the doors, and don’t come back out.” 

I didn’t question him as he was carrying what looked like a very large semi-automatic gun. I turned around and went straight back into the house. I did feel a sense of relief that someone else was there, and that they would help Marcus. 

The thought came to me that the people in his house must really want something bad if they kept coming back to his house to look for it. I wondered what it was that they were looking for. Certainly, it would have to be worth a lot of money or important in some other way. Perhaps they just wanted Marcus, and that was why they kept coming back. 

I locked my door behind me and pushed a few things in front of the door. Then I went around the house and made sure all the other easy entrances were locked and had a few things pushed in front of the doors. 

I went back to the front window to see if I could figure out what was going on, and just then I heard a rain of shots being fired. Those men that had arrived in the SUV were clearly shooting at whoever was in the house. It was like a scene from a movie, although I was only able to hear the action and not actually see what was going on. 

It sounded like one shot went on by itself and then several shots went off right after that. I estimated that it was probably more than one gun going off during the event because the sounds were closer together. 

My heart sank as I watched the house for a clue as to what was going on. But I just couldn’t take it. I finally opened my door and walked slowly over to Marcus’s house. I could feel the eyes on me, but I wasn’t sure if they were good guy eyes or bad guy eyes. The man who had ordered me into my house definitely seemed like a good guy, though. 

I took a deep breath and moved closer and closer. I was barefooted as I walked through the gate toward his house. The calmness was sickening, actually. Those gunshots had clearly silenced someone. 

There was no more gunfire going on, and one of the people that Marcus had called came bursting out of the house and running toward their SUV. I could hear him on his cell phone, and that was what scared me to death.

“Charlie tango nine, we have an officer down. Unmarked only, but send assistance now.” 

I stood still by the rock garden in front of Marcus’s house and tried to look in the window to see if I could figure out what was going on. 

The man went back into the house with a first aid kit, and I could hear a man grunting. I tried to just look through the window, but I couldn’t see anything. Instead, I ended up going to the front door. 

I didn’t know what was going on, but I did know the man I was starting to have feelings for was in that house. I had to find out what was going on, and I had to help if they needed anything. 

“What’s going on?” Stanley said as he made his way from my yard over to Marcus’s house. 

I really didn’t know what was going on, but I didn’t think Stanley needed to be around there. I quickly grabbed him by the hand and walked with him back toward the garage area of my house without saying a word until we were out of sight of Marcus’s house. 

“Marcus had an emergency. I’m not sure what’s going on, but you should get out of here.” 

“Not without you,” Stanley said and grabbed me like he’d never grabbed me before. “If it’s dangerous, then you shouldn’t be here either. Come back to my house with me. We will call the police.” 

“I think Marcus is with the police,” I said softly. “I don’t think we should get involved. His guys are there, and I’ll let you know when I know more, okay. Go back to your house,” I said as I pushed him away. “Marcus will keep me safe. You know he will.” 

“Yeah,” Stanley said reluctantly as he walked away. 

I knew he was going to call the police. There was no way Stanley was walking away that easily and not getting involved, but I didn’t have time to deal with that at the moment. I still hadn’t seen Marcus, and I needed to know if he was alright. 

There wasn’t anyone guarding the front door, so I took a step inside the living room of Marcus’s house. What I saw was worse than any television show or crime drama. I instantly saw why there was no need for anyone to be guarding the front door. 

There were two men lying on the ground who had been shot. One of them had his face looking upward, and the other had his face down to the carpet. Blood was pooling up around the men, and I felt like I was going to pass out after seeing it. 

No one was in the living room and instead seemed to be going back to another room, the second bedroom in the house. It was the room I thought Marcus had been keeping those ten large duffle bags in. 

Another SUV pulled up in front of the house, and two men dressed in khakis came walking up to the front door. They looked more like accountants than police officers or EMT’s, and I was more confused than ever as they looked at me for directions on where to go. 

“Where is he?”

I pointed to the back room. I wasn’t sure who the person was that he was talking about, but I was pretty confident he was in the back room where all these other guys kept going. No one seemed to care that I was standing there, and whatever danger had been going on in that house seemed to have died with the two men in the living room. 

I still had not seen Marcus among the men coming and going from the back room, and I started to get very worried. I needed to make my way back to that room to see what was going on, but by this point there were men standing in the hall, so I certainly wasn’t going to be able to get past them. 

For the time being, I stayed in the living room and tried to look at the walls instead of down at the two dead men on the ground. It was hard not to look at those men, and I was sure that I would have the memory of their faces burned into my brain for a very long time. 

“Get him to the truck now!” I heard a man yell as the other men moved out of the hallway. 

I was now trapped in the living room and tried to move into the kitchen so I could be out of the way. My heart fluttered with anxiety and fear as I waited for someone to be brought out of the back room. 

In my head I thought that Marcus could certainly be one of the men helping out in the situation. Just because he was involved in a shootout didn’t mean that Marcus wouldn’t be perfectly fine. In fact, I was probably being way too over dramatic, and Marcus was going to walk out of the back room any minute. 

Then I saw him. The most horrible sight I could have imagined. 

Marcus was being carried by two of the men dressed in black. Marcus was wearing a blue T-shirt and cargo shorts, and he looked so out of place when next to the other men because he had been in bed with me only a few minutes earlier. He was covered in blood and looked like he couldn’t even hold his head up and was about to pass out. 

“Marcus, are you OK?” I said as I tried to talk to him. 

Marcus did not respond. 

 

 





Chapter 17

 

“Marcus! Marcus,” I screamed. 

The men continued to carry him out to the SUV and laid him in the back seat. 

“I’m coming with you,” I said as I started to climb into the vehicle. 

It was the first time any of the men addressed me. 

“No, you can’t. We are taking him to the hospital. Someone will let you know an update as soon as we know something,” a man dressed in black swat gear said. 

They closed the door and took off, leaving me standing there in the middle of the street. I could see the two other men working inside, but I didn’t want to go back in there and see the dead bodies on the ground. 

I looked around the neighborhood, and it dawned on me how isolated I truly was living in Bain, Missouri. There wasn’t anyone home during the daytime, and many people didn’t even come home until the weekends. All the commotion that had just gone on, and no one was even around to call the police and report gunshots being fired except maybe Stanley, but I wasn’t positive that he was going to call either. 

My legs started to feel weak, and I made my way over to the stairs in front of my house. The adrenaline made my body shake, and I started to feel like throwing up. My hands vibrated with fear, and I could feel a cold sweat coming over my body. 

I leaned over and put my head in my hands as I tried desperately not to throw up. I hated the feeling of vomiting and would do everything in my power not to give in to the nausea. 

“Are you alright?” one of the men from Marcus’s house said as he stood in front of me. 

“I’m not sure.” 

“If you’ll let me, I’d like to help you inside. Marcus asked me to make sure you were alright.” 

He seemed like a nice guy, and I had seen him with Marcus at the airport before. I didn’t exactly respond, but I did try to stand up, and he reached his arm out and helped to stabilize me. 

“I’m Isabella,” I said as we walked into my house. 

“I know. I’m Zed.”

I smiled at him as he helped me over to the couch. He put a couple pillows on one side of the couch, and I moved over to lie down. He disappeared into the kitchen and was back very quickly with some water and a few saltine crackers. 

“Thanks.”

My hands were shaking as I tried to drink the water, so Zed took the cup from me and held it while I drank. It was a very kind thing to do. I didn’t know this man, but if Marcus had told him to take care of me, and he was so willingly doing it, I had to figure he was a good guy. 

He was a very handsome man, not quite as handsome as Marcus, but still very close. Zed had more of a baby face and looked to be closer to my age. He didn’t seem old enough to be doing whatever it was that Marcus was doing. 

“You don’t look too well. Is there anything else I can get for you?”

“I’ll be alright. I’d really like to know how Marcus is as soon as you know something, though. He did not look very good.”

“Oh, it looked like the bullet went straight through the shoulder; he should be fine as long as they get the bleeding stopped.”

Zed seemed like a pretty laid back guy to be in whatever this business was. Although, Marcus also was pretty laid back and was shot in a hospital right now. Perhaps being laid back in their business wasn’t the best personality trait.  

His light brown hair was shaved tight on the side of his head with some wavy length on the top. I found it difficult to take him serious with the two large dimples on either side of his perfect smile. My only reason for being able to listen and talk with him was that I had seen him with Marcus at the airport a couple weeks prior. Zed seemed like a pretty intense guy, and his eyes looked at me with a powerful desire. But he stayed away from showing any of that desire; he was wholly appropriate with me. It probably didn’t hurt that I looked like I was going to puke at any moment. 

It dawned on me that Zed had said he knew who I was. I wondered how much Marcus had told the guys about me? 

“You seem like you’ve seen plenty of shootings,” I said with a little bit of a laugh. “I mean you look unconcerned by this whole thing.” 

Zed didn’t look like he was going to respond at first. Then, perhaps because he knew I was friends with Marcus, Zed told me a little more than I could have imagined. 

“Yes, I have seen some pretty horrible stuff. Saw a friend get his neck cut once. Many of us have had other injuries like gunshots or being stabbed or something like that,” Zed said. “Marcus has been shot before, though. I’m not too worried about him. I’ll bet you he’s back here in not time making sure I am really taking care of you.” 

There seemed to be a little sexual undertone in how Zed had just said that sentence. Certainly, Marcus hadn’t told him to come and sleep with me? That was ridiculous. But I couldn’t help thinking about having Zed. He was utterly adorable. Although I was going to hold back because I was really worried about Marcus, and he was my first concern. 

“Why do you do it? I mean it’s obviously a dangerous job. Why keep putting yourself in the middle of things?”

I wanted to know. Did it pay really well? Did this job help with the ladies? Why would any man choose a job where he could see his friends murdered?

“We are saving people. You can’t beat knowing that you are taking these bad guys off the street, and they won’t have anyone to lead their cause.” 

Their cause? I wondered who these people were that they were taking them off the streets. It sounded like Marcus and his friends worked as bounty hunters or something like that. Maybe that was why they could afford to travel on a private jet instead of like normal people. Or maybe they had some big person who financed their operation and paid for things. I wasn’t going to keep trying to get information out of Zed, though; he needed to get back to cleaning up the crime scene over at Marcus’s house. 

“What are you guys going to do with those two dead guys?”

Zed just smiled. It was one of those smiles that said to me, I didn’t want to know the answer to that question. He stood up and looked down on me with a smile that burned through me. My whole body warmed at how he gazed into my eyes. His muscles flexed tight in his black T-shirt and his various guns strapped to his side and leg. I couldn’t help it; I was seriously turned on by this guy. 

“I’m going to get back over there. You’re alright?” 

“Yes, I’ll be alright. Thank you,” I said as I looked away from his gaze. 

Zed let himself out of the house, and I got up to look at him out the window. He was much more my type of guy than Marcus was. His age and appearance fit more with the type of guy I found attractive, and Zed seemed sweet and kind instead of angry and dangerous like Marcus. But that was because Marcus was beyond the type of guy I thought I could ever date. I never, in a million years, would have thought a guy like Marcus would be with a girl like me. 

Now I was sitting and shaking while I worried about him. I had no idea where he was taken or which hospital. I didn’t even know his last name! It was going to be really hard to get any sort of update on his health. 

Hopefully, Zed would come back and give me the news as soon as they figured out what was going on. I also desperately hoped that Zed was right and the bullet went through Marcus’s shoulder without causing any permanent damage. 

 

***

 

I fell asleep out of exhaustion and didn’t wake up until the middle of the night. I had a nightmare and was sweating when I sat up straight. I looked around the room and could feel my heart beating out of my chest. Beads of sweat filled my brow, and I needed to check to make sure all the doors were locked.

I got up and went to the front door which had been left unlocked from when Zed had left earlier in the day. My anxiety got instantly worse. 

Slowly I walked from room to room, flipping the light on and then searching the room before moving onto the next. My body could not relax until I had searched every corner of the house and was assured that there were no intruders. 

I’m not sure what I expected to do if I had found an intruder, but surely I would have thought of something. 

When I sat back down on the couch a flood of emotions filled me. I didn’t want to be alone. I wanted to find out where Marcus was so I could go see him. It was too late to go back over to Marcus’s house, and I’m not sure I wanted to be back over there at all. 

Knowing that two dead bodies had been on the floor in the living room was enough to make me never want to go to Marcus’s house ever. 

The television offered a little distraction, but I just couldn’t seem to get my mind around everything that was going on. I use to be a lonely woman hiding away in my family’s home and grieving the loss of my one true love. Now I sat staring at the television and trying to get over seeing three men shot, one of whom I was starting to have feelings for. 

I wanted to reach out to Willow and tell her everything that was going on, but I didn’t know if Marcus would like that. His job seemed pretty secretive, and I didn’t want to put him at risk by telling people what I thought he did. In fact, I didn’t really know at all what he did for work, so I should probably wait until I talked to Marcus. 

Suddenly my heart started to race as I heard a noise coming from behind my house. 

It dawned on me that those men who had come to Marcus’s house had been there to murder or hurt him. Now here I was sitting there without any protection at all. What if they had come back to finish Marcus off? What if they knew I was involved now? 

My body shook again with fear. How could Zed have left me there alone? I thought he was supposed to be keeping an eye on me? I thought he had promised Marcus that he would watch out for me? Certainly, leaving my door unlocked and leaving me alone wasn’t watching out for me, I fumed as I tried to calm myself down. 

I tried to take a deep breath, but my lungs just couldn’t fill up. After I had closed my eyes, I tried again to get a full breath, but it would not come. I heard a knock at the back door and almost screamed. 

Surely no one would be coming over to my house at this hour of the night; it was almost four o’clock in the morning. 

I didn’t want to go to the back door. I didn’t want to see who it was because then they would be able to see who I was. I breathed in as deep a breath as I could gather and slowly walked toward the kitchen. 

My head peeked around the corner, and I could see two male figures standing on my back porch. Because I had all the lights on in the house, it was difficult to see who was standing there. But since he wasn’t trying to break in or anything like that, I decided to move closer. 

“Marcus!” I screamed as I realized it was him. “And Stanley! What are you guys doing here?” 

“I’ve been sitting outside your house since Zed left,” Stanley said. “He told me to keep an eye on things until he got back with Marcus. 

I moved quickly toward the two guys and was about to fling my arms around both of them when I realized Marcus had his arm in a sling. I hugged Stanley first and then softly hugged Marcus. 

“I was so worried about you,” I said to him. 

“Hey, babe,” he said with a wink.

“Don’t hey babe me! I have been going crazy. Where were you? Are you alright? Who were those men? Why were they after you?”

“I think that’s my cue to head out. I’m glad you’re alright, Marcus. I’ll check in tomorrow with you both to see if you need anything,” Stanley said as he and Marcus shook hands. “Take care of yourself, and don’t let this girl wear you out.”

“Thanks for helping out and keeping her safe,” Marcus said. 

Marcus held his finger up to his mouth in a clue for me to be quiet as he turned back toward me. Then he took a step into my kitchen and shut the door behind him. His ocean blue eyes looked down at me, and his lips moved to touch mine. 

All my worry and concern was vanishing as I felt his passion as our tongues moved in time with each other. My lip quivered, and he calmed it with his touch. 

I worried about where to put my hands, as I didn’t want to hurt him or his shoulder, so I wrapped them around his waist. 

It felt so good to be next to Marcus and feeling him on my body. It felt so good to know that he was safe, and there was nothing that could take him away from me; at least nothing there at that moment. 

My body finally relaxed from the fear of the day and melted into the comfort of Marcus. His tall frame kept me safe as his muscular body would surely keep the bad guys away from me. This was the perfect ending to a horrible day. Now I just had to sit him down and get him to tell me about what was going on. 

My safety and the safety of my friends in town were very important, and I didn’t want this group of bad guys getting in anyone’s way. I didn’t want them coming back to town to hurt me or the people I loved. 

“Come and sit down,” I said as I grabbed Marcus by the hand and took him over to the couch. 

I wanted to freak out and start screaming about everything that had happened the other day, but I didn’t think Marcus would respond well to that. Instead, I just sat on the other end of the couch and stayed quiet. He would have to be willing to tell me his story without me chasing after it. 

The awkward silence seemed to last for a very long time, but I was resigned not to be the first one to talk. 

“I’m sorry about yesterday,” Marcus said as he finally broke the silence. 

“Yeah, that was intense. I’m glad to see you doing well. I thought you had been killed. It freaked me out a lot.”

My attempt at being strong had quickly failed, and I felt tears well up in my eyes. I tried not to look at him as my whole body started to shake again, remembering how the day had gone so wrong. 

Marcus moved close to me on the couch and put his good arm around me. He pulled me up against him, and we sat in silence again. This time he didn’t break the silence, and I didn’t either. 

The feeling of his tough, muscular arm wrapped around me felt so right. It felt like that was the exact place I was supposed to be at that exact moment. I was exhausted, and having Marcus next to me gave me just the right amount of comfort that I drifted off to sleep. Marcus also fell asleep, having had a much worse day than I did. 

We were both able to sleep another five hours before the warmth of the sun and light from the windows started to wake us. I looked up at Marcus and kissed him. The delicate sun kept us warm, and it felt like the start of a new day. Not only because it was morning, but because we could start with something fresh and new between us as well. 

It felt so good to have his lips on mine. His body reacted to the kiss, and I could feel his cock getting hard. There was an intense need in his eyes, and I could see him thinking through how he could have me when his arm was still in a sling, and he was in pain when he moved. 

He grabbed me with his good arm and pulled me over so I was straddling him. I could feel the girth of his cock between my legs and started to rub my body against him. 

Our mouths searched one another with desire, and he used his other hand to unhook my bra. I remember thinking how talented that was to do that with only one hand. He then moved his hand and grabbed my shorts. He yanked on them until I lifted myself up and pulled them down to the ground. 

By this time, he had started unbuttoning his pants and was trying to slide them down with one hand. I grabbed them with both of my hands as he lifted up his hips. His hard cock sprung free, and I couldn’t stop myself from wrapping my lips around him. 

It was large and full of desire. I could see his need to have me, and that made me want him even more. His throbbing member danced around to entice me. I wanted to feel it dancing inside of me, making me feel excitement like I couldn’t imagine. 

He grabbed my arm and pulled me up to him, urging me to slide onto his massive member. As my body wrapped around him, I could feel him moving deep inside of me. I wiggled around a little to press him even deeper into my body. 

I tucked my head into the corner of his neck and moved my hips back and forth against his body. My lips gently touched his neck and ear, and he could hear my quiet moans of pleasure as we moved in time with one another. 

My clit rubbed up against his firm abdominal muscles, and soon I could feel the combination of excitement and explosion building inside of me. I held my arms around his neck as I thrust harder and harder against his body. Soon I could feel myself getting ready to cum. 

“Cum for me baby,” Marcus said as he grabbed my ass. 

He pressed my body to move even harder and faster than I already was. My hips moved up and down as they thrust his cock deeper inside of me. Then I felt the buildup coming to a finale that I so desperately needed. 

As we both sat there in ecstasy, I let my head rest on his good shoulder. Something had changed between us, and we were definitely not strangers anymore. We were more than neighbors, more than lovers; we were together in a new way. 

I grabbed his hand, and we walked up to the bedroom to sleep some more. Both of us were exhausted when there was a knock at the front door. Instantly, I looked at Marcus, worried about who it might be. 

“It’s Zed,” Marcus said without even checking to see. “Go ahead and open it.”

“We are naked.” I laughed. Let me get some clothes. 

“No need,” Marcus replied and opened the front door to Zed. 

“Well, it looks like I’m late.” Zed laughed as he looked at Marcus standing there naked. “I was just loading some things into your house and grabbing a sandwich. God, you can’t even wait for me.” 

“Got caught up in the moment,” Marcus smiled and closed the door behind Zed. 

I was really confused about what was going on right then and there. Zed didn’t seem surprised at all that Marcus and I were standing there naked. I had tucked myself behind Marcus to hide my body, but I felt weirdly comfortable even with Zed in the room. 

“Who’s going to tell me what’s going on?” I asked from behind Marcus. “And are we getting dressed or what?” 

“How about I just get undressed so we all feel more comfortable?” Zed asked playfully. 

“Good plan,” Marcus said before I could refuse Zed’s offer. 

Zed was stripping off his clothes right there in the entryway before I could even think of a way to stop him. I really had no idea what was happening. I mean I didn’t mind seeing Zed naked, he was a delicious looking man, but it was weird to have Marcus so willing to go along with it. 

“Marcus said you might enjoy me,” Zed said as he stood there with his body naked for me to see. 

“What?” 

“Zed and I would like to share you,” Marcus said and turned around to face me. “Together, we want to have you.” 

“Wait? What is going on?” I asked again nervously. 

“You’ve had three guys before, right?” Marcus asked. “I think you’ll find that Zed is a really nice guy, and together we will make you scream with pleasure. Even this arm won’t keep me from pleasing you.” 

I stood there in total shock of what was going on. I was normally the one who was shocking people. It was my lifestyle that made guys unbalanced and nervous. Guys weren’t the ones who normally made me feel unbalanced. 

“I thought you and I hit it off pretty well. I was feeling some sexual energy there. Am I wrong?” Zed asked. 

“No, I felt it,” I replied with wide eyes as I looked at naked Zed and then naked Marcus. “I’ve had three men living with me, but I’ve never had more than one man at a time.” 

“Well, then this is going to be fun. I mean if you’re interested?” Marcus asked. “Because I’ve got a shit ton of pain meds on board, and I’d really like to get some good use out of them.” 

My body warmed with the thought of having both of these delicious men. I hadn’t imagined a situation where I’d really want something like this, but I wasn’t opposed to it. In fact, the more I looked at the two of them, the more I was sure that Marcus was right, and this was going to be a hell of a lot of fun. 

“I’m interested,” I finally agreed. “Let’s go upstairs.” 

“After you,” Marcus said and let me start walking up in front of them. 

I felt both of their eyes on my ass as I walked up the stairs. It was empowering to know I had their undivided attention and that both of them wanted me so bad that their bodies were already throbbing with the idea of having me. 

I wanted to talk more about what had happened. I wanted to get an explanation for why those men had come to his home to kill him. I needed to know why they were after him and why they would be so brazen as to come to his home. But that would all have to wait. 

At the moment, I needed to explore what it was like to have two amazing men like Marcus and Zed at the same time. 





Chapter 18

 

“You two are damn fine,” I said playfully as I shut the bedroom door behind us. “I have no idea how this logistically works, though.” 

I laughed nervously, but Marcus quickly took control. It didn’t matter that his arm was in a sling, he was very much in charge of all of us in that room. He motioned for me to go lay down on the bed. With one quick hand motion, I did exactly as he asked. 

Marcus came and sat near me. He leaned down and started to kiss me gently. Our lips felt electric as I was engulfed in the emotions of the moment. I loved kissing him. I loved feeling his mouth and mine together. 

Then I felt another set of lips softly kissing up my leg. It was exotic and so thrilling to have Zed touching me while I was still kissing Marcus. If I ever thought I wouldn’t like having two men at once, that moment clearly made me realize that I was going to like it much more than I’d anticipated. 

Zed sweetly played with me while his tongue made circles around my clit and teased me to excitement. The whole time Marcus and I continued kissing, and my hands moved down to play with his erect body. 

I was soaking with excitement when Zed slid his finger into me and started to suck on my clit. My pelvis darted up toward his mouth, and for a moment, I stopped kissing Marcus too. Marcus leaned back for a moment and watched Zed playing with me. He moaned softly at the sight of this other man pleasing me, and I got so turned on hearing him. 

This was exciting him. It was exciting me too. The whole taboo thing of having two men didn’t seem like an issue at all with these two men. I wanted them both, and the fact that they were fine being in the room together, just turned me on more. 

“Do you want to put this on me?” Marcus asked as he handed me a condom from my side table drawer. 

There was no way he was going to be able to do it with his arm in the sling, so of course, I took the package and unwrapped it. I slowly rolled it down his body and realized Zed was no longer playing with me. 

“You should take the bottom,” Zed said to Marcus. 

Without hesitating, Marcus lay down on the bed and motioned for me to get on top of him. I hovered over the top of his body and looked next to me to watch Zed rolling a condom onto his cock as well. 

“Oh,” I said as I realized what was about to happen. “Wow, okay.”

“Yes?” Zed asked as he grabbed the lube from the drawer. 

I nodded my head in agreement. Marcus pulled me down toward him as I continued to wiggle on top of his body. I moved slowly in anticipation as I felt Zed finding his spot behind me. 

Zed poured the lubricant onto me and played with my ass for a minute while I tried to concentrate on how good Marcus felt inside of me. I must have looked terrified though because Marcus stopped kissing me and put his hand on my cheek softly. 

“You’ll like this, trust me,” he whispered. 

“Okay,” I said and nodded my head in agreement. 

I felt Zed pressing his rock hard body against my ass gently. He moved in slowly and then back out. His movements were loving, and not nearly as worrisome as I’d anticipated. But I couldn’t have anticipated how overwhelmed my body would feel with both of these men inside of me. 

Even though I was barely moving, I felt the eruption growing deep inside of me. I wasn’t thrusting hard, and neither were Marcus or Zed. The pure sensation of having them both was all it took for the first wave of explosion to rock through my body. 

Marcus wrapped his arm around me and held me on his cock as I wiggled through the orgasm. He wasn’t about to let me get off of him, and I loved that. Slowly I started to move against and with both of the guys. I was feeling my way around this new experience and becoming more and more confident with it all at the same time. 

As Zed grabbed my hips hard and his thrusts became more forceful, Marcus also started to move at an increased rate. The two of them pounded and thrust into me in perfect timing, and it was as close to sexual heaven that I’d ever been. 

I was so overwhelmed by the pleasure that I thought I was going to actually cry. It was a bodily emotion from everything that was going on, and before I could stop myself, I had tears streaming down my face. 

“Are you alright?” Marcus asked, and both men stopped moving for a moment. 

“Yes, don’t stop,” I ordered them. 

“That’s hot.” Zed laughed and continued thrusting into me from behind. 

“Are you sure?” Marcus mouthed to me. 

“Fuck me,” I said so there was no confusion. “I want you to cum.” 

He smiled back up at me and did exactly as I asked. His thrusts got faster and harder, and I felt my body building up to an orgasm like I’d never felt before. It wasn’t just growing in my clit area, my whole body felt the tingling as Zed gave one final thrust and grunted out in pleasure. 

It was Zed’s final thrust that threw me over the edge, and I tightened my body around Marcus as the ripple of pleasure jetted through me. My fingers tightened around the sheets, and I collapsed onto Marcus as I let go and came so hard I couldn’t even hold myself up. Marcus too was able to release from his final thrust. 

Zed helped me climb off of Marcus and gathered up the condoms and threw them away. He grabbed wet washrags from the bathroom and handed them to both of us while he went and cleaned up as well. Before I knew it, we were all lying in my bed sweating and utterly exhausted from one of the most amazing sexual experiences of my life. 

It was late. We were all tired from the day, and although I wanted to sleep, I did still have so many questions about what was going on. 

As night fell again, we continued to sleep and enjoy the quiet of the day. None of us in a hurry to speak, we were content to feel each other’s touch without much else. My naked body curled up just perfectly with Marcus wrapped around me, and I had my arms wrapped around Zed who was facing me as he slept soundly. 

“I work undercover with the DEA,” Marcus said quietly as we lay there. “Zed does too, obviously.”

“What’s the DEA?”

“It is the Drug Enforcement Agency. We work with criminal groups and build a relationship with them over several years. I give information back to the Agency, and we eventually shut down the group.”

I sat up in my bed and thought about what he was saying. It sounded very dangerous. It didn’t sound like a regular police job. To me, it sounded like something out of a television show or a movie. This job of his certainly didn’t sound like something that would ever be safe. 

“Why are you here in Bain?” 

“It was scouted by someone that works with us, and they said it would be a quiet town. Most of us undercover guys try to live far away from where we work and try to keep a low profile when we finish projects.” 

“So you finished a project? Then came out here? I don’t understand.” 

Marcus kissed me. His short butterfly kisses sent surges of energy throughout my body. I wanted to keep going and continue kissing him, but he was talking about his job, and it was more important for me to figure out what was going on with that. I leaned back and stopped kissing him, urging him to keep talking about his work. 

“Yes, I finished a big investigation and was supposed to get a few months off, but something went wrong, and I had to go back.”

“Who were those people that broke into your house? Were they from the Chicago job?”

“No, they worked for the people I bought some guns from. They think I’m a bad guy like the people I’m working for in Chicago. They were looking for about five million dollars worth of guns that I had purchased for this guy.” 

I nodded my head yes like I understood what he was talking about, although I did not fully understand what was going on. I did very clearly remember watching him load the ten bags of guns and even sneaking a feel of them. 

“Thank you for telling me,” I said. 

“You’re welcome. I’m sorry I can’t tell you more. But you are the only person that knows this about me. I trust you, and I don’t want you to not trust me.”

I could see in his eyes that he wasn’t used to opening up to people. He seemed like a loner who kept his life private and didn’t let people get too close. 

“How did you get started working with the DEA?” I said as I tried to get off the topic of what he was doing now and lighten the mood a little. 

“I was a Navy Seal, they recruited me.” 

“Wow, a Navy Seal … check that off my list,” I said with a smile. “How about Zed?” 

“What do you mean?”

“Oh, ever since I was a teenager, I had a list of things I wanted to do in my life. One of them was a Navy Seal. And did you and Zed know each other before this?” 

“You have a bucket list that says fuck a Navy Seal?” Marcus said with a shocked look on his face. 

“Yep.”

I couldn’t stop smiling at the goofy look he had on his face. He was happy, and that wasn’t a look I had seen very often on him. Typically, he had a smirk at best, never a full out smile. 

“Okay, wait a minute. You, as little young teenage Isabella, made a list of guys to fuck?”

“Oh, my God, Marcus, No! The list is mostly just things I want to see, places I want to go, that kind of stuff. But I saw a group of Navy Seals when I visited San Diego, and they were so handsome. I added that to my list when I was about seventeen years old. It wasn’t some perverted thing at the time. Tell me about Zed and this? Have you guys done this before?”

“Oh my … you were a little vixen even back then,” Marcus said as he reached over to tickle me with his good hand. “And yes we have, but never with a woman who had a lifestyle like yours. I’d really like to keep seeing you, and I think you’d like Zed too.”

“Do you two ever sleep together?” I asked. 

“Like this we do.” Marcus laughed and pointed to Zed who was fast asleep. “But no, I’m not into that way, and he’s not into me that way. We were both drunk and out one time when a woman asked us to take her. She wanted both of us, and we just happened to be drunk enough to agree. Ever since then, I’ve really liked the idea of doing it again, and when I met you, I thought you’d really like Zed. He’s cuter than me.” Marcus laughed. 

“By the way, I was a sweet little girl with some desires that I didn’t know what to do with. I really wasn’t a vixen.” 

I smiled at Marcus, and I could tell I had peaked his interests. 

“What other desires do you have?” 

“Oh no, no, no. I’m not going to tell you all about my desires.” 

Marcus pulled me on top of him as he lay naked in the bed. I leaned down to kiss him and could feel his body growing underneath me. His hard body was amazing to look at naked; it was chiseled with muscles in every spot they could possibly be. He had muscles from his hands all the way down to his feet. His Grecian body was inspiring naked. I didn’t want him to put his clothes back on. 

I stayed on top of him, and he reached up to fondle my breasts with his good hand. Then he leaned up and pulled one of my nipples into his mouth.

“Tell me. I want to fulfill every fantasy you have.” 

Marcus looked like he wanted to fulfill all of those fantasies right there at that moment. A wounded shoulder healing from a gunshot wasn’t going to hold him back. In fact, he seemed to enjoy the idea of letting me be in charge for a change. He didn’t strike me as the kind of guy who normally let the woman have much control. His demeanor was much more alpha than that.

I also didn’t think of him as the type of guy who stuck around long enough to build up a rapport with a woman. Building that close a relationship was key to getting what I wanted. I wasn’t sure I was ready to tell him about my fantasies, but it was certainly something I was going to talk to him about later on. If he stuck around that long. 

“How about we talk about my fantasies when your arm gets better? You’ll need two working arms to satisfy what I have in mind,” I said with a wink. 

He grabbed my hip and rubbed me back and forth against his cock. If he wasn’t going to get to hear about my fantasies, he certainly was going to get to feel himself inside of me again. 

I reached down and grabbed another condom so I could oblige him, grabbing his cock and sliding it inside of me. It was exciting having Zed in the bed with us, and I looked over at him to see if he’d wake up, but he was totally out of it. 

Quickly we worked together. He thrust hard and fast, and I slid my body up against his. I felt the buildup coming on fast, which I normally would have slowed down. But at that moment, I just wanted to feel the explosion again. I just wanted to cum hard. No thinking, no slowing down, nothing stopping me from getting what I wanted. 

Marcus seemed to be thinking the same thing as he didn’t hold back either. His thrusts were hard and fast, and he quickly came. His final thrust was just what I needed to send my body into overdrive, and I felt my body tighten on top of him. I thrust my hips hard against him and felt the pleasure that I was becoming accustomed to. 





Chapter 19

 

The next couple of days were like a Hallmark card. We made meals together, we worked in the yards, and we made love. Zed ended up having to leave for a few days, but Marcus didn’t go back over to his house, and I didn’t blame him. Two men had been gunned down in his living room, and it wasn’t something I would want to remember if I lived there. I was curious to see how the cleanup had gone and assumed the carpet would need to be pulled up and some work done to the walls. My brain was in remodel mode constantly. 

Marcus helped me take my cabinets down and strip the old finish off of them. We worked for hours, day and night, to get just the right layering done so I could start the new finish. He seemed very comfortable working with his hands and looked damn good while he worked. 

I often found myself staring at his body as he sanded the wood and built up a sweat. His shirtless torso was something any woman would be distracted by. It didn’t matter that Marcus only had one working arm; he was amazing at helping me with the remodeling stuff. 

“I’m going to go take some pictures if you don’t mind. The clouds are looking incredible today,” I said as I grabbed my camera and started to head out the door. 

I kissed Marcus and left him sanding the wooden doors while I went to snap a couple pictures. 

Since my art show, I had taken a break from the picture taking for a little bit. It had been such a great night, and all my photos sold. The validation I felt from that event was huge. I finally felt that I could call myself a photographer. 

I headed the couple of blocks into town so I could get a nice picture of the city with the clouds behind it. My eyes stayed focused on the sky as I searched for just the right moment to take my picture. 

Looking through my lens was one of my favorite things to do, and I could do it every day and never get bored. I felt empowered by my camera.

As I walked through the city, I got a weird feeling that someone was following me. I looked back, and there was no one there, though. The feeling continued as I got to the other end of town, and I started to get scared. I wished that I would have invited Marcus to walk with me; when he was with me, I always felt safe. 

I found the perfect picture and took a few from each side of the street. I loved how the clouds looked like cotton balls swimming on top of the little town of Bain. 

Bain, Missouri was one of the quaint little towns that you drove through on your way to nowhere. There was a small pharmacy, liquor store, and a few other local companies. It didn’t have a mayor and instead used a city manager. There was no police department, but the county sheriff patrolled the area as needed. 

The streets of Bain only lasted about four blocks, and it was stuck in the picturesque history of the 1950’s. I took a couple more pictures of the town and then started to head back home. Again, I felt the pang of someone following me or watching me. I looked up and down the street and thought I saw someone go into the hardware store. 

I walked quickly down to the store and was about to walk inside when I saw Marcus standing in front of their door. 

“Were you following me?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“To make sure nothing bad happened to you.”

“What? I thought we were safe. I thought those guys that came after you were dead, and there was nothing else to worry about?”

I could feel my anger growing. He had made it seem like things were safe. He had made it seem like he was staying with me because he wanted to spend time with me, not because he was protecting me from someone.

“You are safe. I’m here.”

“No! You don’t lie to me like that. I thought you wanted to spend time with me, and that was why you were at my house.”

“I do want to spend time with you.” 

He flashed me that smile, and I couldn’t help calming down a bit. It was hard to stay mad at him when he was smiling like that. But he wasn’t telling me the whole story. I wasn’t safe unless he was there with me, then that meant someone was still after Marcus. 

“Do you have a gun right now?”

I reached around and tried to feel behind his back, but his skills at defensiveness far outweighed my curiosity. 

“Yes,” he said as he held me back with one hand. 

“Marcus, what are we going to do? I don’t want you to get hurt again.” 

He just smiled at me and grabbed my hand. We started to walk back to my house. He didn’t look worried at all by my concern over the situation. 

“I’m not going to get hurt. My guys are taking care of the rest of their team. I’ll just relax with you and get myself feeling better.”

He seemed so calm and relaxed; I had no other option but to believe him. But certainly something was going on. He wouldn’t have followed me all the way through town if he wasn’t worried about something. 

We had plans to have dinner with all the guys that night. Marcus was the one who had suggested it, and I was so nervous. I’d been in touch with Stanley and Rob, but I hadn’t talked to Zed since he left after our crazy night together. 

Plus, this was going to be the first time that I had all four guys in the same room, and that was always difficult to manage. When we got back to the house, Marcus and I prepared dinner, and Zed showed up early to help. Being with the two of them did feel comfortable. They were friends, and after what we had done together, there wasn’t much shyness between us. 

It wasn’t until Rob showed up that things felt more uncomfortable. Rob was new to this whole thing, and he had barely understood that I had Stanley and Marcus around, so I was worried at how he would react to Zed joining the dinner. 

“So it’s going to be a party tonight, eh?” Rob asked. 

“No, just a chill night with all of us,” I tried to reassure him. 

I introduced Rob to Zed and Marcus, and he made himself comfortable at the table. Stanley and Rob got along well, and obviously Zed and Marcus got along well; the trick was going to be seeing if all four men could get along. I really had no idea how we were going to move forward or what this relationship would look like, but no matter what, these guys needed to meet one another. 

As the pasta was dished out to everyone, I quickly realized that these men were going to get along just fine. I was the odd one out, and I didn’t mind it at all. Each of the guys was engrossed in a conversation with one another. They were laughing and joking together and otherwise getting along perfectly. 

“So I do have some more photos I need to get finished today,” I said as I interrupted their conversations. 

“How about I walk with you, and you can take pictures without worrying?” Marcus said as he looked at the other guys for their approval. “I’m going to need to leave town again for work soon.”

“Me too,” Zed added. 

I looked at Rob and Stanley, and they nodded their heads in approval of me and Marcus heading back out so I could finish my pictures. I actually wanted Marcus to meet someone, so it was good that he wanted to come. 

“Alright, I did want to go out by the dairy farm and take some photos out there. The rest of you guys will be okay if Marcus and I ditch dinner?”

“No worries with us,” Rob said quickly. “We are going to watch the game.” 

I had to laugh at the sports enthusiasm that Stanley had as he was nodding his head in agreement. I never knew Stanley was a fan of sports at all. At least when we had lived together before he didn’t show much interest in those things, but perhaps he was just trying to find a connection with Zed and Rob. 

“Let’s do it,” Marcus said with an unusual amount of enthusiasm. 

I couldn’t help laughing. I doubt taking pictures was at all interesting to him, but his willingness to be enthusiastic about it was cute for sure. And he was making an effort to spend time alone with me which I appreciated. As much fun as our night with Zed was, I wanted individual relationships with these guys. Each of them different and unique with their pluses and minuses. 

The diary farm was almost two miles out of town, but it was a beautiful day, so it was well worth the time it took to get out there. The mid seventy-degree weather offered a slight breeze to cool us without dropping the temperature too much. I reached out for Marcus’s hand to hold it as we walked. 

He smiled and gripped me firmly, but I could tell that this type of intimacy was not something he was comfortable with. His whole arm tightened up, and he held his hand almost motionless. I tried not to laugh out loud at his awkwardness. 

It was interesting how Marcus was relaxed and able to enjoy our lovemaking with his friend Zed there. Yet as the two of us walked intimately down the street, he appeared more uncomfortable than ever. 

Every now and then, I noticed him looking around either to the side of us or behind us. Certainly not instilling confidence in his notion that we were not in danger. I thought I even noticed his jaw tensing as we got farther and farther away from the town. We really were sitting ducks if anyone was trying to get us. 

As we walked down the dirt road, there was no place to hide and no escape if someone happened to come down this dirt road with wrongdoing on their mind. 

At the dairy farm, I stopped to visit with the owner real quick. He seemed a little leery of Marcus but warmed up to him when I said he was an ex-Navy Seal. Mr. Reynolds had been in the Navy also, many years before Marcus, though. 

The two men shook hands, and Mr. Reynolds took us out to where the cows were grazing. He had a four-wheeler with two seats in the back and drove us quickly out to the top of the hill where the cows were. 

“I’ve already let them into the field; I hope that works alright.”

“Yes, that will be great.” 

“Just make sure the gate is closed when you head back to town. Have fun.”

Mr. Reynolds took his four-wheeler back toward his house and left us at the top of the hill with about a hundred cows grazing all around us. I started taking pictures immediately. 

When I looked over at Marcus, he seemed to be in protection mode and was eyeing a large cow that was walking slowly in our direction. He looked like he was ready to take the cow down if he needed to. 

“You don’t have to be afraid of them; they won’t hurt us,” I said with a smile. 

“I’m not afraid,” he said as he tried to play off his uncomfortable stance. 

I could tell he was at least uncomfortable with the number of cows around us. He didn’t look like the kind of guy who spent a lot of time on a farm. Especially this close to the animals of the farm. 

A young calf made her way toward us, and I got down on my knees to take some pictures. She kept coming toward us with an interest that was very charming. Marcus grabbed some grass and held it out in his hand. 

I snapped some pictures of the two of them. 

Marcus and his tall, muscular frame feeding the small baby calf, with the sun setting right behind them, it was perfect. I hoped that the lighting didn’t wash out Marcus and the calf when I tried to develop the pictures. 

“That was adorable,” Marcus said as he looked at me.

I was concerned he was going to get mad at me for taking his picture again. I really hoped he didn’t force me to delete the photo, it was so perfect. 

He looked at me and then at the camera. I felt him trying to decide if it was alright that I took his picture. He seemed to be going through some sort of internal struggle. But he was silent and did not force me to delete the picture. 

“Yes, that was very adorable. Should we head back to town?” 

I got up off the ground, and Marcus leaned over and wiped the grass off of my knees. He grabbed me close and kissed me. The spontaneous gesture was just another reason I was starting to fall for this guy. The softness of his lips was so opposite of his hard body that I instantly got turned on anytime I kissed Marcus. There was no way to stop my body and how it reacted to him. 

He grabbed my hand and held it in his as he led the way back into town. His grip seemed more comfortable this time, and he was much more relaxed. He was getting a hold of this whole boyfriend thing. 

Wait, boyfriend … was that what he was?

I didn’t know the answer and wasn’t about to ask him. I felt like we were a couple now, but I wasn’t really sure. Maybe my perception of things was different than his. It wasn’t the right time to talk about things; we had had enough deep conversations for today. 

The term boyfriend was a simple one to most, but in my life, it could get complex. In the mainstream world, I couldn’t go around calling four guys my boyfriend, so I typically didn’t call any of them my boyfriend in public. The guys were my roommates or friends, and that was it. But when I was out with only one of them, I sometimes found myself referring to them as boyfriends because the moment called for it. We were now officially in this confusing stage of the relationship as I contemplated how I would navigate the public version of this when I was living in such a small town. 

We continued into town and turned down the street toward my house. When we got close enough, I could see that the front door was open. I turned and looked at Marcus, who instantly went into his protector mode. He brought us down the alley behind the house to see if there were any cars or anything. Then he opened the garage and did a quick look through my darkroom. 

“Get in your darkroom and lock the door. You understand me?”

I nodded my head yes and quickly went into the room. There was no movement in the house, and all I could think about was that Zed, Rob, and Stanley had been hurt. Although Zed was obviously good at his job working side by side with Marcus, he could have been caught off guard really easily. I was terrified as I hid in the garage and watched Marcus look toward the house. 

Marcus had his gun drawn and took the sling off his hurt arm. He seemed to be able to move it slightly, but I could only imagine how much pain he was in. 

“Marcus,” I said as my eyes started to well up with tears. 

“I’ll be fine. Lock the door. I’ll be right back.”

My brain raced with thoughts of what was going on. Why would someone try to break into my house? I could hardly breathe because of how scared I was. I tried over and over to take a deep breath, and nothing seemed to help. 





Chapter 20

 

Marcus was gone for what seemed like forever. I sat at a table in the corner of my darkroom in the pitch black. I didn’t hear any shooting, and for that, I was very grateful. I closed my eyes and tried to listen as hard as I could. I didn’t know what else I was listening for; as long as there weren’t gunshots I was pretty happy. 

I heard a noise outside the garage, and the door opened. I tucked myself even deeper into the corner of the room. My heart pounded with excitement, and I was so afraid someone was coming for me. 

“Isabella, it’s me,” Marcus said. 

Oh, what a relief. I jumped up and opened the door. Marcus looked perfectly fine, so I let out a sigh of relief. 

“What happened? Did I just leave the door open or something?”

“No, I’m afraid not. Let’s go get some of your things, and then you are going to need to stay somewhere else while I figure out what is going on. Zed got the guys out of the house and over to Stanley’s house.”

“What happened? He didn’t fight them off?” 

It might have seemed like a naive question, but it was all I could think of. Why wouldn’t Zed, Rob, and Stanley just fight off whoever had tried to get into the house? Why would Zed get the guys out of the house and leave all my stuff there to be gone through? But even as the question came out, I could tell it was a little crude. I was more worried about my things than the well-being of the guys. 

“Zed didn’t have his gun or anything. He made the right choice to get out,” Marcus reassured me. “They could have been killed if he hadn’t moved as quickly as he did. I’m going to go talk to him in a minute, but we should go get your things first.” 

We walked back up to the house, and I could tell that the front door had been kicked in. It seemed odd that they would kick in the front door considering the back door was much older and would have been easier to get through. But I figured whoever it was who had kicked in the door didn’t really care which door was easier. 

My house looked like it had been torn apart. Furniture moved, carpets lifted up, someone was certainly looking for something. 

“Who are they? What were they looking for?”

“I thought there had been three men the other day when I got shot, but I couldn’t tell for sure because things happened so quickly. One of them must have gotten away, and now he knows I’ve been staying with you.”

“What does he want?”

“The guns, but he can’t have them. Or he wants more money. The guns are already in Chicago, and we aren’t paying them any more money. I’m going to have to go back to Chicago and see if I can figure out what is going on.”

I could feel the color draining out of my face. I couldn’t be left alone. These people were trying to find guns and would obviously kill if they didn’t get what they wanted. My heart raced, and I could feel the room getting wobbly. 

“Um, I don’t feel good,” I said just before my knees gave out, and I started to fall. 

Marcus, of course, caught me and set me down gently in one of the chairs. He closed the front door the best he could and brought me a glass of water. 

“What do you need from here? Absolute minimum,” he said as he prepared to go up the stairs. 

“Clothes and my mom’s jewelry box.” 

Marcus was gone for only about three minutes before he returned with a bag full of my things. He grabbed me by the arm and took me out to my car. He already had the keys in his hand, and we were driving down the street before I even knew what was going on. 

“Oh no, my camera. I left my camera there.” 

“It’s fine. You can get it later. Let’s just get you out to Willow and Marv’s house.” 

“I need to call them first and see if it is alright,” I said as if Willow and Marv would ever refuse to look out for me. 

“Isabella, you will get killed if you stay at your house. It will be fine with them.” 

I guided Marcus as he drove us out to Willow’s house. He called Zed during the drive and told him to bring Stanley and Rob out as well. I didn’t know how I could explain things, but I knew there was no hiding what was going on now. I was too afraid to hide anything. I needed to feel safe again. 

“Where will you go? How will you stay safe?” I said as I reached for his hand. 

He held my hand tightly for a moment but then needed to use it to drive. His injured shoulder seemed to be bothering him very badly by that point. It was leaking blood through the bandage and onto his shirt. 

“I’m going to go to Chicago. I have to figure out what is going on. I have to end this. I can’t let you be in danger, that isn’t going to happen.”

I tried to swallow, but a big lump started in my throat. How was he going to stay safe if he went right back out there? 

“How do you know the people that tried to kill you weren’t the ones from Chicago?”

Marcus seemed to ponder what I was saying and did not immediately answer. He looked in the rearview mirror and was preoccupied. I watched as he continued to drive to Willow’s house and took special care to make sure no one was following us. 

He never did answer my question. 

As we pulled up to Willow’s house, I felt my heart pounding very hard. My face was flush, and I didn’t know how I was going to explain things to Willow. I watched Marcus as we pulled up to the house, he seemed very focused and intent on a plan that I was not aware of. 

After parking in their driveway, Marcus jumped out of the car and went up to Willow and Marv’s door very quickly. He didn’t wait for me, and he didn’t look back at me. 

Marv opened the door, and I watched as the two shook hands and exchanged some words. Marcus motioned for me to come up, so I grabbed my things and made my way to the door. When I got there, Marcus kissed me quickly and shook Marv’s hand, and then he left. He didn’t wait around; he didn’t have time for small talk. He was just gone. 

Zed showed up a few minutes later with Rob and Stanley. He had clearly hatched a plan with Rob already and would be leaving town with him. I was still standing outside with Marv and Willow as the three guys pulled up. 

Stanley and Rob stood off to the side while I took a moment to talk with Zed. It was the first time the two of us had talked since the threesome. It wasn’t awkward at all, and actually, Zed was able to put me at ease better than Marcus could. 

“So you’re going to Chicago?” I asked. 

“Yes, Marcus and I are going to end this. He wants to stay in this town, and in order for that to happen, we have to take care of some things. Don’t worry, though, Marcus is the best. I’m okay too,” he said with a smile that flashed his deep dimples at me. 

Zed gave me a big hug, and it was just what I needed. I wasn’t sure how the relationship between the two of us was going to evolve, but at that moment, I was comforted by him. I felt safe with him, and I was just as worried about Zed heading off to Chicago as I had been about Marcus. 

“Stay safe, okay?” I said as I looked up at him and stayed wrapped up in his arms. 

“Always darling. I’m coming back to have a night alone with you,” he said sweetly. “If that’s okay with you?” 

“Yes.” I nodded in agreement. “I’d like to get to know you more.”

“I’ll see you soon. We will be in touch. Let the guys keep you safe, though. Okay?” 

“Okay,” I said as Zed waved for Rob and Stanley to come over. 

“Take care of our girl,” Zed said before heading to his vehicle and back down the dirt road. 

“This is some crazy shit,” Rob muttered. 

“Yeah, I think I like those guys. Definitely more fun than Sam and Kirk.” Stanley laughed. “A lot more excitement in life now.” 

I stood in the doorway and watched Zed drive away. I was worried that Marcus and Zed were going back to Chicago to settle the score for whoever had come to his house and then my house. I was worried that Marcus was going to end up dead after confronting the people he was going to see. For some reason, I thought Zed had a more level head on his shoulders and could back off if needed, but Marcus seemed like he was going to go all out, no matter what. 

Never had I been so concerned for a man I had only met a few short weeks before. 

I knew it was going to be difficult to explain everything to Willow and Marv. My life had become so dangerous that even I couldn’t believe what was going on. I could see the concern on Willow and Marv’s faces, and I knew they wouldn’t be happy until I told them everything. 

So I did.

I just let out everything. Stanley, Rob, and I sat in their living room, and I told them about sleeping with Marcus. I told them about my art show and following Marcus to the airport. I didn’t leave anything out, except the details of our nightly rendezvous and what had happened with Zed, Marcus, and I. 

Finally, I told them about my last couple of days and Marcus getting shot. I explained who Zed was and that the guys worked together. As much as possible I tried to flush out everything that was going on. 

It was all so much, so hard to relive in such a short period of time. I started to cry as I finished the story and ended with my house being broken into and Marcus and Zed needing to leave to go settle things in Chicago. 

Willow just shook her head in disbelief. 

“Isabella, this guy is bad news. You need to stay away from him,” Willow said. 

“I don’t think he’s bad news,” Stanley jumped in. “He has a dangerous job, that is for sure. But I really do think he’s going to do what is needed to keep her safe.” 

“Me too,” Rob added. 

I could tell that Willow and Marv weren’t all that impressed with Rob and Stanley’s defense, but I really appreciated them standing up for Marcus. Maybe someday when this was all said and done, the four guys and I could live happily ever after. 

“Yes, you’re going to end up hurt or dead if you keep hanging around that guy,” Marv added, totally ignoring Stanley and Rob. 

I could see where they were coming from. It wasn’t like I could argue that Marcus was a good influence on me. Since meeting him, I certainly had put myself in a very delicate position. But I wasn’t willing to let go of Marcus. I held out hope that he would be alright, and this all would be settled soon. 

“I know it looks bad, guys. But just trust me, Marcus and Zed are going to settle everything.” 

“Isabella, this is not alright. You can’t be hanging around some mysterious guys who are murdering people and getting shot.” Willow did not seem pleased with my choices at all. 

“It’s not like that. Marcus isn’t a murderer.”

“Well, actually, that’s exactly what he is. Didn’t you say he killed the two people in his house?” Marv said. 

“Well, technically yes, but they shot him and were going to kill him.” 

“Isabella, you need to get away from this guy, and that’s it. You can stay here as long as you need to, but you need to end things with him. He’s obviously only out for himself. Look how he just abandoned you here with us and took off.” Willow obviously did not like Marcus anymore. “Stanley and Rob, these two will take care of you. They stayed to make sure you are safe.” 

“I know how it looks guys. I really appreciate you letting me stay here,” I said to avoid further arguments because I really did appreciate them watching out for me. 

I wasn’t about to continue to argue with them. Marcus and Zed needed to go to Chicago and end this craziness so I could show Willow and Marv that things would be alright. Because at that moment, I was starting to believe them. Maybe staying away from Marcus was exactly what I needed to do to stay safe. 

I certainly didn’t want anything bad to happen to me. I didn’t want to end up shot or dead. It wasn’t on my ten-year life plan to have something like that happen to me. 

For the next two weeks, I continued to stay with Willow and Marv because I had not heard from Marcus yet. I intended to stay with them until I finally got word from Marcus that everything was alright. Rob went back to his home and his life, and we agreed to touch base when things calmed down. Stanley stayed with me at Marv and Willow’s house to make sure I was safe. He went to work during the day and then spent all the rest of his time with me. It was exactly what I needed. 

“Marv or Stanley, can you take me to my house to get my camera?” I asked one late afternoon. 

“Are you sure it’s safe?” Marv asked with a look of concern. 

“Yeah, it’s been two weeks. If something bad were going to happen, then it would have already happened.”

“I can take you,” Stanley offered. 

“How about we drive by the house today and see if anything looks out of place, then maybe tomorrow you could go in and grab your camera and anything else you needed?” Marv suggested.

“Sure, I can do that.”





Chapter 21

 

We drove by my house slowly, and there didn’t seem to be anyone around. I had Marv drive around the back, and I looked all around for anything suspicious, but there was nothing that stood out. Stanley sat in the back seat watching the house with me too. 

Unfortunately, I did have a feeling that someone was following or watching us. I made Marv leave and then drive all over town to make sure no one was following us. I didn’t feel safe to go into the house and get my camera. 

“I’m not sure, Marv, something felt off. What do you think?”

“I felt fine,” Marv said. “Do you want me to just go inside with you? Maybe Stanley could go inside, and I’ll stay outside?”

“No, let’s just get back home; maybe I’ll go back tomorrow.”

I couldn’t put my finger on what was going on, but I felt like something bad was going to happen. I looked everywhere and had not seen a single thing out of place, though. It was entirely possible the events of the last few weeks had made be jumpy and were the only reason I couldn’t feel safe. 

“Well, I have to work all day tomorrow. How about we go back in after work?” Marv suggested. 

Marv was a good man. Willow sure had found herself a keeper. I used to make fun of her for getting married so young and starting her family. But seeing how Marv took care of her and the kids, it certainly was more than any woman could hope for in a partner. They both seemed so very happy, and it was something to look up to in my future relationships. 

I wasn’t sure if I could keep Marcus around or not. He certainly got me hot and bothered when we were together. There was chemistry between us that I had never felt with any other person. It was hard for me to imagine that there was another man out there that I could feel so bonded to so quickly. It was a different bond than what I had with the other guys, and I really hoped he stayed safe, and we could work things out. Having Marcus around made life exciting. 

In the morning when Marv went to work, I decided to go with him. I wanted to keep an eye out through the town and see if I saw any suspicious vehicles. Since his office was right downtown, I could easily watch people from the comfort of his building. No one would even know I was there since he had tinted windows that overlooked the main street of town. 

Originally, I had planned to venture out into the town a little bit, but I lost my nerve. I was terrified of going out by myself, and I couldn’t ask Marv to stop working to babysit me. He was starting to think I was crazy as I watched all the cars that came and went throughout the city. 

“There’s a black SUV, that’s unusual. Right?”

“No, that’s the Edwards’ new SUV. They just had a baby and needed more room,” Marv said as he became more and more annoyed with me. 

“Oh, wait. Look at this sedan. I’ve never seen it before.”

“Isabella, that’s the city manager’s wife. I’m pretty sure she isn’t going to try and kill you.”

“Seriously Marv, what about that minivan. I’ve never seen it around town before.” 

“Isabella, that is the Johnsons’ van. Either sit there quietly, or I’ll take you home. I can’t keep doing this all day; I won’t get any work done. Where is Stanley, maybe he wants you to sit at his work?”

“Alright, I’ll sit quietly,” I said, knowing that Stanley wouldn’t want me at his office either. 

I did sit quietly for the remainder of the day. It was very hard for me to do as I watched car after car going by throughout town. But I decided to wait until I could see the drive, and then I almost always knew who it was. There was one woman that drove by in a minivan that I didn’t know, but then I thought it would be silly to think a woman in a minivan would be the one coming to get me. 

Marv seemed to appreciate my silence, and he worked quickly on his projects so he could get off from work early. He packed his things at a quarter after four, and we loaded into his truck to head over to my house. We were going to wait for Stanley, but Marv was tired and just wanted to get it over with. 

It was only a few blocks, but I felt relieved to have him with me. I was thinking and worrying so much about someone following us that I could hardly think anymore. I just wanted to relax and feel safe again, and that wouldn’t happen until Marcus got back from Chicago. 

“I don’t see anyone around, do you?” I asked. 

“No, Isabella, you are fine. Just run in and grab your camera and come back out.”

“I also wanted to grab some clean clothes. Do you think that will be alright?”

“Yes, just hurry up. I don’t want to be out here all day.”

I jumped out of his truck and made my way up to the door of my house. I got too scared and turned around and came back to the truck. 

“I can’t go in there alone. Will you go with me?”

“Oh man, Isabella, just go in there. There is no way someone has been waiting here for two weeks just for this moment. You are fine.”

I stood next to the truck and just shook my head no. I felt like I was going crazy, but I was so scared to go back into my house. I needed Marcus to go with me, but since he wasn’t there, Marv would have to do. 

“Please Marv, I know I’m horrible. But I’m too afraid to go in there by myself.” 

Marv turned his truck off and climbed out of the cab. He seemed really annoyed as he walked up to the door of my house. I put the key in the door, but it wouldn’t open. It looked like Marcus had jammed something into the door to keep it from opening after it had been kicked in. 

“Let’s go to the back,” I said as I started around the side of the house. 

This made Marv even more annoyed at me, but he was a good friend and came with me. I was really regretting not waiting for Stanley to get home from work. Or even calling Rob to see if he would come over too. If I had all three of the guys there with me, I certainly would have felt more comfortable. 

I used my key to get into the house and then waited for Marv. 

“You go first,” I said as I stood in the corner of the kitchen. 

“Oh, man, Isabella, you are going to owe me big for this.”

Marv slowly started moving through the house, and I stayed in the kitchen and waited for him to tell me everything was clear. 

“Is everything alright?” I yelled up to Marv as he made it to the top of the stairs. 

“Yes, just come get your things.”

I hurried up the stairs and into my bedroom. I grabbed a bag from the closet and started to fill it with some more of my clothes. I wanted to grab everything, but I knew Marv wouldn’t be alright with that. Instead, I just grabbed some clothes from each of my dresser drawers and a couple pairs of my favorite shoes. I had forgotten to grab shoes last time and wasn’t going to make that mistake again. 

“I’m going to wait for you out in the truck,” Marv said as he made his way down the stairs. “All is clear, just grab your things quickly and let’s get going.” 

“No, no, no. I’m coming. Don’t leave me here,” I said as I tried to hurry and pack my things as quickly as possible. 

“You are fine, Isabella, just grab what you need and then head out to the truck.”

I heard him finish moving down the stairs and go out the back door. I looked out the window and watched him get into this truck and start it up. I did feel a bit silly for making such a scene, but it was really hard to be in my house after everything that had happened. I didn’t know if I could ever feel safe in my home again. 

As much as I didn’t want to blame Marcus for this feeling, I couldn’t help it. If he had never moved to Bain, then none of this would have ever happened. It was a mix of emotions for sure though because I was really missing Marcus and Zed. I wanted to know that they were both safe, and I had no way of finding out. The anticipating was making my paranoia worse. 

I went back to packing my things and tried not to freak out. I looked through everything one last time and then headed down the stairs. My hands were shaking from the adrenaline, and I almost fell right down the stairs. 

“Don’t scream,” I heard a familiar voice say as I got to the bottom step. 

He reached out and wrapped his hand around my mouth and then tilted my head up to see him. It was Zed. He looked different. His dimples were covered up by a beard, and he looked like he hadn’t showered in the weeks since I had seen him last. 

“Zed, what are you doing here?” I said as I tried to calm my nerves. 

There was something different about him and how he interacted with me, though. I had an uneasy feeling and didn’t want to be alone with him. Something was going on. My gut said that it was something bad. 

“Go tell your friend he can leave. You aren’t going back with him.” 

“I am supposed to stay with them until Marcus gets back.” 

“Tell him now!” Zed said as he yelled at me. 

Something was wrong; I didn’t know what it was, and I didn’t want to find out. Zed had been sweet and nice to me before, and now he was rude and agitated. 

Suddenly the thought came to me that Zed wasn’t one of the guys with Marcus. Maybe he was some sort of a double agent and really worked for the bad guys. I tried to remember the times I had seen Zed before, and I thought he worked with Marcus, but I had never heard that directly from Marcus before. 

Marcus had said he was working with the bad guys and pretending to be one of them, maybe this Zed guy was really one of the bad guys who were trying to get to Marcus. Maybe taking me with him or hurting me was the only way they could get Marcus out of hiding. 

I couldn’t disobey Zed, though; I could tell in his eyes that he wasn’t messing around. So I walked out to Marv’s truck and did my best acting job ever. 

“Hey, Marv, I’m feeling better about things, and I think I’m going to stay here,” I said and then turned around and came back to my house. 

I hoped that if I were confident in how I talked to Marv, he would believe me and head back to his house. I didn’t look back at all as I walked around to the back door and Zed was standing there with my bag. 

“I need my camera too,” I said. 

“No, let’s go.” 

Just then, Marv came around the corner and saw Zed. Marv threw a few punches, and Zed easily avoided them. Then Zed threw one single punch and knocked Marv out cold. 

“Zed!” I screamed and then ran to Marv’s side. 

I could tell he was breathing, but he had been hit pretty hard. It wasn’t likely that he would wake up anytime soon. 

“Why did you do that?” I said.

I could feel myself getting angry, but I wasn’t about to show Zed that. Something was different about him, and I didn’t know if he was on Marcus’s team or if he was working for the bad guys. There was just too much unknown about this situation, and I thought it would be best if I kept quiet. I had to wait and see what was going on before I started to be defiant with a man who could clearly hurt me very badly if he wanted to. 

“He just tried to hit me three times, what do you mean why? Get in the SUV.” Zed grabbed my arm and carried my bag in his other hand. 

When I got to the SUV, he put me into the back seat, and I was just about to let myself out when I realized there were no handles on the doors. 

I looked at Zed, and he watched me through the mirror. Something bad was going on, and I just landed myself smack dab in the middle of it. 

“Isabella, I know you don’t understand what’s going on, but you remember what Marcus told you about his work, right? Try and listen to me, and just do what you are told.” 

My mind raced as I tried to put all the pieces together, and they just jumbled up. Zed was a good guy, I knew it. So why was he grabbing me like this? Why was he punching Marv? 

He took off driving down the road, and I looked back and saw Marv as he started to move around. I felt a slight bit of comfort knowing he was alright, but I certainly didn’t feel comfortable or like I was going to be alright. 

I didn’t know what was going on, and I could scream for help. I had just watched my friend Marv get beaten by the guy who had me in his SUV. I knew him as Zed, but I really didn’t know anything about him at all. 

Over the last few weeks, everything that I thought I had learned about people had turned out to not be true. I didn’t trust my own opinion at all anymore. Nothing was as it seemed, and nothing about this situation seemed safe to me. 

Zed had come to take care of me after Marcus was shot and taken away, and I thought he was nice. I thought he worked with Marcus, but I couldn’t know for sure. Now he was being rude and seemed much scarier that he had before. Perhaps it had just been the intensity of the situation, but Zed no longer seemed like a nice person. He had a new arrogance about him that had been missing from our last encounter. 

I sat in the vehicle and looked around to try and figure out what was going on. There were two other men in the vehicle and Zed drove.  When we got a few miles down a dirt road, Zed pulled over and moved to the back seat and let the other guy drive instead. I sat quietly and looked at each of their faces. I tried not to make it too obvious that I remembered what they looked like. But the more I looked at them, the more I realized that if they were the bad guys, they wouldn’t be letting me look at them so much. 

Unless they didn’t plan to let me live. If they planned to kill me, I figured they probably wouldn’t care at all if I saw them. Maybe Zed was undercover? Maybe he was one of the bad guys for the sake of this mission or whatever was going on? I knew Zed; I knew him intimately, and Marcus knew him. I tried to relax and understand that Zed must have been playing a role for these men. 

I swallowed hard at the thought that the two guys in the back of the SUV probably weren’t good guys and wanted to kill me. Only a few weeks before, I would have never even considered such a thought, but now it seemed like my whole life had changed. Everything that had once been normal was gone, and a new normal was right in front of me. 

“Where are we going?” I finally managed to ask.

No one answered me. In fact, no one even turned to look at me. It was like I didn’t exist. I turned to watch the countryside go past as we moved along a back road. It wasn’t a major highway, and it wasn’t a county road. Instead, we were moving down a gravel road at a speed much faster than I was comfortable with. 

I knew gravel roads all too well, and they weren’t meant for going 60 mph on them. These types of roads were unpredictable and way too dangerous at that speed. I tightened my seat belt and looked for something to hold onto. These guys had a much different level of comfort with speed and danger than I did. 

I wanted to ask again where we were going, but I didn’t. Instead, I just stayed quiet and tried to pay attention to as much as possible. We were going North East, and I could tell they seemed to know where they were going. They didn’t use directions, and the driver guided the SUV along the back roads with expert precision. 

The driver also looked familiar, his big build and blond hair were very familiar to me. I thought I had seen him on the same night that Marcus was shot. I thought he had been one of the men that actually carried Marcus out to the SUV after he had been shot. The other person in the front seat did not look familiar to me at all; he had a reddish tint to his hair and freckles on his face. Although he looked equally built and muscular as the other two men in the car, he did not seem as standoffish as the driver. The red haired man looked back and smiled at me a couple times during the drive. 

Zed seemed to be amped up and wasn’t nearly as friendly as the night when Marcus got shot, but he appeared to have calmed down a bit since getting into the SUV. I still had no idea what was going on, but I started to feel a little more comfortable because they were all much more relaxed the further we got away from my house. 

I started to worry what Willow and Marv would think had happened to me. They knew things were getting crazy, and they knew about Marcus being shot. They knew that Marcus had taken off to try and figure out who had come after him. It would be a likely conclusion that they would think something bad had happened to me. I couldn’t handle the thought of them worrying about me. 

Willow wouldn’t sleep as she thought of all the bad things that could happen to me. I knew I needed to get word to them that I was alright. But I didn’t feel safe to say anything yet. I decided to wait until we got wherever we were going, wherever that was.  

I leaned my elbow against the window and put my hand on my face. I closed my eyes for a moment out of extreme exhaustion. I couldn’t prevent my eyes from closing, and my body drifted off to sleep. It seemed like a quick sleep, but when I woke up, we were obviously very far from Bain, Missouri. The city lights of what I thought was Chicago flew by as we drove down a major interstate. It was late at night now, and I had been asleep for several hours. 

“Do we have anything to drink?” I asked Zed. 

This time he seemed to have no problem realizing I was there, and he handed me a bottle of water. I guzzled it down quickly and then regretted it. We had been in the vehicle for at least eight hours, and I had to use the restroom badly. When I drank the water, it just made everything worse. I couldn’t hold it another second, or at least that is what I felt like. 

“Are we going to stop soon? I need to use a restroom.” 

“We stopped about an hour ago; you were out of it. We will be there in an hour. Can you wait?” Zed asked. 

I contemplated the question, but I really didn’t think I could wait. I wasn’t used to having to hold my bladder. It gave me anxiety right away. 

“No, I don’t think I can.” 

I saw a look of compassion from Zed that reminded me of the night I met him and the intimacy that we had once shared. The night Marcus had been shot Zed was so sweet to me. He didn’t seem annoyed by my answer. Instead, he leaned forward to the driver and whispered something. 

Within a minute, we had pulled into a gas station, and Zed got out and walked with me to the restroom. When a couple walked past, Zed grabbed my hand and held it like we were a couple. I tried to hide the shock of the moment but was pretty bad at it. When the couple finally walked around the corner, Zed let go of my hand. 

I didn’t quite understand his reason for the hand holding, but it seemed that he really wanted to blend in as much as possible. Or perhaps he just didn’t want me to run away and start screaming that I had been kidnaped. I went to the restroom, and Zed waited outside; when I finished, we went back to the SUV together, and we quickly returned to the interstate to make our way to wherever we were going. 

My eyes took in everything I could see, and I tried to remember each turn we made. I didn’t know for sure these guys were safe, and I wanted to be prepared for my escape if that needed to happen. 





Chapter 22

 

“Can you just tell me where we are going? Please,” I begged Zed. 

He finally looked at me, but he still didn’t respond. It was like there was a big secret about where we were going. Obviously, I didn’t know what was going on; I couldn’t tell anyone where we were even if I was asked. Why wouldn’t they just tell me something?

“We will be there shortly,” Zed said and smiled over at me. It was the first flash of the man I knew since he had come to grab me. 

Then he patted my hand with his. The gesture of kindness overwhelmed me, and I started to cry. Everything over the past few weeks had been so emotional. At that moment, I sat in a vehicle with three men I didn’t know and was so overwhelmed. I couldn’t take it anymore, and I continued to cry. 

What had happened to my life? I had been living a nice boring life where I remodeled my family home and took photos in my spare time. Now I was in the middle of murder and mystery that I didn’t want to be at the center of. Yes, I liked Marcus. Yes, I wanted him to be alright, but I didn’t want all the rest of this. It was too much for my fragile emotions, and I needed it to end as soon as possible. It was funny to me that the most normal thing about my life at that very moment was the men that I had in it. Dating more than one person didn’t seem all that unusual given the fact that I was in the middle of this mysterious mess. 

Zed reached out, held my hand, and squeezed it. He didn’t say anything, and neither did the two men in the front of the vehicle. But his kind gesture erased my concerns that he was some sort of double agent. I could tell he genuinely wanted me to feel more comfortable and certainly wanted me to stop crying. 

Didn’t all men hate crying? It was that universal thing among all men. They loved their women but hated the emotions that often took control of them. 

I took a couple deep breaths and did my best to calm myself. 

“I’m sorry,” I said as I gathered myself back together and stopped my tears. 

I really didn’t like to be one of those women who cried all the time. I wanted to be strong. The last few weeks and everything that had gone on with Marcus had brought up so many past emotions of Michael. When I lost him in that car accident a few years before, it had changed my ability to cope with so many more things. 

“It’s alright,” Zed said and pulled his hand away from me. 

We were north of Chicago now, at least I thought, and exited the interstate. We moved quickly through some side streets and onto a country road. Again, the driver seemed to know exactly where he was going. He also did not care that the dirt road was not meant for going 60 miles per hour.

We pulled into a driveway to a very large Victorian house. It was in the middle of nowhere, and the sign at the front of the driveway read Sweet B & B. It seemed like a very odd place to be with an SUV full of combat men. Their Special Forces type skills did not fit with the sweetness of a bed and breakfast. I didn’t really know what their skills were, only that they were some sort of tactical team, but I thought they all had pretty similar skills to Marcus. 

I watched as we pulled up to the back of the house and the driver got out. He went into the house and then motioned for the rest of the men to come in. 

“We are here,” Zed said as he got out of the SUV.

I waited for a moment, and then he opened my door. I stood there for a minute before I followed the men inside. I obviously wasn’t being held prisoner as none of the men seemed to care that I looked around the house and made mental notes of everything I could before I went inside. Zed waited at the door for me as I came up the front steps full of trepidation. 

I breathed in deeply and walked into the house. 

It looked like an old bed and breakfast; everything was outdated and very run down. It wasn’t a current, working business, that was for sure. The entryway was covered in huge flowered wallpaper, and there was a large chandelier hanging from two stories above. Stairs curved around from one side of the room to the other as they made their way up to the second level. 

I stood there, took in everything, and then felt like someone was watching me. I turned around and saw a man standing in what looked like the sitting room. He looked very familiar, but my brain did not register who it was at first. 

The man was dressed in old clothes and had shaggy dark brown hair with a thick brown beard. I looked at him, and he looked at me. He smirked, and it suddenly hit me. 

“Marcus!” I said and ran and wrapped my arms around him. 

He kissed me, and the roughness of his beard rubbed against my face. I had never kissed someone with a full beard before, and it was an entirely new sensation for me. My lips moved gently around his, and I tried to avoid feeling his hair against my lips. Our tongues moved with each other, and then I noticed that there were four guys in the room behind Marcus. They tried not to look at us but awkwardly looked at one another. 

“Hey babe,” he said, and he grabbed my hand, and we walked to the dining room on the other end of the front entryway. 

He looked tired, more than tired; Marcus looked exhausted. I could tell he had been busy, and I didn’t need to ask him more about what he had been busy doing. It was very apparent that he had been trying to figure out who had found his home and tried to attack him there. 

“I was worried about you. Then Zed punched Marv and made me go with him; I didn’t know what was going on.” 

“I got word that they were stalking your house and looking for me. I didn’t want someone else to grab you, so I sent Zed and the guys. Sorry if it scared you.”

“Marv tried to attack Zed and got punched. He probably has already called the local police. I’m sure he thinks I was kidnaped by someone.” 

“Don’t worry, we will straighten it out. For now, I need to rest; if that is alright?” 

I couldn’t argue with him. He looked like he hadn’t slept in weeks. He held my hand, and we walked up the stairs to the room he had his things in. It looked like he had just arrived at the house because nothing was unpacked. 

I noticed a bathroom off to the side of the room and a small closet on the other side. Probably out of habit, Marcus looked through both parts of the room before he pulled the covers back on the bed. 

He was about to get into bed, and I grabbed his hand. He was filthy; he obviously hadn’t showered or slept in a long time. But I knew he would feel better if he took a shower. I grabbed his hand and dragged him to the bathroom. He came with me reluctantly. 

His normal arrogant self was gone, and instead, a gentle and kind man stood in front of me. He didn’t have the energy to be tough. Instead, he stood there and let me unbutton his pants and slide them off of him. 

I grabbed his shirt and pulled it up over his head and then took the rest of his clothes off. He stood there without talking and just waited as I turned the shower on and got it to just the right temperature. I opened the door, nudged him into the shower, and dirty brown filled the floor as the water washed over his body. 

I took my clothes off and got into the shower with him. I grabbed a bunch of shampoo and filled my hand. I let it pour onto his head, and I scrubbed his hair and even his beard with it. I used my soapy hands to rub up and down his body and clean as much of the dirt off of him as possible. 

Marcus stood there with his eyes closed as my hands moved over him. I turned him around and let my hands continue to move over his back and down his legs. Then I reached around and let my hand maneuver his cock. I could feel him let out a breath when my hand wrapped around him, and he leaned forward against the shower wall to steady himself. 

I didn’t keep going, though. Instead, I let my hands move around his body again and rinse off all of the soap that I had applied. I used the warm water and moved it around his body until all the dirt looked like it was finally gone. 

The muscles on his body were beyond that of any person I had ever seen. Even though I had seen them and touched them before, his body still awed me. It was like every single muscle was at its peak. As my hands moved over his calf and thighs, I didn’t feel an ounce of fat. His body was almost pure muscle. My hands moved up to his ass, and I felt the power of his glutes as they formed a perfect round ass. Then I moved up to his back and let my hands glide over all the muscles that extended around his torso. 

Suddenly he turned around and kissed me. 

The passion in his eyes made my body melt. Marcus pinned me up against the side of the shower and let his hands move over my body. His fingers lingered over each of my nipples and then moved around to grab my ass and pull me toward him. The stress of what he’d been through in the last few weeks looked like it had really gotten to him. He had a lot of pent up sexual frustration, and I really thought it would make him feel better if he could get a release. 

I felt his body enlarge as he pressed up against me. My hand instinctively wrapped around his cock and moved up and down as I enjoyed his throbbing member. 

My breath quickened with the excitement of his desire. The warm water lapped against my skin, and his hands moved smoothly over the water to all areas of my body. I closed my eyes and took in the moment. 

He seemed to have gotten a sudden burst of energy and turned off the shower and threw open the curtain. He grabbed a towel and wrapped it around his waist and then lifted me up out of the shower. I dripped water everywhere as he brought me to bed. He took his towel off, laid it on the bed, and then threw me onto the towel. 

His eyes devoured me as he stood over me. The animalistic look in his eyes was more than I could take. I broke his gaze and turned away. 

Marcus climbed into bed next to me, and I prepared myself to be taken by him. I wanted him to ravage me. I wanted to feel his hard cock thrusting inside of me. I wanted to moan out in pleasure with each thrust that he delivered. 

He lay on his side and pulled my ass up against him. I felt his hard cock resting in the crease of my ass cheeks. We lay there in the spoon position, and he wrapped his arms around me. The exhaustion must have gotten the best of him because he kissed the back of my neck and pulled the covers up over our naked bodies. 

I loved that he had the willpower to wait, even though I did think he would have enjoyed a quick release. Instead of some half-hearted lovemaking, he was man enough to lie next to me and go to sleep. That was admirable and something I doubted many other men could do. 

I didn’t mind at all, not making love. It felt so good to have his arms wrapped around me. Each of his long, strong arms made their way around my body and almost back to him. I felt like a small little thing next to his massive muscles. But I felt safe. No matter what else happened in the future, at that moment, I felt safe, and that was all that mattered. 

I closed my eyes and was set to get some sleep, but it just wouldn’t come. Marcus seemed to have a very rough sleep, and I wondered what he dreamed about. His body jerked and moved throughout the night and woke me up several times when I would drift off to sleep. He seemed to be having nightmares and fought off bad guys while he slept.

No information he had ever given me had really exposed what he did for a living. I knew just the basics. He was doing some sort of undercover work. But I didn’t know why he was so dirty. I didn’t know why he had not slept in days or showered. All I knew was that I wanted to be there for him. I wanted to do what I could to help him feel better. I realized I started to have some major feelings for him, and I didn’t know where else I would possibly want to be. 

I finally found a period between his nightmares when I could fully fall asleep. My body was exhausted, and I felt it release into relaxation as I fell fast asleep.

I woke up to a hard shove, and I was thrown from the bed onto the ground. I screamed out in shock and grabbed my face. It took me a moment to figure out what had just happened, and I looked around to get oriented. I was all the way on the ground on the other side of the bed. I really didn’t know how I had gotten that far over, but I felt like I had been hit really hard in the face.

I looked up at Marcus, and he had woken up from my scream. 

It took us both a couple moments before we had figured out what had happened. He had thrown me from the bed in the midst of a nightmare, and his hand had hit me on the side of my face. 

The pain was intense, but I didn’t cry. I had never been hit before. It took me awhile to realize what the pain was. I held my hand against my face and just looked up at Marcus in bewilderment. 

Marcus jumped from the bed and came to my side. 

“Are you alright? I was having a nightmare. I’m so sorry.” 

“I’m fine. It just startled me. I won’t die.”

Marcus looked horrified at what had happened. He pulled my hand away from my face and looked at the red mark on my cheek. Luckily, he had been half asleep when he hit me; I doubted that I would still be conscious if he had really hit me with all his strength. 

“Oh, God, Isabella. I’m so sorry.” 

“I know you were asleep. It’s alright. What were you dreaming about?” 

“I don’t know. Someone held me down, and I couldn’t move. I was trying to free my arms and swung them around. That must have been when I hit you. I can’t believe this.” 

Marcus placed his hand gently against my face as he looked at me in horror. 

I could tell that he had never hit a woman before. Not out of anger or even in an accident. He looked devastated. 

I looked up at Marcus, and his eyes looked sad and a little terrified. There was no way I was going to make him feel worse about what he had done. I was fine; everything was just fine, and he didn’t have to worry about it. 

“I’m fine. It’s alright,” I said as I grabbed his face. 

His beard tickled under my fingers, and I tugged on it as we kissed. His passion came to life, and he lifted me onto the bed. We were both still naked, but he had a renewed level of energy. Even the disrupted sleep he had all night had given him enough of his energy back that he seemed like his old self. 

The power was back in his body and the light back in his eyes. I couldn’t help smiling at the lust of energy that was going on between the two of us at that moment. 

His arms wrapped around me, and his eyes locked onto mine. I felt his intensity and wanted to feel him inside of me. I reached for his cock and let my hand bring him to life. I loved being naked with him, every moment of it. Our chemistry was perfect together, and it felt like home when we were next to each other. 

I let my hand move up and down his cock a couple times before Marcus pulled my hands away.

He wasn’t about to let me be in charge; he pinned my arms above my head. His lips took one of my nipples into his mouth, and I lost all control. The warmth of his mouth sent tingling sensations through my body. I had missed him so much. It had only been a few weeks, but the touch of his body and mine together was perfection. I wanted more. I needed more. I needed Marcus to be with me every night. I didn’t want to be apart from him again. 

I wiggled my hands free from his hold and moved them to explore his body. I wanted to feel his skin. I wanted to take it all in again. 

“I’ve missed you,” I whispered as my hands moved through his hair. 

Marcus didn’t respond. He grabbed my hands and pinned them back above my head. The intensity in his eyes showed me that he missed me too. He also looked more than ready for that release of tension that I knew he needed. 

His throbbing cock slid near me, and he teased me by moving in closer and closer, and then he pulled his hips away from me. 

I moved my hips and searched for his cock. I pressed forward as I tried to meet up with him, but he prevented it. He wanted to control this situation and wasn’t about to give me the satisfaction that I desired so dearly. 

He moved close to me again and let the tip of his cock slide into me; I moaned with anticipation as I felt his bulge. He denied me again and pulled his cock away from me. He loved to deny me; it was a power he had and used with pleasure. 

My eyes met his, and I could see a smile under his rough beard. The edges of his eyes curled up in pleasure as he noted my desire had built more and more to have him inside me. 

We continued to look at each other as his cock slid into me ever so slightly. I wanted him all the way. I needed all of him inside of me, but I couldn’t show how much I desired him. I leaned up to kiss him, but he pulled back. 

Then in one swift motion, he slammed his cock deep inside of me. I let out a moan and closed my eyes as I took him in. It felt so good to have him fill me up. The girth of his body fit perfectly inside of mine. It was an intense feeling that I longed to have more of. I longed to have more of Marcus. 

“Open them,” Marcus commanded. 

I didn’t know what he meant at first, but then I opened my eyes and looked at him. That was what he wanted. He wanted me to look into his eyes as he moved inside of me. 

His gentle but firm tone forced me to open my eyes. I didn’t feel comfortable with looking at him while he was inside of me. I felt awkward at first as I looked at him, but then a level of intimacy that I had not felt before rushed over me. 

He didn’t hold back as his hips thrust hard into me. I moaned and tried to get my arms free, but he wouldn’t allow it. I felt like I couldn’t keep looking at him, and I tried to look away, but each time I did, he ordered me to open my eyes again. 

“Look at me, Isabella,” Marcus said in a seductively calm voice. 

His voice felt like silk, and I got wet with each word he spoke. His eyes looked at me with desire, and I knew he wanted more than just a quick fuck in his bed. I felt more from him. I felt him there with me. 

He let go of my arms, and I moved them to his back. I held onto him as our bodies moved in time with each other. Thrust after thrust, I felt my body building up to an explosion. I closed my eyes to concentrate on the feeling. 

Marcus put his hand on my cheek gently. The same cheek that was now swelling up from his hand hitting it. 

“Keep them open; I want to see your face when you cum,” he said.

His voice was firm and full of desire. I could tell that watching me cum was going to excite him a lot. I decided to just go with it. I pushed down my own insecurities and looked Marcus right in the eyes. 

I held on tight to him as he thrust his body into mine. I bit my lip as the tingle of an orgasm started deep inside me. I moved my hips hard against his and wanted more. I wanted the eruption. I needed to feel the explosion and was going to keep my eyes fixated on Marcus’s and let him watch my face when the moment happened. 

Faster, harder, and our bodies finally met at just the right moment. He thrust into me, and I let out a scream of desire. I used everything I had to keep my eyes open and looking at his eyes. It made the orgasm so intense. I held on tight as he continued with a couple thrusts and watched as my body shook with delight. 

I arched and moved against his body as the orgasm made its way through my body. More and more I wanted, so I kept moving my hips against him; Marcus met my movements with his own thrusts, and soon I had come as much as I thought was humanly possible. 

I let go of his body, and my arms collapsed onto the bed in exhaustion. I finally closed my eyes and felt his lips kiss mine and then move to my cheek. 

Marcus slid off of me and lay next to me; his fingers traced the curves of my body as I continued to feel the aftershock of orgasms flow through me. I tried to keep looking at him, but my eyes were getting tired. 

 I felt his arms wrap around me, and it was the safest I had felt in weeks. I felt myself drift off to sleep. This time, I was not concerned at all about Marcus. My body was exhausted and needed sleep desperately. 





Chapter 23

 

I don’t know how long I slept, but when I woke up, I went downstairs to find Marcus making breakfast and all the other guys were gone. The house was very quiet, especially since the guys had left and it was only Marcus and I. When I had first arrived, I didn’t think it was a working bed and breakfast, but as I watched Marcus in the kitchen, I thought that perhaps it was an operating business. 

The feeling that we were lovers on a secluded vacation to this old bed and breakfast was wonderful. I smiled as I took in the scene of Marcus cooking and the beautiful summer day through the windows. 

“Good morning, beautiful,” Marcus said as he flipped pancakes. 

He wore only a pair of jeans, and they fit every muscular curve he had. I could stand and look at the muscles of his stomach forever. He didn’t have a six-pack; instead, it was more like an eight-pack. Each group of muscles genetically perfect and like they had been drawn onto his body by an artist. 

“Morning Marcus,” I said as I sat at the table. 

I continued to watch him work the kitchen like he knew exactly what he was doing. It was sexy as hell to see a man who knew his way around the kitchen. His hands worked quickly from one task to the next as he mixed the pancake batter, cut up strawberries, and poured orange juice. 

He was certainly very good with his hands—that I knew from experience.

“Did you sleep well?” he asked. 

“God, yes, I felt like I slept for a week,” I said. 

Marcus brought over a couple plates full of food and then some orange juice. We both sat there and ate in silence. I couldn’t remember how long it had been since I had eaten. Maybe two days before when I was at Willow and Marv’s house? I shoveled in the pancakes and strawberries like a prisoner who had been denied food for weeks. 

It surprised me how comfortable I felt with Marcus and his new beard. It looked good on him now that he was all cleaned up. I think he might have trimmed it at some point while I was asleep also. The curves of his beard matched perfectly with the edges of his chiseled jawline. 

He sat there eating his food and every now and then glanced at me and smiled. It was a reassuring smile that I needed so very much. I still didn’t know what was going on, and although I was freaked out about it on the inside, I did try not to worry too much about it. I was there with Marcus now; nothing could go wrong with him there. 

I saw the wound on his shoulder from the gunshot he had taken a few weeks before. It was all healed now with a raised red scar that had formed. My fingers traced over the scar, and I looked up at him. 

I could still remember the day that he was shot with such vivid clarity. I still remembered seeing his partners carrying him out of his house and thinking that he was dead. I remembered shouting out to him and getting no response at all. The horror of that night was very fresh in my brain, and I doubted I would forget about it anytime soon. 

“Does it still hurt?” I asked. 

“No, it’s better.”

“Should I call Willow and Marv? I know they must be getting freaked out.” 

“I called Sheriff Thomson and told him you were with me; he’ll let them know.” 

Marcus handled things very efficiently. The fact that he knew who Sheriff Thomson was impressed me a great deal. Marcus was a smart man and seemed to think things through about ten steps ahead of everyone else. I couldn’t even imagine being able to think about steps that were so far ahead of the moment I was in. 

“Okay, that’s good. I just didn’t want them to worry. How long are we going to stay here? Can I call Stanley and Rob?” I asked. 

“Well, I would like it if you stayed here. But I have to go back to work for a little bit. And I called Stanley and asked him to let Rob know what was going on, I hope that is okay?” 

“Yes, that’s fine. But why are you going back to work? Aren’t you done yet?” 

“Not done yet,” he replied. 

Panic struck my whole body as I thought about being left alone in the house. I knew we were far away from where the men had hurt Marcus, but I didn’t like the thought of being left without any protection. 

“Will Zed be with me? Or one of the other guys?”

“No, they need to come with me on this mission. You will be alright. No one knows we are here except the owners of the property.”

“I won’t be safe,” I said as my voice cracked. 

“You will be safe. I wouldn’t leave you here if I didn’t think you would be alright.” 

I felt my breath get faster as I started to panic. I couldn’t be left alone; there was just no way that I would be alright. 

“I’ll just come with you. Where are you going?”

“Babe, you can’t come with me. I’m going to be down in Chicago messing up some pretty bad guys. You need to stay here.” 

Panic filled my body, and I felt my breath getting faster and faster. The color left my face, and I felt it drained all of the normal skin tone from my whole body. I was left with a pale face that felt like I was about to pass out. The room was closing in on me, and I felt extremely dizzy.

“I can’t stay alone,” I said as my hand shook. 

Marcus grabbed both of my hands and held them firm in his hands. He looked me in the eyes, and I felt he was there with me. He didn’t condemn me for being scared; instead, he understood and that helped me calm down. 

“I’ll give you a gun if you would like?” 

I thought about it for a moment. I had never shot a gun before, but the idea of having one around did make me feel a little better. 

“Will you show me how to use it?” 

“Of course, after breakfast we can go out back, and I will show you. But I should only be gone for a day or two; you will be just fine. I promise.” 

I couldn’t eat another bite of my breakfast, and instead waited for him to eat so he could show me how to shoot the gun. It made me feel much better to think I could at least protect myself if I had to, which, of course, I hoped I wouldn’t have to do. I had never been around guns and didn’t feel comfortable at all with the idea of having to fire one. But it was much better to be able to shoot the bad guys than to let them shoot me. 

The cold metal of his gun felt sexy in my hands. I held the heavy gun and tried to point it at the target Marcus had set up for me on the other end of the yard. The weight of the gun made it difficult to keep my hands outstretched, though. My muscles just were not used to having to work that hard. 

I relaxed my arms and the gun pointed toward the ground. It was silver, and I really didn’t know what type of gun it was. It was flat on the sides and had a slip of bullets that slid into the bottom of the gun. I wanted to know how to shoot it. I wanted to feel safe when Marcus was gone and feel like I could protect myself if I had to. 

Marcus came over and showed me how to put the safety back on the gun. 

“Anytime it is not in use, you have to have the safety on. This is essential. Do not forget it.” 

The serious nature of his voice told me that it indeed was essential, and I would do my best to not forget about it. I hated guns, and never in my life would I have thought I would want to learn how to fire one. But there were a lot of things in my life that had changed in the previous weeks, so firing a gun wasn’t all that surprising. 

It was a novelty to have a gun in my hand, but I didn’t like the responsibility that would come if I fired it. It would mean I could potentially take someone’s life. Obviously, I would only do that if it was someone who tried to take my life. But I didn’t have a lot of confidence in my abilities, and I still felt that the possibility of hurting someone who was innocent was always there. That was a really big deal and not something I took lightly. I doubted I would ever be able to actually fire the weapon, but it did make me feel better to know how to use it, just in case. 

We remained in the backyard for a couple hours, and I tried repeatedly to shoot the gun and hit the target, without any luck. It was just too hard to hold the gun up and aim. I needed much more practice. I probably also needed to work out a little more. 

My life consisted of working on my old house and taking pictures. I didn’t go to the gym, and I certainly didn’t spend any time lifting weights or working out in the traditional sense. Of course, I got exercise when I walked around and took pictures as well as all the things I did around my house as I remodeled it. But it certainly hadn’t provided me with large muscles. 

“I’m never going to be able to shoot this thing,” I said out of frustration. 

“Trust me; the moment you need to shoot this thing, you will know how to shoot it.” 

He grabbed the gun from me, put the safety on it, and sat it on the table. Then he pulled me to him and let his lips crush down onto mine. He felt like home. When his arms wrapped around me, it felt like exactly where I was supposed to be. 

I hesitate to think this, but I felt more comfortable with Marcus than I ever had with Michael. Perhaps it was because I was older and more comfortable with myself. Or maybe we were just a better fit, but for whatever reason, I really felt like myself when I was around Marcus. I felt like I could be the best person I wanted to be, and he would be right there beside me. 

It wasn’t just the strength of his arms and his muscles that made me feel safe, it was him. It was Marcus and the way he totally and utterly devoted himself to me when I was there with him. He wanted me to feel safe; he wanted me to feel like I could handle being left alone for a couple days. I could tell that he cared about me and genuinely wanted me to be safe. That feeling was intense and drew me closer to him. 

Our mouths continued to play as we explored the depths of each other. His strong hands moved lightly up and down my body and sent shivers of delight through my skin. God, it felt so good to have his hands on my body. 

His fingers moved under my shirt, and I wiggled with delight as they touched my bare back. They moved up and down my back, and he pulled me in close to him. The intensity of his touch made me weak in the knees. Even after being together for several weeks, his touch was still so intense that I got wet right away. I wanted him; I always wanted him. Even when I was angry with him, I wanted him. There was no way around it. 

I let my own hands move under his shirt and felt the goose bumps on his back. It made me happy to see that my touch also affected him the way his affected me. He was a quiet man and kept his feelings to himself, but his body reaction was always something he couldn’t control when he was around me. I liked that. I liked being able to see his body react to my body. It was so inspiring. 

When his body reacted to mine, it made me want more. I wanted to see what else I could do to his body. 

He must have thought the same thing because he unbuckled my shorts and let them fall to the ground. We were out in the backyard still, and I looked around to make sure there was no one nearby. 

The bed and breakfast was far into the countryside, and there wasn’t a house for several miles. Although, occasionally a car did drive by the road in front of the house. I didn’t know why I was so afraid of someone seeing us; there was obviously no one around for miles and miles. 

Then he moved my pink lace panties to the ground. His hand gently caressed my ass, and he turned me around to face the picnic table. He pressed my head down toward the table, and I felt him pull his cock out of his jeans after he lowered them to his knees. My ass lay bare and exposed to the light of the warm summer day. 

I lay there in anticipation as his fingers played with me to ensure I was properly excited and ready for him. The excitement of the moment built up inside of me. I had never been outside like this when I had sex. It was intense and full of anticipation.

His cock entered me, and I let out a breath of excitement. I took another deep breath and felt him as he filled me up. His body fit perfectly with mine, and we moved in time with each other. Each thrust made him harder, and each thrust got me more and more excited. 

I had never had sex outside, and the cool breeze against my body set every nerve on edge. My nipples hardened with the feel of the hard wood of the picnic table underneath them. It was rough and old and in total contrast to my smooth skin. My body relished all the new feelings as we moved together toward a climax. 

Each new thrust was more intense than the last. I felt my knees get weak, and I was glad there was a table under me to hold me up. There was no way I could have stood of my own free will at that moment. My leg strength was not there, and I had nothing in reserve to keep me from tumbling to the ground. 

Marcus held my hips with his hands, and I felt his release, and he exploded inside of me. He then reached around and moved his thumb against my clit in a pulsing motion and continued to thrust inside of me. His cock stayed hard until I finally exploded with my own orgasm. It was intense and different than any I’d had before. This time I felt satisfaction that moved throughout my entire body. I felt released from tensions I didn’t even know I had. 

“Well, that was fun,” I said as Marcus turned me toward him and kissed me. 

I still didn’t feel comfortable with him leaving me there, but I knew that he wouldn’t do anything that was going to put me in danger. So if he felt I could be safe, then I had to trust that I would be safe. 

He packed up an old truck with some things that he wanted to take with him, and I stood there and watched him. It didn’t seem real that he was going to let me stay there alone. After all the work he had gone to in bringing me to the bed and breakfast and making sure I was safe, I still didn’t understand how he could feel I would be safe there all alone. 

“I’ll be back in two days. There is nothing to worry about,” Marcus said. 

“Famous last words,” I said with a smile. 

“Seriously, relax. Take some time to enjoy this place. Sleep in, moisturize your hair, or whatever else you ladies like to do when you are alone.” 

Marcus tried to make light of the situation, but I just couldn’t go there yet. I was scared, and I knew he could tell. There was nothing he could say or do that would make me feel safe alone at this place. But I knew he had to leave. The situation was intense with him and whoever he worked with in Chicago. I knew it was getting close to being over, and I longed for the day that we could comfortably cuddle in my house again. 

I wrapped my arms around his neck and hugged him. I needed to feel his body next to mine for just a little longer. I needed to feel that things would be alright. I felt safe next to Marcus. I felt safe with him just being in the same house. I wasn’t ready for him to leave. I wasn’t ready for the uncertainty of being alone. 

He held me tight and didn’t let go. I couldn’t tell if he was nervous about where he was going off to or if he just wanted me to feel more comfortable. It felt nice to have his arms around me, though. I felt safe at that moment. 

Marcus kissed me and then got into his truck. He grabbed my hand and held onto it, pulled it up to his lips, and kissed it again. His lips felt warm and soft and were still surrounded by the roughness of his beard. 

I watched as his truck pulled out of the driveway and turned down the old dirt road. It went on for miles, and I stood at the end of the driveway and watched him until I couldn’t see anything more than a speck in the distance. 

I was alone. 

All I could think about was how I had tried to avoid being alone for the last few years. I literally had multiple boyfriends to help ensure I wouldn’t have to be alone ever again. Yet here I was, stuck all alone without access to Stanley, Rob, or Zed.

Even though I was anxious and scared, something inside me told me that it was going to be good for me. I needed to try being alone. How would I ever know if I could handle it if I didn’t at least try? And luckily it was only going to be for a couple of days. 

The sun was bright, and I felt its warmth on my back as I stood there. For that moment, I didn’t feel as afraid as I thought I would. Perhaps it was because Marcus had just left or maybe because it was daytime still, but I felt like I might be just fine. 

I went into the house and saw the gun that Marcus had left for me sitting on the table. I had the safety locked on, and I smiled. That was exactly where I would leave the gun until bedtime, and then I would bring it up to my room and leave it on the nightstand next to me. 

It felt weird to be so concerned about being alone. I had spent the last year utterly alone in my family’s old home. I had never worried about something bad happening to me. Often, I didn’t even lock my doors. But since Marcus had moved next door to me, everything had changed. I didn’t feel safe anymore. The bliss of the unknown had disappeared, and now I knew what could really be out there. Now I knew that people who would kill someone really did exist. 

I wasn’t stupid, it’s not like I didn’t think bad peopled existed, but I just didn’t think any of them would ever bother me. I didn’t think that the life I lived would be of any interest to people like that. 

I was a simple photographer from a small town in Missouri; I hadn’t hurt anyone ever, and I didn’t participate in a lifestyle that would harm others. The more I thought about it, the more it made no sense that I felt in danger at all. 

Marcus was the one people were after. Why on earth would they bother to even come after me? I didn’t know them, and I didn’t know anything about what was going on. I didn’t have information that would benefit anyone. It would serve no purpose to anyone if I was hurt unless they believed that hurting me was a way of getting at Marcus. But that would mean these people knew that Marcus cared for me. 

My brain was overwhelmed with thoughts of the past few weeks and all that had happened. I really didn’t want to feel afraid in this house, and the more I thought about everything, the better I felt. This would be a great time to concentrate on myself and relax. I did really wish I had my camera, though, that would have made this time perfect. Taking pictures of this old bed and breakfast would be the perfect start to my next series of photos. 

I started to think about what all I could include in that new series. The idea to find old abandoned buildings and take pictures of their beauty was very appealing to me. I made a mental note to look more into that idea. 

For now, I would just have to learn to relax like the rest of the world did. I would have to actually sit and enjoy the calmness of the environment around me. I pulled a chair from inside the house out onto the front porch and put my feet up with an old book I found on one of the shelves. 

It had been years since I had sat in solitude and read, which was very sad considering how much I loved to read. But anytime I had spare time I often went to take photos; I was consumed with the search for the next best photograph and hadn’t taken the time to truly enjoy the other things in life that I had once found so pleasurable. 

It was a warm day, and the heat of the sun seeped onto the front porch, and I drifted off to sleep as the afternoon wore on. I woke up after the sun had set with the book across my chest and hardly any light at all around the house. 

Quickly I made my way inside the house. The darkness did not feel as safe as the light sunny afternoon had been. I locked the front door behind me and pulled all the curtains shut throughout the lower level. It felt much safer to have the curtains closed, at least in my head it felt safer. Obviously, if someone wanted to come after me, curtains would not keep them away. I knew this in my mind but not my heart.

I made myself some spaghetti and ate at the counter in the kitchen. The old house made a sound that I didn’t know at first; I froze still and waited to see if there would be another noise. It would be a long night of worrying about each noise, I was sure of that. I didn’t know this house well enough to feel safe with any of the unusual noises that I heard. 

When I went to bed, I pushed a dresser in front of the door to ensure my safety. It made me feel much better, and I was actually able to get some sleep. 

I woke up to the sun shining into the room and felt more refreshed than I had in a very long time. It was close to ten in the morning, so I went downstairs and looked around to make sure everything was safe. I looked through each of the windows to see if anything unusual was going on outside, but I didn’t find anything. 

Finally, I felt safe enough to go sit on the front porch again. I picked up the book I had been reading and continued with the story. It was a very relaxing day. One of the most relaxing days of my entire life. 

I watched as a couple cars drove by all day long, but none of them even looked over my way. The house did not have any vehicles parked there, and I probably wasn’t very noticeable just sitting on the porch. 

After making lunch, I decided to explore the land around the house a little bit. Mentally, I took notes of pictures that I would like to come back and take later. If I ever got back to this place, I would certainly enjoy taking some pictures. 

I looked through an old shed and played with some of the equipment that was around there. It all seemed like it was from another world, nothing like what people used in the current day on their farms. 

When the sun set, I made my way inside and locked myself in the house again. I checked all the doors and windows to make sure they were locked tight, and I made my way back up to the room. 

It was then that I realized I had left the gun next to the bed all day long. 

I smiled, I must have felt safe all day or I certainly wouldn’t have left the gun up there. It was good to know that Marcus would be back the next day and hopefully done with all his work he was doing. 

I fell asleep with the dresser in front of the door again. It was the second night of great sleep, and I had started to become familiar with all the sounds of the old house. Nothing bothered me at all, and I drifted off to sleep without a worry in the world. 

The second morning I woke up with a feeling of excitement. Marcus said he would be gone for a day or two, so he should be back sometime that day. 

I got into the shower and shaved my legs. I spent at least an hour blow drying my hair and making myself feel pretty. I was so excited to see Marcus again. 

I spent some time dusting the house and felt like I owned it or something. I cleaned surfaces and put things away to try and make it look nice for when Marcus got home. Obviously, it wasn’t home, but it was where we were staying right then, and I wanted him to feel comfortable after his two long days of working. 

When I finished cleaning, I sat back on the porch and tried to reach through the ending of the book I had started. My mind couldn’t stop thinking about Marcus, and I looked up in anticipation at each car that passed. 

I went in quickly to grab lunch and later some dinner and then returned to the front porch. I wanted to be there waiting for him when he arrived. But as the day wore on and the night set in, I moved inside to the living room. I still went through my ritual of locking all the doors and closing the curtains, but instead of going upstairs, I waited for Marcus in the living room. 

When I woke up to the sun the next morning, I didn’t know what was going on. Marcus had said he would be back in one to two days, this was the third day. I had no way of reaching anyone. No working phone, nothing for me to use to call Stanley or Rob. 

I didn’t know how to reach Marcus or Zed, and I didn’t even know where I was really. I felt like I was just north of Chicago, but I could have been a hundred miles out of the city for all I knew. 

Worry set in, but I tried not to let it overpower me. Instead, I went about my day again. Reading, lunch, cleaning, more reading, dinner, and then locking up the house. 

But this pattern continued on for day after day, and Marcus never came back. Finally, after it had been a week since he left, I didn’t know what to do. I had plenty of food around the house; I wasn’t worried about that. But I didn’t want to be stuck at this abandoned house for weeks or even months. If something had happened to Marcus and his team, then there was no one that knew where I was. I would be stuck there forever. 

I wanted to figure out what happened to Marcus or I at least wanted to go back home. One of those two things had to happen. Stanley had to be worried sick about me. I knew Willow and Marv would be worried as well. I wasn’t so sure how Rob was going to act, but I still wanted to talk to him as well. It had been a week since I was taken from my house, and Marcus had talked to them; surely people were worried about me by now. 

So on the eighth morning, I packed a backpack full of food, water, and the gun that Marcus had left for me. I set out down the dirt road in the direction that I thought was south. I remembered there had been a major road a few miles down that way, and I planned to walk to that road and then hitch a ride into Chicago. 

I didn’t know what I would do once I got to Chicago, and I didn’t know how I would ever get back home if that was what I decided to do. All I did know was that I couldn’t just sit at this abandoned bed and breakfast and wait for someone to rescue me. I had to figure out what happened to Marcus, and I couldn’t do that if I sat alone in that house for another moment. 

 

 

 





Chapter 24

 

About two hours into walking down the dirt road, I started to regret my decision to leave the bed and breakfast. I had air conditioning, food, water, and a bed there. I had everything I needed and could have lived comfortably there for months. But instead, I was walking down a dirt road in the ninety-degree heat, waiting for someone to pick me up and help me get to Chicago. 

My mouth was dry from the hot summer day, and as much as I tried to ration my water, my thirst kept getting the best of me. I continued to sip on the gallon of water I had brought with me and hoped I would run into a grocery store or gas station at some point so I could fill it up again. 

Admittedly, I had no experience in packing for long hikes and probably should have prepared a little better before I had taken off down the deserted road that I was on. 

When Marcus and his team left the bed and breakfast over a week before, they had said they would be back in a day or two. It was clear that something had gone wrong with their plan, and I needed to figure out what it was. Marcus and I had grown very close, and I knew he wouldn’t purposely leave me at the bed and breakfast without any word of how he was doing. 

A few cars had come past me, but they were all going in the wrong direction. I needed to go south and make my way into Chicago. But at ten in the morning, there were not many people on the old dirt road, and the ones who were out were heading to their fields to work. 

The farmland around me was beautiful. It was filled with corn and soybeans and ripe for the farmers to start harvesting. It was a picturesque scene that I enjoyed immensely as I continued to walk at a slow, but steady pace. 

I couldn’t remember the drive into the bed and breakfast, but I knew there had to be a major road somewhere down this dirt road. I just didn’t know how far or how long I would have to walk before I found a ride.  

My willpower to go find Marcus started to fade fast as the hot summer sun got stronger throughout the day. I had only brought a gallon of water with me and tried to ration it as best as I could. I thought for sure I would have run into someone to take me into town by then.

I couldn’t take the heat anymore and found a spot under a tree just a few yards from the road. Sweat poured from my body, and my T-shirt was drenched. I clearly had not brought enough water on this walk. 

It felt nice to relax and cool down, though. The summer breeze made the shade the perfect place to hang out. I seriously contemplated just taking a nap and then heading back to the bed and breakfast but decided against that plan. 

Instead, I sat and sipped on my water and ate one of the apples I had brought along. I felt my heart pounding and realized I probably should have spent some time working out before I decided to set off on a ten-plus mile walk. I really was more out of shape than I had realized. 

As I sat there, I watched an old green minivan go north; it looked surprisingly familiar, but I couldn’t place where I had seen it before. Often I felt like I had seen a person or a thing before but just couldn’t remember when or where I had seen them, so it wasn’t unusual that I thought I had seen it somewhere before. 

After about twenty minutes, I was ready to finish my hike toward the interstate and hopefully find a ride into Chicago before it got too late. I didn’t know where I would sleep or what I was planning to do if I never found a ride into town. I just had to keep a positive outlook that sooner or later I would find a ride. 

My feet throbbed in pain as I stood up and started my slow walk south. Surely there had to be someone going south on this old dirt road at some point during the day. I know I had seen a few cars go by while sitting on the front porch of the bed and breakfast, but I couldn’t remember what time of day I had seen those cars. 

I used one of my spare shirts to cover my head and try to keep some of the sun off of me as it beat down hard on my skin. One of the things I had forgotten to gather before I left the bed and breakfast was sunscreen. I knew for sure I would regret that the next day. My skin already felt burned and stung when the sun shone down on it. 

I heard the vehicle coming before I saw it, the green minivan that had passed shortly before was heading south now. The woman and man in the van stopped beside me, most likely out of concern since the old road I was on seemed to go for miles and miles. They probably had not seen many people actually walking down the road before. Most people were probably smart enough not to venture out in the hot sun of the afternoon if they did need to walk down that dirt road. 

“Do you need a lift?” the woman said as she leaned out the passenger window.

“Yes, thank you!” 

The excitement in my response was a bit more than I would have liked. I couldn’t control myself, though; I was genuinely excited to have a ride. Any ride to any distance was a big deal at this point. 

“Where are you heading?” the man asked. 

The woman hopped out of the van and opened the side door. I stepped in and sat down, put my things onto the ground, and then buckled my seatbelt. The air conditioning in the van felt heavenly, and it made it very hard to even think straight. 

My body was hot, probably too hot, and I felt a huge sense of relief when the cool air rushed over my body. 

“Ideally, I’m going to Chicago, but I’ll go as far as you can take me,” I said. 

I wasn’t about to turn down a ride at all. If they could only take me to the next town, that would have to do for the night. I could try and call Willow and Marv from there, or maybe get access to my bank account so I could get some money for the rest of the trip. 

“We are actually heading south of Chicago, we can drop you off. Where at within Chicago?”

I didn’t have an exact location and really didn’t know at all where I needed to be. 

“Around Navy Pier would be great,” I said as I tried to sound convincing. 

Really, I had no clue where to start looking for Marcus and Zed and the team. I didn’t even know which agency he worked for. The first place that had come into my mind was the rides that I remembered going to at Navy Pier when I was younger. I hoped that I would be able to get where I needed to go from there. 

“Alright, sit back and relax, we will get you there,” the woman said. 

She looked back and smiled at me, and I instantly felt at ease. 

It was weird to be in a van with people that I didn’t know. I had never hitchhiked before and thought that I would never have done such a thing. But I felt surprisingly comfortable with the pair. They had a baby car seat in the back, and the woman was reading a book in the front seat. I couldn’t see what the title was, but it looked like a romance novel. 

The man, who was in his mid-thirties, drove and flipped through the radio stations until he found something that he liked. He didn’t seem to care that I was in the van with them, and I had to wonder if the pair had ever picked up a hitchhiker before. 

My favorite thing about the ride was that they didn’t bombard me with questions. I was exhausted and didn’t have the energy to explain every detail about why I needed to go to Chicago. I probably wouldn’t have explained it to them even if I did have a ton of energy. 

It surprised me that I had fallen asleep in the van with the two strangers. It certainly wasn’t something I had planned. The hot summer heat and the relief of being in air conditioning had been too much for me. But when we went over a bridge on our way into downtown Chicago, I was jolted awake. 

As I sat up and looked around, I couldn’t figure out exactly where we were at. I didn’t know Chicago very well, though, so it wasn’t unusual that I had no idea where we were. I just sat back and looked around as we continued through the city streets. 

“Do either of you have any water?” I said as the dehydration from my day in the sun seemed to set in. 

My level of dehydration had probably contributed to the long nap that I had taken on our drive into town also. The woman handed me a bottle of water, and I guzzled it down as quickly as possible. 

Hopefully, after the pair dropped me off, I could call someone and at least get a hotel booked for the night. I certainly didn’t want to find myself sleeping in a homeless shelter or something like that. 

I continued to look around and take in all the buildings, but I still couldn’t figure out where we were. It seemed like we were heading more into the shipping district as I saw large docks and container ships all along the side of the road as we continued to drive. 

My heart started to beat faster as we turned into the shipping area, and I grew more concerned that something was going on. We weren’t anywhere close to Navy Pier, and I was pretty sure there was no reason to be turning into an old shipping yard at that hour of the night. 

“Where are we?” I asked. 

Neither the man driving nor the woman responded to me. Something was definitely going on. They ignored me and drove into the shipping yard. I looked around to see if I would be able to make a run for it. Maybe if he slowed down to make a turn, I could jump out and start running. 

Then I looked at the door handle for the sliding back door; it was gone. The whole door handle had been removed. I couldn’t believe I had not noticed that before!

I looked at the door handle and then at the driver. By that point, he was watching me very closely through the rearview mirror. He knew I had figured out that something was going on. He motioned to the woman sitting next to him, and she started to rifle through her bag of things. 

“There is nothing to worry about. Someone just needs to speak to you,” the man said as he looked at me in the mirror. 

I looked at him and then at the female in the passenger seat. They both looked so normal!

Then it dawned on me, perhaps Marcus had sent these two to come get me. They must have gone to the bed and breakfast and then left when they found that no one was there. I tried to run that idea through my head and see if it fit the possibilities of the situation.

I wanted that to be the truth. I genuinely wanted them to be with Marcus’s team. Something deep down inside told me that they were not, though. There was just something about the way the driver looked at me; I could tell that he did not intend to be helpful to me at all. 

We pulled into a back alley between two large warehouses. I felt my body start to shake from the adrenaline that rushed through me. I tried to calm myself and took a few deep breaths, as I let the air out and looked around and took note of my surroundings. 

The vehicle was all the way at the end of a long parking area that was between the two buildings. I would have to run down that long area before I would be out of view, and it was likely that the driver or his passenger had a gun. I didn’t want to get killed, so I waited. I needed just the right opportunity to make my move. 

Then suddenly and without any warning, the driver reached back and poked me with a needle in the thigh. 

“Ouch,” I screamed. 

I looked down at the needle and then at the driver. My first thought was that it was some sort of drug like heroin or something. My knowledge of needles and the drugs that could be administered was very small. 

My body almost instantly felt like I was drunk. My vision got blurry, and I felt my face become flush. I reached toward the needle and pulled it out of my leg. A tiny dot of crimson red blood pooled on the spot that held the needle. 

The power in my hands quickly dissipated, and I couldn’t hold the needle. It fell to the ground, and I heard the metal of the needle make a light thud as it hit the carpet of the van. Everything seemed to move in slow motion. 

My vision got more and more difficult, and everything went blurry around me, so much so that I couldn’t even make out the face of the driver. I had to close my eyes. I hated the feeling of being nauseous. 

My eyes closed, and I was overwhelmed with a desire to lay my head down on the bench seat next to me. I couldn’t hold my body in the upright position for another second. I needed to sleep, if only just for a moment. 

As I lay there, my eyes were closed, and I couldn’t move any part of my body. To the driver and the woman, I clearly looked like I had fallen totally asleep. Although I hadn’t fully become unconscious yet, I could still hear them talking. 

“Do you think she will flush out the mole?” the woman said.

“Yeah, whoever he is won’t let her be punished. He’ll expose himself, and then Rudy will kill him with a bullet to the brain.” 

I remember thinking that Marcus was in danger, and I had to warn him; that was the last thing I recall.

I felt the rope around my wrists and ankles before I could even open my eyes. The tight compression of the string held my limbs up against the cold metal of the chair I was in. My head slumped down, and as I started to wake up, I slowly pulled my head up. My eyes were filled with a blurry mess when I tried to look out and see what was in front of me. 

The voices of men surrounded me as they talked to each other and ignored me. I’m not sure any of them were fully aware that I had started to wake up yet. As my own cognition started to align with my body as it woke up, I was able to remind myself to move slowly. Perhaps if I moved slowly, then no one would notice I was awake, and I could observe them better. 

There were three men close to me, they all had thick beards and held what I thought were guns. My vision was still pretty blurry, so I couldn’t fully tell. Two of the men had their back to me and faced the third man, who looked like he was in charge. 

I overheard them say something about catching the mole among the other men. That made me hold my breath as I remembered the two who had brought me there and what they said just before the drugs had taken effect. I had to figure out a way to warn Marcus; this was a trap, and they were going to kill him for sure. 

My eyes started to clear, and I opened them slightly to try and get a better look at the three men who held me captive. 

They were all three very large men, well over 200 pounds, but physically very fit. I could tell the one who was in charge almost immediately because the other two looked at him after everything they said. The man in charge must have been Rudy, the person who was going to kill Marcus and me when he found out who Marcus was. 

I tried to reposition my head slowly so I could get a look at the other two men, but their backs were still to me so I couldn’t see them. They both had dark hair and held onto their large guns like they were very comfortable using them. 

“Go get everyone; I want to see their reactions,” Rudy said to his two sidekicks. 

The two men left the room, and I was alone with Rudy. 

He noticed I was awake and came over to me. My heart pounded as he walked closer. The gun he had slung across his body was my sole fixation, and I couldn’t even look him in the eyes because of this. 

“Young lady, would you like some water?” 

“No.”

“You will feel better. It will help flush the drugs from your system. Drink this,” he said, and he held a bottle of water up to my lips. 

I drank it; I certainly wasn’t in a position to refuse something he asked me to do. Plus, I was dying of thirst, and the water did taste perfect as it went down. I had only initially refused out of principle, but I was thirsty, so very thirsty. 

He was a tall man who certainly asserted a sense of power. The way he carried himself, was with confidence and power. I could see why people looked up to him. In a different world, he would have made a great leader of some big corporation, but instead, he led criminals. 

“Thank you,” I said as he pulled the bottle away from my lips. 

It was at this point I finally made eye contact with him. I’m not sure what I had expected, perhaps an ugly snarly face with death in his eyes, or something equally as scary. Instead, he looked like a regular guy. 

My eyes looked over his face and took in the Italian features and tan skin. He was actually a very handsome man. His beard was well trimmed, and he wore a white button up short sleeve shirt. The material was lightweight and extremely soft when it had brushed up against my hand. 

“I’m sorry I had to bring you here sweet thing. But one of my men is lying to me, and I have no choice but to flush him out and kill him. Unless perhaps … you would like to help me by pointing him out?”

I looked up at the man with wide eyes as I tried to contemplate the situation. How much did he know? What should I tell him? What should I lie about? The thoughts all rushed through my head at the same time. I had no idea what I should say or do. 

“I’m just a girl from Missouri,” I said as tears filled my eyes. 

He seemed amused at my fear. It was the first moment I truly felt like he would kill me without even a second thought. There was a disconnect in his eyes, and he looked overjoyed that he had caused me such a high level of fear. 

Just then, a large group of people made their way up some stairs at the other end of the large warehouse building. There had to have been at least one hundred people. Most of them were men, but I did see a few women in the bunch. 

I searched through the group to see if I could find Marcus. As they walked closer and closer, my eyes darted frantically among the crowd to find him. I didn’t know what I could do to warn him, but I probably wouldn’t have to. The second he saw me sitting in that chair, he would know exactly what was going on. 

“Hello everyone and thank you for coming to the show,” Rudy said with his arms in the air like a circus show entertainer. 

I looked at the faces of all the people, and I couldn’t find Marcus anywhere. All of the men had beards and looked like they hadn’t had a chance to shower in days. It was impossible to pick Marcus out from the crowd when everyone looked alike. 

“It has come to my attention that one of my dear friends in this room actually works for the government,” Rudy continued. “As you can imagine, I’m not happy about that.”

The crowd of people started to look at one another and talk under their breaths. I noticed a man on the corner that looked familiar, but I didn’t instantly know who he was. My mind was still extremely foggy from the drugs, and my eyes were not quite focused. 

Zed!

My heart sank, and my eyes fixated on him as I realized the man on the corner of the crowd was Zed. My eyes looked at him, and I saw him shake his head slightly in a NO motion. He looked different with a disheveled beard like Marcus had, and I wanted to yell out to him but knew I shouldn’t do it. 

I looked away. 

Surely if Rudy had seen me look at Zed the way I did, he would have known for sure that Zed was the mole. I continued to look through the crowd of people and try and find Marcus; if Zed was there, then Marcus surely had to be nearby. 

My eyes continued through the crowd, and I saw another man that I recognized, but it wasn’t Marcus. This man had been at the bed and breakfast the first day I arrived. He disappeared after that, but he certainly knew both Zed and Marcus. I remembered him sitting in the living room when I kissed Marcus after first arriving at the bed and breakfast.

I looked away from him also. 

I continued to search the crowd. How many men were part of Rudy’s empire and actually worked for the government? Rudy certainly didn’t know he had so many moles, and I couldn’t be the person to break their cover.

Rudy’s two main guys walked behind the crowd of people and pushed them forward as Rudy stood right in front of me. I could only see the people on the side of the crowd, but I had already identified two of them as being part of Marcus’s team. I continued to search the crowd for Marcus. 

I couldn’t find him. I desperately needed to see Marcus and feel that everything would be alright. I knew if I could just find him, I would be safe. Marcus would make sure I got out of this situation alright. He would kill this Rudy guy and rescue me; I was sure of it. Now I just had to find Marcus. 

“You see this beautiful young woman … she doesn’t want to die a painful death. Do you sweetheart?” 

Rudy stepped to the side and looked at me. I felt the hot stare of his gaze on my body. He stepped back toward me and placed his hand on my shoulder as he looked at the crowd of people who looked on. He squeezed my shoulder firmly, and I felt compelled to answer his question with my head. 

I shook my head and looked up at the man. 

“This sweet thing knows which one of you is the mole. You corrupted this sweet girl and brought her into this dirty world. Now her sweet little blond hair is going to be covered in your blood.” 

Rudy looked at the crowd and walked toward them. He moved one by one through the group and looked into each of their eyes. Some of the men looked back at Rudy and some of them quickly looked toward the ground. It was clear that all of them feared him, though. 

“If you confess, I will not kill the girl. But if I have to torture her to get you to confess, she will wish for death.” 

My hands started to shake, and more tears fell down my face. It took everything I had not to look at Zed or the other man I knew. I didn’t even want to search the crowd for Marcus anymore out of fear that I would make eye contact with him, and Rudy would know who he was. 

“So I will give you until the morning to come to me and confess. If you have not, I will start instilling horrible pain on this sweet girl right in front of you all until the mole confesses.” 

My thoughts raced as I imagined all the horrible things he had planned to hurt me in order to get the mole to confess. The problem was, Marcus wasn’t even in the room. Had I been brought to this warehouse to get one of the other two men to confess? I didn’t know exactly what was going on, but I did know that I needed rescuing right at that moment. 

I felt a small sense of relief when he gave the time frame of the next morning. Surely, Marcus and his guys would be able to rescue me by that time. I didn’t know to what extent they had trained for situations like that, but surely they would be skilled to get me out. I felt a sense of confidence that they would get me out of the situation. 

My eyes scanned the crowd and locked on to Zed. He looked at me with such compassion as I cried; it was hard for me to look away. Zed was a sweet man, a kind soul, and I knew in my heart that he wasn’t going to let something bad happen to me. 

“Kyle, you seem to have quite the eye for the girl,” Rudy said as he walked over to Zed. 

“No sir,” Zed said. 

Kyle must have been the name Zed used while he was undercover. I made sure not to look at either of them as they had the conversation. Instead, I looked at the ground and hoped that Rudy wasn’t about to kill Zed. 

“Skinner, untie the girl and bring her here,” Rudy said to one of his two main guys who had moved behind me now. 

The Skinner guy got on his knees, untied the ropes around my ankles, and then stood up and untied the ones on my wrists. Then he looked at me. 

My heart fluttered, and I tried not to react.

It was the first time I had been able to clearly see either of Rudy’s two main guys. It was Marcus!

He only looked for a second and then roughly grabbed me and brought me over to Rudy. As rough as he had grabbed me, I thought for a second I had been mistaken that it was Marcus. I had just been drugged; perhaps I hadn’t seen him right? Maybe it was just a guy that looked a lot like Marcus, I thought.

“Don’t look at me and don’t respond,” Marcus whispered in my ear as we walked over toward Rudy and Zed. 

Yep, it was Marcus for sure. I could tell by his voice. I felt better knowing he was there but still scared to death that I was in the situation. At any moment, Rudy could turn his gun on me, and it all could be over with. 

“Young lady, do you know this man?” Rudy asked me. 

I looked at Rudy and shook my head no. I tried not to look at Zed and instead looked toward the ground as the situation unfolded. 

“Kyle seems to like you at the very least. Perhaps I should let him have his way with you right here. To prove that he’s not the mole.”

I tried not to respond, but my eyes darted at Zed, and something in the way I looked at him must have given Rudy some concern. 

“On your knees!” Rudy screamed as he put a handgun to Zed’s head. 

Zed instantly went to his knees. He responded like any of the other employees of Rudy would have done, by doing exactly as he was told. I looked up at Marcus, in the hopes that he would do something to stop the situation. But he didn’t even look at me; instead, he intently watched the situation between Rudy and Zed.

“Do you know this girl?” Rudy asked Zed. 

“No sir, but she is fine as hell. That’s why I looked at her like that. I’m sorry sir. I’d love to take her right here and prove that I don’t know her.” 

Rudy looked at me. He took some extra time to look up and down my body. Our eyes made contact with each other, and then his gaze moved down to my breasts. 

“Mmmm, baby girl is fine,” Rudy said as his hands glided over my breasts. “Stand up then,” he yelled at Zed. 

Zed stood up and didn’t look at me. Only straight at Rudy, who had now moved down the line to some other guy in the group. 

“You want to fuck her?” Rudy said to the next guy. 

“Not my type. I like girls with some ass,” the guy joked.

All the people laughed awkwardly. It was the best they could do with such a dangerous man. None of them were free to say much, and Rudy continued to move down the line of people and see if he could notice a reaction that would warn him that someone was the mole. 

What Rudy didn’t know was that he had at least three moles within his group. I didn’t know everyone that Marcus worked with, and it was highly possible there were even more men who had infiltrated this group. 

I thought back to what Marcus had said about his work and how long he had been on this case. He certainly must have been working with Rudy for many years for Rudy to trust him as one of his right-hand guys. I was a little in awe of how dedicated to his work that Marcus was. 

When I first met him as my shirtless neighbor, I felt like he was probably a meathead. My instinct was that he was one of those police officers who spent all their time working out and picking up women but not very much of their time taking their work seriously. I certainly had been wrong about Marcus. 





Chapter 25

 

Rudy continued for what seemed like hours. He went from person to person throughout the crowd and asked them questions to try and find his mole. His determination was somewhat admirable, although I felt like there were a lot of shady characters in the room, and any number of them could be the mole. Although, I clearly knew who the real mole was. 

Marcus held onto me tightly and pushed me around behind Rudy just as he was commanded to. At one point, Rudy wanted me on my knees. 

“Get on your knees bitch,” Marcus yelled as his hand pressed my shoulder firmly and forced me to the ground. 

It surprised me, and I fell hard to the ground. Marcus certainly was very good at his job and appeared to be the man that Rudy thought he was. I knew he had to make it real. I knew the only way out of this for all of us was for him to push me around and be rude to me like he would for anyone else that this guy Rudy told him to. 

“No need to call the sweet thing names, Skinner,” Rudy said. “She deserves to be treated nicely. Until I have to torture her.” 

I looked at the ground as I kneeled, and Rudy asked another person something about knowing me. My body shook with fear, and I couldn’t hear Rudy talk anymore because my own heartbeat took over in my eardrums. I was scared, really scared, and my body started to shut down as the fear took over. 

But soon Marcus had yanked me up from the ground and had me standing again. 

My knees were weak, and I started to fall over. The fear that I had felt for the last couple hours was too much for me. I just couldn’t stand anymore. Marcus let go of me and let me fall to the floor. 

“Jesus, Skinner, you could have caught the sweet little thing,” Rudy said as he came to my side. “Are you alright?” he asked kindly for a man who planned to torture and kill me. 

I just stared at him. My body did not seem to be in my own control anymore, and the fear had made me unable to stand or even talk. I just looked at Rudy, and I couldn’t get my mouth to word anything as an answer to him. 

“Skinner, take the girl over there to that room and let her rest,” Rudy said as he pointed to an old office in the corner of the warehouse. 

Marcus roughly grabbed me and practically dragged me over to the office. He didn’t gently try to support me, and he didn’t kindly put his hand on my back to guide me; instead, he grabbed my upper arm and walked swiftly to the room. When my legs gave out under me, he just pulled me up with his hand that was on my arm. 

“Ouch!” I let out as he pulled my arm. 

“Skinner,” Rudy said. “Try to be nice.” 

“Yes Sir,” Marcus said to Rudy. 

Marcus threw me into the room, and I fell against the old metal table that was in it. Marcus banged his hand hard against the metal desk, and it made a loud noise that echoed through the warehouse. 

“Skinner, that didn’t sound nice,” Rudy yelled from the other side of the warehouse. 

“Sorry, boss,” Marcus said. 

I just stayed there sitting on the floor up against the metal desk. I couldn’t move. My body was overcome with the fear and adrenaline of the situation, and I was just slightly relieved to be in a different room than Rudy. 

“I’m so sorry,” Marcus said. “It will be over soon, and I’m not going to let anything happen to you.” Marcus walked out of the room and shut the door behind him.

I let my head lay up against the desk, and I closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths. I wanted to be in control of my body again. I just had to figure out a way to get control over the fear that pulsed through me. I needed to relax.

Rudy and his group of workers stayed out in the main warehouse for another thirty minutes or so. Then I heard the crowd disperse and Rudy’s voice outside the door to the office I was in. 

“Can I trust you to watch over the girl and not kill her?” Rudy asked the man next to him. 

“I won’t kill her if she doesn’t try to escape,” Marcus said in response. “I don’t have to feed her, or anything like that, do I?” 

“That’s a good idea, actually; no, don’t feed her. She can drink water, and there’s a toilet over there, but that’s it. I’m going downstairs to talk with a few of these assholes and see if I can figure out who it might be. In the morning, I’ll bring a couple of them up, and you can help me give that sweet thing some pain and see if we can get a confession from someone.” 

“I’d love to help with the pain,” Marcus said. “Maybe even a quick poke if you know what I mean.” Marcus made a crude hip thrusting action. 

His voice sounded different, and he actually seemed like he enjoyed inflicting pain. I had chills as he said it. Marcus was very convincing as the right-hand man to Rudy; I could see why he was able to get so far in Rudy’s organization.

“OK, but leave the girl alone tonight. No torture until morning, and no fucking her, understood?” Rudy said firmly.

“Yes, sir.” 

I sat there and anticipated Marcus coming through the door as I heard Rudy walk away. Any second Marcus would come in and help me escape. I looked at the door intently as I waited for him. My mind raced with thoughts of how Marcus and I could make our escape without being heard. 

We could climb out the window and make our way down a drain pipe, or maybe sneak quietly down the stairwell and make a run for it. I thought about every mob movie I had ever seen and how people escaped from their murderers. Surely, Marcus and I could make a swift escape.

After a few minutes, it became apparent that Marcus did not intend to come into the office at all. I saw him pull a chair close to the office door, and he sat down. I didn’t want to yell at him or say anything for fear that there was someone else out there with him. The door was closed so I couldn’t see what was going on. For all I knew, there could have been other people still out in that room with him. 

As the night wore on, I could feel myself as I became extremely tired and finally grabbed a work coat that was on a nearby chair and used it to curl up on the floor and go to sleep. My body was exhausted from the fear and stress of the day. I felt my eyes as they got heavy, and I closed them in hopes that I could get some sleep. 

I took a couple deep breaths and said a little prayer that everything would work out alright in the morning. I didn’t want Marcus or any of his men to get shot, and I certainly didn’t want to be tortured by Marcus or anyone else on Rudy’s team of killers. 

I hoped that Marcus would find a way to save me, and we would both make it out of the situation unharmed. 

“Are you alright?” Marcus said in my ear quietly. 

I opened my eyes to find Marcus kneeled down next to me on the floor. I sat up quickly and looked at him. He held a finger to his lips in a motion to be quiet. 

“I’m fine,” I whispered. “Where is everyone?”

“They are all downstairs.”

“Can we get out of here?” I said, desperate to leave that warehouse and get to safety. 

I sat up and started to stand, but Marcus put his hand on my leg and held me in place. 

“Not yet. We have to wait until morning for backup to arrive.” 

I felt my heart sink at his words. My whole hope had been on him to rescue me. The idea of sticking around all night long and waiting to be tortured in the morning did not sit well with me. We had to leave, we had to get out of the building before Rudy and his men woke up and started to torture me, or kill people. Didn’t Marcus understand the gravity of the situation? Surely he knew this could all end very badly for me. 

“We could just sneak out now,” I said hopefully. “Get Zed and the other guys. We can make a run for it.”

“Babe, we can’t. I have three guys in the group downstairs, and I’ve worked for years to catch Rudy. This has to end with him in jail, and I’m going to be the person responsible.” 

I nodded my head in understanding as I looked at Marcus. He seemed intent on staying for the night, and I couldn’t argue. I didn’t have enough energy to move on my own, so I was going to be at his mercy. I had to trust that he knew what he was doing.

“Are you hungry?” he asked as he handed me a sandwich. 

I looked around to see if anyone was coming since I had heard Rudy tell him not to give me anything to eat. 

“Don’t worry, I checked. Everyone is asleep downstairs, even Rudy.” 

I ate the sandwich quickly and then drank the bottle of water that Marcus gave me. I was starving, and it felt great to get some food. Marcus took me to use the restroom, and I splashed some water on my face, but I still felt horrible. 

“So what’s the plan?” I asked Marcus as I finished drinking. 

“Well, there is a large swat team of people coming to raid this place in a couple hours. They should get here just before dawn, so we just have to tough it out and sit quietly for a couple hours. Should be easy, everyone is asleep, and the raid will wake them up, and Rudy can be taken into custody before he knows what happened.”

Marcus seemed so calm and at ease about the situation. It was hard for me to fathom being able to control my body and calm myself as well as he could. 

I leaned in and let my head rest against his chest. I felt safe there. At that moment, with his arms wrapped around me, I felt safe. Even though there were dozens of people just a few hundred yards away that would easily kill us both, in that room, and at that moment, I felt safe. 

Marcus moved to sit down next to me and pulled me up next to him. He looked at my arm which was black and blue from him dragging me into the room earlier. His lips moved down and kissed the bruise. 

I could tell he felt horrible about it as his lips gently moved across my skin. I wanted to tell him it was alright; I wanted to tell him I understood he had to play the role that Rudy expected from him. Instead, I leaned down and grabbed his chin and pulled it up to meet my lips. 

Our lips moved together in passion, and I let my hands hold onto the scruff of his beard. 

Marcus grabbed my hips and placed me on his lap. One leg sat on each side of him as I straddled his hard body. I felt at home next to him. It had only been a few short months before that I had been overwhelmed by the wealth of muscles he had. Now, I felt more comfortable there in his lap than anywhere else in the room.

My hands moved down to stroke his chest as we continued to move our mouths in unison. His soft lips were such a contrast to the rough fir of his beard. I felt my body reacting to the passion in his hands as they moved up and down my back. 

His long fingers cupped my ass in his hand as he played with my jean shorts. I felt his hands go up my back and then try to slide down the back of my shorts, but their tightness prevented him. 

I continued to enjoy his tongue as his hands made their way around to the front of my shorts and unbuttoned them. Then I felt him unbutton his own pants and heard the zipper as he lowered it. 

My lips separated from his as I stood up, took off my shorts, and watched as he pulled his throbbing cock out of his pants and pushed them down to his knees. I couldn’t help licking my lips as I looked at his pulsing organ and his desire for me. 

With my legs on either side of him, I lowered my body over him and let my lips meet his again as I continued to lower onto his throbbing cock. A moan left my mouth as he filled me up completely, and I moved slowly against him. 

His hands returned to my ass and spread my cheeks as he played with me and forced me to rock back and forth on his cock as I bounced up and down. The intensity of his body as it pressed inside of me felt like heaven.

The adrenaline was rushing through us, and the release of tension was all I could think about. If I couldn’t leave that room, at least I could feel Marcus and me together. At least it would help calm me so I could make it through the night. 

We were quiet, making sure not to moan or make noises as much as possible. The silence was erotic and drove me to pay close attention to my body and how it pressed up against his. I felt everything differently, more intensely than I had ever felt before. 

Soon I felt his hands pressing my hips to move harder and faster against his body. He thrust his own hips into me as we continued to kiss each other. 

The kissing provided a way to muffle the low moans that left my body as I felt the buildup of excitement. As we moved harder and harder against each other, it became impossible for me to keep quiet. The pleasure was just too much. 

Marcus reached up and put his hand over my mouth as I continued to moan and thrust against his raging cock. 

Harder and faster we moved together until I thought for sure someone would hear us. My body shook with pleasure as one final thrust delivered by Marcus sent a surge of ecstasy through every last inch of me. 

It was unsafe to be there; it was dangerous to be fucking him, but it was the perfect moment.





Chapter 26

 

I fell asleep wrapped in Marcus’s arms and feeling safer than I had ever felt. But when I woke up, I certainly did not feel safe. There were loud popping noises going off downstairs, and I heard screams.

There was gunfire downstairs, and Marcus opened the door to the office and stood there for a minute. He looked at me and then back at the stairwell across the warehouse. 

“Get under the desk and don’t come out,” Marcus said as he closed the door and sat back down in the chair outside of the office. 

For a minute, I thought it was already morning and the raid had started. But there had not been enough gunfire. Only a couple shots. I did as Marcus told me and went under the desk and waited. 

“Where is the girl?” Rudy yelled from across the warehouse as he came up the stairs. 

“In the office,” Marcus said calmly. 

“Get her.”

“What’s up?” Marcus asked Rudy

“I found the mole; I’m going to kill her now.”

There was silence, and then I heard the door open. I stayed under the desk and tried not to move. I didn’t know how it would be possible to make it out of the situation alive. There was no sign of daylight outside yet, and I had no idea if the swat team would be able to get to us in time or not. 

“So no torture?” Marcus said as he opened the office door. 

“Naw, I killed that Ed kid after I found him trying to sneak out the back door. It had to of been him,” Rudy said. 

Marcus stayed at the entrance to the office but continued to talk to Rudy. I couldn’t believe Ed was dead. I thought he was the redheaded guy from Marcus’s team, but I wasn’t sure. Why would he have tried to sneak out? I thought, but then remembered that was exactly what I had tried to convince Marcus to help me do only a few hours before. 

“You think he was the only one?” Marcus said to Rudy.

Rudy was silent for a long moment, obviously contemplating the situation. I didn’t know where Marcus was going with this, but it didn’t seem like a good idea to start giving Rudy the idea that there was more than one mole in his group. 

“Well anything is possible,” Rudy said. “Get the girl out here; I want to talk to her.”

Marcus came into the room and walked over to the desk. He pulled the chair out and leaned down. 

“Get your sweet little ass out here,” he said. 

“Oh, she’s hiding under the desk? That’s smart.” Rudy laughed. 

“I know like we wouldn’t find her or something,” Marcus joined in with the laughter. 

It was creepy how quickly Marcus was able to change from the man I had started to love, into this crazy creep that worked for this guy, Rudy. I looked at the two of them as they laughed, and I walked out into the main room. 

“Alright sweet thing, was that kid Ed the man you know?” Rudy asked. 

I just looked at him and shook my head no. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do or say. Maybe I should have just said yes since Ed was dead now. Maybe I was right to say no? I had no idea. When I looked at Marcus, I didn’t see any response from him. 

In fact, when I looked at him, I didn’t really see Marcus at all. He had turned into Skinner and didn’t respond to me one bit. The way he held his body, even the way his eyes looked; Marcus did not look like the man I knew. 

“So you know someone else in my group then?” Rudy asked. 

Again I shook my head no. 

Rudy reached up, grabbed me by the throat, and pushed me up against the wall. It happened so quickly that I didn’t know what to do. My hands darted up to meet his, and I tried desperately to pull them away. 

“Listen here, bitch, I will kill you. Do you understand?” Rudy said as I nodded my head yes. “Now tell me who the fuck you know in the group.” 

“Maybe we should bring her downstairs so she can show us,” Marcus suggested. 

I nodded my head yes again. 

Marcus appeared so calm and withdrawn from the situation. He didn’t react to Rudy strangling me, and he didn’t even make a motion to come rescue me. It was disturbing. 

I didn’t know who I was going to show Rudy; I didn’t know what was next, but I did know that I needed his hand off of my throat.

I felt the pressure on my windpipe, and I couldn’t inhale. The pain increased the longer his hand was wrapped around me, and I felt myself getting dizzy as I went longer and longer without oxygen. 

My eyes got bigger, and I looked from Rudy to Marcus and back again. Marcus looked calm and didn’t seem to care at all that I was in the midst of being killed by this man. He kept his cool and kept his attention on Rudy. 

“Yeah, let’s just bring her downstairs and let her point out the guy. I’m sure by this time she is ready to cooperate,” Marcus said as he inched closer to Rudy. 

I didn’t know if he had intended to actually do anything if Rudy continued to strangle me, but luckily, Rudy released me from his grip. 

My body collapsed to the ground, and I gulped in air as much as I could. I grasped onto my neck and felt the sharp pain that rushed through me as I tried to fill my lungs back up with the sweet oxygen that they had been deprived of. 

“You better not fuck with me bitch,” Rudy said as he walked toward the stairs at the other end of the warehouse second floor. 

I now knew why he was such a feared man. His kindness toward me at first had only been an act. That man was clearly willing to murder me without a second thought. I searched Marcus’s eyes for some sort of help or understanding as he grabbed me and pulled me to my feet. 

For a second, I thought I saw something, but then he turned back into Skinner and pulled me roughly toward the stairs. 

“We need to stall for about twenty more minutes, do the best you can. I promise I’ll keep you safe,” Marcus whispered as we moved down the stairs. 

There he was; there was the Marcus I knew. Now I just had to figure out how to stall a killer for twenty minutes.

When we reached the bottom floor, no one was asleep anymore. I saw the body of Ed, and it was the redheaded guy who worked with Marcus. I wasn’t sure what his real name was, though, only that in this undercover job he had gone by Ed. His body was near the door, and it looked like he had a gunshot to his head. I looked away quickly. There was no time to be sad about his death—that would have to come later. 

“Line them up,” Rudy said to the man who stood next to Marcus. 

Everyone lined up quicker than I had hoped, and within a moment, they were ready for Rudy. Marcus still held onto me as Rudy moved toward the line of people.

“This is over; I’m going to kill the girl if you don’t step forward,” Rudy said as he looked at the group of people. 

I saw Zed, and he looked at me and then at Marcus. I was so relieved that he wasn’t the one who had been shot. I didn’t know who the third guy was that Marcus said was undercover. I also didn’t know how on earth I could stall this situation at all. 

Marcus and the other guy who Rudy seemed to trust brought me up to the line of people and stood me next to Rudy. 

Rudy held onto me and Marcus, and the other guy let go and stepped back. 

I felt more unsafe than I ever had. 

Rudy clearly had no concern for my life at all; he didn’t care about me or anyone else in the room. He just didn’t want the mole to continue to feed information to the police. 

He grabbed me by the hair and pulled me down to the first person in the line. I still felt like I could hardly breathe. I sat dizzy and nauseated. Sweat was pouring from my brow, and I wiped it away while I looked at the man in front of me. 

“Do you know him?” Rudy asked. 

I shook my head no. 

We stepped to the next in line. He wasn’t wasting any time at all. I was terrified that this was going to go by so fast that whoever Marcus was waiting for wasn’t going to get there in time. 

“Do you know him?” he asked again. 

I again shook my head no. 

I felt relieved, though; if this was how it was going to go, we would easily take twenty minutes, and the raid would be here by the time we got to the end of the line. One at a time, I just needed to deny each of them one at a time. 

But I wasn’t that lucky. After about ten people, Rudy got frustrated and threw me onto the ground. He clearly wasn’t a man with patience. 

“Just tell me which one of these guys you know,” Rudy yelled. 

Marcus, and the other man working next to him, came and picked me up from the floor. I looked at them in desperation. I couldn’t take it any longer. I couldn’t draw this out until someone arrived to him, there was no way. 

“I know her,” Zed stepped forward from the other end of the line and said. 

His eyes were filled with sorrow, and I felt so bad for him. Zed was such a sweet man, and he literally stepped forward and was willing to get killed in order to save me. He didn’t care about the mission or anything else; he just wanted to make sure I wasn’t hurt. 

I looked at him with urgency; I couldn’t understand why he had stepped forward. Why would he put himself at risk if he knew the raid was coming?

I broke free from Marcus and the other man holding me and tried to cause a commotion, but Rudy was there quickly and grabbed me by the hair and pulled me toward him. I fell to the ground, and he yanked me back up by my hair and stood me in front of him. 

His face was only a few inches away from mine, and I could smell his breath. He was a disgusting man with horrible breath and poor hygiene. I just had to stall for a little bit. Anything to make the time pass so Marcus and Zed weren’t hurt and got this guy behind bars. 

“You’ll be dead in a few minutes, sweetheart; no running away now.” 

His eyes were cold and void of any emotion. I felt the fear as it took over my body, and I couldn’t move. I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t stand the thought of him killing the guy that worked with Marcus. I closed my eyes and felt Marcus and the other man grab onto me again. 

This was it; it was all going to be over in just a minute. Zed was going to get shot and then Rudy was going to turn the gun on me. I just knew it was going to end, and there was nothing left for me to do. 

Rudy made his way toward Zed with his gun drawn; he passed in front of Marcus and I and then the other man who held onto me. I closed my eyes for a moment as I thought Rudy was going to shoot Zed, and I didn’t want to see it happen. 

Then suddenly, the second man holding onto me let go and wrapped his arm around Rudy’s neck. Marcus grabbed the gun out of his hands, and Zed took the gun and held it toward the long line of people. 

I could see the shock on everyone’s faces. Not only was their boss being held in a headlock, but the two men that were closest to him were the ones doing it. The two men that he had not expected at all were the ones who had turned against him. 

Luckily, none of them had their weapons anymore; since Rudy had suspected them all of being possible moles, he must have had their weapons taken from them. A few of the people looked like they might try to rescue their leader Rudy from Marcus and the other man who held him, but there wasn’t enough time. 

Within seconds, there was a swarm of swat team people that broke down the door and screamed as they entered the room. I stood still as the men forced their way into the crowd and moved right past me. Each man grabbed one or two people and pressed them to the floor as I heard them shout.

“Put your hands up,” they yelled. “Everyone on your knees with your hands in the air.” 

I looked at Marcus and the other man that had been holding me. They had control over Rudy and were moving him to the ground. It all had happened so quickly. I just stood there and took a step back as I watched the whole scene unfold. 

It was chaos as each person was held to the ground and searched for weapons. There was screaming and plenty of swearing as Rudy’s men put up a valiant fight against the police force that was arresting them. 

I continued to move back farther and farther from the scene until I ran into the wall on the other side of the room. Then I slid down against the wall and started to shake as I realized the whole thing was finally over. 

I pulled my knees up to my chest and covered my face as I was overcome with emotion by the whole situation. 

Then suddenly I was swept up off the ground. I looked up and saw Marcus. He had me in his arms and walked with me out of the warehouse. I expected he would set me down in the parking lot outside, but instead, he just kept walking. 

“Where are you taking me?” I laughed, and he continued to walk farther and farther away from the warehouse. 

“Somewhere beautiful,” he said. 

Marcus adjusted his grip and continued to carry me. It reminded me of the night we first made love and how he had carried me from the forest where I had been taking pictures all the way back to my house. 

I let my head rest on his shoulder as the determination in his steps brought us farther and farther away from the horror of the warehouse. The sound of the police sirens began to get drowned out as we moved closer to the city and farther from the crime scene.

The sun was rising as Marcus finally sat me down on a bench overlooking the shipping yard. I could see the whole city of Chicago behind me and the most beautiful sunset I had ever seen right in front of me. 

“I wish I had my camera,” I whispered as I looked out over the water. 

Marcus leaned down and kissed me. The gentle loving kiss of a man who had finally finished the hardest job of his life. 

“Some moments don’t need a camera to be remembered,” Marcus said. “Are you coming?” he yelled behind us. 

I lifted my head to see Zed running up to us. It was over. The horror was over, and as Marcus set me down and the three of us watched the sunrise, all I could think about was how happy I was to have Zed and Marcus in my life and how I couldn’t wait to get home to Stanley and even Rob. 

The love of these four men was certainly more than I had ever hoped for. I was excited to see what our future together would look like. 





Epilogue

 

“I’m making pancakes,” I yelled up the stairs to get the guys to come and eat breakfast. 

“I don’t know how they can sleep so late?” Zed laughed as he put some plates out. 

“Well, I know why Marcus is sleeping late.” I giggled. “It’s my fault; I kept him up late last night.”

“Yeah, yeah, I don’t need to hear about it.”

“I’m sorry.” I grabbed Zed around the waist and playfully reached for his cock. “You know I’d really love to have you alone next time. No Marcus, none of the other guys. Just the two of us.”

“I think we could manage that.” Zed kissed me and then went back to setting the table. 

Zed had exclusively been the second guy in the bedroom since we had returned home. He seemed to really like threesomes, and I was actually coming to enjoy them myself. But Zed was such a sweet man, and since he was living with me now, I wanted to get to know him on a more personal level. I wanted to see how he and I could get along when it was just the two of us. 

“Come on, put a shirt on man,” Stanley exclaimed as he walked into the kitchen. “You and Marcus really need more clothing.” 

“Jealous much?” Zed flexed his six pack abs a little to tease Stanley. 

Although Stanley had a house in town, he was in the process of moving in with me. As much as he talked about wanting a wife and a family, we always found ourselves back together, and we just decided living together again felt right for the time being. 

When he was ready to move on, I was going to be happy for him. If he never wanted to move on, I would be perfectly happy with that as well. Stanley was one of my best friends, and I loved him very much. 

“When are you two leaving?” Rob asked as he joined the group of us in the dining room for breakfast. 

“Tonight. So you two will have to take care of our girl,” Marcus said as he appeared in the entryway to the room. 

I loved how Marcus always referred to me as ‘our girl’ because that was how I felt. I wasn’t just Marcus’s girl, or Zed’s, or Stanley’s, or Rob’s. I was all of theirs, and that was exactly how I liked it. I had no plans to choose just one of them. In fact, I loved them all and loved the life we were making for ourselves. 

“Marcus, I thought you were leaving tomorrow?” I asked. 

“It got moved up,” Zed chimed in. 

“Don’t worry, baby.” Marcus grabbed me and kissed me passionately. “We won’t be gone long, and it’s just a staff meeting and going over the notes from the last project.”

“No danger,” Zed added. 

“I’m actually going to be out of town for work this week,” Rob said as he shoveled pancakes into his mouth. “So I guess Stanley is holding down the fort.” 

“Uh oh,” Stanley said dramatically. “I’m responsible for Isabella, alone?” 

He faked a look of terror, and the guys all laughed at him. It was a running joke among the guys that I was too much for just one of them to handle, and I should be left with two of them at any one time. I didn’t argue with that theory at all. I did like having at least two of the guys around. 

“Oh, don’t worry guys. You remember that new guy that just opened up the coffee shop on main street,” I said playfully. “I could always agree to go on a date with him. You know … if I’m too much for you guys to handle?” 

“No,” they all said in unison. 

I busted out laughing at the idea. I certainly had a full love life with Marcus, Zed, Stanley, and Rob, and I couldn’t have asked for anything more. There was no way I wanted to try and navigate adding another guy to the mix. Not because I didn’t believe there were great guys out there, but I really liked how well my men got along and how our little family interacted. If I added another man to the mix, the dynamics would surely change, and I wasn’t sure I could handle that. 

“Don’t worry, I’m teasing. I love our life,” I said and got up and went around to give each of the guys a kiss on the cheek. “Now I’m going to take some photos. You two be safe,” I said to Marcus and Zed. “Rob, I hope your trip goes well. And Stanley, I can’t wait for you to get back from work tonight.” 

I grabbed my camera and stood at the front entryway looking at all the guys as they started chatting among themselves and finishing their breakfasts. My life wasn’t traditional by any means, yet as I looked at the guys, I felt like they were my family. Everything about this life was more than I could have hoped for. 

Even Willow and Marv had come around to accepting my relationships with the guys. Marv actually enjoyed having so many guys around to talk about sports and other stuff with, and Willow could see that I was really happy. I wasn’t faking it. I wasn’t just saying I was happy. There was a genuine happiness in everything I did nowadays. 

“Bye, Isabella,” Marcus said and blew me a kiss. “I’ll keep Zed out of trouble, don’t worry.”

“See you tonight,” Stanley added. 

“Don’t worry, we will be back in two days.” Zed laughed. “And I’ll keep Marcus out of trouble.” 

It was our running joke now that Marcus and Zed always said they would be back in two days. Even though they were always gone for much longer. 

“I’ll be back, Sunday,” Rob said. “Don’t worry, I’ll stay safe too.” He laughed. 

“I love you guys,” I replied before heading out of the house and toward the woods to get some more pictures. I had a whole new photography show that I needed to get photos for. There was no time to waste.

 

THE END





Loving my Best Friend’s Brother
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Prologue

Mina

 

Brice never showed up, and I should have washed my hands of him forever. The fact that I didn’t had more to do with my personality and the punishment I was willing to take. At least that’s what I told myself. It was easier than waiting for him to change. He would never change; I knew men seldom do. That only goes to show that I’m an optimist and in Brice’s case, I was justified. I didn’t see it at the time. When he came back, he rocked my world, and the thought of living without him made me physically ill. 

It wasn’t always like that. It began when Marcy, my best friend and his sister, was trying on the dress she’d bought for the senior prom.

“Well, what do you think? Too much cleavage?” Marcy’s ego was laid bare, and I didn’t have the heart to point out that she didn’t have much cleavage to work with.

“I think it suits you perfectly,” I answered. I thought it was a good compromise. “The color is perfect for you. He won’t be able to look away.”

That seemed to placate Marcy. I hoped her date loved the color lime green. Even if he didn’t, with friends being friends, it was my job to make her feel beautiful. I hope that zit on her chin heals before Saturday.

“I haven’t seen your dress yet,” Marcy commented, interrupting a fixation on her reflection in the white, full-length mirror.

“Hmm…? No, and you won’t, either.”

She turned around, her expression knitted into a look of concern. “Why not?”

“Don’t have one. Don’t have a date, so there didn’t seem much reason to buy a dress.”

Her mouth formed a zero which was exactly how much I felt I was worth at that moment. I had dates all the time, but apparently, they all assumed I had already been invited to go by someone else; or so I hoped.

“That has to be a mistake, Mina. You’re one of the most popular girls in the class.”

“Well, thank you, but I’ll be sitting this one out.”

Marcy found herself in the mirror again and after one long adoring look, she stepped away and disappeared into the fitting room to change back into her street clothes. When the curtain parted, the dress was over her arm, and she walked purposefully to the checkout and paid for it. I went to stand behind her, and as soon as her wallet slid inside her purse, she drew me by the arm out onto the sidewalk. Her stride was determined, and there was a narrow slit where her mouth usually was. “Well, I’m just going to fix this,” she threatened.

“What? No, Marcy, oh god, don’t do anything to embarrass me, just let it go. Marcy, I mean it. I don’t care if I don’t go, not one bit.” Visions of Marcy in a telemarketing headset conducting a charity date-a-thon for me passed before my eyes.

“Mina! It’s the senior prom we’re talking about here. Just think about it. You won’t be queen; you won’t be in the pictures when someone pulls them out ten years from now and worst of all, you’ll be sitting home and eating chocolate chip ice cream, getting fat!”

I couldn’t stop my eyes from flickering to her little pouch but refrained from saying anything sassy. It was a moment for diplomacy.

“Marcy, seriously, let it go. I promise I won’t pig out. I’ll go to a movie or get a late-night mani-pedi. It’s really not a big deal.”

She stopped dead in her tracks. “I know! Brice will take you!”

“Brice? You mean your brother, Brice? Oh, Marcy, I’m not a pity date. I beg you, please forget about me. You be the belle of the ball and come home to tell me all about it. Okay?” I’d only seen Brice around Marcy’s house a few times. I remembered him as being tall, very skinny, moronically unsociable and just plain rude. I’d rather spend prom night in a public bathroom at K-mart than to be his date.

“No, it’s all settled. Brice will take you. Let’s go back right now and pick out a dress,” she declared, locking her dress in her trunk and rebounding onto the sidewalk headed back to the shop we’d just left. When I didn’t follow, she stopped and turned toward me, that wicked witch of the west look on her face. “Are you coming?” she demanded.

“No, just take me home, would you? Or, I can call an Uber. Either way, I’m fine not going to prom. In fact…” I drew a deep breath, “I’m glad I’m not going. It’s way too much trouble. You have to get a dress, your hair and make-up done, shoes, a mani-pedi, someone has to take your photo and then there’s the whole question of whether you only dance with your date or do you dance with someone else if asked. No, no, it’s entirely too much trouble.” I stood next to her passenger door waiting for her to give in. The look on her face smashed that plan to bits. 

“Come on, Mina. We’re going shopping,” she announced, and I sighed and trailed after her. Why did it always feel like someone else was living my life?

***

I had to admit the powder blue enhanced my natural coloring. I just wished I wasn’t stuck with a “loaner” date. I’d decided to make the most of it, and Marcy was over the moon with excitement.

“Did you have to beg him?” I tried to get her to admit. 

“Of course not,” she lied. I knew she lied but decided to overlook it.

“What did you have to promise him? You know, in return for the favor?”

“Why do you keep asking me this?” she demanded.

“That just confirms that you did have to strike a bargain. Well, tell Brice I’ll try not to be a pain.”

Marcy’s face changed. “Mina, he thinks you’re beautiful, truly he does. It’s just that, well, he’s not a social person. He just didn’t want to go to the prom at all, especially since he graduated four years ago. He’s busy at college.”

I nodded. “I get that.”

“Just relax. It will be great, I promise!”

 

***

 

That night I stood waiting, dress, hair and makeup beginning to wilt, two hours after Brice was supposed to pick me up. I still had his corsage in my hands.  My mother finally put her arm around me. She was holding an open half-gallon of chocolate chip ice cream with two spoons stuck in it, and a DVD copy of, “He’s Not That Into You.” 

 

***

 

“I’m just so embarrassed,” Marcy exploded as she appeared at my door the next morning. 

“Don’t worry about it. Mom and I had a great night with ice cream and a movie.” She blanched. “No, really, Marcy, it’s okay.”

“I kept watching and watching for you to show up. The later it got, the more worried I became. Finally, I called Brice’s phone, and he answered it like absolutely nothing was wrong. ‘Tonight is the prom!’ I shouted at him. He was like, ‘Oh.’ I just couldn’t believe it. I don’t think he did it on purpose, but honestly, Mina, I just don’t know what to say.”

“Come on in and have a smoothie. It’s cool. Truly.” I was trying to lower her stress level because she was starting to freak me out. 

“Well, he apologized,” she went on to explain. “He offered to take you to dinner on Friday night.”

“No, thank you.”

“Oh… oh, Mina, don’t be like that.”

“Marcy, I don’t need to go hunting for dates, you know? I’ve got plenty of opportunities and anyway, I’m getting ready for college and don’t want to get involved in any relationships. I’m about to date six years of heavy studying.

“Oh, lord, don’t say that. You’ll… you’ll dry up. You have to keep dating, even if you don’t get serious.”

“Well, not with your brother, my dear. Brice had his chance to do the right thing. He could have called me after he realized he’d missed the date. He didn’t. That’s it for me.”

Marcy looked down, slumping with disappointment. “I know. It was a rotten thing to do. Listen, I’ve got to go and watch the Thompson kids. Their parents want a day off. Then next week we’ve got finals, so I need to study. Just wanted to check in on you.”

“I appreciate it. Everything is fine. Don’t worry,” I said as I walked her to the door.

 

***

 

“Hi.”

I’d opened the door to find Brice standing there, leaning one hand on the door frame. I lifted my arm and pretended to look at a mythical watch. “Hmmm… you’re just seventy-four hours late. But that’s no problem. I’ll be right back. I just have to take a shower, do my hair, my makeup, go pick up my favorite blouse from the cleaners and feed the fish. You won’t mind waiting, will you?”

His hand lifted, palm facing me. “Okay, okay, I admit it. I was a jerk. I apologize.”

“Really? Did Marcy make you say that?”

He had the grace to blush, although it was hard to detect beneath the three-day beard. “Yeah, but I would have said it on my own.”

“Why do I have a problem believing that?”

“Look, can I come in for a minute?”

“Are you carrying weapons?”

“Funny. No really, I owe you an apology and wouldn’t turn down a cup of coffee if you offered it.”

I cocked my head and said, “Now we are talking about just a cup of coffee. This isn’t one of those, ‘would you like to come in’ after a date things, is it?”

He moved his hand to an oath position. “I swear.”

I opened the door more broadly and motioned for him to enter. “Okay, come in, but I warn you, it will be at your own risk.”

“Yep… that part didn’t escape me.” 

He came in, and I pointed to the snack bar in the kitchen. “My folks are in the family room and will hear me if I scream,” I told him, half joking, and half not. I turned on the coffee maker and pulled two mugs from the cupboard. “What do you take?”

“Black,” he said firmly, and there was something in the take-charge tone of his voice that I liked. I handed him a mug and waited for the Keurig to dispense mine.

“So, what brings you here?” I asked him outright.

“I owe you.”

“No, you don’t. Everything is fine.”

“Yes, I do, but maybe not in the way you think. I honestly did lose track of the day, and I apologize for that. I know you went to some expense and I’ll be happy to reimburse you…”

I shook my head and waved him away. “No, I’ll have a ton of opportunities to wear a powder blue prom dress,” I said sarcastically.

He got it, smiling and lowering his head in mock shame. “So, what I thought I’d try is to talk you into having dinner with me.”

I paused, absorbing the fact that he was asking me out on a date. He was enough older than me that I understood he was offering a real dinner date, not a soda at the drive-through. I felt the slightest tinge of fascination. I took the plunge.

“What did you have in mind?” He’d better make it good. Missing a prom was hard to make up for.

“Well, I have this friend who just opened a restaurant in South Haven, right on the lake. He’s having a grand opening affair, and I’m invited. I thought you might be my plus one?”

It was something less than I’d hoped for—designating me as a plus one felt like being offered a plate of leftovers. Nevertheless, I loved South Haven and was anxious to try out my adult wings. “Okay,” I said spontaneously. 

His eyebrows rose, and, I realized he was surprised. Did he want me to say no?

“Great. I’ll pick you up Saturday about seven.” He downed the rest of his coffee and set down the mug, standing to head to the door.

“You’re sure?” I couldn’t resist the impulse to tease him.

“I’m sure. Be ready.”

 

***

 

I was standing in the foyer, peeking through the sheers. I’d bought a new dress with my tutoring money. The night was warm, and its off-shoulder cotton felt comfy. I had to admit I was surprised when Brice pulled up to the curb. I noticed with some humor that he had no idea I was watching and adjusted his collar and ran his hand through his black hair as he came up to the door. His hand came up to knock, but I jerked the door open, letting him know I’d been watching. He caught my eye, and we exchanged one of those rare, knowing moments. I loved it.

His car was an older model, blue Chevrolet four-door, and while it was nice enough, somehow it didn’t fit him. He picked up on my curiosity. “It’s my uncle’s car,” he said without preamble. 

I nodded, expecting him to go on, but he didn’t. There was a curious vibe between us. We had an uncanny way of reading one another’s thoughts. I’d always been on the sensitive side, but this was the first time I’d been around anyone who might have the same thing. I thought he might be aware of it, too.

The restaurant in South Haven was very trendy, and while I wasn’t old enough to drink, I did get a few virgin cocktails and felt very grown up. Brice was a gentleman, and while he was drinking, he didn’t do it to excess. I kept track. His friend introduced me to new people, and I was having a pretty good time. It almost made up for not going to the prom. These people were grown-ups, and I was flattered they seemed to include me.

We left about eleven, and Brice took a meandering route along the lakeshore home. At one point, he pulled off onto a two-track that disappeared into some trees. Is he actually going to try to take me parking? He pulled to one side and turned off the car. It was dark, not even a streetlight glow to see where he was headed. I felt his arm slide behind me and his mouth found mine. He was a good kisser, and I felt myself melting into him.

Brice’s hand began exploring, and I pushed him away. “Brice, I don’t want to do this.”

“Oh, come on. You sure? You taste so sweet.”

I moved his arm from behind me and placed his hand on the wheel. “Take me home and keep to your side of the car. Don’t forget; I’m not eighteen yet.” 

He froze and what little alcohol that had dulled his senses cleared long enough for him to absorb what I was saying. “I’ll back off for now, but once you’re an adult, look out, little lady.”

“I think I’ll have some say in that, Brice. But come back and see me when I grow up.”





Chapter 1 

Mina

 

My parents named me for my Great-Aunt Wilhelmina who had thoughtfully emigrated to the States some sixty years earlier from England. She’d been an imposing woman, although I barely remembered our one-time meeting when I was very young. I remembered an enormous bosom and straight, iron-gray hair was that carefully pinned into a flawless bun above the nape of her neck. She spoke in a staccato pattern, and generally, it came out as an order. Luckily, my personality came from my father’s contribution to family and eventually, they agreed my name was too heavy for a little girl to carry around, so, they shortened it to Mina. I think that evolved more because I refused to spell out the whole name, which gives you a clue as to one aspect of the personality I inherited.

I met Marcy Davidson in the third grade. It was at the time of my life when I discovered I could have a personality of my own and Marcy and I played that to the hilt. I came up with the spontaneous ideas, and she was my generally willing cohort in crime. Sometimes, not so willing, though. 

She had a brother four years her senior. That was Brice, and he was unremarkable at the time, except when he chose to pester us by turning the garden hose on us as we sat down to a tea party, or to set loose a harmless hog-nosed snake he’d brought back from his woodland adventures. As was typical at that time, we both hated him, and I believe he returned the sentiment. At that point in our lives, big brothers were little more than another layer of bossy supervision, and one that couldn’t be trusted. Despite his best efforts, however, we survived.

I left for college during my eighteenth summer. Marcy wanted to come with me, but the local community college seemed a better fit for her. So, she took up a career in medical billing and me, well, I wanted to be a teacher. Six years later, I got my wish when I was hired by the Bretherton Bay Public School system to teach the fourth grade. That allowed me to move back to Bretherton Bay where Marcy and I picked up our friendship again as if it had never been interrupted.

Marcy had gained another friend in my absence—Judith Peters. Jude was a stylist who specialized in dead people. As each of the town’s citizens died, St. Jude, as we called her, was summoned and the recently departed was given probably the best make-over of their life. She was pale and quiet in that gothic way. She was often the anchor we needed to stay out of trouble.

Trouble met me when I rolled out of bed that morning. I had a summer job as a lifeguard for Bretherton Bay’s beach on Lake Michigan. He came in the small, but freckled persona known as Lukey Danvers.

I stood up, my whistle screeching from my mouth as I waved him in. “Lukey! Get back inside the swimming area. You know you can’t go out past the buoys!”

Lukey waved, grinning and stayed where he was. I took a quick look around and once reassured that no one was drowning, started down the ladder from the elevated lifeguard stand. I got as far as sinking my feet into the hot sand when Lukey grinned again and popped inside the buoyed ropes. I gritted my teeth and kept moving toward the water, refusing to let him play his game of cat and mouse. His eyes grew large, and he came closer to the shore. “Sorry, Miss Stewart!” he called out. “I didn’t know I was outside the buoys.” Lukey was charted to be in my class in the fall, and he needed to learn how to toe the line—now.

“Out of the water, Lukey,” I waved him toward the beach. He looked to his mother for help, but she was deep in conversation with the new owner of Murray’s Pizza, Mike Scalia. Her hat brim sat at an alluring angle, and her very divorcé legs were crossed at the knee. She couldn’t have cared less about Lukey. I waved the boy out one last time, and he pouted as he headed for shore.

I climbed the ladder to the lookout, and with Lukey out of the water, the job soon grew boring. The heat of the sun was making me sleepy and I was having second thoughts about taking a job that gave me little freedom and no relief from the glare that reflected off the sand. The idea of a killer tan had been wonderful—until my tube of sunscreen turned out to be empty.

My cell rang. I didn’t recognize the number but answered. “Hello?”

“Hello there, Mina,” said a vaguely familiar voice that I couldn’t place. 

“Hello? Who’s this?”

“I’m down here… look down to the sand just about ten feet to your right. You see me?”

I looked down to see a man in sunglasses waving at me. “I see you are waving, but I can’t place you.”

“It’s David… David Bretherton,” he reminded me, waiting, no doubt, for me to break into a smile of pure joy. I was far less enthusiastic.

“Hello, David, how can I help you?”

His family had founded the town generations before and were easily the wealthiest people we had. The family had a reputation of being very controlling, having their hands in everything political happening in town. David and I had gone to school together, although he was a few years older than me.

“Come on down and visit for a while?” he invited.

I shook my head at him as he sat, pale and burning on the hot sand below. I was enjoying my vantage. “Sorry, can’t. I’m on duty.” I had to toe the line. His family was very influential in town, and I could lose my summer job as well as my teaching job if I wasn’t suitably deferential. They had a way of getting whatever they wanted and making anyone who opposed them miserable.

“Then I’ll come up!” He pushed himself to his feet and headed toward the ladder.

“No! That is, sorry, David, but no one is allowed up here except lifeguard staff.”

“I know how to swim,” he argued.

“I’m sure, but this is my job, and I’m responsible.” That was probably a foreign concept to him, so I tried another tack. “It’s great to see you again, but we’ll have to catch up another time when I’m off duty,” I added, and that seemed to appease him.

“I’ll be in touch,” he said into his phone, waving up at me again, and I wondered how he’d gotten my number. What was the matter with me? He was a Bretherton. He could find out anything he wanted to know. As soon as he hung up, I blocked his number. Oh, did I? Shame on me!





Chapter 2 

Brice

 

“Damn, but you’ve been keeping yourself scarce!” Todd’s words were accusing, but his attitude genial. 

“Did you show up to give me jabs, or talk old times?” I prodded him. I reached over the pub table and held out my hand. “It’s good to see you, Todd.”

“And you, ol’ buddy,” he responded, shaking my hand. “So, what have you been up to?”

The waiter brought us baskets with fries and two famed Shull Brothers Burgers. Seared at 700 degrees and turned only once, a sublime combination of secret spices flavored the meat, locked in at the initial flame. He set down two mugs of the house craft beer and disappeared. Shull Brothers was no burger joint, but a conclave in which the powerful met and transacted business. 

Todd picked up his napkin and tucked it into the neckline of his shirt, anticipating the juices he knew would flow once he bit into the fabled burger. 

“You hungry?” I asked, amused as Todd’s attention focused on the pleasure before him.

“Better believe it.” He bit down, closed his eyes as he savored the taste and let the juices stream down his chin, stopping them with the napkin just before they dropped onto his light blue Polo shirt. Two more bites followed by a healthy swig of the beer and then he sat back to let the food settle. “So, what have you been up to?”

“Is that really what you’re asking?” I chose to be the observer. 

“Actually, there isn’t a lot for me to ask. I mean, let’s look at who you are.”

“What do you mean?” I had a sense he was here to make a point.

“Okay, let’s begin with the fact that you’re brilliant. What did you do, finish your bachelor’s in three years and med school in another three?”

“So…?”

“Then we sat in that lousy bar and threw in our last two dollars for a damned lottery ticket, and what did you do? Won almost a billion dollars? The luck of the draw? C’mon, Brice, face it. You’ve got the golden touch, my boy. Now, here you are, a smart, wealthy, good-looking doctor. Where do you go from here?”

“What makes me think you’re going to tell me?” I took another bite and sat back, waiting for Todd to pitch me. The burger was delicious, but I drew the line at three bites. A nearby table where a woman in a business suit was delicately picking through a salad drew my eyes. The salad looked good, and I wished I’d chosen likewise. I was thinking like a doctor.

Todd was at the top of the crescendo, wiping his mouth with the napkin and pulling it from his neck. He cleared his throat and out came the pitch. “How would you like to be part owner of a residential construction company?”

Bang! There it was. I knew it was coming and even though Todd was probably my best friend, it still stung. He was the only person on the planet, except the IRS and the people at the lottery commission, oh yes, and my lawyer, who knew about the win. Todd and I had each bought a ticket, and it could have just as easily been him who won. The tickets were side by side. But, it wasn’t Todd, it was me, and maybe he was right about my having a little better luck than average, but it was my potential of which I was most proud. 

“What do you know about the construction of anything?” I mocked him a little. After all, I couldn’t give in that easily. It would take the thrill of the kill out of asking me, and Todd was all about challenges. 

“More than you might think. But, that doesn’t matter because we hire the knowledge.”

“We?”

“Well, sure. Who did you think was going to be your partner?”

I chuckled. “I see what I’m putting in. What are you contributing?”

“Hey, Brice, don’t give me shit, okay? Yeah, you put in the money, and I put in the work. It’s an equitable arrangement.”

“And just how much will this equity cost me?”

“Less than what you think. A little office, a little equipment, some startup capital for salaries and with my salesmanship, we’ll be rolling in it in no time.”

My eyebrows raised at that.

“Okay,” he jumped in to argue with my expression, “so you’re already rolling in it, but that doesn’t mean that there isn’t an upside in this for you.”

“Upside? More to take up all the free time I have?” I motioned to the waiter to bring me another beer. It was definitely a two-beer conversation.

“Hey, since you came into your luck, we’ll call it, you’ve been talking about helping people. So, I got to thinking about your idea. Let’s start here, right here in Bretherton, building low cost, but a little more comfortable housing for seniors, right on the lakeshore? We’ll learn the ropes and then move on from there. What do you say?”

“Todd, answer a question for me. What happened to your job at the investment firm?”

At least he had the grace to flush. “Was the wrong fit for me.”

That had been the story of his life. That said, Todd was like a brother to me, and he was right, I did want to do something to improve lives and why not in my hometown? I stuck out my hand. “Let’s see if this fits a little better,” I said as he reached out and shook it.

“No shit?”

I nodded. “No shit. Now, get the numbers together and email them to me. I’ll look them over, but right now, I have to get to work.”

“Work? I didn’t know you’d already opened a practice here.”

“Haven’t. I’m on staff at Bretherton Bay General, in the ER.”

“Wow! All that drama? You like that?”

I stood up, throwing a bill onto the table to cover the check and laid my napkin next to the plate. “You said it yourself. I like helping people,” I said, and he nodded as the double entendre sank in.

“Thanks, Brice.”

“Don’t mention it. And, while we’re on the subject, I mean that. Don’t mention to anyone that I’m your partner; you got that? I’ll work with you through my business manager, Pete Conner.”

“You never told anyone?”

“Nope. Just you and I might tell Marcy, but that’s it.”

“I get it. No sweat. I’ll get those numbers together and over to you.”

I saluted him and left the restaurant, relieved to leave behind the heavy odors of beef and grease. I craved the clean, light air on the lake and decided right then and there to build a combination clinic with some personal quarters in the middle of whatever senior development Todd came up with on the shore. I’d be accessible, and the surroundings would be therapeutic. Maybe Todd was taking one of my ideas seriously, for once.





Chapter 3

Mina

 

I was feeling a little out of sorts. It had been a long and very hot day and I hadn’t slept well the night before. Even though my little cottage had a window air-conditioner, it could use better insulation to keep the cool in and the heat out. 

I was the proud owner of what used to be Aunt Wilhelmina’s summer cottage. It was a tidy, but very small, two-bedroom, year-round home that sat on a bluff overlooking the lake. It had the fabled white-picket fence and rose arbor, but it was barely big enough for just me. I wanted to marry and someday have children, but it was certain we wouldn’t be living in Rose Arbor, as the cottage was named.

It was the beginning of tourist season, and even with the breezes off the lake, the forecasters predicted highs in the upper 90s. The tourists loved it, but me, not so much. Granted, I would take the 90s over a frigid day with a stiff wind. But then again, maybe it was more about my mood and less about the weather.

I was looking forward to an evening at home, a pint of chocolate chip ice cream and an old movie. Since Rose Arbor sat on the water side of the dune, the cellular reception was exceedingly poor. That was the good news. It meant that I got fewer calls in the evening hours. The bad news was that I often was cut off from the world unless I climbed into my little red Focus and drove around to the other side of the dune.

My cell began buzzing. Before I could get to it, it stopped. I waited for voicemail or even the caller ID, but there was none. I decided to ignore it and headed for the freezer to pull out the ice cream. Naturally, that’s when the phone buzzed again and naturally; I didn’t get to it again. Then I knew I was in a mess. I would lie awake all night wondering who it was who was trying to reach me. It was critical that I get within range quickly so the caller would not give up and go away. Grabbing my keys, I ran out to my car, started it quickly and threw it into gear. The tourists littered the roadway with rented bicycles, pointing and gawking at the lake, so it was difficult to navigate around to the far side of the dune. I managed it and pulled into someone’s driveway, the No Trespassing sign clearly visible. During the tourist season, residents went into hibernation, much like movie stars hide from the paparazzi. Sure enough, my phone buzzed a third time, but this time I caught it.

“Hello?”

“Mina? Is that you?”

I bit my tongue and managed not to point out that since I lived alone, there was no one else who could be answering my phone. “Yes.” I waited. It had better be good.

“This is David.”

“David?” My mind was racing, mentally tallying all the David’s I knew. Then I remembered. It was David Brotherton, the short-statured head of local society. I thought I’d blocked him? “Oh, yes, how are you?”

“I was hoping we might get together and talk about that.”

Inwardly I groaned, not only at the idea of substituting my desired date with chocolate chip ice cream for a boring chat with David, but I didn’t want to see him at all—ever. Fates being as they were, however, David sat on the school board and was therefore technically my boss. As much as I wanted to throw my phone out the window, I chose instead to mentally berate myself for racing around the dune but managed to speak civilly. “You know, David, this really isn’t a good night. I’ve had a long day, and I’m bushed.”

“I’ll bring you a bottle of wine and a rub your feet for you. How would that be?”

I tried to decide whether he was being friendly, or friendly and decided neither one was the preferred option. “Can I take a rain check on that?”

“How about tomorrow evening?”

I struggled for an excuse, but in a small town your whereabouts were tracked, and I knew I was out of luck. “Why don’t I meet you at Coffee Grounds about nine tomorrow morning? I don’t have to be to work until noon.” I didn’t want him in my cottage. I didn’t want him becoming that familiar.

“Well, I suppose we can, but wouldn’t it be easier to talk at your place? Or, you can come over to my house.” He left the suggestion dangling there, much like Marie Antoinette’s overhead guillotine.

“The Coffee Grounds at nine. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I tapped off on the phone before he could get me to agree to anything else. I drove the long way home, staring at the tourists much like they stared at the lake. From time to time, a couple would venture into my piece of the beach. Technically speaking, it wasn’t my beach, it was open to the public. That said, most intelligent people would recognize that if the house is on the beach, the sand between it and the water is probably rather proprietary. It really wasn’t so bad that they came to sit in the sand; it was when they knocked on the door and asked to use my bathroom that I drew the line.

I eventually made my way home through the drifting tourists. I could almost taste that ice cream, and I still had three or four groups of strangers to get through. Finally, I pulled up to my cottage and found a young boy sitting on my step. “Little boy? Are you lost?”

He didn’t answer but looked up at me with tears streaming down his cheeks. My heart broke and as much as I wanted to cuddle him, society had become funny about things like that and I resisted the temptation. I wanted to have a little boy just like him one day. “What’s your name?”

“Stevie,” he said.

“Stevie, do you know your last name?”

“Don’t.”

“Don’t, what?” I asked, puzzled.

“My name is Stevie Don’t.”

I laughed aloud. I could only imagine what Stevie’s mother went through each day. “Well, I’ll just call you Stevie for now. Can you tell me what your mother’s name is?”

“Mom.”

I was an idiot. What was I doing in teaching? “Good. Stevie, you sit right there, and I’m going to call someone who will help you find your mom.”

I lifted my phone and cell that naturally, had no signal there. Now I was in a mess. I couldn’t put Stevie in my car to drive around to the far side of the dune because that could be considered kidnapping. I couldn’t leave him where he was sitting because that could be considered abandonment. My mind reeled with indecision. That was when fate stepped in.

A man was walking toward the cottage but at a rapid pace. I could tell he wasn’t a tourist; he was in jogging shorts and a pair of sunglasses. I called to him. “Excuse me…”

His head swiveled slightly to look in my direction and his pace slowed to a walk. “Oh, my God, Mina, is that you?”

Now, what had I gotten myself into? I hesitated before I answered and, in that space, he pulled off his sunglasses and spoke first. “It’s me, Brice. You remember, the senior prom?”

“No way. That can’t be you!”

“Why not?”

“Well, you don’t look like a nerd, for one thing. And you're friendly, for a second thing.”

“Was I that bad?”

“I thought so.”

“Sorry, but I was probably a pretty big jerk to you. I don’t blame you for not remembering me. Imagine running into you like this, excuse the pun.”

“Brice it’s good to see you. I just came home and found this young man sitting on my step. He tells me his name is Stevie, but we don’t seem to have a handle on his last name, and so far, his mother’s name is Mom. I don’t have a phone signal from here, and I couldn’t leave him behind while I drove to find one. I wonder if you have your phone on you?”

He reached into his pocket and pulled it out, shaking his head. “No signal for me, either.”

“I see that you are out for a run. Could you keep an eye on your phone and when you get a signal, call Officer Dutton downtown for me? He generally handles the missing person cases. Tell him I live in Rose Arbor, he’ll know me. In the meantime, I’ll sit right here with Stevie and wait.”

“Sure, no problem. Why don’t you give me your phone number so that he can reach you?”

I gave him my number before it occurred to me that the officer couldn’t reach me when I had no signal, so I knew it was Brice’s way of extracting information for a future date. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that but given the fact that I was scheduled to have coffee with David the next morning, there wasn’t much Brice could do that would be worse.

He nodded his thanks and trotted off, weaving in and out of the clusters of tourists as he went. With one eye on Stevie, I went inside and got him a cold drink and then sat on the step next to him waiting for someone to arrive. Officer Dutton pulled up shortly after that. He went through the same questions I had with Stevie and laughed at the same point that I had. It was okay for Stevie to ride in his car, so the pair left promptly in search of Stevie’s mom.

I went inside and eyeballed the freezer door. Brice had looked good, really good. Maybe it was a good night to skip the ice cream. Instead, I headed for the shower and turned on the small portable TV in my bedroom. 

An hour or so later I was startled awake. The TV was still on, but the movie had finished, and the screen was just showing the DVD menu. Then came the knocking on the door again. Oh, geez. Not another one. I tried to ignore it, but a few seconds later, the knocking came again. It was sundown, and I was having trouble orienting myself to the time of day. I made my way to the door and opened it.

There stood Brice. “Hi. It looks like I woke you up. Sorry, just stopped by on my way back to make sure you found a home for Stevie.”

My mouth dropped open. Brice had removed his sunglasses and now stood close before me. He had changed so much from the skinny bully I remembered. I’d failed to notice a lot when he’d been standing at the end of the drive earlier. I missed the fact that his shirtless body was firmly muscled and tanned, a scheme of subtle, mythical tattoos applied across his chest. His eyes, no longer squinting with mischief, were a deep mahogany brown and with a start, I realized that he and Marcy had the same beautiful eyes.

“Still half asleep?”

I was startled by the deep resonance of his manly voice. There was no nasal whine of a brat who threatened to set loose a snake on me, but a sonorous bass that matched the size of his Adam’s apple. I wondered briefly if what they said about a man with a bulging Adam’s apple also was master of an over-sized bulge between his legs. I heard him chuckle. 

“I’m sorry. Yes, still half-asleep. It’s been a long day, and I was watching a movie and fell asleep.”

His gorgeous eyes took on a look of mirth. “Must have been a good one.”

 “Listen, come in. I’ll make us a cup of coffee, and we can catch up a little,” I said as I stood back and held the door open to him. He looked doubtful for a moment and then seemed to make his mind up with a nod as he brushed past me to come in. As his arm grazed my unbound breasts beneath my sleep shirt, my nipples sprang to life, and I hurriedly looked around for something with which to cover up. I remembered that Marcy had told me he’d become a doctor, but to me, he was still Brice in the back seat of his uncle’s car. Somehow, the thought of him touching my nipples now carried much less alarm and far more allure.

This is Marcy’s brother, you idiot! Remember that!

Brice stood there, looking around. “Go on, have a seat.” I motioned to the sofa. “I’ll make us some coffee.”

“You wouldn’t have something cold, would you?”

I thought for a moment. “Only iced water.”

“Perfect.”

“Coming right up!”

We settled in the cramped living room that I preferred to think of as charming. Brice’s long legs muscled and tanned from his jogging, spread into the empty floor space between us. I was sitting opposite him in a rather small wicker chair, which put me at eye level with his, well, crotch. There! I’d let myself think the word, and even as I did it, chills went down the small of my back into my own… crotch. The difference was, his legs were splayed wide open, while mine were tightly clenched because I wasn’t wearing any panties beneath my sleep shirt. Without thinking, I leaped to my feet and had to step over his extended legs so that I could raise a window. It was suddenly very hot in the room. I took a deep breath of the lake breeze and turned around. Brice was staring at my legs, his mouth barely open. I realized then that I’d leaned forward to push the window up and that had the effect of raising the back of my sleep shirt. I recognized lust on his face and knew I’d just exposed my buns. He likely thought I’d done it on purpose. Who knows? Maybe subconsciously, I had.

“So,” I began, sitting back in the chair and keeping my knees locked together. “Marcy tells me you’re a doctor now?” I knew the words sounded lame as soon as they left my mouth. He probably thought that I was like all the other girls who wanted to marry doctors. I stumbled on in my race to be the world’s biggest fool. “Not that it’s anything to be ashamed of…” I finished lamely.

“Ashamed of? I don’t understand.”

“No, neither do I, Brice. I’m sorry. I must still be hung over from sleeping, and then, well, it’s hot in here and…” I heard myself lumber on in awkward excuses that made no sense whatsoever. I decided it would be better if I kept my mouth shut.

Thank God Brice was more self-possessed than I. “To answer your question, yes, I am. That’s why I came back to Bretherton Bay, to set up a practice. But,” he took a few deep gulps of the water, and I found myself fascinated by that huge Adam’s apple, bobbing as he swallowed. “…before I set up a practice, I’d like to just roll up my sleeves and get back into the community, so I’ve accepted a staff position at Bretherton Bay General, in the ER.”

“Oh, how nice,” I tried and immediately retraced those verbal steps. “I mean, not nice that people need to come to the ER, but nice that you’ve come back home to practice. Why is it that they call it a practice, anyway?” Well, that did it. With those thought-provoking, idiotic words I’d officially become the world’s biggest fool. 

Brice’s dark eyes twinkled at the spectacle of my obvious discomfort. “I remember,” he said in a softer, familiar tone.

I looked across the small space directly into those eyes. “Remember?” I could feel a flush rising in my cheeks as I anticipated what he was about to say.

“I think you know. You told me one time, in the car my uncle lent me, to come back when you grew up, as I recall.”

I knew I had that deer in the headlights look at that moment.

He chuckled a sexy sound from deep in that marvelous throat and then uttered the words that would keep me awake most of the rest of the night. “I’m glad I waited, it was worth it.” His eyes sank to my crotch, and I felt flames engulfing everything about me that was feminine. Suddenly, he lunged to his feet, and I nearly toppled over as the aura of his body stretched to its full height—surely six-foot-three or more. He held his hand out toward me, and I reached upward, thinking he meant to shake my hand. Instead, he pulled me to a stand and without letting go of my hand, pulled me smoothly toward him until my erect nipples strained through the fabric of my sleep shirt to touch his bare chest. He lowered his head and pulled me into the deepest, most sensual kiss I’d ever shared. When he let me go, I stumbled, and his arm snaked out to steady me. “Woah, you okay?”

True to form I answered, “Did they teach you how to do that in medical school?”

He grinned, his white teeth contrasting with the depth of his tan. “You’d be surprised what I learned how to do,” he whispered and then he turned and within a few steps, was out my door and into the night. I swayed, gripping the back of the sofa for balance before moving to close the door behind him. I floated back to my bed and tried to sleep. Mahogany brown eyes and the implication of a huge Adam’s apple kept me awake. 





Chapter 4

Brice

 

The sun streamed through the apartment window, muted slightly by the sheer curtain that ruffled in the lake breeze. I stretched and then sat up to begin the full set of stretches I did each morning. My mind was already alert and playing hell with me.

I felt a little guilty. I’d let Mina believe that our meeting had been accidental. In truth, Marcy had let it drop, oh, so casually, that Mina was living in her great-aunt’s cottage. Marcy, the mischievous, was transparent as hell, not that I was complaining. 

I saw her standing on that step, the little boy next to her and for a split second, it was like a mirage. I never let on to Marcy, but Mina had been continually in the back of my mind since that night we went out. She’d been so right with her little smart-ass comment about waiting for her to grow up. Waiting made the goal all the richer. Jesus, then when she’d reached over me to put up the window, all innocent and not realizing those twin cheeks of hers came peeking out at me I’d instantly gone hard, and part of the reason I kissed her was to see if she’d noticed. Okay, so I’ll admit, a part of me wanted to end up in her little bedroom. I’m human.

Mina was different. She was unreachable; the girl all the guys whispered about conquering. Every so often one of the idiots would claim that he’d had her and the other guys would knock the shit of him, just because her reputation had to remain clean. She was like Betty Grable; the pin-up girl for WWII soldiers. It gave them someone to fight for. 

My thoughts drifted back to her sweet cheeks, and I was growing hard again, just imagining what it would be like to feel those in my hands. Damn! I wanted to split her legs wide, pull her feet around my neck by grabbing that smooth, tight ass and opening her wide to explore with my tongue.

I was making myself fucking miserable with my thoughts. Restless and aroused, I piled into my car. The upholstery was already searing, which meant the day could only get worse. I’d rented a small apartment over the top of one of the gift shops that catered to the tourists. It was temporary until I decided what to do and now, I was considering building quarters in the development Todd had proposed. Over the years I’d only made quick stops home with the parents for holidays, so I decided to take a tour around and reacquaint myself with my hometown.

Bretherton Bay wore her tourism like a new set of Easter clothing. Extended canopies and colorful tables with chairs appeared on sidewalks outside restaurants, bike rental shops sprang up in converted gas stations, and in general, the town put on its visual best. That made it fun for the guests, but a little miserable for the residents. They tended to hibernate to avoid the traffic, blatant commercialism and summer residents from Chicago.  Tourists came to escape the heat and often violent, dreary landscape of their urban lives. 

I turned the corner from Washington onto Lakeside and saw a man washing a car in his drive. It wasn’t just any car; it was the same make and color of my uncle’s car, the one he’d lent me that night with Mina. I saw a square of orange lying on the grass next to the drive and realized he was polishing it up for sale. The sign was lettered and waiting. I guided my car to the curb and got out, ambling toward him casually so he wouldn’t get alarmed. It was how people walked in summertime Bretherton Bay. 

“Hello there!” I called to him in a voice loud enough to top the sound of spraying water. He looked up and nodded. I pointed to the For Sale sign lying in the grass. “You selling that car?”

He released the handle on the hose sprayer, and it was suddenly silent. “Sure am. It’s a good car, I just don’t need it. Belonged to the wife’s aunt who passed last year.”

“Mind if I take a look?”

He shook his head and beckoned me closer. “Nah, look all you like. I’ll be right back; the key is inside.” While he was gone, I opened the door and saw that the interior was the exact color and it had the same bench seat as the old blue Chevy. It was a déjà vu experience. I didn’t get in; not because I didn’t want to, but because I knew I’d get hard as hell again and the guy selling it would think I was a pervert. I had to be conscious of my reputation in town—a concept new to the previous version of Brice Davidson.

“Does it run?” I asked, only because that was an acceptable and expected question when buying a car that age.

“Sure does,” he answered, sliding behind the wheel and starting it up. It purred without unusual noises or fluids spurting out from beneath the hood. It would do. I’d take care of whatever needed repair. I retrieved the sign from the lawn, noting the price. “I can work with you on that a little,” he offered before I said another word.

“Nope. It’s a fair price. Anyway, I know where you live,” I said, winking and holding out my hand. “Brice Davidson,” I introduced myself. 

His brow raised. “You aren’t the new doctor, are you? The kid made good I keep hearing about?”

I laughed. “The same, or at least I hope so. I’ll take the car. Think I can come by later with a buddy to drive it home?”

“No problem,” he said, holding out the key. “Let me get the title.” 

I pulled out my checkbook from my glovebox and made it out for the amount requested. The man came back, the title in hand. “You can make it out to yourself, or whomever,” I offered, holding the check out to him.

He looked it over and nodded, reaching into his shirt pocket for a pen. Using the rag in his back pocket to dry a spot on the damp car, he signed the title over and handed it to me.

“Sure you don’t want to wait until the check clears?” I offered.

“Nope. I know where you live,” he smiled, and we shook hands. I hung out a little longer at the curb, memories creeping back to mind. My uncle had been like another dad to me; maybe because he had no children of his own. He’d lent me the car often, and it always came with a full tank of gas. I wished he was still alive so that I could have driven it over to his house. He’d died while I was in med school; liver cancer. I couldn’t have helped him even if I’d been licensed. He’d delayed seeking help after his diagnosis.

I decided to celebrate with a good cup of java and drove back to my parking space outside of my apartment and went on foot. Coffee Grounds was the most popular café in town for people who knew good coffee and didn’t need the brand name on their Styrofoam cup. I picked up a newspaper from the stand outside its door and pushed inside to the cool interior and the scent of rich coffee beans and fresh baked goods. It had always been one of my favorite places, and I’d missed it while I was in school. 

I put in my order and stood to one side waiting and reading the front page. I heard a familiar voice behind me and did a half turn.

It was Mina. She was at a table with a small coffee in front of her and a man across from her whose back was to me. She was sitting on her hands, a gesture of discomfort and desire to be gone. Instantly, I went on alert, not feeling right about the picture before me.

“Sir?”

I turned to see the barista holding out my coffee. As I removed it from his hand, I leaned toward him over the counter and asked in a low voice, “Do you know Mina Stewart?”

The barista nodded and pointed in her direction.

“You know who that is she’s sitting with?”

The young man nodded again and said in a low voice, “That’s David Bretherton.”

I handed him a heavy tip as I paid for my coffee. I decided to take the stool at the counter, keeping my back toward them. I would hang around until I knew that everything was on the up and up. I remembered David as the rich kid who’d made my life hell. You were either in his circle, or you were nobody, and everybody let you know it. My folks never had anywhere near the kind of money his did. I had to work for everything I had. He was content with sailing through life on everything his parents gave him, particularly his status. I never liked him, it was that simple, or at least that’s what I told myself. In all honesty, I had to admit that seeing Mina with him wasn’t sitting well. As I sipped my coffee and pretended to read the paper, I ran a dozen scenarios through my mind that could explain their meeting. I knew he had his dad’s influence in town. Was it possible Mina was somehow under his supervision? Did she owe him something? The best explanation I could come up with was that she was dating him, and that seemed impossible. Other than the fact he had a lot of money, there was nothing about him that was attractive. She could do much better than him. Anyway, she’d never been about the money; she was about the sparks that made life worth living.

I kept my head low, tucked between my shoulder blades and pretended to be absorbed in the stories on the counter before me. Like radar, I managed to note conversations around the room and zoned in on theirs. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but her pitch was a little too high, a little too out of character for her. No matter the excuse I could come up with, I knew her too well. She was very uncomfortable. I considered walking over to their table, greeting her like a long-lost friend and pulling up a companion chair. I realized that if she could have escaped the meeting that easily, she would’ve already done so. It was that asshole, Bretherton. Somehow, he was in the power chair, and I didn’t like it at all.

 I was at the point of interfering when I heard the pitch of her voice change. It had turned sing-song, as people’s will when they’re wrapping up a conversation. I was glad that I’d waited, and I chose that moment to slide off my stool and out the door. I waited just around the corner, far enough away that I could see the entrance to Coffee Grounds. Sure enough, a few moments later Mina emerged, David coming out behind her. He exited first and didn’t hold the door for her, it almost slammed her in the face. What an ass!

Mina headed off in the direction of the lake. I assumed she was going to work. Bretherton stood on the sidewalk, watching her as she walked away. Then, in full view of the world, I watched in disgust as his hand lowered and he momentarily fondled himself. My world turned black with hate. 





Chapter 5

Mina

 

Just as I’d expected, it was another roaster of a day. I felt a little sick at my stomach. I told myself it was the heat, but in truth, it was the residue of David Bretherton that clung to me; like the sweat and bitter taste of the fading stomach flu. 

I turned the corner around the dune, so my cottage came into view. There was a car in my drive, and I had a déjà vu flashback as I recognized the blue Chevy. I pulled up to the curb and got out. Brice appeared from the car and walked toward me, a smile beaming from his handsome face. What the heck?

“You like?”

“Where on earth did you find it? I’d figured it found its way to a scrapyard years ago.”

His arms went outward in apology. “It’s not the same car, but one just like it. I wondered if you’d remember.”

“How could I forget?” The words flew out of my mouth, and I realized I’d just admitted so much in four words. I knew I blushed, but I think my tan covered it.

“Hey, how about getting in and let’s go get something to eat?”

My mouth went dry. I felt like heck—hot and sickish. On the other hand, the thought of spending an evening with Brice was the most potent medicine I could imagine. “Gee, that sounds good, Brice, but I’m not sure I’m up to it.”

“Why not? Are you sick?”

“No, nothing that dramatic. It’s just been a long day, really hot, and I think it got to me.”

He came toward me and put a hand to my forehead. “You’re a little flushed, but that’s probably the sun. Just ride with me, and if you feel worse, I’ll bring you right back.”

I looked down at my rumpled clothing, and suddenly, my hair felt like a matted wig. 

“I promise,” he urged me. “Doctor’s orders.”

I had to laugh at that and decided if I was coming down with something, who better to have in charge? I nodded. “Okay, give me five minutes to change clothes and splash some cold water on my face. I’ll be right out.”

I felt like one of those shoppers given one cart and allowed thirty seconds to pile in as much as they could for free. I tore through my small closet, whipping out options onto the bed. I finally settled on a pale blue sundress with spaghetti straps. I had some new white sandals that would work with it. I started at my face in the bathroom mirror, rivulets of cold water dripping off my burned nose. I looked like shit. Well, if anyone knew me well enough to know I wasn’t at my best, it was Brice. I quickly brushed my teeth, applied a little mascara and grabbed a small white woven clutch, quickly throwing in my keys, wallet and a wad of tissues.

I slid onto the wide bench seat as Brice held the door for me. I felt like I’d stepped back in time and when he climbed in and patted the space next to him, I slid over against him. He smelled great and there was a male energy that emanated from his muscled arm. I felt much better almost immediately.

We drove around town a while and then down the lakeshore on the far side of the pier where the tourists seldom went. The shore there held an assortment of small lakeside industries and the area was in a downturn. The industrial atmosphere had sullied the real estate values.

“A shame,” I murmured, the wind from the open windows buffeting my hair around my face. Brice’s hand had moved to my knee but went no further. Dang it! I couldn’t believe my own thoughts. The Brice of yesteryear had transformed.

“It wasn’t this bad when we were kids,” he commented, driving slowly as he studied the decay. “You know, Marcy and I lived here when we were really young. My dad worked for one of the barge companies and we lived right down there on the water. I don’t see the house anymore, guess it’s been torn down and made a part of those businesses.”

“Marcy never mentioned it.”

“Probably not something she wants people to know. She was always a little more sensitive about reputations.”

“Are you?” I put the question to him in honesty and sudden realization.

“Me? Hell, no. Never have cared what anyone thought about me.”

“Know what? I don’t believe you.”

His eyes darted to my face in a sidelong look. “What makes you say that?”

I shrugged and looked out the windshield, avoiding his eyes—those deep brown eyes that could melt me in about three seconds. “I guess you’ve always struck me as being a little deeper than most guys. But, you covered it up because they’d pick on you and it would ruin your bully reputation.”

“My what? What did you call it? Bully reputation?”

There was humor in his voice, but I also heard the self-protectiveness. For that one moment, he had reverted into the young boy I used to know.

“See? I got under your skin, didn’t I?”

Shaking his head, “No, not hardly.”

“Listen to yourself? I’m still under your skin.”

His mouth opened as if he were about to slay me with a quick quip but thought about it and changed his mind. “So, I take it you don’t like bullies? Is that why you pushed me away years ago?”

“Ah, now that’s not entirely fair. If you remember, you were older than me and that made me jailbait.”

He was thoughtful. “True.”

“You also had plans and didn’t need me and my small-town dreams spoiling them.”

“You think you had that kind of power over me?” His voice taunted me.

“Still do,” I said with bravado.

He didn’t answer, but his hand slid a little higher on my knee.

We drove in silence and eventually were downtown, where he turned down an alley and pulled into a private parking place at the back of one of the stores. “Where are we?”

“I know you know the store, but I think what you’re asking is why we’re here. I live up there,” he pointed. “In the apartment over the shop.”

“Really? Why not stay with your folks?”

“Oh, c’mon, Mina, don’t be coy. I’m a little old and a little too professional to be living under my dad’s roof. No, this is just a stopping-off place until I figure out my permanent plans. In the meantime, hey, I’m in the center of the action. I get to smell hotdogs and gyros late into the night and if I lean way out and cock my head, I can see the harbor.”

“Good point. I’m jealous,” I quipped.

“Really?”

“Nope. Just being polite.”

“Well, I’ll just have you know that I happen to have rooftop privileges and there’s a pair of lawn chairs and a grill up there waiting for us. Steaks and baked potatoes?”

“On the roof?”

“Well, that’s the general idea. We can sit up there and spy on all the drunken tourists as they stumble from the bars. I mean, that’s an offer that’s hard to refuse, isn’t it?” He grinned at me.

“You have a point. Okay, you twisted my arm, let’s go.” He held out his hand and escorted me up the narrow staircase against the back of the building. He pulled out his keyring and we were inside.

Inside the rooms were surprisingly large and had high ceilings with deep windows. He was right. I could smell the green peppers grilled with the gyros from the street vendor, even at that lofty altitude. His furniture was simple and sparse; an anti-gravity chair, medium-ish flat screen, a small kitchenette and I guessed his bedroom and bath were through the doorway, but the doors were closed.

“Nice place,” I offered, but it sounded a little snotty.

“Bigger than yours,” he quipped, and I laughed.

“You have a point.” Who was I to argue size? I hoped he was huge. Mentally, I slapped myself across the cheek. Why was it every time I came near him, all I could think about was sex? That didn’t say much for my fourth-grade teacher ethics.

“So, how about something to drink?”

“Sure, whatever you have.”

“I think this calls for a little wine,” he said, pulling a bottle from a rack built in beneath the cupboard. He fished around in a drawer for a corkscrew and was soon pouring the tart, fruity liquid into a pair of goblets. He handed me one and we each took a sip.

“Mmm, that’s good,” I said, trying to be a good guest. In all honesty, I wasn’t fond of alcohol, but sometimes when simple little just to be polite.

“You don’t drink do you?” he asked, watching my expression.

I shook my head. “Not really.”

“Good. Neither do I,” he said, reaching for my goblet and pouring the wine into the sink. He propped open the door of the fridge and handed me a bottle of iced water.

“Thanks,” I grinned with a nod.

“Now then,” he began, opening his fridge again and pulling out two steaks and a pair of baking potatoes. “I’m going to head up onto the roof and light the grill and be right back.”

“Can I help with something?”

He nodded and pointed to the fridge. “You’ll find some things to make a salad in there. If you want to do that, that would be great.” Before he went up to the roof, he placed the potatoes in the microwave and punched buttons until the turntable began rotating and the fan made a whirring noise. He looked at me and shrugged, “Not exactly a chef’s kitchen, but it gets the job done.” He smiled suddenly and leaned forward, planting a kiss on my cheek. He took a second look at me, then reached back into the drawer and pulled out a box of kitchen matches before heading out a small door that I assumed led to an outdoor staircase for the roof.

I smiled with the domestic contentment of a woman who feels at home in her man’s domain. Okay, so maybe it was a little preliminary, but a girl could dream. I busied myself making the salads, leaving the cupboard doors open a little longer than necessary so I could quickly spy and see how he lived. I was ashamed of myself but excused my behavior by telling myself it paid to be alert. I opened drawers, looking for a knife but instead, found his junk drawer. My fingertip, all on its own, I swear, went into the drawer and casually pushed a few things aside so I could get a better look.

“Spying, are we?” I was so intent on my actions that he’d sneaked in behind me. I jerked my finger back as though it had been burned and with a deep flush of embarrassment I turned to look at him.

“I could tell you that I was looking for a knife because I really was, but it wouldn’t be the whole truth. I found your junk drawer and was curious.”

He gave a little half-shrug and looked away from me, heading toward the steaks he laid on the counter. “If there’s something you’d like to know, feel free to ask or, in your case, have a look around.”

I was mortified. It wasn’t at all what it seemed, or at least I wanted to believe that. I felt really trashy. “Brice, I’m sorry. I should never have done that.”

He whirled to look at me, his face stern for a few moments which made my heart sink. In the next breath, he broke into a wide grin. “Caught you and now you’re embarrassed, aren’t you? Well, don’t worry. I’d do the same thing if you left me on my own in your kitchen, I guess. And since we're on the topic of transparency, I saw you with your companion this morning.”

Companion? Who was he referring to? All the people on the beach? That’s when it hit me. “Should I guess that you were getting coffee?”

He nodded solemnly. “I couldn’t help but hear the tone of your conversation, I wasn’t sitting that far away. I didn’t listen to what you said, but how you said it and, you didn’t sound as though you were having a good time.”

I shook my head. “No, you’re right. I would’ve rather been a hundred other places, even here, but he’s on the school board and I didn’t have a choice.”

“Even here? What’s that mean?”

“Crap! That didn’t sound very good, did it? I only meant that well damn! I’m just going to say it outright. The last time I saw you, back when I was still in high school, you were really a jerk to me. Maybe I had it coming, and maybe I didn’t. The point is, you’ve changed. The jerk grew up.”

“Why, thank you. I think.”

“I feel like I’m digging a hole for myself. First of all, that was a compliment. I don’t happen to like jerks, especially when I work for them,” I said, referring to David. “I don’t think you’re a jerk anymore and as a matter of fact, I’m enjoying, well, all this,” I said, motioning to the room around us. “So, when I said I’d rather be even here, I meant that I would rather have been here than there. In both situations, I’m in the company of a guy and not in my home territory, you understand? It always makes a girl a little nervous.”

“Are you nervous being here?”

“I’m making a real mess of this, aren’t I?”

He nodded without saying anything. He turned back to the counter and the plate with the steaks he was seasoning. “How do you like yours?”

“My what?”

He turned back toward me, put the seasoning shaker down with a thump and closed the space between us. His hand came up to cradle my chin and his arm went around to the space between my shoulder blades. His eyes impaled mine and then he bent to kiss me, not just once, but a hundred delicious kisses all packed into a full half minute. My knees buckled, and I was glad to have the counter behind me.

“Wow,” I said smoothly when he finally broke away. “Where did you learn to kiss like that?”

He didn’t answer but pulled me back against his chest and began kissing my entire face, beginning with my forehead, down to my earlobes and over my throat before stopping once again on my lips. To use an old-timey phrase, I swooned. I turned to mush on the spot. All my resolve, all my caution, all my traditional morals went right into a pile on the floor. 

Still stunned by his powerful energy, I barely noticed that he lifted me in his arms and we were now through that mysterious door and into what turned out to be his bedroom. I could smell his aftershave as he laid me on the pillows, sitting next to me as a doctor would a patient. His fingers slid along my arms, causing goosebumps to rise on my skin. When he reached the spaghetti straps of my sundress, one short tug on each and I was totally vulnerable. His hands went to the corners of the dress apron and with excruciating slowness, he peeled down my top until I was naked from the waist up. His eyes traveled over my upper tummy and then crept to my breasts, his hands moving to caress my nipples. He bent low and took one in his mouth, breaking away only long enough to kiss me before he returned to his objective. My nipples were hard, and I felt myself arching upward, reaching for his mouth. He began sucking on me and at the same time, I felt his hand beneath my skirt, slowly sliding up and to his great surprise, finding nothing there but bare skin.

He drew in his breath, and then whipped the skirt completely upward, pushing my knees apart so he could study me. My mouth opened to object, but he covered it with his own and somewhere along the way, I forgot what I was going to say. In a flurry of mindless need, our clothes found their way to the floor and the arm of a side chair and he was stretched over the top of me, naked and bronzed from head to toe. I let my eyes follow down and yes, the stories about the Adam’s apple were absolutely true. He was magnificent. His hands were traveling over the length of me, touching spots I never knew were triggers. He was right, he did know things, and now I was lucky enough to feel them.

“I want you,” he rasped.

God help me, but I couldn’t do anything, but nod. He hadn’t even waited for my permission, his hand already in the nightstand drawer, removing the little package that would keep me from becoming a mother. I found a strange fascination in watching him blow in it and then unroll it over his length. I may have even drooled a little, wishing my mouth had been in its place.

He pushed my knees wide. His fingers massaged my clit until I could begin to feel a warm moisture rushing in. His head bent, and he kissed me there, sucking the bud of my clit gently between his lips and tongue. I closed my eyes, rolling my head backward and giving in to the sensation. I felt my hips bucking upward, inviting him inside. He didn’t need to be asked twice, but slowly and smoothly inserted himself into my craving depth. Instinctively, I tightened my vaginal muscles around him, unwilling to let him withdraw. But he did, not once, but over and over and over again; each time with a greater ferocity than the last. Even though he stretched me, I seemed to adjust, and I felt filled and dominated. My God, it felt wonderful.

My hands reached upward, my fingers locking behind his neck. I pulled his face down toward me, craving his kisses as his cock plunged even more deeply. I had a strange sensation to curl up into a ball, to somehow shorten the distance between where his tongue fucked my mouth and his cock, my vagina. I had the oddest notion that they were connected and should the two be rolled together, he could plunge completely through me. As insane as that may have sounded at the time, it was part of a craving to have more, more. Whatever it took, I wanted more.

“Brice,” I whispered.

“I know, I know,” he answered me. At that moment we both let go. Ecstasy burst in my head and then traveled down my spine, exploding into the grand finale within my pussy. I felt Brice stiffen and then a strange, triumphant groan came from him. He became rigid from head to toe. Once it broke over us, it lasted long, excruciatingly wonderful moments, and then it left, a honey warmth of completion in its wake.

“What was that?” I breathed, and he smiled and rolled onto the bed at my side.

“That, my dear Mina, was you growing up.”





Chapter 6 

Brice

 

I hadn’t planned for that to happen, but once I saw her in my kitchen, her guilty fingers looking for clues of how I lived, I could see nothing but the woman who had occupied my thoughts all those years and there she was, in my domain.  

She was everything I wanted. Beautiful, smart, witty, honest, resourceful, and best yet, she understood me, and we shared a history that reached back into childhood. My family loved her. I suppose in a way I’d loved her, too, but at that moment, I realized it was in a very different way from my family. As soon as I saw her at that coffee shop across from that pond scum, Bretherton, I recognized I would do anything in my power to protect and to have her.

There was one huge problem, though. I couldn’t have her, not in the way I really wanted. Not yet. I had too much to do, and there were too many people depending on me to get it done. I needed the freedom and flexibility of being alone to put in the kind of hours and focus it would require getting that accomplished. 

I’d made a mistake in making love to her. She’d never understand that I hadn’t used her but been bewitched and possessive, and premature. She deserved to be courted slowly, to have her feelings considered and now I’d robbed her of that. I couldn’t continue to see her because it would consume me. I wouldn’t be able to keep my hands off her and I’d throw everything else to the wayside to be with her and give her my full attention. 

Worse yet, she didn’t know my plans or how I would be able to carry them out. She didn’t know about the money. If I told her about the money after making love, she’d be hurt that I hadn’t told her up front. It would seem like I didn’t trust her to care for me without the money. If I waited and told her later, it would seem like I’d kept a huge secret from her deliberately, and while in a manner of speaking, I was doing just that, she couldn’t possibly understand my need to put her second and perfect strangers, people with no money and little future, first. Was I crazy? No, I knew exactly what I was. I was using my own moral compass to plot her life in addition to mine, and that wasn’t fair to her. 

I looked at her lying on my bed, asleep. I’d left her when I remembered the primed grill on the roof and then I’d stayed up there with sheer guilt. Out of character, I woke her up, bundling her clothes and laying them on the bed next to her. “Need to take you home, Mina. I’m sorry about dinner, but you have work in the morning and so do I. We sort of got carried away and will have to finish this another time.”

She sat up slowly and fingered her dress. I was being such an ass. I knew it and couldn’t do a thing about it but follow through. I had to make her hate me, so she could salvage some pride out of what had just happened. It was the only thing I could think to do.

“Brice?” she said in a childlike voice. “Did I do something wrong?”

If I’d had a knife, I would have stabbed myself in the heart at that moment. Instead, I steeled myself and answered, “No, I’m just too busy to let you stay over.” I could have slapped her across the face and not hurt her more than the words I just spoke. She looked shocked and hurt and then the look turned to anger. I knew she felt used.

“Was that revenge for that night years ago?” she snapped, pulling on her dress, the only article of clothing she’d been wearing.

I looked away and it made things worse, as though I didn’t want to see her nakedness then. 

“No.” That was all I said.

Mina pulled herself together quickly and pushed past me as she left the bedroom. She grabbed her purse and jerked my door open, slamming it.

I followed. “I was going to drive you home,” I called down to her as she traipsed down the stairway. 

“Fuck you, Brice Davidson!” she shouted over her shoulder and then she was gone. I knew she could walk, it wasn’t that far. Or, she could hire one of the rickshaws that patrolled the street.

I turned back into my apartment and shut the door.

That was the first time since I was five-years-old, that I cried.





Chapter 7

Mina

 

I cried all night and my loneliness made the tiny cottage feel cavernous. How could I let that happen? I knew the answer. I was infatuated with him. I wanted him at any cost. I pounded my pillow with my fist, the frustration and self-loathing making me ill. I finally fell asleep sometime shortly before dawn and for the first time in my life, I missed work and didn’t call in. It was a reason for them to fire me, but at that moment, I didn’t care. I felt like my life was over. 

I was missed, however. My cell buzzed about ten. It was Marcy. “Are you okay?”

I bit back the nasty words I wanted to say. “Just not feeling well.”

“They’re looking for you, you know. This isn’t like you. Want me to come over?”

“No!” I shouted into the phone before I thought. “No,” I repeated, more softly. “I’m not feeling well, and it might be contagious. I just don’t want to expose you.”

“If you need something, I can leave it outside your door.”

“No, nothing you can bring me,” I said, but my thoughts said otherwise. You can bring me a sabre and a bucket to hold the blood as I make him a eunuch, I thought. 

“Okay, well, if you’re sure. Let me know if you need anything, okay?”

“Thanks, Marcy.” I tapped off the connection and wondered how it was that I’d gotten enough signal to get her call. One of those rare times when the moon and the fifth star in Orion lined up and I held my mouth just right, I guessed. 

God, but was I ever miserable! This was going to have a serious effect on my friendship with Marcy. I hated him all the more for that—he’d left our close, loving relationship scarred. I wasn’t even sure I could talk to Marcy about it. It would sour my side of our friendship and she would notice. I would have to avoid running into Brice.

I finally rose from the bed and got dressed, then headed to the shoreline to take a long walk in the opposite direction from the public beaches. I walked through the surf, the alternating push and pull of the waves bathing me with their calming rhythm. I walked until the cottage was out of sight and then turned around and headed back. As I came closer to home, I heard a voice calling my name and looked up to see Marcy standing at the waterline, waving at me. I was trapped. I didn’t want to see her, but she’d already seen me. There was nothing to do but face it. Probably better to get it over with now, anyway, I thought.

I waved back, if somewhat limply.

“You must be feeling better,” she called, now only a few yards away. “But you still look a little dragged out. Couldn’t have been much of a bug. I brought you some soup. Come in and let’s have a bowl.”

“Yes, a little better. Soup sounds good, actually.” It soothes the soul.

Once we were seated at the small kitchen counter, bowls of steaming soup before us, the time had come for conversation. 

“I’ve been meaning to tell you,” she began. “Brice is back in town.” The mere sound of his name made my stomach flop. Marcy knew that years earlier, Brice and I hadn’t parted on good terms. “You know, Mina, he’s really not such a bad guy. I know he was a jerk to you that last time you saw him. He admitted it later on. I’ve never said anything because I thought you might be a little sensitive about it. Anyway, he’s a doctor now and just accepted a position at Bretherton General. He’ll be in the ER.”

I struggled for something positive to say. “Your family must be very proud of him.”

She swallowed her mouthful of soup, her brown eyes so reminiscent of the man who was now my cold enemy. Nodding, she said, “Mom and Dad are over the moon. You’d think Mom considers herself the queen of the town. All she does is brag about him. Dad, well, he’s a little quieter, but he drops little comments when they have people over. I’ve heard him.”

I smiled and quickly buried it with another spoonful of soup. “I got my class list for this fall’s semester,” I said, changing the subject. “Looks like I’m going to have that little troublemaker, Lukey.”

“Oh, I feel sorry for you. Too bad we can’t find a way to make his family move away. I’ve had run-ins with his mother and it’s easy to see where he gets it.”

“I don’t know anything about his parents, but I have a feeling that will change this fall. I think they’re divorced, though.”

“Yes, that’s what I’ve been told. Not much of a family life, the poor kid.” That was one of the things I loved about Marcy. She had such a kind heart. She rarely showed any temper, and when she did, it was gone in a flash. She was watching me now. “There’s nothing physically wrong with you, Mina. I’ve known you all my life and I can tell. Out with it—what’s wrong?”

“Nothing, I’m fine,” I answered, as convincingly as I could.

“Is it something with work?”

“Oh, I’m probably just worn out. The heat came early this year and the beaches have been packed. I didn’t have a chance to acclimate.”

“If you say so, but I can tell something’s wrong. If you don’t want to talk about it, just say so.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

She gasped softly, and I knew she was hurt, but it had to be like pulling off a Band-aid. One fast jerk of pain and then it went away. A silence fell between us then, although we both tried to ignore it. We finished our soup and busied ourselves washing up the dishes.

“Well, I’m going to go now,” Marcy told me, giving me a quick hug. “I can tell you’re having a down day and I won’t pry. If there’s anything I can do, you know where to reach me.”

I nodded and walked her to the door, giving her a second hug before closing it behind her. It made me sad to watch her walk away. I knew things could never be the same between us, and worse yet, she would never know why.





Chapter 8

Brice

 

“Hello?”

“Hey, Brice, it’s Todd.”

“Hey, buddy. I’m just on my way to work. Did you get my message?”

“Sure did. That’s why I’m calling. Can I take this as a sign that you are accepting my offer to partner in the construction company?”

“I’ll make you a deal. I have a project in mind that involves building several cottage-sized buildings and that’s why I called you about that property. I’ll agree to partner with you on this project, and if it goes well, there will be more in the future. For now, however, I’m going to be our only client. Can you handle that?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“No, not really.”

“That’s what I thought. Okay, I’m in. Now as to your other question. I did the research and I think most of that area could be bought up if we had the financing. Do I take your interest to mean that you want to be your own financing?”

“You’ve got that right.”

“Okay, let me tell you these addresses and get started.”

“Good. Listen, give it a shot first without using an agent. No point in giving them money for something we already know we want.”

“I guess there goes my realtor commission?”

“When did you become a licensed realtor?”

“A few weeks ago. I figured it would come in handy for referrals.”

“You’re always looking for an angle,” I laughed. “Okay, buddy, consider yourself hired, just get the job done.”

“You got it. Have fun sewing people up,” were his parting words just before he disconnected.

It was heartening to hear that both Todd and I were on the same page. ER docs traditionally aren’t granted a lot of sleep, so I needed someone to do what I couldn’t get to. Todd had actually approached me at the perfect time. I was on my way to Bretherton General to clock in for my first shift. I was familiar with the hospital, having been a patient there as a child and visited others through the years. I’d also reported to the ER a week earlier to fill out my paperwork and get my bearings. It was unusual for them to put the new guy in charge, so I felt a little honored.

“Welcome aboard,” George Martin came toward me through the ER sliding doors. “I have to tell you it’s a real treat to have someone with your abilities on staff here. We never have enough help.”

“Glad to be here. So, can you fill me in?”

“Sure, let’s start out with the doctor’s lounge. I’ll show you where your locker is, and you can stow your things.”

I nodded and followed him to the end of the hall, where we made a right and popped through a door labeled “Doctor’s Lounge.” It was a small room but there were never more than two doctors on duty at one time, so it sufficed. Against one wall was a narrow, but comfortable looking single bed. There was a small fridge in a corner with two stools, as well as a small bathroom off to one side. “All the comforts of home,” I joked, and George laughed.

“Get used to it. You’ll be spending a lot of time here, in fact, you’ll see us more often than you’ll see your family.”

“No family I need to worry about,” I said, and my heart gave a little thump of disappointment at my own words. I was carrying one hell of a lot of guilt for what I had done to Mina. I didn’t know how, but someday I would make it up to her. There were just so many people, really needy people, ahead of her in line. I knew it was unrealistic to think I would make a major difference in the world, but fortune had smiled on me and it seemed it imperative that I at least make an effort.

Dr. Martin walked me through the cases behind the curtains of each bay. There was nothing of a life-threatening trauma going on, mostly a few stitches, some upset tummies from too much picnic food and the usual number of chronic complainers. Most ERs are the same around the country, with the exception of urban areas where gunshots and knife wounds prevail.

I settled in within the first hour and between the two of us, we emptied the bays. “I was hoping this would happen,” George told me as we leaned against the admitting desk. “They told me you were good, but they left out the part about being fast. You know, it’s been a while since I’ve had a few hours off. If you think you can handle this, I’m going to head out and get some sleep and maybe have dinner with my family for a change.”

“Sure, go ahead. I got this.”

“You need me, they know how to reach me.”

I nodded to watch George leave, his body language expressing his anticipation of a few happy hours ahead. I went through the drug cabinet, to see what we had on hand and then moved to the consumables such as first-aid materials. I was beginning to grow bored when the main door slid open and I heard a wailing young boy and a loud female voice. I watched from the doorway as a blowsy, underdressed woman strode to the reception counter, a boy of about nine in hand. He was limping badly, and I watched the receptionist come around from her station and grab a wheelchair to isolate his foot. Apparently, he had something in it.

“Bring them down to the bay number three,” I called to the receptionist. “You can process the paperwork with his mother later on.”

“Doctor, Doctor, you’ve got to help my son. I have a date at five o’clock and I don’t want him ruining it.”

A number of thoughts went through my head at her words, and none of them were flattering. The receptionist met me halfway and I lifted the boy from the chair, setting him up on the exam table. “So, what seems to be the problem?”

“Can’t you see the blood?” the boy asked.

“What your name, young man?”

“Lukey.”

“Well, Lukey. It looks like you might’ve stepped on some glass?”

“Gee, good guess, Doc,” he responded in a Dennis-the-Menace voice that suggested he was so innocent, but the insult had been conveyed.

I hoped if I ever had a son, he would be nothing like Lukey. In fact, I’d make sure of it. I tried changing the subject while I put on my LED headlight and pulled the suture cart toward me. His eyes grew large and I will admit I felt the tiniest bit more powerful at that moment. He was obviously scared, though, so I tried to make him more at ease. “So, Lukey, what grade will you be in this fall?”

“Fourth,” he squeaked.

“Do you know your teacher yet?” I was making absent-minded conversation to keep his attention diverted while I removed the glass pieces and took a couple stitches before bandaging the foot. 

“You mean Mina Stewart? Sure, I know her. Everyone knows her.”

I froze. “She’s your teacher?”

“Why? You know her?”

It took me a few moments to answer but he didn’t notice. I was digging into his anesthetized foot. “Actually, we went to school together, sort of. I’m a bit older than she is.”

“She’s pretty,” was his unsolicited response.

“So, you like her?”

“She’s okay. She’s a lifeguard on the beach, you know.”

“Is she?” I had to pretend innocence.

“Yeah. You should come down and swim sometime. Let her save you.”

Lukey was quite the character. “Have you ever tried that?” I asked.

“Nah, if I did that, my mom would tan my hide and I wouldn’t get to swim again. Mom doesn’t like to have to watch me. She’s busy.”

“Busy?”

“Yeah, her and her boyfriends. She knows Mina is watching, so she doesn’t have to.”

“She trusts Ms. Stewart that much?” I intentionally used her proper name, hoping Lukey would take the hint.

“Oh, heck, yeah. My mom says Mina never does anything wrong. She’s almost perfect.”

“Almost?”

“Well, don’t tell her, but one time when she came out after me, her bathing suit… well, she sort of popped out on one side, if you know what I mean.”

I was fighting for control. I couldn’t laugh, it wasn’t professional.

“And that was wrong?”

He looked wide-eyed at me. “Don’t you think it’s wrong if a lady pops out of her top?”

I thought I’d choke. As it was, I had to put my tweezers down before I dropped them. The door opened and in walked the boy’s mother. Lukey gave me a “please don’t tell her” look and I winked subtly, letting him know his secret was safe with me.

“How is he, Doctor?”

“He’ll live. His foot will be bandaged, and you need to keep it clean and dry for a week. Keep him out of the lake for at least two weeks—too much bacteria in there.”

“Oh, gosh, darn it! Lukey, I have dates waiting for me down there. You’re just going to have to stay home alone.” She was perturbed. I gave her a hard stare and discovered she wasn’t as stupid as I suspected. “Well, with a babysitter, of course,” she hurriedly added. 

I lifted Lukey off the table onto the floor. “Lukey, do as your mother says and don’t give Ms. Stewart a hard time, will you?”

“I guess, but I don’t know why you care.”

“She has her hands full and there are a lot of other people she has to watch. Causing her extra trouble isn’t a very nice thing to do.”

“Okay, Doc. You’ve got it.”

I watched as Lukey and his mother disappeared down the hallway, the sound of her voice lecturing him as they walked. I felt a little sorry for Lukey, and it was fairly obvious why the child behaved as he did.

The rest of my shift finished out uneventfully. On my way home, I took the route that led me past Nina’s cottage. It wasn’t fair, she might have seen me, but just because I’d had to draw a line between us, didn’t mean that I didn’t care. I did a lot. I’d dug myself quite a hole, and hoped somewhere along the line, there would be a way out.





Chapter 9

Mina

 

I came home from work to find a bouquet of long-stemmed red roses sitting on my step. My heart hammered with relief and joy. Brice realized he’d been an ass and he sent flowers as an apology. I was so happy, I sat on the step and held them, admiring their symmetrical perfection with tears in my eyes. Then I spotted the card. I hoped he’d written more than to just sign his name. I hoped he used some term of endearment, so I’d know how he felt.

 

These roses are red and my heart is blue,

Please give me a call, ‘cause I’m missing you.

David

I gasped when I read the signature. It wasn’t from Brice at all but from David Bretherton! 

As any woman feels when scorned, the fact that Brice didn’t send the flowers was yet another mark against him. He owed me an explanation, at the very least.

Okay, I knew I was giving away my power, behaving immaturely, settling, and putting up and all the other things other women love to preach against when they’re in a bad place. The truth was, I was pretty sure I was falling in love with him and I tended to trust my judgment. Now, here I was getting flowers from David Bretherton.

I’ll just add another useless, but convenient adage to the swirl in my head. Success is the greatest revenge. I knew what I’d do. I would call David and thank him for the flowers. In fact, David was not looking as bad right about then. I’d show Brice that I didn’t need him or his glad-handed one-night stands. 

I tapped David’s name in my contact list. Surprised that I’d gotten a signal, I figured fate had intervened and I waited through the rings, fuming and filled with commitment. 

“Hello?”

“David? It’s Mina.” I didn’t think I needed to use my last name. He probably didn’t know a great many Minas. 

“Oh, well, hello!” In my mind’s eye, I could see his face light up with pleasurable recognition. “What a surprise!”

“Well, talk about a surprise, thank you so much for the lovely gift.”

“Oh… well, you’re more than welcome.”

I waited a few seconds for him to lead the conversation, but he sounded odd. I guessed he was stunned that I’d followed through on the call, but if anything, no one could call me impolite. I picked up the lead in. “I was wondering if you’d like to be my guest at dinner next Friday? I was thinking Bannigan’s? You know that’s the weekend of the barbecue cook-off. I love all those craft booths and things to see when they close down Main Street.”

He didn’t speak right away. I guessed he was checking his calendar to make sure I had the date right. “Well, yes, that would be wonderful, but I insist on your being my guest.”

“No, no, now David, this is my invitation. I insist, or I won’t go.”

“You sounded pretty determined in all of this. Mina, I’ll tell you the truth, I’m a little surprised. I didn’t think you liked me that much. In fact, I got the idea you wanted me to keep my distance.”

“Oh, don’t be silly, David. I’ve known you all my life. I think I know when I like someone or not. So, how about it, are we on?”

“Sure, no problem, in fact, I appreciate the invitation. Shall I pick you up?”

“I’ll be coming straight from work and will be stopping by the cottage first to change clothes. Why don’t I meet you there at, let’s say, seven? We can see a few craft booths before we going for dinner about eight? I’ll make a reservation.”

“Sounds like you have it figured out.”

“So, is it a deal?” I overlooked much of his skepticism and general condescension. I was out to make the best of this possible.

“See you then.” He disconnected, and I sat with the phone in my hand looking at the screen for long moments. What had I just done? I felt frustrated that Brice would have the power to put me into this sort of situation. But, I’d done it and now that it was done, I would need to stick to it.

 

***

 

Friday came sooner than I’d realized, maybe that was because I didn’t sleep Thursday night. I paced the floor, threw myself down on the sofa from time to time and stared at the ceiling, thinking. Phase one was thinking about Brice, and what he’d done to me. There was something not quite right there. Initially, he had pursued me, there was no doubt about that. I couldn’t make myself feel like I’d misunderstood him. All the signs were there. Then there was the history between us. I knew he was attracted to me, so why did he treat me like that? Has he grown from the high school bully to a complete monster? I knew that couldn’t be true. He was a doctor, sworn to cause no harm and all that good stuff. Something had happened, something had changed. Something that happened that night triggered him to change his frame of thinking about me. The way he got rid of me was cruel, way beyond the way Brice had ever been before. He wasn’t brought up that way. I replayed our lovemaking in my mind. He’d been tender, considerate, loving and had lavished me with attention. Then within one waking moment, he’d tried to degrade me and anger me so that I would leave. Was there someone else coming? I knew he hadn’t been drunk. I just couldn’t imagine what it was.

Phase two brought David to mind. I didn’t even like David. He had little man’s syndrome, always pushing and ordering people about, not because he was in charge or had a better idea, but because he could get away with it. His family’s money guaranteed that. Now there I was, calling him for a date. I was opening a door I wasn’t sure I could close again. Why was I doing such a thing? Even if David was a jerk, I was also a jerk for using him to make Brice jealous. It was that simple. That was above me. I was digging myself a grave and I couldn’t seem to stop it.

Phase three brought the question of whether I even wanted a man in my life. I was doing just fine, monetarily; I had tons of friends, I was never lonely, and I had family nearby. That particular logic didn’t work. I knew my own mind. I wanted the classic white picket fence cottage with a loving husband and two or three children playing in the yard. It had always been my dream and my goal. Well, I had the cottage and I thought Brice might be that loving husband. Maybe that was it? Had I scared him off? Was he not ready to settle down and I’d given him the impression that I wanted a commitment right then and there? Did he see my participation in lovemaking as a commitment? As much as I wanted to think that we both had deep feelings for one another before we reached that point, I knew things had changed over the years. It was no longer unusual for people to spend the night together and then go their separate ways. Yet something deep inside was nagging at me. Brice and I were not raised that way. So, what was going on?

I got home from work Friday and raced into the shower and then pulled out the blow dryer to finish up my hair. Normally, I would just let it air dry, but the clock was working against me. I pulled out a white, side slit skirt and paired this with a vivid pink blouse and matching sandals. I piled my hair on top of my head, not only due to the heat but because it made me feel more of a grown-up. I snatched a bag from my closet shelf that blended well with the colors and dumped the contents of my other bag into it. Grabbing my keys, I was out the door and headed toward town. I regretted offering to meet David, as Main Street was shut down. That, combined with the number of people in town made for very few parking places. I circled the main lots until I spotted someone leaving and followed them until they pulled out. I snagged their spot and hopped out of my car, locking it with my remote key fob. David was waiting at a patio table on the sidewalk outside Bannigan’s. He leaned back in his chair, a bottle and two wine goblets sitting before him. He was attempting an arrogant nonchalance, but I could see right through it. I knew he was nervous; he became more of a peacock when felt threatened. I waved and called his name and with a look of relief, he watched me as I crossed the street toward him. The relief on his face gave me the distinct feeling he thought I would stand him up. In all honesty, I had to admit the thought had entered my mind. It was only good manners that made me follow through.

“Sorry I’m late, but you know how bad parking here is.”

He stood and gave me a quick peck on the cheek. I felt his hand brush across my breast as I pulled away. It wasn’t unintentional. It gave me a sour feeling in the pit of my stomach. “No problem, I understand women pretty well,” he assured me, assuming an air of arrogance. “In fact, I generally add an hour to whatever they tell me.”

He was being an ass again, but that’s what I expected from David, so it didn’t throw me. I also had no intention of seeing him again, so this was a farewell dinner, whether he understood that or not.

“I see you’ve ordered wine. Would you like hors-d'oeuvres?”

“I was waiting on you. You said you wanted to walk to the carnival and the booths first. But, now you’re so late that…” He let the line drift off and once again, I had been verbally slapped. 

I shrugged. “It’s up to you,” I said, although I turned sideways in my chair and looked down the row of colorful booths. I knew I was giving him the distinct impression that I did want to wander a bit, but I was putting it in his hands. True to character, he responded.

“We could have gone to see the booths, in fact, I would’ve been willing to buy you something nice, but then you were so late.”

I had to keep from letting my mouth drop open at his impudence, but then this had been my idea. So, I put up with it and shut up. David took advantage of my silence by flagging the waiter and taking it upon himself to order a selection of seafood for hors-d'oeuvres. Although I had been raised by one of the Great Lakes, I disliked seafood strongly, and would much rather have had potato skins or maybe stuffed mushrooms. David never took that into consideration. I made sure to order my own entrée. A little peeved, I continued to look down the road at the booths, thereby avoiding conversation.

“I’ve been meaning to have a talk with you,” he said casually, but with a determination that didn’t allow me to ignore him.

“Oh?”

“As you probably know, my family carries a fair amount of influence in this town.”

I nodded, not saying anything.

“We are sponsoring a community playhouse and I’ve been asked to play a role in selecting which works will be performed there, as well as having some input as to who will star in those roles. I suppose the town doesn’t have anyone more qualified and they recognize that I am a man of the world.”

I smiled and nodded but wanted to close my eyes and make him all go away. I was paying the price for my overly sensitive feelings. I let him go on.

“If you don’t already know it, Mina, I happen to think you are a very beautiful woman.” He paused, waiting for my comments.

“Thank you, David.” It was the best I could muster, and I was proud of myself for keeping my temper. He was being deliberately condescending, or maybe he just didn’t realize it because he was always that way. The seafood hors-d'oeuvres arrived. I sat back and politely watched his stuff his face as he talked. 

“I thought we might begin the season with a performance from an off-Broadway piece I saw while in New York on business. I have my secretary reaching out for some copies of the script and I wanted to talk with you about this.”

“Me? Why me?”

“I think you’d be wonderful in the lead role. You know, Mina, it wouldn’t hurt your future to be good to me…” I think he could read the suspicion on my face. “Before you get all riled, I just mean that you are a very beautiful young woman, smart and talented in many ways. I think with your beauty and my… connections, shall we say, you could go a long way in the film industry. The best way to start out is to get yourself some positive publicity, street creds, they call it.”

“And you think, I can get these, street creds, as you call them, by being on a stage in the tiny town of Bretherton Bay?”

“Everyone starts somewhere.”

“And you think that you could launch a career on my behalf and you know all the ins and outs of the show business?” 

David was silent a moment, deliberating his strategy to get me involved. I knew he wanted to prove himself in my eyes, and in the eyes of the community. His father was powerful and David was constantly trying to claw his way up to the man’s level. David’s solution was using other people to bolster his own accomplishments. At that moment, I felt sorry for him. David’s world centered on himself and for that reason, he would never achieve the benevolent love of the people around him.

I was about to answer when there was a tap on my shoulder. I looked up and around to see Brice standing there. “Brice!” I hated the surprise in my voice. “What’s the matter? Where’s your date?”

I saw the muscle jerking in Brice’s jaw and knew I had touched a raw spot. He nodded toward David but other than that ignored him. “I see you are out on the town tonight, Mina.” It didn’t matter what he said, his words would have the same effect on me. My stomach was tumbling upside down, wanting him to put his arms around me and apologize. At the same time, I felt a deep resentment that he interrupted my life once again.

“As a matter of fact, David was just offering me an opportunity.”

Brice’s eyebrows rose. “Oh, is that so? What sort of opportunity?” 

“Not what you’re thinking, Brice. It seems David is quite influential in the entertainment world.” I saw David straighten oh so slightly, bolstered by my giving him credit he had yet to earn. “He has asked me to audition for a part in a play his family is sponsoring.”

Was it my imagination or was there a flash of relief on Brice’s face? “Really? David a producer, is that right?” He didn’t look at David, not giving him the opportunity to join the conversation. Nevertheless, David’s chubby face nodded, which completely obliterated any hint of him having a chin. Again, I felt sorry for him.

“Yes, it is. And I’ve agreed to audition. I’m sure I won’t see you there, you’re not being a fan of the arts,” I laid down the gauntlet. I didn’t like the sound of my own voice. I knew I was being bitchy, and that wasn’t like me. “Well, it was nice to see you again, Brice. I’ll let you go on with your dinner plans. David and I have some plans of our own to round out.”

Brice nodded and looked at me hard. His brown eyes were rolling with a maelstrom of emotion, but I pretended to ignore it. He turned and walked away, apparently no longer interested in dining.

I felt flustered and looked at my plate that had arrived in the interim. I pulled the linen napkin and spread it on my lap.

“Is there something I should know about, Brice?” David asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I felt a definite tension between the two of you. Were you two an item that I broke up?”

I held my tongue when it came to Brice. “You haven’t broken up anything, David. You are my friend and now you are possibly going to become my manager. Nothing more.”

His hand paused in midair, as he prepared to tuck his napkin into his neckline. I realized he’d ordered lobster and suspected there was going to be butter everywhere. “Nothing more?”

I laid down my fork and looked at him soberly. “David, I think you are a great guy and I’ve known you for a long time. Maybe too long because I know everything there is to know about you. I know that you’ll make some lady very happy, but I’m not interested in a long-term relationship of any kind. I’m enjoying being freewheeling if you will. I do enjoy your company, though.” I put that last-in as I remembered that he was technically my boss, and now to become my manager, should the casting call be successful. I had no desire to become an actress, but it sounded like fun and I was always up for that. “Do you understand?”

He nodded, although I could see in his eyes that he was once again plotting. He didn’t argue, which meant that he was waiting for his opportunity to score points down the road. I wasn’t sure whether that was good for me or not, but for the time being that kept us both at peace. I could be content with that.





Chapter 10

Brice

 

It threw me when I saw Mina having dinner with Bretherton. She was way out of his league and it killed me to see her smiling and chatting with him. He was using every shred of influence he could bring to bear, and she appeared to be lapping it up. It was my fault. I had slapped her away and her confidence had suffered. I felt pangs of guilt, anger, and desire at the same time. I wanted so badly to scoop her up out of that chair and take her back to my apartment, but I could hardly do that, especially with him sitting there. It would ruin her reputation.

I hoped he was serious about letting her have a part in his little playhouse performance. It would be good for her to get on stage; build her confidence. She was such a beautiful and talented woman and yet the small town in her let it stay submerged. I knew if she lived anywhere else, the men would be fighting for her. Here, she was one of them and I don’t think anyone believed they had a chance at her, so they never tried. No one, except for maybe David Bretherton. In his case, it was just his money talking… hopefully.

I’d done a stupid thing that afternoon. Knowing that I’d been an ass, I went into that flower shop and ordered that bouquet for her. At the last second, with that little white card on the counter and a pen in my hand, I wrote that silly little poem and then something wild and unexpected inside me put David’s name below it. As soon as I’ve done it and walked out of the shop, I knew I’d screwed up. I wanted to apologize to her, but any kind of encouragement from me would only lead her to more hurt. Bretherton was the last person I wanted to drive her toward, which is why I put his name. I knew that she saw right through him and she’d never go for him. She’d scoff at his fumbling attempts of romance. He was like an insurance policy for me. He would never have a chance at her, that much I could guarantee. Even so, I recognized I was trying to control her life, and that was wrong. I couldn’t seem to help myself, I wanted her so badly. But what I wanted had to come last, even if it meant losing her for the time being. There were so many people I could help; situations where I could make a difference between life and death or at the very least happiness and despair. I didn’t have any right to encourage her and then not be able to follow through. There just wasn’t enough of me to go around—I realized how arrogant that sounded. I wished I was still ten-years-old and totally selfish as boys that age were bound to be. If I were, I would scoop Mina up and kidnap her, locking her away in a mansion somewhere where only I could see her and enjoy her company. I had no business interfering in whatever she did, and I vowed to myself at that moment that I would never interfere again.

I’d learned a helluva lot about interfering in peoples’ lives.

It had begun that night that Todd and I were out and down on our luck. One little piece of paper that cost a buck made the difference in my life and not just mine. 

We’d blown our money on beer, so both of us were pretty far gone by the time I got down to my last buck. It wasn’t enough to buy another beer, so I just threw it on the counter and told the bartender to give me whatever it would buy. He’d tapped the counter for a moment when inspiration hit. Grabbing the single, he went to the register and rang it up. “I’m going to do you a favor. You’ve had enough beer, now it’s time for a little of our legendary good luck.”

“Shit, it only costs a buck? Well, give me some, too,” Todd bellowed, pulling his last wrinkled single from his pocket. He wadded it up and tossed it to the bartender, who winked and rang it up.

He walked to the colorful rolls of lottery tickets in their plexiglass dispensers hanging over the good Scotch. I won’t say it was a deliberate positioning, but it sure seemed like it. He ripped off two and slid them to us.

Todd picked them up. “Okay, how should we do this? Pool our resources and split the winnings? Or, each of us go it alone?”

“Aw, hell, Todd, you deserve at least a fighting chance. Take your pick and give me the loser.”

“Mighty generous of you, ol’ man. Mighty generous, indeed.”

I sat back to watch, and Todd made a great show of scratching his ticket. I tapped out a drum roll on the bar and others in the bar drew close.

“Here, son, use my lucky nickel. My grandfather gave me this. It’s one of the first issued right after the Civil War. Been nothin’ but good luck for me ever since.”

“I thank you, kind sir,” Todd nodded with a mocking chivalrous deep respect and took the treasured coin to scratch off the first spot. A groan of disappointment spattered through the crowd as he moved on to the second, third, fourth and to the fifth and final spot. “’Tis a dunce, my friends,” he announced and there’d been enough drinking to coerce the onlookers to throw arms about one another’s shoulders and drunkenly sing a funeral ditty in sorrow. “Your nickel, sir,” Todd held it out. “I think it’s a little stingy with its luck.” People laughed. The man solemnly accepted its return and deposited in his pocket, but not before ordering the bartender to ring up another round on him. The sad song turned to cheers.

I’d shoved my ticket in my pocket and it wasn’t until later when we’d set off on foot to go home that Todd remembered. “So, you never scraped yours. You short on nickel good luck?”

“Ah, I never win at those things.”

“This might be your lucky day. Do it!”

I sorted it out from the receipts and napkins with girls’ phone numbers from my pocket and picked up a piece of a twig from the ground. I looked around for light, but it was dark because the street lamp was burned out. I scraped at it and shoved it in my pocket, saving it for later.

I’d fallen into bed, remembering at the last minute about the ticket. I leaned off the mattress and snagged my pants, reaching inside for the cardboard. Flipping on the light with my left hand, I glanced at the ticket.

What? No, it couldn’t be!

An hour, a cold shower, and every bright light on in the apartment later, there it was. I was a winner of the big game, but it wouldn’t be until the next day when I found out how much I’d won. It was an insane amount of money for one person; more than I could ever spend in a lifetime.

The only person I told, was Todd. I trusted him and offered to split it. He said, “Don’t be ridiculous! We chose tickets, fair and square.”

“But you would have shared with me if the table as turned.”

“Don’t be so sure of that, ol’ buddy,” he’d snickered, and we let the rest of that conversation go without further speculation. “So, what are you going to do? You need to get a lawyer, now.”

“Someone else who wants a piece of the pie? No, thank you. I’ll handle this on my own. But you have to promise me, you’ll keep it quiet. I’m not interested in the money for myself. But that money can do a lot of good and take care of a lot of people.”

“Is this the same Brice that I’ve known for so long? When did you become a humanitarian?”

“Don’t be a smartass. I’m not as cold as you might think.”

Todd looked doubtful but said nothing.

“Look, this is one big pile of money. Give me your credit cards and I’ll pay them off and buy you a car. That’s the least I can do.”

Todd thought about it for a moment and then nodded. “Actually, that would be great. But I don’t want a penny more. Let me help you help those people, what you say?”

“Now that is an offer I can’t refuse.” 

 

 

I hadn’t counted on all the people in the system who had to be included. First, there were the people at the lottery commission. Then the people at the treasury bureau. There were any number of individuals who were tuned into those departments, probably by a distant cousin or brother-in-law, who then appeared at my dorm door, their hat in hand. I turned them all down, not because I am a cold son of a bitch, but because I had plans for the money and it didn’t involve them. I got a few threats. I got called an asshole more than once, and if they’d figured out the fact that I didn’t want anyone to know, I’m sure they would’ve broadcasted around the world. As it was, they didn’t want anyone to know they’d come begging any more than I did.

I’d gone ahead and finished my education, all the while making plans for what I wanted to do. Todd brought up some suggestions from time to time and there was once or twice when he came to me with credit cards at their limits again. I didn’t say anything, I just paid them and moved on. I was hoping he would catch on to the concept of being a good steward of enormous wealth, and perhaps even someday become a philanthropist. I would’ve gladly hired him to administrate my foundation on my behalf, but there were little signs that greed could surface, even amongst the best of us. It was better to keep him as a friend than to hire him and gain an enemy.

So, it worked out that the only people who knew were those with access to my bank account or my income tax filing. I’d done away with a landline phone and only used my cell. Hell, my parents didn’t even know, or Marcy. Greed was an ugly part of the human soul and I wanted the people I cared about to never show that side of themselves. So, I kept things quiet.

Now, here I was, unable to think of anyone but Mina, but bound by my own set of commitments never to tell anyone about the winnings. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust her, it was more that I didn’t want to put her to the test. In my own way, I was being intensely selfish, and I knew it. But it was my decision to help people anonymously, or at least to help anonymous people. I wasn’t sure I was a realist when it came to figuring out just how I was going to remain anonymous; that was likely to prove a little harder than I’d hoped.

So, I made no changes in my normal life. I didn’t buy a fancy car or designer clothes. I didn’t go on an exotic vacation or suddenly pay off my student loans, although I could have, many times over. I didn’t even change my habits enough to send my sister a birthday card. I told myself she would understand someday and would agree with my tactics.

I just hoped that someday wouldn’t come too late.





Chapter 11

Mina

 

I was in town, picking up my favorite gourmet coffee when he called.

“Mina, it’s David. Everything is set. We took over the old Haney Auditorium and renamed it the Bretherton Playhouse. That play I mentioned? I know it’s short notice, but we plan to have our first performance the same night as the re-grand opening. The play will be free of charge, first come, first serve to the local residents and afterward there will be a wine and cheese get together in the lobby. We’re hoping to interest some corporate sponsors, not because we can’t afford it, naturally, but because it’s always good to have the notables in society be involved in the arts.”

I wondered if he really heard what he was saying? Was he that arrogant? Apparently, he was. “So, when are the tryouts?”

“You don’t need to worry about a thing. I have it all set up and you will have the lead. The character’s name is Eliza and I’ll have someone drop the script by your cottage. We plan to have the grand opening just before the fall season begins, with the first performance on Labor Day weekend. Of course, this doesn’t leave us much time and the director has asked that the cast be assembled by August 1st and they should plan on rehearsals twice a week for the first two weeks, followed by nightly for the second two weeks.”

“Oh, David, I couldn’t possibly. You forget I have two jobs already. I’ll be spending that time getting ready for the next semester to begin. There’s so much to do and then during the day, I’ll still be lifeguarding. I can’t fit that in.”

“Oh now, Mina, I’ve gone out on a limb here for you. I used my reputation in the community to get you that role, and I don’t think I need to tell you that my seat on the school board also keeps you employed as a teacher.”

I froze as I realized David was threatening me. I wondered why he cared whether I did the play not. I asked him outright. “David, why is this play so important to you?”

“It’s not just important to me, Mina, it’s important to you and to your career. I don’t think I’ve made any secret that I enjoy spending time with you and would like to see you get involved in the film industry. Naturally, I would be your manager and hopefully, someday, more than that. So, you see, it’s very important that you not be socializing with any, shall we say, undesirables? I need you available to me, exclusively. I’ll have to introduce you to the right people, get you a proper wardrobe and be sure that there’s film of the performance and that it gets to the right hands. You might say, you’re a bit of an investment for me.”

“But, David, I’m a teacher. It’s why I went to school and it’s the degree I hold. Lifeguarding is just a summer part-time fill-in job. I never had any aspirations toward the film industry, as you call it. I’m quite happy teaching.”

“Mina, am I hearing some resistance in your voice? Do I need to remind you how important it is for you to keep yourself in my good graces?”

The man was egomaniacal and intended to suck dry my independent thoughts and actions. I felt a sense of alarm, but I had no idea where to turn. David or his father held something over the heads of everyone in the community. It was the price we paid for their sponsorships. Indeed, I owed my job to David Bretherton. I felt trapped.

“David, I’ve known you since you were a little boy. I know that your parents forbid you to play with me because my parents didn’t have the social position your father wanted. I also know that he kept you from having many friends at all, for the same reason. I’m not judging your dad, don’t get me wrong, but isn’t it about time that you accept the fact that Bretherton Bay is a small town on Lake Michigan that’s filled with very ordinary people? None of us, with the exception of your family, have much money or  fame. We are working class and in the very admirable situation of being able to live in one of the prettiest communities around. I count my blessings every day. Now, you asked me to be in your play and I know the logic you’re giving me could mean a film career for me, but you have to understand that I’m really happy being a teacher. I’ve always liked children and I like contributing to their goals in life. I can’t do that from the West Coast or while making movies. I’m not one of those kinds of people. So, yes, you can fire me from the school if you want to, if you feel like I deserve it. If you do, I’ll just move and find a job teaching somewhere else. As for the rest of that, you can be my friend, and I would be happy for that. But we aren’t dating and, as I told you before, I’m not looking for any long-term commitment. I like my life just as it is. Now I don’t have the time to be in your play. There just aren’t enough hours in the day.”

I could hear him breathing harder. Common sense told me he was just going to have to be frustrated, but I admit there was a little fear in me that didn’t want him to become angry and fire me.

“Okay, Mina, you win. I’ll tell the director that you’re available on a very limited basis until the final week before performance. By then, you should have your lesson plans in and your classroom set up. If you have trouble with that, let me know and I will find someone to help you with those. But whatever it takes, on opening night, you’re going to be on that stage. You owe it to me and I put my neck on the line.”

“David, please don’t use that attitude with me. It just doesn’t sit well. We can’t be friends if you’re going to threaten me.”

“I’m not threatening you,” he told me clearly. “I’m promising you.” At that point, he must’ve realized his harsh tone because his voice changed and became softer. “Never mind me, Mina, I’m used to dealing in a business man’s world and you’re not. I know you won’t let me down, you wouldn’t think of it. Would you?”

I decided to adjourn the entire conversation, so I said, “David you need to let me go now. I’ll be late for work. Have a great day.” I disconnected and sneaked a look at the clock. I was already late, so I ran home, grabbed my beach bag and flew back out the door. Luckily, the weather was great, and the sky filled with a cool mist. No one was interested in swimming, so I sat in one of the nearby covered picnic areas and watched the beach from there. 

I replayed David’s conversation in my mind, trying to give him the benefit of the doubt. He had been demanding, perhaps even threatening, but I had to remember that it was David speaking. He was always on the offensive. He expected trouble before it came. Looking at it from that perspective, it was possible to consider that maybe he was a bit intimidated by me. That made me feel better, so I focused on the antics of two little girls with pails whom I overheard saying they were going to dig to China.

 

 

 

I heard my name called and looked over my shoulder to see Marcy dragging Jude by the hand through the damp sand toward me. Spinning around on the picnic bench, I stood and called out to them. “What are you two doing here? It’s a lousy day for the beach.”

“Oh, we’re not here for the beach, silly. We are here for you,” Marcy burst out as they reach the picnic area. 

Jude was brushing the damp sand from her legs. “See? This is why I never like to come to the beach. You come home all covered up with sand like a crab.”

“We don’t have crabs on Lake Michigan, silly,” I laughed at her. “So, what has you so excited as to brave the elements to see me?”

“We tried calling your cell, but it kept going to voicemail.”

I shrugged. “You know the signal is lousy on this side of the main dune. So, what’s up?” I was anxious for a little good news to erase my troubled thoughts. I was about to find out they were bringing me anything but good news.

They looked at one another and Marcy went first. “What’s this we hear that they’re reopening the playhouse and that the female lead is none other than you?”

The Bretherton PR representative had been busy it seemed. “It wasn’t my idea.”

“How could it not be your idea? Every girl in town would like to have that role.” Jude’s face showed her amazement and was almost disgusted by my lack of excitement.

“Then let any other girl have the role, I don’t care. I’m just doing it as a favor to David.”

The two looked at one another and repeated my words very slowly. “A favor for David?” They said with some incredulity. “He’s the richest guy in town. Are you dating him?”

“No. And let me make that an emphatic no, I’m not dating him. David has a pretty high opinion of himself and likes to start rumors about things aren’t always true, but just happen to make him look good.”

“And you’re one of those rumors?”

I shrugged. “I’m not dating him. He made a nice gesture by sending me some flowers unexpectedly and I thanked him by taking him out for a very short dinner downtown. That’s it. He might’ve gotten the wrong idea, but I can’t help that because I made it very clear.”

“But why wouldn’t you want to date him?” Judith just didn’t seem to get it.

“In the first place, I’m not interested in him. He’s got a huge ego and there’s no room in there for anyone else. Secondly, he’s my boss, he’s on the school board. One wrong step, an ended relationship and boom! I have no job. You know how it is around here. No one wants to make an enemy out of a Bretherton. It’s just not smart.

“Believe me, there are plenty who would trade places with you. It could be a lot worse. You could be the love subject of Ernie the drunk.” Jude had the most interesting way of putting things.

“Do me a favor you two and keep this thing quiet, will you? You know how this town is. They get a little bit of gossip between their teeth and go wild with it. I don’t want it getting around that I’m dating him, because I’m not dating him. I’m perfectly fine on my own. Can you do that for me?” I could see Jude was disappointed and Marcy was flabbergasted but both of them agreed with a nod of their heads. “So, that’s all you two came down here for?”

They nodded in unison. Marcy rebounded first.

“Nobody’s going to come down here swimming, it’s too cold and nasty. Why don’t you put up the no lifeguard sign and come shopping with us? There’s a new little boutique on Stringer Street. I hear they’ve got some cute dresses for fall. Maybe you could find something you can wear for work?”

I agreed and ran up the flag that indicated there was no lifeguard on duty for swimming. I also ran up the red flag for undertows—the locals understood, but the tourists generally ignored it. They were at their own peril. There were signs posted all over the place.

The three of us ran over the sand, pushing each other down and Jude’s face turned more and more angry. “Stop it!” she shouted.

“Oh, don’t be such a baby. It’s just sand. It brushes off.”

“Yeah, all over the carpeting in my car.”

I sighed with exasperation. “Let me run home and change clothes. Why don’t you two follow me?”

We rendezvoused at my cottage and as I changed and combed my hair, the girls were chattering in the living room. I heard David’s name come up more than once and knew better than to think that they were going to be able to let it go so easily. After all, they were best friends with the object of the gossip, so it was certain that people would ask them what they knew. I only hoped they would remember what they promised me and downplayed rather than set fire to it. It was probably better that this happened in the summer when all the tourists had everyone occupied. But then the school season was about to start and if there was a rumor mill in town, the school was the source.

We found the new boutique and as promised, there were some super cute dresses. I found myself sorting through the racks and wishing I had somewhere romantic to wear some of the outfits. My summer tan was at its best and there was one mint green off-shoulder dress that had been moved to the sale rack. That made it almost in my price range. I tried it on and walked out of the fitting room. “Oh my God, Mina. That’s definitely you. You have to buy it.” Marcy’s encouragement felt great, but I really didn’t see any point in buying something that would only hang in my closet. I felt a pang as I imagined what Brice would say if he saw me in it. That made me feel even more depressed, so I quickly took it off and shook my head as I hung it back on the rack.

“Not for me, I’m afraid,” I said, and Marcy’s mouth opened to say something, but she must’ve thought better of it. I was glad. I wasn’t in any mood to hear about men from her.

Jude bought a pair of jeans and other than that, we left the store money intact. We drove down by the beach and weather conditions hadn’t improved, so I was off for the rest of the day. We decided to go back to my place, and on the way, we stopped at the bakery and picked up three, very fattening cream puffs filled with chocolate and strawberries.

I turned on the coffee pot and soon the three of us sat side-by-side on the sofa, hugging our coffee and eyeballing the pastries. “Think we should eat them?” Marcy asked, hoping no one would object.

Jude nodded. “I think we deserve them. After all, we were good at the boutique. We earned a little treat.”

We nodded simultaneously and picked up our forks. “Wait! Let’s make this a real party.” I leaped up from the sofa and rummaged through my closet until I found what I was looking for. I walked back into the living room, my Ouija board in hand. “Remember when we used to play with this at pajama parties?”

Jude shook her head. “That thing is evil,” she shuddered.

Marcy shook her head and reached for the board. “No, it’s not, silly. You’ve been listening to rumors again. It’s just a game.”

Jude shook her head. “I don’t know about that. I heard one woman at the store saying that her daughter played it with some friends and two of the girls turned up pregnant a week later.”

I laughed aloud. “I don’t think playing the Ouija board was what got them pregnant, Jude.”

“I know that, silly. It’s just that those things open portals to evil.”

Marcy clucked her tongue. “Getting pregnant is hardly evil. It might be stupid under the wrong circumstances, but if you asked me, there’s nothing I’d like more than to have a little baby.”

The two of us stared at her. She quickly added, “If I had a husband, I mean.”

“Do you really think it’s necessary to have a husband to have a baby nowadays?” This came from Jude and the two of us looked at her in surprise. Of the three of us, she was always the most conservative. Her parents had brought her up strictly Baptist.

“It helps,” Marcy said rationally. “Raising a baby isn’t easy and having a partner to help just makes sense. Being a single parent isn’t any fun.”

I studied her from the corner of my eye, wondering what was prompting her remarks. As far as I knew, Marcy wasn’t dating anyone, so she couldn’t be speaking from a personal perspective. It gave me food for thought, however. I wanted a home, husband, and the baby, in that order. I was one-third of the way there, but items two and three looked a long way off.

“Question, Mina. If David asked you to marry him, would you?” Marcy seemed very curious.

“No, I wouldn’t marry him. I’m not in love with him, in fact, I’m not even sure I like him at all. What would make you ask such a thing?”

She sniffed, throwing one shoulder to block my view. “Just maybe not everyone shares your opinion.”

That was when it dawned on me. “Marcy, are you telling us that you are interested in David Bretherton?” I tried to keep the amazement out of my tone.

“And what if I am? You don’t seem to mind if you lose him.”

I took a deep breath. “First of all, David isn’t mine to lose. He’s just a guy we went to school with, that’s it. His family has money and influence and a fair amount of control over my job. That’s a scary thing for me. I don’t want to get any closer to him because I can’t afford to lose my income. But, Marcy, if you’re interested in him, all means, go after him.” I wanted to say that he could do a lot worse, but there was no polite way to say that Marcy was too good for him without her getting defensive, so I kept my thoughts to myself. Jude, on the other hand, wasn’t so cautious.

“Marcy? Are you sure you want to do that? He’s like, really out there, weird.”

“Oh no, Jude, that’s not nice. You probably don’t know him at all and if Marcy likes him, that’s her business. We might not like who you end up with but will never tell you.”

I had set up the Ouija board but each of us had a fork in hand and were nibbling in our pastries. “Okay, I’ll go first, who’s going to go with me?”

Jude shook her head, her eyes huge. “No, not me.”

“Oh, you big baby, here, I’ll do it,” Marcy chided her. I think she was a little stunned by Jude’s remark and I really didn’t blame her.

We balanced our fingertips on the plastic message indicator. Marcy gave me a hard look, cocking her head and said, “Don’t cheat now.”

“Why would I do that? It just makes it a waste of time.”

“Okay, but I’m just saying…”

“So, what’s the first thing we’re going to ask?” I wanted to know.

Jude, despite her reluctance to join in, was sitting forward on the sofa, her eyes bright with anticipation. “Ask it if I’m going to have a boyfriend in the next six months.”

Marcy’s and my eyes met in humor and I shrugged. “Ouija, is Jude going to have a boyfriend in the next six months?”

All six eyes were locked onto the indicator as it slowly slid toward the word yes. 

“Oh, goody! I was hoping it would say that. I’m so tired of being alone. Ask it who he’ll be.”

Marcy rolled her eyes. “Gosh, June, for someone who was freaked out by this, you sure are getting into the spirit of things.”

“Just ask it.”

Marcy gave in. “Ouija, who will be Jude’s boyfriend?”

The indicator began to move and even though I knew I wasn’t pushing it, I wasn’t entirely sure about Marcy. It moved slowly across the alphabet and spelled out the word STRANGER.

“I wonder what that means?” Jude wanted to know.

“My guess would be that it’s someone you don’t know. What you think, Mina? How do you interpret STRANGER?”

“Stop it, Marcy don’t pick on her. Okay, it’s my turn. Ouija, will Marcy and David be an item within the next six months?”

I felt Marcy’s fingers jerk as she pulled it toward the YES corner. Just to confound her, I pushed as well, but towards the NO. “Stop it, Mina,” she grumbled. “I can feel you pushing it.” Jude laughed and settled back on the sofa, finishing off her creampuff.

“You guys go ahead and play. I’m just going to sit here and eat.”

“Okay, Ms. smarty-pants, how about this? Ouija, will Mina get married within the next year?”

Without hesitation or any pressure from Marcy’s fingers, the indicator flew across the board to the YES corner. It was so unexpected and sudden for both Marcy and me, that we pulled our hands back as though we had been burned.

“Wow, I wonder who you’re marrying?” Marcy wondered aloud.

“He’s probably another stranger,” Jude threw in and we all laughed.

“Well, I don’t know about the two of you, but I’m going to finish my creampuff,” I said. After that, I’m swearing off sweets. I have to get ready for that wedding dress, you know,” I joked. We laughed, and it wasn’t long thereafter when the girls decided they needed to go home. I walked them to the door and we hugged. I checked the weather one last time and took advantage of the lull to lie down on my bed and take a nap. 





Chapter 12

Brice

 

Todd had called and asked me to meet him north of the pier in the area I was interested in buying. We stood in the parking lot of an old shoe factory and looked out over the water.

“It’s yours now,” he said. It was a quiet announcement with a huge import.

“You pulled it off?”

He nodded.

I was thrilled and for the first time since I’d won that money, I felt truly excited about it. It was the first phase of making my dream come true.

“When do we close?”

“Well, it will be a month or so. Lots of players involved here, you know.”

“I get that.” I pivoted on the pavement and looked back over the land, imagining the buildings gone and the horizon empty again. It would be great to start again from a clean palette. Start interviewing builders,” I ordered him.

“Already started, but I’m keeping your name out of it, as asked. It’s all going through your holding corporation.”

“Good. I don’t want that detail coming out anytime soon.”

“You still haven’t told your folks?”

I shook my head. “Nope. It would be too tempting for them to brag a little and that would muck up my plans. I might tell my sister, just so someone in the family knows. In case something happens to me, you know.”

“What’s going to happen? You’re like the golden boy.”

“Don’t tempt fate, Todd. I don’t get everything I want, you know.”

“Oh? Like what haven’t you gotten.”

Mina’s beautiful contours rose before me, but I said nothing. I missed her so badly and thought that strange since we’d actually spent very little time together since we’d both come back to town.

He picked up on my expression. “Who is she?” 

“Who?” I played it cool.

“The girl you’re thinking of? I know you well enough to see someone has you wrapped around her little finger. I haven’t seen you with anyone—someone I know?”

“Nope. Anyway, that’s my private life and I’d like to keep it that way. So, let’s go back to my apartment and start sketching out some plans for development. You’re going to need to get an architect involved. I have a certain plan in mind but don’t know anything about making it happen. That’s where you come in. Can you handle it?”

“Of course. I’ll follow you.”

Back at my apartment, I spread out some sheets of computer paper and taped them together lightly. “Okay, now here in the center of the development, I want a community center. Call it the town center, if you want.”

“Are you planning to make this a town, separate from Bretherton?”

“Not planning on it, but if the town council gives me any problems, I’ll request a zoning change and do it. I have no problem with that.”

Todd’s face grew serious. I don’t think he realized how driven I was. He didn’t know about Mina, or he would have understood, and maybe been somewhat concerned. “Go on,” he said, motioning to the papers.

“Okay, so in the community center will be a cafeteria where residents can come and eat—and I mean healthy food that tastes decent. I want a full kitchen and I’ll hire chefs. No vending machine or commodities crap.”

“Woah! Who’s going to pay for all that?”

I gave him a meaningful look and he nodded, growing more solemn with every detail I gave him. “Now, at the back of this building, I want a clinic. Nothing big or too fancy. Just equipped with the basics for something like a walk-in clinic, but I want the ability to administer chemo and perform dialysis. Those are things people shouldn’t have to travel far to get. I looked at Todd, but his gaze was intent on the representational rectangles I was drawing, his mind absorbing the scope of my dream.

“There’s also going to be a rec center in there. I want residents to be able to exercise, do crafts, have social functions… you get the idea. Now, as to the cottages. They’re all going to be alike in structure, just vary a little in the layouts for one or two bedrooms and the outsides will be painted different colors. Basically, though, they’re all the same floorplan. Every resident can decorate as they see fit, though. I want them to feel special and that they still have something creative to control in their lives. Now, here along the road will be the administrative buildings. This is for offices, maintenance, staff quarters if they want to stay there, storage… well, you get the idea. Those buildings should be brick, but attractive and have landscaping. Everything needs to be well-landscaped. I want a band shell for concerts and docks where they can fish in the lake. The beach should be filled with cabanas for shade and I want an Olympic-sized pool with a retractable roof so they can swim for exercise in the cold months. Now, that’s just the beginning, but it gives you some idea of what I’ve got planned.”

“Brice, this is awesome. I had no idea you were thinking of such a scale. But, are residents from around here, especially seniors, going to be able to afford all this?”

“It will be affordable,” I said firmly. “I’m not saying it won’t need to be subsidized, but I’ll handle that. As soon as this development is full, I’ll buy more land and build a second. Maybe not on the beach, though. I’m thinking a forested tract might be nice, too. Same idea, just a location with shade and more deer and squirrels. You see what I’m going for, don’t you?”

He nodded. “Paradise,” he said without hesitation.

“Well, I don’t know about that, but as close as I can come to it.”

“Why?”

“Why, what?”

“Why are you doing this?”

I put down the pencil and sat back. “You know, it’s hard to put into words. While I was in med school, I saw the suffering people went through; especially the elderly. They’d lost control of their lives, you know? The ones I saw were sick, or spouses of the sick. They were just giving up on life. Watching the clock spin down their lives. I couldn’t stand it. I looked at the accumulation of all those years of wisdom, abilities, history—you know? They were being kicked to the side and with the economy crash and rising prices, none of them were able to enjoy being retired the way they’d planned. Then me, well, I had more than I needed, and it sort of came to me that it was intended for me to win because I would help these people. I’m not sure how, but I’m going to find a way to make these villages self-supporting. I’ll finance the original but each one will have small jobs for the residents. It’ll let them recover their pride and hopefully, be self-sustaining so I can move on to the next one.”

“Huh… never saw you as a philanthropist.”

I folded up the paper and put it in a drawer with the pencil. “I don’t think you saw me as a lot of things, ol’ buddy. Now, off with you. I’ve got to grab some sleep before I go on duty.”

I laid down on my bed and heard the door close as Todd left. I closed my eyes and fell instantly asleep. When the alarm went off, I was dreaming of Mina and for a disappointing moment, discovered she wasn’t lying next to me as she had in the dream.

Jesus, but I wanted her by my side. As excited as I was about building my retirement community, it was so tempting to let it be set aside for a while until I could bring Mina into my life to share it with me. I knew she’d approve. She had to.





Chapter 13

Mina

 

As promised, David’s representative delivered my copy of the script right to my door. His knock startled me, and I almost ignored it as tourists often knocked at my door looking for a bathroom once the state park was closed. I peeked between the kitchen curtains and saw a man in a suit.

I slid the door open but kept my foot behind it. “May I help you?”

“Mina Stewart?”

“Yes?” Was I about to be served was something legal?

“I represent David Bretherton. I have a script for you and a simple contract for you to sign. May I come in a moment?”

“What’s your name?”

“Stanley Ellingham, III,” he replied and clipped a business card out of his breast pocket, holding it toward me. I glanced at it and saw that he was an attorney. He had to be legitimate, only David would send an attorney to do his bidding.

“Sure, come on in,” I said, holding the door open and pointing to the living room. “Please have a seat, can I get you anything?”

He shook his head. “No, I’ll only be a moment.” He settled himself on the sofa and with an attorney’s precision, stacked the documents in order of presentation. “Now then, Ms. Stewart. I believe you’ve been expecting a script for your part in an upcoming production sponsored by the Bretherton’s, is that correct?”

“Why do I feel as though I’m on the witness stand?”

“I apologize. This is a far more casual arrangement, however, I’ve developed a particular approach when dealing with the Bretherton businesses. I’m sure you understand.”

I wanted to text David and ask what was going on, but I didn’t want him to offer to come over. “What can I do for you, Mr. Ellingham?”

“If you’ll just look over this brief contract, sign, initial, and date where indicated, I’ll turn the script over to you and be on my way.”

I took the document he handed me and quickly read through it. It was legalese for my commitment to play be starring role, to show up for practices at the times David and I had discussed and then, of course, to show up and carry out the performance itself. I shook my head. “Mr. Ellingham, I don’t see any need for a contract. This is an agreement between friends, nothing more.”

“Everything with the Brethertons is a matter of business, Ms. Stewart,” he pronounced.

“This isn’t what I agreed to, and it was a casual agreement. I will not bind myself by signing any documents and if Mr. Bretherton has a problem with that, he can contact me, he knows how.” I stood up, signaling to him that our time had come to a close. 

“I’m not sure you understand, Ms. Stewart. You and Mr. Bretherton already have a verbal agreement, that is true. And as such, it is binding legally even if you do not sign this contract. A judge will recognize a verbal agreement is binding. Should you decide not to sign, that might be seen as a breach of contract and the Brethertons would be within their rights to address this in a court of law.”

“What? Are you out of your mind? Please leave now, Mr. Ellingham. This conversation is done.” I walked toward the door, opened it and held it wide, motioning him to leave. He gave me a hard look, laid the contract on the table but picked up what I assumed was the script and came to the door to leave.

“I’ve left the contract for you as you can see. If you decide to reconsider, you may sign it and bring it to my office. Please do not mail it as mail delivery is whimsical at best in Bretherton Bay. Good day, Ms. Stewart.” I whiffed his subtle, but expensive aftershave as he passed me on his way out my door. My hands began to shake as the sense of violation his threats represented began to sink in. If merely having a discussion with David constituted a legal agreement, he could rest assured I would never speak to him again.

I went into the kitchen and brewed myself a cup of coffee. It felt like something stronger, perhaps a cup of brandy instead, but I was never much of a drinker. My lifeguard job had ended for the season and I was preparing for the fall term through the intervening days. I finished the coffee, grabbed my bag and headed for the school.

As a teacher of the fourth grade, it was my job to carry on the transition from being a group babysitter, as the kindergarten teachers often felt they were, to creating responsible young teens who could begin to grasp the nuances of becoming adults. I taught the normal subjects of geography, history, math, English and so forth, but I also tried to teach them about respect and diversity. While Bretherton was not very diverse in its population, few of my students would live in Bretherton Bay for the rest of their lives. They needed to understand what lay outside our end of the rainbow.

I pulled out a file folder I kept of magazine clippings and printouts of clipart from the computer. It was my habit to welcome my students with a board just inside the door titled, “This day in…” It was there that I posted a reminder of something famous in history that happened on that date. They began to look forward to this and it often was the opening discussion for the day. I knew it also gave them something to bring up at dinner time during family conversations. I began organizing these and made notes of additional content I’d look up and find illustrations for. There was a tap at my door and I looked up to see David standing there.

“Hi, Mina,” he greeted me, shuffling coins between his forefinger and thumb in a nervous gesture. “I guess my attorney came by your place?”

I said nothing but nodded.

“I guess it didn’t go so well? He seems to think you felt intimidated.”

“I think that’s exactly what you intended me to feel, David. I’ve signed nothing, and our conversation was speculative. However, if you feel it necessary to see that as some sort of a breach of agreement, then I guess you’ll have to sue me. But from here on out, I’m not talking to you. It seems everything I say will be on the record.”

“Mina, don’t be that way. That’s his job, to be like that. That’s what we pay him to be.” I kept my eyes on my work and didn’t respond. “Don’t let this come between us.”

“There is no us, David. We were friends, but you pretty much blew that out of the water. I’d like you to leave now, David, and if you don’t, I will push this button and someone from the office will be down to see you out.” I moved my hand below the lip of the desk.

“Mina, you forget, not only am I free to come and go from these buildings as I wish, there is no button on your desk. You’re faking me out because you’re scared.”

Damn! “Well, the idea is to get you out of here, so I’ll just ask you politely to leave.”

“Mina, forget the contract. Forget the fact that we talked about the play and your role in it. I’d like very much for you to be in it and as you’ve probably heard, the word around town is that you will be. How about this? How about if I send Ellington around with a contract that reads that there is no contract, neither written nor verbal. How would that be?”

“I don’t really trust you anymore, David. For all I know, that could be illegal, and you might be setting me up for something.”

“You could call your own counsel and get his opinion,” he tried.

“David, normal people don’t have an attorney on staff. You have to have some idea how the rest of us live, don’t you?”

“Sure, I guess I do. I mean, I’ve always lived the same way and I don’t know any different.”

I actually felt pity for him at that moment. He’d been living in an ivory tower so long, he didn’t know what it felt like to have his feet on the ground. I wouldn’t have traded lives with him for any amount of money. “David, I’m not very happy with you just now. I’ve asked you twice to leave and if you don’t, I will personally walk down to the principal’s office and no matter who you are, I guarantee you I will say whatever I need to have you thrown out. Now, that would prove embarrassing for you, as well as me. Somehow, I think they’re going to take my word over yours. After all, I’m one of the poor folk, remember? I don’t need contracts with my friends.”

I think it was that last sentence that got his attention because his expression drooped and for a moment he looked like the kid nobody wanted on their baseball team. His chin dropped as he swiveled in his polished leather shoes and I heard them retreating down the hallway as he left the building. I released a huge sigh of relief. I wasn’t sure what could come of this, but I would keep him at arm’s length from that point on.

It was just after lunchtime when someone knocked at my door and I looked up to see Bob Marchand, from Marchand Florists standing there with a hideously large bouquet in his hands. “David Bretherton sent these. Looks to me like he’s got a pretty big apology to make to you.” 

I motioned him in and pointed to the counter behind my desk. “Bob, I appreciate you bringing those over, but I don’t want them. The Brethertons have to learn that not everyone and everything is for sale.”

“Mina, what am I supposed to do with them? They’ve been bought and paid for.”

I cursed David mentally for putting Bob in this position. It was probably his largest single sale of the month. “Tell you what. Let them sit right there and I’ll sign the delivery receipt. No reason for you to get involved in all this.”

He nodded and did as I suggested, giving me a sweet smile of thanks as he left. I tried to ignore the bouquet, but the scent was overpowering. They really were beautiful. I bent back toward my work.

There came another knock at my door. This time it was Barry Wellick, owner of the only other florist shop in town. He was holding multiple bouquets of roses. “Mina?”

“Let me guess. David Bretherton?”

He nodded and looked as though he was begging me to accept them. “Put them over there, please,” I indicated. “Right next to the delivery from Marchand’s.” He didn’t hesitate, and I quickly initialed his delivery receipt and then he was on his way.

This is just ridiculous. I could see a card tied to both deliveries but didn’t need, or particularly want, to read either one of them. Finally, I threw down my pen and picked up my purse. It took several trips, but I got them all loaded into my car and headed for Bretherton General. I went inside to the reception desk. “Hi,” I began. “Listen, I’ve gotten some flowers and I’d like them to be distributed to the patients. Would you have someone with a cart who could help me bring them in?”

The woman looked puzzled. I didn’t blame her. Her face showed a fraction of the confusion I was feeling inside. She nodded, lifted the phone, and spoke a few words. Shortly thereafter, a man with a food tray delivery cart came out of the elevator and toward me. I motioned him to follow and between the two of us, we loaded all the flowers. “Can you just split those up to people who can have them?” 

He nodded and turned to go back inside. I’d left my car parked at the patient drop-off and opened my door to climb in and leave when I heard my name called. I looked up and there stood Brice.

“Everything okay?” he asked, coming toward me.

“Sure. Just had to make a flower delivery,” I explained, which sounded perfectly natural to me, but completely confusing to him, I supposed.

“Are you doing an extra sideline job?”

“Nope. David Bretherton ordered every flower in town delivered to my classroom. Don’t want them and thought there were people here who could enjoy them a lot more.”

“That’s very kind of you. Is it your birthday or something?”

I hesitated, but I needed someone to talk to. I stepped back out of the car and motioned him closer. “I know this isn’t something you’re interested in, but I need a word of advice.”

“What’s that?”

“Well, David, who is a friend only, and I stress that, asked me to be in a play his family is putting on in the converted playhouse.”

“I heard about all that. Congratulations on landing the role.”

“Well, I don’t know about that. There wasn’t even an audition if you get my drift.”

He nodded, and his brown eyes were kind and made me want to spill my guts. 

“So, today, his lawyer shows up at my house with the script and a contract, telling me it’s how they do business. I told him to get lost and he claimed that I’m already obligated because the conversation when David and I talked about it was binding and I could get sued for breaking a verbal contract. Do you think that’s true?”

He smiled. “I think David might be over-stepping his position. People who abuse the kindness of others often have to resort to contracts to remind them to do the right thing. Did you sign the contract?”

I made a face that told him I was no fool and he nodded. “Okay, got it. Well, since you ask, I can tell you I wouldn’t sign anything from a Bretherton attorney and as for a verbal contract, well, I’m fairly sure you could plead that you weren’t made aware that the general discussion constituted a promise of any kind. You hadn’t even seen the script yet, right?”

I nodded.

“So, it could have been smut and you certainly wouldn’t have wanted to perform in that, justifiably so. I wouldn’t worry about it. If he causes you any trouble, you come to me, you hear?”

I nodded. “Thanks, Brice. I thought you might have the answer.”

I gave a short wave, climbed back into my car, and left the hospital parking lot. It felt kind of nice to have Brice looking after my interests. In a weird way, I should even be grateful to David for having put me in the position to accept Brice’s counsel. 

Maybe the strangest aspect of all that was that somehow David ticking me off made Brice my ally. I wasn’t as angry with him as I’d been. Funny how things work out.





Chapter 14

Brice

 

Demolition had begun on what was to be called North Bay Village. A little generic, I’ll admit, but there was no way I was putting the Bretherton name on this. This was one thing they couldn’t own.

Seeing Mina again got me in the gut. She could shake me to my core when a major disaster with the trauma center filled to over-capacity didn’t even make me blink. The fact that Bretherton was behind her being stressed was not going to be repeated. I would see to that.

I stopped by the town’s planning and zoning office. Buck Henry headed it up and he was a personal friend of mine. We’d played football together in school and had shared more than one keg by a bonfire on weekends. It was also a matter of great luck for me that he hated the Brethertons. For as many people who sought the approval of the wealthy family, there were just as many who hated their superiority and controlling ways of doing business.

“He’s been in here again,” Buck informed me the minute I walked through the door.

“Bretherton?”

“Yup. Insists on seeing the permits.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I told him that the permits satisfied the legalities and until the development was completed, there was nothing to enter into the books. In other words, ‘Go away and come back later.’”

“Good man. Even if he does get a look at those permits, he won’t know the corporate connection. Let him think it’s Chicago money, coming up to buy their own piece of town.”

“Well, what has him in tangles is the idea that you might be applying to have that part of town secede into its own village, and his name will have nothing to do with it.”

“No shit.” I grinned. Buck and I shared a wink. “So, you’re keeping the inspections up, right? I don’t want to fall behind on anything or overlook a technicality.”

“You’re all up to date.”

“Good. Let me know if you need anything.”

“Listen, Brice…”

“Yeah?” I turned around on my way out the door. He motioned me close again and leaned over the counter. 

“You know… Bretherton’s got eyes everywhere. I was thinking you could be spotted coming in and out of here and questions will get asked and spies will start looking. Any chance you could come up with a diversion? Maybe flip a house somewhere? Just to give logic to your visits?”

I thought about it. “Not a bad idea, actually. I’ll look around for something and be in to talk about it.”

I drove out to North Bay Village, careful to look like a gawker and not an owner. In fact, Todd had instructions not to acknowledge me when I was out there. It was crucial to my plans that no one catch wind of who was involved. 

Bulldozers were leveling the mostly ramshackle buildings, and trucks carried off the salvage. Within a week I expected nothing but clean, white sand and water where the dockside slum had resided. I could see Todd had everything under control, so I drove on through without stopping and headed for the hospital. I’d been putting in more than my normal shifts. I had nothing better to occupy my time having set the wheels in motion for my future. It also helped me to keep my thoughts off Mina. She was like a fever.

On my way to the hospital, I made a stop downtown to the only three-story building in Bretherton Bay. Taking two steps at a time, I found his office door, although I’d describe it more as a portal. Heavily ostentatious carving decorated the gold-lettered door. I went in without knocking and found him sitting in a tall chair behind a massive desk.

“Brice!” he exclaimed and immediately sat up taller in his chair. He reminded me of a child in a high chair. 

“David,” I nodded in acknowledgment. “You got a minute?”

He practically fell out of his chair as he leaped to his feet and motioned to the chairs opposite him.

“I’ll stand,” I said. “What I’ve got to say won’t take long.”

“Well, okay, then what can I do for you?”

“Mina.”

I saw his eyes flare and fear crept into his pupils. 

“What about her?”

“Leave her alone.”

He drew in a breath, his first impulse to argue, but he reconsidered and sat down in the chair, scooting his hips from side to side as his feet left the floor. “You mind telling me what’s going on?”

My bottom lip curled as I looked him straight in the eyes. “I don’t think I need to tell you, but I do need you to know that I know what you’re up to. She’s out of your league, Bretherton. You may have money, but she’s not into that. She’s pure class and has a future ahead of her.”

“I wouldn’t do anything to ruin that. I know who she is.”

“Don’t bullshit me. You’d marry her in a second just to prove you could.”

“Are you worried that would leave you out?” came his sly response.

“There’s only one person in this room who should be worried, and it’s not me,” I muttered as I turned to leave. 

That’s when he made the mistake. “What? What do you mean by that, Davidson? You think you’re somebody, don’t you? You’re a pissant. My father could ruin your career if I asked him to, you know. He could buy and sell you a thousand times over. You’re just a bottom feeder; you don’t have a clue how to build a business, much less a medical practice. I think it’s you who needs to stay away from Mina. You’d only drag her down to your mucky ass bottom.”

His eyes were glittering, and his mouth was on a roll. In two strides I was at his desk, leaning over it until his flaring eyes were inches from mine. “Little buddy, you just bought yourself a whole lotta trouble. You and your family have had too much control of this town for too long. It’s time you back the hell off.” His nostrils flared with alarm and he scooted back in his chair, his chest puffing as he searched for something more threatening to throw at me. I held out a finger. “You’ve been warned.” I turned and left.

All the way back to my car I let the adrenaline of revenge flow through me, knowing Bretherton had finally met his own personal hell, and I was going to enjoy doling it out.





Chapter 15

Mina

 

As soon as I rounded the dune, my cell began buzzing. David’s name was on the caller ID and I debated letting it go to voicemail. Grumbling, I knew I was on the hook for the time being, so I answered. “Hello, David.”

“Don’t hang up, please, Mina. Listen, I’m sorry about all that with the attorney and contract. I’m calling to beg you to take the role, no strings attached. Just as a special favor to me? To be truthful, I let some people know you’d be in it and I may or may not have gotten a few favors based on that. I’m embarrassed to say it, but could you help me out? Just do the one performance, a minimum of rehearsals and I’ll even have the dialogue reviewed and as many lines given to the others as possible. That means a minimum of memorization and rehearsal. Would you reconsider?”

“David, what kind of people could possibly care whether I’m in that role? What have you gotten me into?”

“No, no, nothing like that. Oh, crap, well I may as well tell you. My grandfather is planning to be in town from Boca and I may have insinuated that you were my girl.”

“You what?”

“I know, I know. I’ll straighten him out. I’ll tell him you broke it off with me. There won’t be any more obligation but for that one evening, it would be really great if I could look like something better than the flop he thinks I am. One look at you and he’s bound to think more of me.”

“Oh, David, you shouldn’t have done that. I’m nothing special, anyway. It’s better to tell him the truth now and be done with it.”

“I can’t, I just can’t. I want to talk to him, face to face before I bring that up. It’s just that he’s always looked down on me like he didn’t have anything to brag about. He knows your name; no one could spend any time in Bretherton without hearing your name. It would mean a whole lot to me and as soon as the performance is done, you don’t have to ever speak to me again, if you don’t want to, that is.”

“I don’t know. I don’t like taking part in falsehoods, David.”

“Please, just this once, Mina? Then it’s over.”

I sighed and rolled my eyes, although he couldn’t see them. “Just the one performance and no guarantees on how many rehearsals I can attend, agreed? Just the one.”

“Agreed. Absolutely agreed. Thank you, Mina, you’re a lifesaver. I’ll have the script messengered—no lawyers—and see you at rehearsals. Thank you again.” He disconnected, and I was struck by how much he’d humbled himself to ask me. I was one of the rare people in a position to do him a favor and I could hardly turn him down.

 

***

 

The script was waiting for me on the step, wrapped in a bag over the box. I made myself a light dinner and sat down to read it, highlighting my lines and the various staging instructions. It wasn’t as bad as I was afraid, and I figured with three or four concentrated attempts, I could probably learn the lines and be ready with a minimal time investment. Considerably relieved, I went to bed early and took the script to bed with me to begin memorization.

The next morning was the first day of working for me; a half-day for the teachers only. The staff met in a casual arrangement of chairs and tables set in the gym. We went over changes in staff, rules, and in general got back into the teaching groove. I was excited for the year to begin. I loved my students and missed them when they moved on, but a fresh crop was always welcomed. A few of the school board members stopped in, but David was nowhere to be found. I considered that a bonus.

When I returned to my room there was a single yellow rose in a bud vase with a card. It simply read, “Thank you.”

Was it possible he’d finally gotten the message?

School commenced, and my life returned to a steady routine. In my spare time, I studied my script and my students were excited to learn that I would be in the premier presentation at the refurbished playhouse. They promised they’d all be in the front row, which made me laugh but I thought maybe a couple might show up. I spent my evenings quietly at home, although Marcy and Jude stopped by a couple of times. They tried to coerce me into going out and have a glass of wine, but I wanted a clear head and lots of rest to ward off any effects of stress from my routine. I began jogging along the beach in the early evening, something that I always really enjoyed. Maybe someday I’d get a dog to run with me, just like in the movies, I laughed to myself.

David showed up at a few rehearsals, but he never directed comments at me personally and overall was generous in his praise of the entire cast. He was behaving perfectly, and I could barely believe it.

Opening night drew near. We were in the midst of our final dress rehearsal and I was having trouble with the heels of the shoes they’d given me to wear. They were obviously costume quality only and too big on my feet. It resulted in my having an uneven gait across the stage. I felt awkward in them but didn’t want to complain since it would only be that one night. The cast performed flawlessly, and the excitement was high anticipating the crowd’s reaction at our first and only performance. I really hoped for everyone’s sake that it went well because I knew it would be the first of many plays to be held and many of our local people love the arts and would welcome the chance to take the stage themselves.

We were halfway through the last scene, one where I came forward from backstage, crying into a handkerchief because the male lead had died a week before our wedding. The few press, directors, and personnel sitting in the audience were hushed and I took that to mean that emotions were running high. That made me a little proud, I don’t mind saying.

The prop department had placed a very large oriental carpet center stage, forming the central visual prop to a variety of smaller sofas and chairs. As I walked into the pretend room, the heel of the shoe that had given me trouble caught on the edge of the carpet and down I went, landing in a cross-legged heap on the floor. I cried out in pain and was trying to sit up so I could massage it, but it was well beyond the remedy of a gentle rub. Everyone from the audience crowded onto the stage and I found myself at the center of a hub of people, all of whom were on the verge of hysterics at the idea that their lead actor may not be there for the performance.

Someone brought around a minivan and I was made comfortable as they drove me to the hospital to have my leg checked out. Even the slightest movement shot slivers of pain through my leg and tears streamed down my cheeks as I realized it was fairly serious and I would be out of commission for a while. Who would teach my class? Who would act as my understudy in the play? I verbalized my questions but the people who traveled with me told me not to worry about it, that they would take care of things. That’s the sort of thing people say when things are out of control and they don’t know what to do. They were buying time and I knew it.

David must’ve called ahead because there were two attendants with the gurney waiting for me at the ER entrance. They lifted me carefully and immediately began asking me questions. I told them quietly that I tripped on the carpet and my leg hurt. There wasn’t much more to say. They wheeled me into a bay, pulled the curtains and a nurse proceeded to help me undress and put on a gown. I don’t know why it came as a surprise when Brice walked through the curtain a few minutes later, but it did. I broke down crying, wanting him to hold me and comfort me but knowing our fractured relationship couldn’t permit that.

His eyes were filled with compassion and he ordered the nurse to bring various supplies and to call the x-ray department and tell them I was being brought down the hall. He held my hand and took my pulse, smiling at me in a comforting way. “It’ll be okay, Mina. You’re in good hands, you know. Do you trust me?”

I nodded, a fresh stream of tears dropping onto my hospital gown. “Will I walk again, Brice?”

He chuckled at that. “Oh, I think you’ll be just fine. Without an x-ray, I can’t tell you the extent of the damage, but I can tell you from here that you either strained your leg or ankle or there may be a light break, but certainly nothing to keep you bedbound for the rest of your life,” he teased me.

Somehow, that helped. I felt a little special when he accompanied me to the x-ray department. He stood in the small technician’s booth, raised above the floor where I lay on the gurney. I couldn’t understand what they were saying but watched as he pointed and directed the technician. I was told when to breathe and when to hold my breath, and Brice came out of the booth from time to time to reposition my leg, each time handling me like an injured fledgling bird. I appreciate his gentleness and knew that I was the exception to the rule. Normally he would have been waiting in the ER, tending to other patients until I returned with results.

Brice wheeled me back to the ER and my foot was isolated in a casing made from inflated vinyl. It raised my foot up above my head and nurses brought a small stack of warmed blankets to put over me. The x-rays were delivered, and Brice loaded them beneath clips on a lighted screen outside my bay entrance. Another doctor showed up, assumedly called by Brice for second opinion. They conferred and then the other doctor left.

Brice entered my bay and he pulled up a stool to sit next to me, taking my hand in his. “Mina, it looks like you have a spiral fracture in your left fibula. I’m going to set it for you and then we’re going to put on a fracture boot. You’ll have to be off your feet for at least the next three weeks and then we might be able to get you mobile using crutches. Now, let’s talk about logistics. I’ll call the school principal and tell them to find a sub for you for those three weeks. I’ll be keeping a personal eye on you and if everything looks good you’ll be able to go back to teaching, although it will be from a chair. Probably six to eight weeks before you’re totally healed. Does that sound agreeable to you?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“No, not really, I’m afraid.”

“How about the performance? It’s tomorrow night.”

“That’s not your worry. They should have an understudy for you and if they don’t, well, they’ll improvise. You, my dear, will be off your feet and lying down. We’ll get you on some pain meds so I can get started on that leg,” he said as a nurse entered the room.

I winced as she gave me an injection in my right upper arm. “But, Brice, how am I going to take care of myself? You know I live alone.”

“Well…” he nodded, “I’ve been thinking about that while we waited. I have a plan and if you are agreeable, we can cover that, too.”

“What kind of plan?” 

“I’ll tell you my plan as I work. Now, the meds will start helping soon, but there will be a little discomfort. I’ll be as gentle as I can.”

I nodded, more worried about being out of action then of getting through some pain. The meds were beginning to make me feel slightly foggy. I could tell by the way the nurses behaved around Brice that he was very respected. One even went so far as to whisper to me, “He’s new, but he’s really very talented. He’s also very single,” she said with a wink and stood back. It was all I could do to keep my mouth shut.

He was being just as gentle as one could, and I just laid my head back and closed my eyes to wait it out. He began speaking. “So, here’s what I was thinking. It just so happens that you are in a temporary bind, you’re going to need a little nursing care. Not to spoon feed you, mind you, but to help you get back and forth to the commode, cook your some food, help you bathe… Now, I could recommend a home health nurse, but I already checked, your insurance won’t cover it. 

“So, it also just so happens that my apartment building has been sold and I’ve been given notice to move out. I’ve been looking at a few properties, but nothing has popped up quite yet. It’s a seller’s market, you know. So, what I was thinking is that you have an extra bedroom and I have all the knowledge and skill to accomplish the aforementioned, so why don’t you allow me to rent a room from you for the next month or so until you can get around on your own and I find a place to go? What do you say?”

My eyes popped wide open at his words. I hadn’t thought that far ahead and when he said my insurance wouldn’t cover a nurse at home, I felt my stomach turn over at the thought of lying in a nursing home. Of course, I could always go back and stay at my parent’s house, but his proposition was far more interesting. Who could turn down having your doctor stay in the same house with you? I knew there wouldn’t be any funny business, for obvious reasons.

I looked down at him as he was getting ready to set the bone. “Ouch! Ouch! Stop it, don’t do that again! It’s going to hurt…” 

“Oh boy, you’re one of those kind of patients, are you? I might have to charge you to look after you unless of course, you’re extra nice to me.”

I raised my head again. “What does that mean? Extra nice?”

“Oh, like maybe letting me watch football on your TV when I want and not complaining if I keep a six-pack of beer in your fridge?”

“You know, this sounds a whole lot like I’ve already agreed.” I bit my tongue against the pain, but it wasn’t as strong as earlier. He was beginning to splint my leg, so I laid my head back down and closed my eyes again. “Let’s just say that I agreed. I assume you won’t be doing any entertaining?”

“Such as…?”

“Such as having women over.”

He coughed as he choked on his own saliva. “No, I think we’re pretty safe there. Of course, I’ll have to expect the same from you, inasmuch as we will be roommates, you understand.”

“No problem,” I whispered hoarsely. “Are you sure you can work it in with your hours here at the hospital?”

“That’s no problem. It’s only a few blocks away, I can shoot over on my breaks and see to your needs.”

It was the way he said those last words that made my tummy flip over. I tried hard, but not too hard, to think of reasons he shouldn’t stay. “I’m flat out of reasons to deny you. I would appreciate it very much and of course, you won’t be expected to pay any rent. I happen to know that new doctors don’t get paid too much here at Bretherton General. Just take care of your own food and turn off the lights when you leave a room.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll be finished up here in a few minutes and then we’re going to keep you a little while to monitor your response to the pain meds. If all goes well, I’ll get the boys with the ambulance to run you home tonight and I’ll go along to see that you’re settled in.”

“My mom can help,” I offered.

“Moms don’t make good nurses,” he said. “It’s been my experience that they take advantage of the situation to rearrange your closet and throw out anything they don’t like in your kitchen.”

“Sounds like you remember my mom.”

“I do, indeed, and they never change.”

“How long is it going to hurt this badly?”

“I’m wrapping it up now and I’ll make sure to give you some nice drugs that will make you sleep and you won’t feel a thing tonight. After a few days, I’ll give you a physical therapy routine to follow. You’ll have some pain pills for the first few days and after that, you most likely won’t need them.”

I nodded and kept my eyes shut. “Brice?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you,” I whispered.

“It’s okay,” he answered in a soft voice. “I’m just glad I was here to look after you.”

I must have dozed off because I woke up to someone massaging my hand and opened my eyes to find my mother standing at my bedside, her eyes filled with alarm. At that moment I was very glad that I had alternate care plans. “Hi, Mom.”

“Mina, what on earth happened?”

“It was dress rehearsal and the shoes they gave me got caught on an area rug. I fell, and I guess I broke my leg.”

“I’ve called your father and told him to start packing my things. I’m moving in with you tonight.”

“No, no Mom, it’s not necessary. I have someone coming to stay who will look after me.”

“Who?” She seemed indignant that there was anyone else on the face of the planet I would prefer over her to take care of me.

“A doctor.”

“A doctor? Can you afford to have your own personal doctor?”

“This one I can. We’ve worked up a little trade. He’ll look after me and I’ll give him free room and board until he finds a place of his own.”

“Oh, no, missy. I don’t like the sound of that.” Her brow was knitted, and she was shaking her head.

“Doesn’t matter, Mom. I’m a big girl now what I can make these decisions on my own. I appreciate you being concerned for my welfare, but I think I’ll be better in my own bed with my things around me. If you want to help, you can bake a casserole every so often and bring it over. That would be appreciated.”

“Mina! How can you talk like this?”

“It’s called growing up, Mom.”

She wasn’t happy with my independence and made sure I knew it. She got up and with a quick look back, she left.





Chapter 16

Brice

 

I stood in the doorway of her bedroom and watched her sleeping, her leg supported by pillows. She looked pale and I knew she’d been having pain, despite the meds I was dispensing. She wasn’t sleeping well. She stirred.

“Hey,” I called out to her softly. “How are you feeling?”

“What time is it?” Her voice was soft.

“Almost nine A.M. You hungry?”

“I guess I should eat, but I’m really not hungry at all.”

I left and went into the small kitchen, warming up a bowl oatmeal. I carried it on a tray with some orange juice into her room and eased onto a chair next to her bed. “Think you can sit up and eat?”

“I can try,” she answered. Where was her bubbly personality? 

“Tell me what you’re thinking right now,” I coaxed her. “What has you so down?”

She shrugged. “I guess I’m just feeling down because I’m stuck in bed. I love teaching, and the kids and I were just beginning to bond when this had to happen. And then there’s the play. I didn’t want to do it in the first place, but David begged me, and I gave in. I feel like I let the whole cast and audience down.”

“Mina, this is out of character for you. I can understand that you’re a little down and bored, but you’re sounding very lost. Where’s the fiery girl who’s ready to take on the world?”

She nodded. “Not feeling very fiery at the moment.” Looking up at me she added, “Part of it has to do with you.”

I took a deep breath. I knew the time had come, but I wasn’t ready for it—not yet. “Hey, don’t be so blue. That night we were together? It was wonderful. You are a beautiful, desirable woman and you should never forget that.”

“Then what happened? Why did you treat me like that?”

I looked down, wanting so badly to tell her, but it was still too early. There were things I had to do that she couldn’t be a part of, not yet. She had to trust me and my motives for keeping her in the dark. That was the key to it all. When would things be at a point that she would feel like she could trust me—again?

For the time being, I could take care of her. “I was stupid, I was overwhelmed. I hadn’t expected us to get together and not that fast. I over-reacted. Can you forgive me?”

Even in her sleep-deprived state, she followed what I was saying and eventually, she nodded. “I didn’t realize I was pushing,” she apologized. That was so, so wrong.

“You didn’t do anything wrong. Things took on a life of their own and it just moved too fast. Let’s start over, shall we?”

Her beautiful eyes fastened on mine and she nodded. I felt like I was kicking a puppy. I knew my motives were pure, but to anyone on the outside, I’d be labeled an absolute ass. Maybe they were right. Maybe I didn’t have the right to control what people did and didn’t know.

I needed her forgiveness, even if I didn’t deserve it. I lifted the blanket before me and gently slid onto the mattress next to her. She didn’t turn me away and I was grateful for that. I just wanted to hold her, to feel her real and soft body and to give her some strength from my own. I was a healer; a man of medicines, procedures, supervision, and accepted practices that were highly regulated. I’d done all that for Mina, but it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t what I really wanted to give her.

I slowly and cautiously slid my arm behind her head, and instinct coaxed her to lean her cheek on my chest. With tender fingers, I stroked her cheek and kissed the top of her head. She was a red-blooded, strong, and almost healthy woman and I wanted her so badly at that moment. Not just in a sexual way, but I needed her. I wanted her forgiveness, her reassurance that she’d put her life in limbo and wait for me and all my marvelous plans to be carried out. How selfish was that?

Monstrously selfish. 

I hadn’t changed all that much from the teenage bully I’d been. I still wanted things my way and felt so righteous that it was the best and only way. Someone should have kicked my ass, but the person with the greatest power to destroy me was, at that moment, leaning into me for support. I pulled her closer, wrapping my arms around her torso and willed my strength to seep into her hurting body. I hoped she felt it and that it helped. A peace settled over the both of us and finally, she closed her eyes and I felt her body go limp as she went to sleep. It was my deep, adoring pleasure to hold her and before long, I closed my eyes and joined her. It had been a long night and I was exhausted too. 

We were awakened by an abrupt knocking at Mina’s front door. I eased her away and left the bed to answer it. There stood David Bretherton.

“Oh,” he uttered when he saw me. 

“Did you need something?” I kept my temper in check as I observed he was dressed in expensive, brand name workout clothes, his hair neatly combed to one side. His face ranged in emotion from self-assured to timid as he saw me in the doorway.

“Is Mina here?”

“Of course, this is her cottage.” I let him dangle in his own stupidity.

“Yes, but, well…” he struggled for his next sentence. “Why are you here?”

“I might ask you the same thing,” I said to parry his curiosity.

He held a bouquet of flowers in one hand and a brown, handled bag in his other. “Brought her lunch and something to cheer her up.”

“She’s not seeing visitors, she needs her rest.”

“Why are you here?” he asked again.

I reached out and took the flowers and bag of take-out. “I’ll give these to her for you. Thanks for stopping by,” I added as I slid the door shut in his face with my foot. I set the things on the counter and looked up to see his silhouette still standing on the step, as though he was debating what to do. Cowardice won and eventually he left, and I watched as his car pulled away.

I went back to look in on Mina. She was awake, her cornflower blue eyes curious. “You had a visitor,” I told her, holding out the flowers.

“Who?”

“Bretherton.”

“Oh. I don’t want to see anyone.”

“I know. I already sent him away.”

“Do me a favor?”

“Anything.”

“Get rid of the flowers. I’m flowered out. And then, would you climb back in here with me? It felt so good to lean against you and you’re warm. I’m freezing.”

“Your body is trying to heal, and you’ll feel chilled.” I took a few steps back and tossed the flowers, grabbing my bag and sitting next to the bed first. I looked around for blankets and found a stack of neatly folded quilts on the shelf in her closet. The one on top was red, white and blue. It was cheerful and soft to the touch, which told me she used it often. I spread it over her and she winced as she tried to snuggle into it. “Hey, we need to keep that leg elevated,” I said, easing a thick pillow of foam beneath it.

I looked down at her small form on the bed. With a gentle, sliding movement, I laid down next to her again and her head fell onto my chest. I held her as she slept and it may have been the most wonderful afternoon I’d ever spent.

 

***

 

A knock at the door startled me awake. I slipped out of bed careful not to wake Mina, and opened it, expecting to see Bretherton had come back. It was Marcy.

“When were you going to tell me?” she accused in a low voice and pushed past me, her arms loaded with bundles.

“Tell you what?”

Her arms empty, she whirled on me. “That you’re banging my best friend?”

“Hang on there, Marcy. Don’t be bitchy, okay? It’s not what you think.”

“I’ve got eyes, don’t I? How many explanations could there be?”

“Look. This is Mina’s business and mine. Stay out of it unless you’re invited, okay?”

“Not okay. From what I hear, her leg is broken and since I can see the guest room bed from where I’m standing, and the covers are perfectly smooth, you didn’t sleep in there. What the hell is the matter with you?”

Somewhere along the line, Marcy had turned into our mother and now I was being held accountable.

I held my finger to my lips. “She’s sleeping and needs rest to heal. Keep your voice down.” I pointed to the sofa and eased Mina’s door closed. I sat down close to her and spoke in a low voice. “Actually, it’s a good thing you’re here. Not how I planned it, but that doesn’t matter. Do me a favor and keep your comments to yourself until you’ve heard me out. Can you do that?”

Fire danced in her brown eyes and I felt I was looking into a mirror. Finally, she nodded.

“Okay, I’m going to tell you something that only a very, very few people know and they’re all lawyers, bankers, government people.” Her eyes widened. “No, nothing like that. I know what you’re thinking.”

“How do you know what I’m thinking?” she said indignantly.

“Because you’ve been my sister for almost thirty years and you have that look on your face like the time you caught me gouging out the bottom of Dad’s birthday cake with a spoon.”

“Very funny. So? What is it?”

“It is a secret, so you cannot tell anyone, most especially Mina, if the thought should cross your mind. I’m only telling you because someone needs to know if something should happen to me.”

“Jesus, Brice, will you just get on with it?”

I bent closer to her and spoke in a low voice. “It started years and years ago while we were still in school. David Bretherton cheated on a test. I saw him copying from Betty Martin’s paper, who sat one seat ahead of him. I nearly flunked the test myself and he got praised for having a perfect score. The thing wasn’t just that he copied from Betty, but that Betty got a ninety percent.”

Marcy frowned. “Well, maybe he only copied the ones he didn’t already know—and you can’t prove that he used any of her answers.”

I gave her a strange look. Why is she sticking up for Bretherton? We’d spent our lives resenting his popularity. “I watched him go line by line, Marcy. He copied everything she wrote, as soon as she filled in the answer, he filled in his. Don’t you understand? He’s a Bretherton. The teacher was in on it. He got privileges the rest of us didn’t get. Doesn’t that make you even a little mad?” 

Marcy had always been a live and let live kind of person, mostly because she didn’t want to expend the energy to get anyone into trouble. She shook her head. “I can’t see how a test paper from a dozen years ago would still be nagging at you.”

“You’re missing the bigger picture here. It wasn’t just the test, silly, it is that the Brethertons get a different set of rules to play by. They own the town and every decision-maker in it.” She still had a blank look on her face. “Marcy, surely you’ve notice all along that anyone on the Bretherton’s good side wins out and often someone  more deserving lost, right? Real estate deals, jobs, positions on the city councils… It’s not just unfair, it’s immoral.”

“So? What’s your interest in all this? You’re a doctor. You’re the head of your department and I think you’ve gotten through life on a golden rainbow to date, so why does this bother you?”

“Okay, so this is where it gets interesting. I’ve hired an investigator who has been systematically going through city and county records, comparing the facts. Everything uncovered so far points to corruption by the Brethertons at the highest level. I don’t think David is responsible for all of it; it’s mostly his father and grandfather, but he’s picking up where the others left off, no doubt about it. He’s definitely benefitting from what they’ve done.”

“So, what exactly are you saying?”

“What I’m saying is that we’ve been collectively building their wealth for them. So far it looks like they haven’t paid a dime in any kind of tax, they’ve manipulated elections to come out in their favor, they are given advance knowledge on properties coming on the market, they’re getting low or no interest rates on loans via Bretherton State Bank. That’s just the icing on the cake. Where it stinks, there’s something rotten and the further we investigate, the worse it gets.”

Marcy’s eyes were round. “I still don’t get why you are taking all this on. This is how small towns work. Wouldn’t it be easier to just move somewhere else? What if they go after you?”

I shook my head. “They won’t and the reason I’m doing this is because I’m the only one who can.”

“Why you?”

“Because I have the money.”

“Oh, now Brice, you can’t be making enough to take all this on. They’ve got way more money and will crush you. It’s not worth putting your career and future on the line. Just leave if it bothers you. If what you say is true, you’ll be under their thumb all your life.”

“I’m not talking about my doctor’s salary, Marcy. I’m talking about a lot more money than they have.”

She squinted at me, cocking her head in disbelief. “And just where did you get that kind of money and why am I now just hearing about it?”

“I won the lottery.”

“Yeah, don’t I wish. Seriously, is someone backing you?”

“Seriously, I won the lottery.”

Her mouth dropped open. “You’re rich? Like really rich?”

“That’s right. Enough money for all of us for several lifetimes.”

She leaped up off the sofa and burst into a happy dance, screeching. I grabbed her hand and pulled her down, slapping my hand over her mouth. 

“Marcy—shut up now! Mina is sleeping, and I don’t want her knowing about this.”

“Why in hell not?”

“Mina and I, well, we had a night, if you get my drift. I let myself get carried away and then had to push her back the next morning. She can’t know about all this because David is her boss; the lifeguard job, the teaching job, the damned play. He’s already laid claim to her as his own eye candy and if she goes cold on him, acts out of character, or tries to resign—he’ll get wind that something is up before I can complete the evidence gathering and turn the whole damned family in. There’s even a covered up story about at least one of his grandfather’s business associates dying under mysterious circumstances… I’m fairly sure his grandfather would stoop to murder and I can’t swear that David might not have the same thoughts. She wouldn’t be safe. I have to protect her. She’s my responsibility.”

“Oh-my-god. I’ve lived here all my life. I know some people hate the Brethertons, but murder? Seriously? I don’t believe it. And now you’re involved with my best friend, and she’s in the middle of all of this? Why didn’t you tell me before?” 

“This is the first chance I’ve had to talk to you privately. And the truth is I’ve cared about Mina for a long time, Marcy. She’s always been on my mind. And now that I’m back, I’ve seen her, I’ve… I’m pretty sure I’m in love with her.”

“But she’s involved with David, she works for him. They’ve even been out for drinks.”

“I know. I even sent her flowers and put his name on the card trying to keep my distance from her. I thought it would keep her safer if he didn’t suspect she might be connected to me.”

“You pushed her at him?”

“I gambled that she wouldn’t have anything to do with him and that she’d make sure it stayed platonic. I know, it was stupid, and that’s why I’ve changed my mind. I’m keeping her close by me until this is over.”

Brice… you’re sure about all this? This stuff you’ve been saying? No way you could be wrong or maybe David doesn’t know what’s going on?”

I knew she was worried for Mina. “No way I’m wrong and no way that I know yet how deep this is. I’ll keep her safe, don’t worry.”

“Wow, I’m going to have to give this some thought. I never dreamed…”

“Please keep quiet about all of this. Wait until this mess is cleaned up. I don’t want anyone to know about the money or the investigation. Promise you won’t tell anyone, Marcy.”

“I’ll keep it to myself.” She got up and headed to the door. 

“Remember, don’t let on to anyone. Most especially Mina. Mina can not find out about this!”

Marcy gave me the “okay” sign and was out the door in a flash. It was so hard not to tell others, not to tell Mina. I wanted her to want me and while I knew the money wouldn’t make a difference, I wanted her forgiveness and her love first.

I got up and flipped off the light on the step, locking the doors. I eased open Mina’s door to see her sitting up, the nightstand lamp turned on. “Mina can’t find out about what?” she asked.





Chapter 17 

Mina

 

 I awoke and looked out my window. The sun fought to shine through the heavy clouds that had scudded in from over the lake during the night. The wind had risen, and the beach grasses danced in shivers. You could smell the advancing fall. 

Voices in the living room brought me completely out of sleep and I distinctly heard Marcy’s shrill yip of excitement. I’d sat next to it through too many football and basketball games to forget it. I laid there, coming out of the drugged sleep and then heard Brice’s voice in a cautionary tone, telling her not to let me find out about something.

I’m not sure which bothered me most; knowing my best friend was keeping something from me, or my lover swearing her to secret.

 

 

***

Brice stood in my doorway then, a look of guilt on his handsome face. 

“I asked you once, what is it I’m not supposed to find out about?”

His face went to doctor mask in a split second. “Just that I think you might be off your feet a few days longer than we originally thought. You’re not getting enough rest to heal well.”

I didn’t believe a word he’d said. I didn’t let him know that, though. I didn’t have the strength or the ability at that moment to do anything other than let him tend to me and I would pretend that everything was fine between us. Later, if it turned out otherwise, I would deal with it then.

“Was that Marcy I heard?”

“Yes, it was. She brought some get-well gifts and thought you needed someone to look after you. I explained our arrangement and I hope you don’t mind, but I told her that we had been dating.”

“What did she say?”

“She was surprised. Naturally, she doesn’t think I’m good enough for you.”

“Why didn’t she hang around?”

“Oh, I guess she had places to go.”

“A date?”

“Gee, Mina, I don’t know. She hasn’t checked in with me for a very long time.”

I nodded slowly. “You know she has a crush on someone, don’t you?”

“No, I didn’t know. Anyone I know?”

“One of your favorite people, as a matter of fact.”

“Who’s that?”

“David Bretherton. Personally, I think she’s nuts. I find him more than a little strange and a whole lot more controlling than I could’ve believed. I’m not sure what she sees in him other than the fact that he’s rich and available. I think she believes she is pulling off quite a coup if she manages to hook him.”

A few seconds passed before he said, “Can I get you anything?”

“Is it time for my pain meds yet?”

“Almost. Listen, Marcy made some pretty good stew, I had a little bit. Let me put some in a mug for you. You need food in your stomach to take those pills.”

I nodded, and followed that up with, “Okay. You’re the doctor.”

When Brice returned he bent and kissed my forehead. Even his lips felt strong and I wanted more of them. “Can I admit something to you?” I asked.

“Of course.”

“I was a little scared about letting you stay here.”

He chuckled it was a warm, comforting sound. “Why is that?”

“I’m not sure how much I can trust you. Not to revisit old arguments, but you're pushing me away that morning… well, I took it pretty hard.”

“I understand. I was really an ass and again I apologize.”

“Apology accepted, we won’t bring it up again. Just know that if you ever do something like that to me again, they’ll be hunting for the pieces of you in South America.”

He laughed aloud at that and I was glad that I could still find enough humor to make that happen. “I’ll keep that in mind,” he said soberly and patted my hand again.

He was right. The stew was pretty good, and I managed to finish it all. I was rewarded with two tiny pills pressed into the palm of my hand and a straw in a glass of water. I took the pills and it wasn’t long before they did their job and I drifted off to sleep again. I awakened sometime in the middle of the night and could feel Brice’s hard body against mine. I liked the way it felt. I wish so badly that that morning hadn’t happened and that I hadn’t overheard his words to Marcy. I didn’t know what was going on, but it didn’t sound very positive. I sighed to myself, wanting so to go off guard duty against him.

“Everything okay?” he whispered next to my ear. He gently turned over and his lips pressed against my cheek.

“Mmmm… that feels good.”

“I’m glad. I happen to know where you can get a regular supply.”

“Oh? Are you looking for a new job?”

He laughed, a huge sound in a tiny room at three in the morning.

“You wouldn’t happen to know anything about school teaching, would you?”

“I do happen to know a little bit about school teachers, present company included,” he teased me.

I knew what was getting to me. I wasn’t able to sleep because I was worried about my job and who would cover for me in the play. “Brice? Do you think they found someone to take my place in the play?”

“I’m sure they figured something out. After all, the whole reason you’re in this position is because they didn’t take proper precautions. You could probably sue them if you wanted to.”

I shook my head. “No, I’ve never been the suing type. It always ends badly and in a small town like this, it’s so important to keep your reputation above table.”

“I think you’ve done a pretty good job of that. Everyone loves you, I never hear a bad word said about you.”

“I’d like to think that’s true,” I murmured, sleep calling my name again. I answered.





Chapter 18 

Brice

 

“Thank you for meeting me here. Bretherton isn’t the place for this kind of conversation.” 

“I understand, Dr. Davidson. In all truth, I couldn’t agree more. So, would you like me to update you here and now, or would you prefer if I simply give you the dossier?”

“I’ve asked that this room remain private, so feel free to spread things out.”

“Yes, sir. Well, let’s begin with the grandfather. In 1957, a Mr. Dutton Jones died when the two men shared a hunting cabin in the northern part of the state. Mr. Bretherton stated that Jones had consumed alcohol to great excess the evening before and then apparently aspirated on his own vomit while asleep. Mr. Bretherton brought the body home in car and when investigative authorities went to examine the premises, they found the cabin had burned to ashes. He said he must have left the wood stove burning in his haste to bring his friend back to town for help. No further investigation was done and the matter was considered closed.”

“And Mr. Jones’ relationship to Bretherton?”

“Records indicate they were business partners in a salvage business, recovering wrecks from the Great Lakes; barges and ships carrying international cargo and ores. One newspaper article I found discussed the discovery of a Spanish galleon, rumored to be loaded with gold coins and bound for what many believe was intended as bargaining gold with the Native Americans. All this was very much based on rumor and speculation, but the gist of it is that this cargo would have been worth millions, particularly in the antiquities market. Mr. Jones’ portion reverted to the partnership agreement, thereby becoming Mr. Bretherton’s property by default. Shortly after, he purchased a two-mile stretch of lakefront which later became the Bretherton Estate.”

“Interesting. In your opinion, was there cause under ordinary circumstances to conduct a more thorough investigation?”

“Possibly, sir. At the very least, an inquest. But with Bretherton’s status in town, no questions were asked. His story was plausible. ”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but there is no statute of limitations on murder, is that correct?”

“That is correct, sir. Shall I go on?”

“No, the rest I’ll get from the dossier. You’ve been quite helpful. Please continue with the investigation and update me on a regular basis.”

“Yes, sir.” The man slid a thick folder across the table and left, as anonymously as he’d entered.





Chapter 19

Mina

 

A couple of weeks later I was slowly regaining my mobility. Brice had shown me how to navigate with crutches and then came the physical therapy. I would be starting back as teacher the next morning, but that afternoon I was making a pot of chicken and dumplings. Brice was due home in about an hour and that gave me plenty of time. 

Every night Brice laid by my side in the bed and every night I wished desperately that he would press the length of his body against mine. He held himself back, though, and that helped to slowly restore my sense of trust in him. 

I settled onto the sofa, my leg balanced on the coffee table and feeling quite domestic as dinner simmered on the stove. There was a brief tap on the door and I heard footsteps. I swung my head around and to my amazement, David was standing there.

“David! I wasn’t expecting you.”

“Sorry to startle you, Mina, but I didn’t want to knock and make you get up to answer the door.”

“What is it you want?”

He walked toward me slowly and sat down on the sofa next to me. “I hear you’re starting back to school tomorrow.”

I nodded, waiting to hear why he was there.

“I’m sorry you got hurt, Mina. That shouldn’t have happened. I’m glad you’ll be back in class now. I thought maybe you’d let me take you to dinner on Friday night to celebrate.”

I began shaking my head. “No, thank you, David. There’s no reason for that. I’m not holding anyone responsible for the accident if that’s what you’re thinking.” He was giving me the creeps and I wanted him to leave.

“I understand. It’s just that, well, Mina, I’ve missed you. I’d like to spend some time with you.”

“No, David, I’m sorry. Thanks, though.”

“I’d like to take you to that new restaurant up the coast. They have fresh seafood flown in daily.”

“I believe the lady already turned you down.” I looked up to see Brice standing inside the door, his face dark and the muscle in his jaw jerking with annoyance. 

“Brice! I’m glad you’re home.”

David’s head swiveled, and his body curled in on itself. “Home? You live here?”

“What’s the matter, Bretherton? Your intel failing?”

David turned back to confront me. “What is he to you?” 

I froze inside. 

“You can leave now, Bretherton,” Brice interrupted. His voice was firm and authoritative.

“I’ll leave when the lady asks me to leave,” David bristled.

“Please do,” I spoke up. David turned and glared at me for several seconds before he stood and went to the door. Brice didn’t move, and David had no choice but to brush against his chest to exit. It was deliberate and the testosterone in the room was pronounced. Brice slammed the door at David’s back and I collapsed against the sofa cushions.

“Brice? What on earth is going on? I thought it was you coming in the door, he didn’t even knock!”

He came to sit next to me. “Mina, I want you to promise me something.”

“What’s going on?”

“Promise me you’ll never let yourself be alone with him, never. Will you do that?”

“Brice, you’re scaring me. Why won’t you tell me what’s going on? Does this have something to do with what Marcy said when she was leaving?”

“Give me your word, Mina.”

“Okay, yes, I give you my word.” The words of assurance poured out of my mouth, but I was feeling anything but secure.

“Tomorrow I’m sending a security crew over to install a system. I don’t like him just walking in here like that. I can’t always be here to look after you.”

“No, don’t do that. It’s expensive and anyway, on this side of the dune, I’m in a dead zone, remember? Rarely cell reception and no landline.” I dissolved into tears. Brice pulled me against his chest, his hand smoothing my hair. “Hey now, don’t cry,” he murmured.

“You’re scaring me. Why won’t you tell me what’s going on?” I repeated.

“Mina, I can’t tell you yet, but I will, I promise. I don’t trust him, and neither should you. In the meantime, you need to promise to do as I ask. There are reasons for this and you will get the full truth eventually. I promise you.”

I looked up and there was desperation in his eyes. I realized with a start that he was worried on my behalf. His face came down suddenly and he kissed me. It was hardly the soft, nurturing kiss of a caregiver. It was pure possession and lust.

His hands slid inside the neckline of my top and his fingertips found my nipples. I don’t know if it was the tension of the unwanted visitor or a long-denied passion, but I wanted his kisses… and more.

“Mina, you’re driving me crazy. Don’t you know how badly I want you?”

“I know, I know, I feel the same way. I know you been holding back and I know the effort that takes. It means a lot to me that you show that respect. But, Brice, I… just feel so out of control. There are so many secrets, I don’t like secrets. Do you understand?”

He was kissing my neck and I was melting beneath his lips. “I know,” he whispered, “but you don’t need to be afraid. You can trust me, I swear you can. I just can’t tell you all the details. Please, Mina, don’t turn me away. I need to feel your trust and your love.” His head jerked up as he realized what he said. It was too late. I’d heard it, too. He just admitted he was in love with me.

“Me too.” There was nothing left to be said; we both knew how the other felt. Brice looked over his shoulder at the stove and he got up quickly to turn it off. When he came back, he bent and scooped me cautiously into his arms, taking me into the bedroom where he laid me on the center of the bed.

“Let me show you how I feel about you.”

For the first time in my life, I wasn’t in a mood to argue. I wanted him.

Brice tucked pillows all around me. He scrambled through the cottage, grabbing pillows as he went in these he placed beneath my head and beneath my injured leg, elevating it. Then came the torture.

He looked at me in a mock-stern manner. “Don’t move,” he said. “Doctor’s orders.”

 

***

 

He’d brought me some hospital pants that were cleverly sewn with Velcro snaps so that I could wear them without the need to bend my leg to put them on. These, he opened first, his fingertips caressing my skin as each one snapped open. He laid them open and I was bare beneath. Bending low, he kissed me, his tongue opening the folds of my pussy. It had been so long since I felt like a woman, the chills of desire had already traveled down my back and like the epicenter of an earthquake, I began to quiver beneath the onslaught of his flicking tongue. I know I called his name over and over but this time it wasn’t a dream. This time he was there, beside me, and there was nothing and no one else in his awareness. 

His fingers moved on, creeping upward with butterfly touches. He poked his finger between the buttons of my sleep shirt, stroked the soft skin there and then opened the button, stamping it with a hot press of his lips. The effect was overwhelming, my hips wanted to wind into the mattress and sheer pleasure, but he cautioned me sternly not to move. I think that made it even more erotic, but in place of handcuffs, there was his sheer will to make me lie still.

I realized then that I lay totally naked beneath his eyes, and as he watched my nipples harden and reach for him, he stood and shucked his own clothing onto the floor. “I just want to touch you,” he whispered, and I nodded, reaching out for him. His warm, muscled body found mine and although I was a curiously odd-looking captive, he took full advantage of every uncovered part of my body. He lifted my heavy hair off to the side, his mouth sucking at the vulnerable skin beneath my earlobes and around the back of my neck. This sent chills down my body. My one healthy leg lay to the inside of the mattress and he pushed it open gently, his mouth seeking every inch of skin of my inner thigh. His hand cupped my pussy, his middle finger gently probing inside me. “My God, you’re so wet,” he exclaimed. “I want to be inside you but will have to wait for that. For now, let me pleasure you.”

I rolled my head backward on the pillow, closing my eyes and basked in the sensations he lavished over my body. Whether it was the denial or the absence of intimacy for so long, it took practically no time for me to explode. I shuddered, and he pressed his huge palms down on my tummy and my right thigh, holding me still so I didn’t affect the injured leg. His eyes practically ached with need and with my left hand, I pushed him onto his back and then used my fingers to form a sleeve around his throbbing penis. Reaching into my own self, I dampened my fingers with my own juices and used those to lubricate him as my fingers slid up and down his length at an ever-increasing speed. He was growling from the back of his throat, his breath coming quickly and then there was an almost animal cry from the man who owned my heart.

I felt tears moistening my eyes and I began to cry. I wasn’t sad, far from it. They were tears of joy, of an overwhelming need to be close to him and to feel his touch. I was terrified he would leave me again, that whatever secrets he was keeping would eventually become too great to hide and some horrible truth would rise between us; then it would be done. I couldn’t stand the thought of it. I never wanted him to leave. I knew I loved him.





Chapter 20

Brice

 

I left Mina’s bed early that morning, my head filled with confusing thoughts and cross-purposes. All the things that had been priorities in weeks past now paled in the realization that I wanted Mina for the rest of my life. She’d become the motivation, the purpose, and the desired result of everything I did. Unfortunately, my mind would not let me dismiss Bretherton and whatever crooked misdeeds had led him to where he was.

I knew what I had to do. The plan would remain the same, although my thirst for vengeance had considerably cooled. Bretherton and his family had to be dethroned; there were too many people whose lives had been ruined. I wanted them out of the way so that North Bay Village could be a comfortable, happy home for those who needed it the most. I knew my hunger for Mina was flaming at that moment, but we had time to grow together in a calm, steady way that would endure our lifetimes. I admitted to myself, I was in love with her. She was like a fever and an itch and Christmas every day of the week all rolled into one.

One of her teaching associates was expected to pick her up for school sometime after I’d left. When I got into the hospital, I made a call to the principal of the school where Mina taught.

“Mr. Sanders, this is Dr. Davidson.”

“Yes, Dr. Davidson. How may I help you?”

“Nina Stewart is returning to work this morning, as I’m sure you know. I’m wondering if I might impose on you to keep a special eye on her, without letting her know we are doing so? She tends to push her limits; she’s a little stubborn.”

Sanders laughed. “You’ve noticed that, too, have you?”

“It’s hard not to. Can you look out for her for me? If anything comes up, no matter how small, please let me know. You’ll find me on duty at the ER.”

“Not a problem. In fact, we have a new student teacher and I’ve assigned her to Mina’s classroom. She can handle the more active parts of Mina’s day. She’s a bright girl and I think will be quite helpful.”

“Excellent. Then I’ll leave it in your hands.”

We disconnected, and I went through the mental checklist I carried with me. I retreated to the doctor’s lounge for a few minutes and made some calls, the first to the investigator I’d hired. “Davidson here.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ve decided to dial back on further investigations. It has nothing to do with you. I think I have enough to accomplish my goal and I’ve had other things rise in priority.”

“Very well, doctor. I’ll summarize everything I haven’t given you so far and have it delivered to you if you like?”

“No, nowhere safe to deliver it. Can you have it done by tonight?”

“Yes, that’s no problem.”

“Then meet me at eight o’clock at the same place as last time.”

“Yes, sir.”

With that call ended, I made one last call. It was to Dale Augustine, the county’s prosecuting attorney. He and I had gone to school together and knew one another’s background. Like me, he was young and enthusiastic about his job. I had no doubt he’d welcome the challenge I was about to put his hands. One thing was certain. I had to get it out of my hands. It had become a load, too heavy and too much to worry about. Most of all, it could endanger Mina.

Augustine and I chatted for a few minutes and he agreed to meet with me later in the week. I wanted a chance to go over both the final dossier and make copies before turning it over to him. I hoped to hell that he wasn’t on Bretherton’s payroll.

 

***

 

“Todd, you’ve outdone yourself,” I complimented him. North Bay Village was a blank slate, begging for the first shovel of sand to be dug and foundations laid. “Do you have the cottage plans?”

“Right here. Step into my office,” he smiled and headed for the construction office, a stripped-down trailer sitting on the corner of the property. Inside was a desk, a few chairs, stacks of rolled plans, books, charts, and a computer. A coffee maker sat on the small counter. “Can I offer you a cup of coffee?”

“As a matter of fact, I’ll take you up on that. Todd, we need to talk. I’m going to take you into my confidence because you’re one of the few people I truly trust.”

“I appreciate that. I also have some questions for you. Why don’t you go first?”

“You know me pretty well, but there is something you know nothing about. Years ago, I saw a student cheat. All by itself, I realize it’s not a big whoopee, but it started a chain of events that I’ve been watching over the years and recently, I hired an investigator to look into some statistics and records, public and private. What he came back with confirmed my suspicions and went way beyond. It’s corruption at a level that blew my mind, to tell you the truth. There may even be a murder involved.”

“Brethertons?”

I look at him in shock. “What makes you guess that?”

He smiled. “Like you say, I know you pretty well and while I didn’t grow up around here, it doesn’t take long to see how things work. You’ve never been one who could stand to see the little guy put down. Sometimes, I think you should have chosen the law. So, I don’t know the details and I’m not really sure I want to. But you know that I’ve got your back and if you need something from me, just let me know.”

“I’m surprised I’m that transparent, especially when you didn’t know any of the backstory from here where I grew up. Makes me a little skittish, the tell you the truth. No telling who else is on to me.”

“You’re the kind of guy who can take care of himself, Brice. What’s got you worried?”

“Her name is Mina. I went to school with her and always had a crush on her, she actually was my sister’s best friend. She never wanted anything to do with me. I had a bit of a bad reputation and she was a good girl. I didn’t blame her. In fact, in some sense, you could say that she inspired me to become a better person.”

“Must be a special lady.”

“She is.” I nodded and took a drink from the hot coffee Todd had given me. “So, here’s the thing. She fractured her leg a few weeks back and I pretty much moved into her place to take care of her.”

“Is that what doctors do nowadays?” Todd grinned with sarcasm.

“It’s not what you think.” I sighed. “Oh, well, maybe it is to a certain extent. I confess I wanted to get closer to her. I took her out one night after I first moved back and well, one thing led to another and before I knew it, she was in my bed. With all this should going on with Bretherton, I couldn’t let her get too close to me. I’ve got plans, Todd, you know that. That land you’re looking at out that window, that’s all going to end up as some pretty cool housing options for low income and seniors. You’ve seen the plans, you know what I’m up to. When I thought about being with Mina, it meant I had to give up this dream.”

“Why? Why would she make you give it up?”

“Because the part of it you don’t know yet is that when all this is built, and people are living here, I’m going to file to secede from the city of Bretherton Bay.”

“No shit?”

“It’s been the plan all along. The Brethertons are insanely proud of their name and everything they’ve bought with it. So, I decided to put the screws to them the best way I could. I was going to help people on their land, put another name on it and take it out from their stinking, controlling hands.”

Todd whistled. “That’s a helluva plan, Brice.” He reached for an architect sketch and unrolled it on the table, having his finger on one of the building prototypes. “You’re going to make this whole village right there on the other side of the bay, aren’t you?” 

I nodded.

“You’re one helluva man, Brice. I have to say I’m proud to know you. I also have to say you’re one kind of a fool. This Bretherton family is nothing to mess around with, especially if what you suspect is true. How are you can keep yourself out of their sights?”

“That’s where you come in. You’re going to build this first village for me. Then I’m going to deed the entire thing over to your name. Brethertons don’t know you from Jack, so they’ll be left guessing, but I’ll know, and that’s enough. Anyway, I got an appointment with the prosecuting attorney and if I can put any stock in the information I’ve got, they’re going to be dealing with their own legal matters and won’t have time to worry about this place. Every month, you’ll give me half the rental income and I will use that to build the next one, and the next one after that. You see where I’m headed.”

Todd nodded. “Pretty sweet, if I have to say so myself. I had no idea when I asked you to start a construction company that you were thinking anywhere near this scale. Little houses, yes, but a whole city?”

“Village,” I corrected him. “Hey, I control a lot of money and right now it’s sitting in Bretherton’s bank. When we’re granted that secession, I’m going to pull the plug, and that money comes out, too. This development you see before you, it’s not just cottages for rent. There’s going to be a whole little village here, complete with its own city government, medical center, retail and most importantly, a bank. Well, actually a credit union. That’s where my money’s going.”

“So, Brice, why are you telling me all this? You’re kinda giving away your whole game plan. If I wasn’t who you know me to be, I could do you some real harm.”

I looked him straight in the eye. “I trust you, Todd. And more to the point, I need a partner. I want Mina in my life and I don’t want her to get just leftovers. She’s the kind of gal who wants the cottage, picket fence, and three kids. I want that with her. So, I’ll be the married doctor and you will be my business partner who handles everything in return for half the profit. Are you interested?”

Todd laughed. “You’re kidding, right?”

“No, the last thing I am is kidding.” 





Chapter 21

Mina

 

It was only eleven in the morning, but I was already exhausted. I’d no idea how much it had taken out of me to stay in bed for three weeks. Mr. Sanders had placed a student teacher, Katie, in my class and she was a lifesaver. Everyone was being very solicitous; even Mr. Sanders was sliding past my door about every half hour, nodding as he caught my eye. Most of the children were well-behaved and since they’d been together already during my three-week vacation, they seemed to already have a pattern to their day. Everyone, except Lukey. My sub had arranged the seating chart so that he was sitting in the front row, right next to my desk. I wonder why?

“Good morning, Ms. Stewart,” he’d greeted me with a sing-song voice that told me he was up to something. “I know somebody who likes you…”

“Morning, Lukey, I see you’re in fine spirits. Now, please sit down and stay quiet with the others.”

“Don’t you want to know who he is?”

I had no idea what he was talking about, but it was a small town and Lukey had eyes like an eagle. There was no telling what he was likely to say.

“Lukey, be quiet. We’ll talk about this after class,” I said firmly, but he wasn’t to be put off that easily.

“Mina has a boyfriend, Mina has a boyfriend,” he sang out.

“Lukey, and now you have an invitation to visit Mr. Sanders in the principal’s office.”

There was a general intake of breath as that action carried the same weight as the wrath of God among fourth graders. Their eyes enlarged as they watched Katie reach for Lukey’s hand and escort him out of the room. There was dead silence in the classroom and not a single rubber band or spit wad flew.

“Now then. Take out your social science books and let’s review the chapter you were supposed to read last night.” I’d managed to restore order, but I wished Lukey’s mouth could be sewn shut.

I asked Bobby to stand up and read a few paragraphs of the text and while he did, I let my mind wander to my night with Brice. Odd, but teaching and life-guarding had fallen to the bottom of my priority list. I wanted to be with him all day and all night. Geez! I realized at that moment that he would be moving out, and I didn’t even know when. I was letting my heart carry me away. Suddenly, I wasn’t so chipper. Bobby had stopped reading and was looking at me quizzically. “Keep reading,” I told him, and his little shoulders sighed in defeat as he read on. I made a mental note to ask Brice about it that night.

 

***

 

After school, I couldn’t bring myself to go straight back to Rose Arbor. My period of incarceration was up, and I was a free woman. It wasn’t easy, and I’d had to fib to Brice. He’d arranged for another teacher to pick me up, but as soon as he left, I canceled that and drove myself. I was lucky enough to find a parking place in front of the door at Coffee Grounds and managed to get inside after only winging two or three people with my crutches. I chose a stool and had just settled when I heard a familiar giggle behind me. With as much excitement as I could muster in a crutch swivel, I opened my mouth to greet Marcy and froze. She was sitting with David! She hadn’t spotted me yet, so I shook my head at the barista and clumsily exited. I managed to get back in the car. It was probably a good idea if I made it back to Rose Arbor before he got home.

Marcy and David on a date! Hadn’t Brice warned her off him the way he’d warned me?

 

***

 

Brice came through the door wearing a shoulder bag briefcase. I felt a little shy to see him after the night we’d spent together. “Hi there,” I greeted him and started to get up to give him a kiss.

“No, stay put. I’ll come to you.”

“Is that a promise?”

He was pre-occupied, and it took a couple seconds for him to catch my innuendo. He grinned and hugged me hard with a kiss in the middle. “That’s cute. How did today go?”

“You mean you’re asking how long was it before Lukey went to see Sanders? Just a little over an hour.”

“Lukey?”

“Oh, sorry, thought I might have mentioned him. He’s a student in my class and my primary candidate for drowning last summer. His mother doesn’t pay attention and he pushes boundaries.”

Brice swung around, and he leaned against the counter. “Ohhh… that Lukey.”

“You know him then?”

“Maybe. Can’t comment on anything other than I may have met him. He brought up your name, as a matter of fact. Said you were pretty.”

“Well, that explains a few things.”

“Such as?”

I blushed again. “Lukey started sing-songing about me having a boyfriend. I wasn’t sure what he was talking about, I was afraid maybe he thought it was David. I had to send him down to the principal’s office.”

“Huh. God, I remember those days,” he said, pulling a glass from the cupboard and filling it with water.

“I saw David today and he wasn’t alone.”

“Where?”

Damn! I walked myself right into that trap. “Okay, so you caught me. I drove myself just fine, so you don’t have to preach.” He didn’t respond but turned his back to me. I thought that strange.

“So, who was he with?”

“He was at Coffee Grounds with your sister Marcy.”

His back stiffened.

“If you are worried about him being around me, why haven’t you warned her as well? Or is it just me you don’t want him near?” I said teasingly. 

He never said a word as he slammed his glass into the sink and disappeared out the door. I was stunned. I supposed he was worried about Marcy too, after all.





Chapter 22

Brice

 

“This is some fairly compelling research,” Dale Augustine commented as he leafed through the paperwork as I relayed the gist of why I was in his office.

“It’s all there. It’s just a matter of lining up columns A and B.”

He nodded. “So, what is it you’d like me to do?”

I wasn’t sure how to take his question. Was he asking my advice or asking what I wanted from the deal? I edged forward on my chair. “Look, Dale, you and I have known one another since school. Now, without prejudice, if you think you’d like me to get up, walk away and forget this happened, just say the word. I’m not interested in damaging your politics or affiliations. I get it. This is how small towns work.”

Dale studied my face for a few moments, his hand dropping the papers to rest in his other palm. It was a thoughtful gesture. “Relax, Brice, you’re all good. Hey, I won’t say they haven’t reached out a time or two, and I won’t say they haven’t also tried to get me booted out. But, I have a few friends of my own and it’s in their interest to keep me as prosecutor. I can see you’re angry and I get it. You’re on safe ground here, buddy. We’re both young and hungry to make a change in the status quo. We’re also both still green enough to think we can do it. You sure you want to follow through with this?”

I relaxed somewhat. “I’ve wanted it a long time, but I won’t lie. I’ve got someone in my life now and I’d hate to see this backfire so that we couldn’t live around here or maybe even not be able to come home and see the folks. But, yes, I’m pretty committed.”

“Glad to hear you say that. You’ll be glad to hear, on the other hand, that you’re not alone in this.” He shoved his chair back, putting his feet on his desk and crossing his hands behind his head. “In fact, you’re not alone at all. Just because people have had to put up with the status quo for a while doesn’t mean that at some point, they’re not going to start adding things up and when they hit a certain level—boom! They’re going to detonate. That’s pretty much where I see you at right now.”

I nodded. “Just who are we talking about?”

“Aw, now you know I can’t name names, just like I won’t be using yours. What you’ve done here,” he motioned to the stack of papers I’d brought, “is my homework. I thank you for that. I’ve had an earful of rumors and innuendo, but solid evidence is hard to come by. I don’t know who you had putting this together, but I take my hat off to him. He knew what he was doing.”

I nodded. “Consider it a gift. Look, here’s where I’m at. Between you and me, I’ve got a little development I’m building down on the shore. You won’t find my name attached and I’ll deny I ever told you this. I want to be left in peace to get it done and the support I’ll need to make it happen—legally speaking. Other than that, use what you can from that dossier and I’ll leave it to your conscience and intent to do with as you please. I know I hope which direction it will go, and it will sure as hell make my life easier if it goes that way, but otherwise, I’ll understand. Just leave me out of it. I want to remain anonymous.”

He was nodding as I spoke. “I get it. Leave you the hell out of it, right?”

“Pretty much.”

Augustine lowered his feet and stood up, extending a handshake across his desk. “Glad you’re back in town, Doc,” he grinned. “Watch the papers.”

I nodded and left, feeling a huge sense of relief. A burden had been lifted from my shoulders and I hoped like hell that Dale was on the up and up. If not, then hell and all its fury was about to break over my head. Mine and Mina’s.

 

***

 

I drove through North Bay Village on my way to the hospital. Todd had been busy. There were foundations laid and crews at work with their equipment. I knew there was at least one family that was trying to scratch their itch at the moment. What they didn’t know was that all that building, all those taxes, and all those votes wouldn’t be under their control. They were standing like idiots with their pants down right now, applauding the progress and not realizing they were about to take it up the ass. The visuals that produced made me cheerful.

What didn’t make me happy was Marcy. After Mina’s little anecdote, I’d left to go by the folks’ house and take Marcy out for a coffee and a hard talk. She’d claimed she hadn’t said anything to David and even got a little pissed that I’d been suspicious.

“Marcy, just how serious are you about this guy?”

“Brice, you don’t have the right to question my personal life.”

“I do when it affects mine, damnit! He’s a dangerous man. You do understand that, right?”

“You don’t have any proof of that.”

“Actually, I do.”

She pouted. “God, when will you quit being my know-it-all big brother?”

“Look, Marcy. Do this thing for me at least. Don’t say anything, about what I told you, and don’t go anywhere alone with the man. If it all blows over, you’ll have my blessing at the wedding. But, if it doesn’t, and if David is in up to his eyeballs, you’ll be glad you didn’t get involved. It would ruin your reputation, not to mention Mom and Dad’s.”

She stared at me, her fingers tapping on the table’s top. Finally, she expelled a huge breath and shouted, “I hate you sometimes, you know that? I really do hate you!” She got up and headed to the door, forgetting in the midst of her dramatic departure that I’d driven. 

I let her go, paid the check and jumped into my car to catch up to her. “Get in, I’ll take you home,” I said, pulling over to the curb with the window down. She stomped over and got in, not dressed for the walk. “Do I have your word?” I asked as we pulled up to the folks’ house.

She opened her door and if there was a way to slam a door open, she’d have done it. She got out and just before slamming it shut, said, “For now, yes. But don’t leave me in limbo, big brother. That won’t be pretty.”

I watched her walk to the door and let herself in. I felt like Marlon Brando with a spy in the family. I wondered who would get the brown paper package with the dead fish.





Chapter 23

Mina

 

Life was almost back to normal. The boot was gone, and I was almost finished with physical therapy. Except for the occasional twinge, I felt myself again and was looking forward to summer and long walks on the beach.

Brice and I had never had that conversation about how long he was planning to stay. I let it go because I didn’t want to put an expiration date on our relationship. He’d been especially protective, more than a recovered patient required. He entered and exited doors first, holding me behind him until he’d looked around. He managed to always bring home groceries so there was no reason for me to get out. He’d call just as I’d leave school before I entered the no-signal zone on our side of the dune. 

Brice at night was a sensual world that I never wanted to end. There was an almost ferocious quality to the way he looked after me, making sure I was never uncovered, never sleepless, never unloved. He put my needs ahead of his own and no matter how tired he was, how many hours it had been since he’d slept, his hands wandered my body as though I was an erotic garden he couldn’t wait to tend. His kisses were never perfunctory, never ill-placed. I felt as though when he came into the bed, he’d been mentally planning and happily anticipating the things he could do to, and with me. I’d never felt so loved and found it amazing that the man who brought me that sumptuous love life had once been a man I couldn’t get away from fast enough.

Teaching had become a joy again. The holidays were approaching; always a fabulously magical time of year with fourth graders. We began the cycle of plays for parents, making costumes and decorating the classrooms. I often thought it was more fun for the staff than for the children. 

I wanted children. I wanted a daughter I could dress in pastels and frills. I could curl her hair and naturally, she’d be blonde like me and all the little boys would want to sit by her in school. Or, he’d be a boy, wearing little denim jeans with checked shirts and sneakers with dinosaurs that roared when you tied the laces properly. The picture in my mind was so complete, so delicious and yet there was one major question mark that kept it from being complete.

Brice never talked about the future. He never brought up the topic of being together forever, or used the word, “we.” It was as if he purposefully refused to use it. Now that I thought about it, he never used the pronoun, “I” either. It was about “it” – it will be a good world, good future, good time. Perhaps he thought the “we” or the “I” were foregone conclusions.

Brice carried a cell phone, but once he walked into Rose Arbor, the world couldn’t reach him. If they needed him at the hospital, they could send someone to nab him inside of five minutes; we lived that close. It was the calls that he couldn’t get that seemed to irritate him. 

“You leaving again?” I’d ask just as we’d settled to watch a movie.

“Be back in a few. Have to check my messages,” he’d say on his way out the door. When he came back I could tell how well it had gone. He’d be preoccupied, or calm and satisfied; it seemed to be one or the other. He was never neutral. He lived in his mind and that’s where the problem came in between us.

What was in his mind was private—and kept secret from me.

I looked for diversion. “Why don’t we go out to dinner this weekend?” I suggested one Thursday night. The snow had begun and the winds off the lake were cold. “I love the idea of having dinner somewhere with a fireplace and have a long conversation where we’re facing each other.”

“You don’t like our nighttime conversations side by side?” he’d teased.

“Oh, Brice, you know what I mean. I’ve got my leg back. I’d like to throw it in a stocking, pull on a dress and some lipstick and have someone appreciate it.”

“You’re always beautiful to me.”

“Do they teach you that line in locker rooms?”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m always hearing men say that. Not to me, but to their wives. It sounds like they’re saying the bare minimum they can get away with; like their wives aren’t in the shape they used to be so this is their way of complimenting without lying.”

“I meant it.”

“I know. I’m sorry.” I went quiet and before long, he agreed.

“Saturday night. Let’s go to that place in South Haven. Prime rib and cheesecake. What do you say?”

“I say, absolutely!”

 

***

 

It turned out to be a magical night. I wore a tight-fitting, red knit dress and black heels. I knew I looked good and by the turn of heads at the restaurant, I must have been right. Brice, well... Since he still ran every day, he’d managed to hold his tan and the white, crisp collar of his shirt lay in contrast against his clean-shaven jaw. His broad shoulders filled out his jacket perfectly and when he smiled… well, it made me wet. The brown eyes that drowned me every time I looked at him were facing me that night, and I became his slave.

After dinner, he surprised me by pulling into a bed and breakfast that stayed open during the off-season. We were shown a quaint but large bedroom with a fireplace and a four-poster bed. The wingback chairs were covered in chintz and we had our own private bath, complete with a claw-foot tub large enough to hold us both.

Brice carried me naked to the bed, his skin damp and warm. I wanted to sleep beneath him but knew I’d never be able to breathe. His hands massaged my back, his strong fingers reaching deep into the muscle until I was a limp noodle. Then his mouth began exploring the relaxed pathways he’d left behind. He sucked or kissed every inch of me and when he finally arrived at my female terrain, he went in, his weapon hard and ready to conquer. Having full use of my body again, just before he released I pushed him away and swung my leg over his chest, mounting him instead. He loved it; his head lolling back against the pillow as I slowly raised and lowered myself onto his hard organ, stoking beneath it and then leaning forward so my breasts rested on his chest. He groaned as he held them in his cupped palms. I lowered my hips and rotated them steadily, reverse-grinding him into me at an ever-increasing tempo until I knew I couldn’t hold it back any longer. He sensed it and with a wrestler’s cunning, flipped me onto my back and slid inside, so deep I thought he would tear me apart. He paused like that, letting me acclimate to his girth before he, too, began the mating dance. The logs had burned low in the fireplace when he finally rolled away from me. I was exhausted and fell into his arms to sleep.

 

***

 

The next morning, we opted for breakfast in bed. Our trays were left outside the door with a considerate, subtle knock. I scrambled into a complimentary robe and brought them to our bed. Brice fed me strawberries until we finished our eggs. I adjourned to have a hot bath while Brice read the paper.

“Oh, my god,” I heard him exclaim.

“What?” I called from the next room.

“I don’t believe it!”

I scrambled out of the tub and back into the robe. I covered the distance in a few steps and landed on the featherbed we’d slept beneath. “What is it?” 

He handed me the paper.

BRETHERTON DYNASTY ARRESTED IN LATE MORNING RAID

“What does it mean, Brice?” My thoughts were on Marcy and I began worrying how she might have been caught up.

“It means, my dear, that it is about to hit the fan.”





Chapter 24

Brice

 

Mina and I immediately dressed and headed for town. We couldn’t go to the cottage because there was no phone service, so we made the Coffee Grounds our headquarters. We snagged a corner table and while I contemplated who to call first, all we had to do was stay silent and we overheard much of what had transpired from the adjoining tables. Eventually, I call Augustine. He took my call, although I was pretty sure he was swamped.

“Hello.”

“It’s Brice.”

“You’ve seen the papers?”

“One. Can you give me a run-down?”

All three generations were arrested and are awaiting arraignment at the Bretherton County Jail. Charges include tax evasion, a variety of financial infractions, money laundering, fraud, election tampering, jury tampering, extortion and they are re-opening the murder investigation. That’s just so far. They go before the judge this afternoon. Don’t know who may be permitted to bail, but I’m asking that all three are remanded to the jail until the trial. It would be like choosing which snake to let out of the cage. It’s gonna bite for all three.”

“My sister?”

“Not involved. In fact, I understand she’d distanced herself the past few weeks. Smart girl.”

“Thank you. You need me?”

“No, pal, I think you’ve done enough.”

“What goes around…”

“Yep.”





Chapter 25

Mina

 

I looked down at the brown-eyed, black-haired toddler who had just pushed her way off my lap in search of a toy. Sabrina looked just like Brice, and to tell the truth, that was fine because she was beautiful.

I had my storybook life. 

Sabrina was chewing on the ear of her stuffed rabbit, tears in her eyes. She was teething, I knew, and her temperament was raging. She’d gotten that from her father, as well.

I was proud of Brice and the character of the man he’d become. When he’d told me about the money, I had to mentally review all he’d done to see that he’d been wise in its distribution and not reckless or selfish. He’d done well by me and now would do the same for many others.

The Village was fully occupied now, and they’d already elected a council and had filed for secession from Bretherton Bay. Everyone said it would be granted and the real estate pricing for that area had skyrocketed. The entire town, it seemed, wanted to rid itself of the stench that was the Brethertons.

Brice and I were married three months after our stay at the bed and breakfast. Sabrina came six months later. I can’t say that I didn’t forget my birth control pill those few days, but I can definitely say I forgot to take them that night and the next day. The life of a doctor—what can I say? Brice had interrupted Todd long enough to begin building our own home. We’d kept Rose Arbor and added an addition, more than tripling its size. I was expecting our first son and we’d already named him Michael.

Brice was now in charge of the entire Bretherton General and looking forward to recruiting more doctors for the medical clinic he’d built in the village. He did his best to keep regular hours, but there were dinners alone. I didn’t mind, though, because he always made up for them once we’d gone to bed.

Marcy had quickly recuperated from her dashed hopes for David Bretherton and Brice had introduced her to Todd. They were dating seriously, and I hoped to someday be her matron of honor. Jude had moved to Chicago and met a nice funeral director. One day she was giving corpse make-overs and the next she married the man who drained their blood. At least that was the way I liked to tell it to classmates I’d run into from time to time. Every so often she took the ferry over from Milwaukee and we three girls went to dinner.

David Bretherton was serving time at the state prison in Jackson. He’d gotten a good attorney who managed to keep his time down to about ten years. That was long enough. His father, a little more deeply implicated, was doing twenty to life and it was doubtful he’d ever be a free man while he lived. The senior Bretherton died before he could be found guilty of murder. The Bretherton assets had been liquidated and the city claimed most of it in unpaid city taxes and added a new pier and more tourist attractions. It was money well spent. Brice had built a matching pier for North Bay Village and the towns coordinated a festival each summer with booths their entire lengths. It had become yet another tourist destination, but I loved it.

As for me, I’ve never been happier. Brice is the man I literally always dreamed of but didn’t recognize until he shared my bed. We conducted a life typical for a young, but upcoming doctor and I helped him with his charitable work when I could. We would soon celebrate our third anniversary. Brice had installed a private cell tower that reflected signals over the dune and now we never felt isolated, except when we closed the door, shut off the phones and explored one another’s bodies.

I loved my storybook life. 

 

THE END

 

 

Dear reader, 

First of all, thank you so much for reading my books! It’s passionate readers like you that allow me to live my dream and do the thing I love most on earth, which is writing books and entertaining people.  As a way of saying thank-you, I’ve included a preview of one my favorite stories – Are you up for a lonely billionaire in Vegas getting accidentally married?! ;-)





Preview: My Favorite Mistake
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Chapter 1

 

Alexis

 

“I’m sorry you can’t come with us. This trip is going to be so much fun,” I said to Missy by phone as I sat in the back of Pamela’s bachelorette limo. 

“Vegas isn’t really my style right now. I’m sticking close to home and enjoying my time with Scott. It still feels like we are newlyweds.” 

“You are newlyweds. I think you get to say that for the first two years or so.” I laughed. “I’m so happy for you, Missy. You two are so cute in all your social media pics.”

“Thanks, I didn’t think I’d find the right guy and then bam, there he was.” 

“Okay, let’s stop with all this mushy talk about the right guy. I’m already depressed enough about not having a decent guy in my life and going to this bachelorette party.” 

It was a bit of a joke and a little bit true. So many of my friends were finding guys and getting married. Pamela was a friend from work, and we weren’t even that close, but I still had a twinge of jealousy knowing that she was about to get married. I didn’t necessarily want to run off and get married, but I would love to have a nice guy to go on dates with and get to know. 

“I thought you didn’t even want to get married. Plus, you just got that new show Single in La La Land. You can’t exactly be in a relationship if you’re on that show.” 

“I am excited about the show,” I said as a smile crossed my face. “It’s going to be so fun going out and dating and having the cameras following me and stuff. That’s the only good thing about being single right now. At least it’s helping me get seen in Hollywood.” 

After landing background roles and random commercials for years, I’d finally managed to get a good part on a show. It was billed as a reality show about dating in Los Angeles, but even reality shows are guided and scripted a little. I’d signed my contract and couldn’t wait for filming to start. This felt like the big break I’d been waiting for. Most reality stars end up transitioning into other work, and that was exactly what I wanted to do. I planned to keep my wits about me during filming and show the world what a kickass woman I was. 

“We really do need to get together soon,” Missy said as the girls in the limo started getting so rowdy that I could hardly hear her. “But maybe something a little less exciting than Vegas?” 

“Yes,” I yelled back into the phone. “I’ll call you next week, and we can do something. Miss you tons, talk to you soon.” 

I wasn’t sure she even heard me over the noise in the limo. Missy was one of my dearest friends. We had both gone to UCLA and roomed with one another all four years. She had a couple of older sisters and an older brother that had attended UCLA as well, so Missy knew her way around and helped me out from the very first day I arrived. 

The anxiety I felt on that first day was horrendous, and sometimes I teased Missy that she was the only reason I made it through school. It was the truth in those first few days, though; I would have dropped out if she hadn’t been around. Everything overwhelmed me back then, and I seriously would have flunked out of classes if Missy hadn’t walked with me to a couple of them the first few weeks. 

School just wasn’t my thing. Even though I managed to graduate with decent grades, nothing about college drove me to work hard. I went to classes and paid just enough attention to learn what the teacher was trying to teach. All I could think about throughout college was acting jobs. I daydreamed about getting parts. I spent my free time doing extra work. Being in the movie industry was my real passion; it was what I’d waited for, and now things were finally coming together for me. 

“How is your friend?” Pamela asked. She moved from her seat and squeezed in next to me at the back of the limo. 

“She’s good. She’s sorry she couldn’t come.”

“Oh, I totally understand. I’m sure when I’m married I won’t want to come party with everyone.” 

“Yeah, maybe not.” 

Pamela wasn’t really my friend at work; we were more like acquaintances. My actual friend from work, Jacqueline, was the one who was friendly with Pamela. In fact, Jacqueline was one of the few people Pamela actually hung out with at work, so when I got invited to the bachelorette party, I tried to say I had plans with my friend Missy and couldn’t come. Of course, Pamela wanted more people to show up so she told me to invite Missy. It was the weirdest thing I’d ever heard of, inviting someone to come to your bachelorette party that you didn’t even know, but then again, Pamela was a little weird. 

“I really appreciate you coming for this weekend. I know we haven’t been all that close at work, but I think you’re pretty amazing. You do a great job answering the phones.” 

“Thank you,” I said a little uneasy at where this conversation was going. 

“Alexis, I mean it. You are one of the best we have in the office. I always hear how nice you are on the phone. I know it’s not that easy to be nice to people who are calling us all the time. I just want you to know I really appreciate you.” 

“Thanks,” I said still not comfortable having a one-on-one conversation with Pamela. 

“Hey, Pam, can I talk to Alexis for a second? I’ll switch spots,” Jacqueline said as we made eye contact. 

I mouthed the words Thank You, to her as the two women changed spots. Jacqueline and I started at Ultimate PR together, but her degree was in marketing and mine was in theater. Acting was my priority, and working her way up the ladder was Jacqueline’s priority. We were on two different paths, but we still got along great. 

“Looked like you could use some saving,” she said as we pretended to talk about something important. 

“I did. I really should have just stayed home. Pamela doesn’t need me here.” 

“I need you here. We are going to get into these clubs and have a blast. I wouldn’t have nearly as much fun without you with me. Plus, all the guys hit on you with that beautiful hair; I need to be able to handle the leftovers for you.”

“Um yeah, what is it with guys in clubs and hitting on me because of my hair? You’d think they’d never seen a blonde before.” 

“You’re sort of gorgeous too; let’s not forget about that.” Jacqueline did a little Vanna White move as she moved her hand in the air up and down the length of my body. “You’re a knockout.” 

“You are really pretty,” Rose said from the long bench seat just across from me. 

“Thank you, Rose. That was nice of you to say.” 

“You’re welcome,” she said shyly and then looked back down at her hands as they fidgeted in her lap.  

Rose was one of the other assistants at work. She had also been roped into coming to the bachelorette party and wasn’t all that good a friend with Pamela. I really liked Rose; she was quiet and kept to herself most of the time, but she was a really nice woman. One time I’d messed up royally on a package that came in and Rose said it was her fault to our boss. He liked her better than me and didn’t yell at her at all. I never forgot that gift of charity she gave me. 

“Have you met the guy Pamela is going to marry?” Jacqueline whispered in my ear. 

“No, but I saw his picture, and he looked pretty normal,” I said with a shrug. 

“Yeah, I saw that picture too. He does seem pretty normal, and Pamela is just a little, well … you know, off a little. So it was weird that they found each other.” 

“I guess we never know who might be out there for us,” I said. 

It was fascinating to me how two people found each other and decided that they were going to get married. Some of my friends had only dated for a few months while others dated for years before getting married. I personally couldn’t imagine ever finding a guy that I would marry. 

Not that I didn’t believe in love because I did. The problem was that most of the guys I dated had flaws that I knew I couldn’t live with the rest of my life. Maybe my whole view of love would change the second I met this magical guy who I’d fall in love with and not see his flaws. But so far, I could barely make it past a first date. 

“We are here!” yelled Pamela as our limo pulled up to the hotel. 

Most of the women squealed with excitement. Even I found myself oohing and awwing as we climbed out of the limo and looked up at the entryway of the new fancy hotel. Vegas was known for going above and beyond when it came to hotels, but this new one was beyond anything I could have imagined. The Arisa was modern but still boasted the blingy fun of over-the-top Vegas styling. We made our way through fifty-foot glass doors into the main lobby. 

“So what was going on with your friend, Missy? She couldn’t come?” Jacqueline asked as we waited in the lobby for Pamela and the maid of honor to get us all checked in. 

“Do you blame her?” I snorted. 

“Oh, come on this is going to be a fun weekend, and you know it.”

“I’m sure once I start drinking the whole thing will seem really funny. But Missy isn’t doing much of anything anymore. Apparently, once you get married you don’t ever leave the house.” 

“She’s just getting to know her dude and enjoying their time together. Why are you so cranky about love all the time?” 

It was a jarring accusation. Was I really hating on love? I was jaded to the prospect of finding someone for myself, but I didn’t think I was always hating on love or people who were finding it. I liked love. Hell, I loved the idea of falling in love. 

“Sorry, I probably need to get laid.” I laughed to lighten the mood a bit. 

“Yeah, you do.” Jacqueline didn’t argue. “I think it’s been six months.” 

“No.” I looked up as I tried to remember the last guy I’d dated long enough to bring back to my places. “Crap, yeah I think it’s been six months, that’s really depressing.” 

One of the reasons Jacqueline and I got along so well was that we could have fun and be honest with one another. Even though I was friendly with a lot of people in the office, Jacqueline was the only one I felt really knew me. We ate lunch together often and hung out after work on weekends. Even as she’d started climbing the corporate ladder we’d managed to maintain our friendship. 

“I’ve got rooms for everyone,” Pamela yelled from across the lobby. 

Her voice echoed in the cavernous space, and for a moment I was embarrassed until I looked around and realized everyone else was being just as noisy and didn’t care one bit about Pamela and her yelling. The group of women huddled around her as Jacqueline and I joined our tribe for the weekend. 

“I put you and Jacqueline together,” Pamela said as she handed each of us a key. “I know what good friends the two of you are.” 

“Thank you so much,” Jacqueline replied. 

I couldn’t manage another fake smile or conversation, so I simply grabbed the key and nodded in agreement with Pamela. I couldn’t wait to get up to our room and relax for a little bit after the long ride into town. I definitely was cranky. 

Even in a limousine, the three-hour drive from Los Angeles was daunting. Before I could manage to slip away, I felt a piece of paper being handed to me. My hand crumbled around the paper, and I rolled my eyes while I turned around to see what had just been given to me. 

“What’s this?” I asked. 

“It’s the schedule for the weekend,” Rose said softly behind me. “You aren’t going to like it.” 

“Probably not, but thanks, Rose.” 

I didn’t bother looking at the schedule as I slid it into my pocket and grabbed my suitcase from the cart that had been unloaded from our vehicle. I waited for Jacqueline to finish hugging Pamela and laughing with her; I felt like one of those old ladies who didn’t want to do anything. I was in Las Vegas! Why was this whole trip making me so damn grumpy? 

“Look a little more like a bitch, and I’d swear you were already a movie star,” Jacqueline said as she grabbed her suitcase and joined me walking toward the tower of elevators. 

“Sorry, I think I’m just stressed out. I’ll have a drink or two before we head out to the first scheduled event of the night. I don’t want to be a grumpy jerk all night long.” 

“Yeah, I’m glad you suggested that because I was going to pour some vodka into your orange juice and make you drink it before we went out anyway. Stop fixating on Pamela, she just wants some people to hang out with. Once we get out in the clubs she will be busy with that core group of girls, and the two of us can just have fun. Plus, we are in Vegas, baby! This is going to be a fun ass weekend, and you know it.” 

I smiled sheepishly. She was right. As soon as we got all dressed up for the clubs, and I loosened up with a few drinks, all my crankiness was going to slip away. I’d been so stressed out lately that I couldn’t find that sweet spot I could relax in. I was working five days a week, and working out every night, and with the new show getting ready to start, I’d spent three of the last four days at my agent’s office finalizing all the details. If anything, I should be celebrating with all these ladies. I had a new part in a reality television show. I was going to be filming mostly in the evenings at first, so I’d keep my day job for the time being, but I could see my future taking off after this job, and that was really exciting. Maybe I could find a part on a sitcom or something fun like that after this show was finished.





Chapter 2

 

Cody 

 

A few days ago

 

“Thanks for coming, everyone. I’m excited to share with you the plans for my new business venture,” I said as everyone entered into the large boardroom at Westwood Bank. 

Westwood had helped finance my first big business deal, and I was hoping to have them back me on the new deal. My first company, Hotel Book It, was sold, and I was ready to move onto bigger and better things. This new adventure was going to be even bigger than my last one, and I couldn’t do it alone. 

“Nice to see you looking good,” Richard said as he gave me a quick hug and then found a seat next to me. 

“You too. Thanks for coming.”

“I’m here for moral support. That’s all I have to offer you right now.”

“I know. I know,” I said and turned to the group of men and women in business suits. “If you are ready, I’ll get started with the presentation.” 

Richard had been my father’s attorney and was currently the estate attorney for the remaining money that was waiting to be left to me in his will. Unfortunately, there was a very specific clause that I hadn’t been able to work around just yet. I was hoping that Richard might be able to help me with that clause after hearing my business plan and seeing that the bank was willing to back most of the financing. It was a long shot, but I’d never been one to play it safe when it came to business or life. 

“Cody, we are looking forward to hearing about this new business idea,” Susan, the bank manager said as she motioned for everyone to find their seats and get ready. 

“Thank you again for coming,” I began. “As you all know, Hotel Book It is doing fantastically. Although I sold my stake in the company, I am assured they will be backing this new project. I also have twenty percent of the capital in liquid assets of my own money that I will put in.” 

“Cody, you’re getting ahead of yourself,” Susan said as she smiled at me from the other end of the room. “How about you tell us what this project is?” 

“I’m getting there,” I said smiling back. “But I’m glad to see you are just as excited about this as I am.” 

The room was cool with their response. I already had a bad feeling about how this was going to turn out. The men sat at their seats looking down at the paperwork I had set in front of each spot, and the women in the room did the same with only a brief added glance in my direction as they waited for me to wow them with my new plan. 

Getting people to give you money wasn’t as easy as it used to be. The economy was different, and my normal charismatic jokes didn’t appear to be doing the trick on this crowd. I took in a deep breath and forced myself to smile and continue. This was a good plan, and I just knew I could convince the bank to finance me. 

“Since selling my previous company I’ve been hard at work researching and planning the next big adventure. Travel and leisure are still one of the highest grossing industries as you will note from the numbers sheet I have on page two. Specifically, people are searching for good deals and amazing experiences. With the Click It Hotel chain, we will optimize locations for social media by including colorful rooms, snap happy viewing areas, and unique furnishings that people will want to share on their social media pages.”

“You want to start a hotel chain?” one of the men in a grey suit asked from the other end of the table. 

“Yes, but not ordinary hotels. I want destination hotels where staying at the hotel makes people want to click, post, and share their experiences. Click It Hotel isn’t just about having a room for the night, it will be about experiences.” 

“I don’t like the name at all. Click It, what even is that? No, that name is horrible,” a woman added. 

“The name is just preliminary,” I countered.

“It’s where the industry is heading,” Susan started to say as she smiled back at me and gave me the first glimpse of reassurance. “You’d get a lot of free advertising. You could probably use local artists to help create unique spaces. I like the idea.” 

“Great!” 

“Where would the first hotel be?” 

“I’m thinking out in the desert between Los Angeles and Las Vegas.” 

“Just in the middle of nowhere?” 

“Probably closer to Los Angeles, but I’m open to other suggestions. I do think the desert is the perfect location, though. People can stay for one night on their way to or from Las Vegas,” I said. 

“Richard, would you be releasing the estate money to be invested in this project?” Susan asked directly. 

“No. Cody knows what the rules are of his father’s estate money being released. I’m only here to show support for him and his business plan. I cannot offer any additional financial assistance, that would have to come from the bank.” 

My heart sank at the definitive nature of his words. Richard wasn’t fazed at all by my business plan. He looked stoically ahead without even the slightest glance in my direction. 

“What are those rules?” Susan asked. 

“I’m sorry, I cannot disclose those. Cody can if he would like to.” 

“No,” I said shaking my head. 

“Cody, at this point, the amount of money you are asking for is just too much for us. We could finance thirty to thirty-five percent of what you’re asking. But you’d have to find the rest of the funding. Plus, I think whatever the rules of your father’s estate are, you should just abide by those rules and get that money released. If you had that, you wouldn’t need bank financing at all.” 

“Susan, you know the smart decision wouldn’t be to invest all of my personal money anyway,” I said as I tried not to get agitated with her. “This is a solid business plan as you will see by the research and development page I’ve included in my proposal. I haven’t even finished with my presentation.” 

She shook her head slowly and whispered something to the man sitting next to her. Dealing with banks was the worst. They were only your friends if it looked like they were going to be able to make money off of you. The second you turned into a bad investment, the banker’s friendship turned cold. 

For a room full of executives, it was surprising how little they were able to hold back their smirks. Had they all just attended this meeting out of obligation? Was there some sort of plan to not finance me long before I’d even started to explain my business plan? My paranoia was getting the best of me, and it was all I could do not to say something rude as the room filled with chatter. 

“Why don’t you continue with your presentation?” Richard suggested. “Susan, it would be helpful if you heard the whole plan, correct?” 

The two of them looked back and forth between one another as if it was a secret between them. This was a money game. I knew it, Richard knew it, and Susan knew it. The bank didn’t lend people money out of the goodness of their hearts; I had to show them what they were going to get from it. I had to make them see the upside. 

I couldn’t help wishing my business partner Todd Martinez was there with me. He was better at explaining all the numbers and selling the financial aspects of the business plans. Well, I should say my ex-business partner. After we sold Hotel Book It, Todd used his cut of the money to open his own accounting firm. How utterly boring was that? A whole business that just dealt with numbers day in and day out, but he was happy, and his wife was happy that he’d moved onto something less volatile than startup businesses. 

There was no use in continuing the presentation, I knew it. I felt it in the room. The tension was incredibly thick, and people looked so uninterested that I thought a few might actually fall asleep. I also knew at the level of business that I was, I couldn’t just give up and walk out of that room. Only when I put my full effort into this was I going to be satisfied. 

For the next thirty minutes, I proceeded to give my PowerPoint presentation. I forced a smile on my face and threw in a few cheeky comments to try and loosen everyone up. It didn’t work. The bank manager smiled at me and paid attention to my presentation as did Richard, but that was about it. The rest of the room was either trying to secretly look at their phones or they were nodding off. 

“Thank you all for your time. I’m open to answering any questions you might have,” I said as I stood in front of the group. 

“There are a lot of great ideas in the world, not all of them can become a reality,” one of the men said. 

“Very true,” I added. 

“Cody, I appreciate the amount of research you put into this,” Susan said. “The hotel does appear to be a good idea, and I like the idea of implementing social media friendly rooms and décor, but money isn’t as easy to come by for financing right now …”

“Let me stop you there,” I said before she gave me a firm no answer. “How about you tell me what you need in order to give me financing. I know there is some way that you’d let this deal go through. So let’s talk about that.” 

“I would need Richard to release your father’s estate to you. Even if you’re not putting all that money into this project, knowing you have access to it when you need a financial infusion would make me feel much better about the deal.” 

I looked longingly at Richard as he shook his head definitively back and forth to deny the requests. Richard was in his sixties with a finely trimmed grey beard that matched his suit. He had a bit of a rebel look with the beard, but he was one hundred percent by the books and wasn’t about to budge on this damn estate issue. 

“Cody knows what has to happen for the money to be released. He could easily make it happen.” 

I cringed at his words. It wasn’t as easy as he was making the clause out to be. I couldn’t just find someone to go along with this plan. And it really pissed me off that my father put such a clause into his will at all. He knew I wouldn’t just fake a marriage. My father knew me and my sisters well enough to know we wouldn’t get married until we were in love, and that would mean waiting years to get our inheritance. Well, at least it would mean waiting years for me, all three of my sisters were now married, including my younger sister Missy who had just recently tied the knot. 

“Cody, I don’t know what else to tell you. We, unfortunately, cannot back this project without more collateral,” Susan said as she stood up and made her way toward me. She shook my hand and leaned in close. “Whatever it is that you need to do in order to meet your father’s requirements, just go get it done, and I’ll back your project. We have a long history together, Cody, and I hope we can continue it.” 

“Thank you, Susan,” I said without responding to her obvious push to find out what my father requested of me before he’d give me the money he left to me. “I’ll be in touch.” 

“How hard can it be, Cody? Just do what your father asked, and you can move on with your dream project.” 

“It’s not that easy. Thank you for your time, and I’ll keep you in the loop when I have more collateral for the project.” 

I shook hands again with Susan and the rest of the bank members who quickly filed out of the room behind her. Most of them had smiles on their faces as the meeting finally wrapped up, but I could barely manage a grimace as I walked out of the building with Richard close behind me. 

“I’m sure there are a lot of nice women you could enjoy time with for the next few years,” Richard said as we stood next to my Jeep in the parking lot. “Take one out, get to know her, date her. You might be surprised if you put a little effort into getting to know someone.” 

“Richard, I’m not going to marry some woman I don’t know and be stuck with her for five years. That’s not fair to her and not fair to me. What if I actually met the woman of my dreams during that period? Then I’d just be some married dude who couldn’t talk to her.” 

“There are no clauses about infidelity,” he said nonchalantly. “Just a fraud clause. As long as you’re honest with the woman about the situation, and you get married with her understanding everything, you’ll be fine.” 

“Wow, Richard. Nice. So I should just marry some woman and then sleep around. That’s not the spirit of my father’s request, and you know it.” 

“I’m just trying to help you out, and you’re right. That’s not what your father would want, and I didn’t mean it to sound like that. I just meant if something happened and infidelity happened in your marriage, it wouldn’t negate the terms. Maggie didn’t even like Rex when she first met him, and then she married him, and now they are happily married with three kids.”

“That’s only because she and Rex talked about the whole thing ahead of time. She liked him; she just didn’t think he was handsome. It was a business deal to her. A five-year business deal that ended up helping them fall in love. It’s easier for girls; I think men are much more willing to get married for money. Well, other men besides me. I would feel horrible.” 

“Cody, you’re thinking about this like you have to trick some woman into marrying a hideous beast. You are a good guy. Nice looking. Don’t you have a female friend you could talk to?” 

“Richard, I’ve thought about it a million times. I just can’t marry someone solely because my father would give me the money. I’m not ultra-religious or anything like that, but marriage is a big deal, and I only intend to do it once. I’ll see if I can find some more capital somewhere else. There are tons of investors looking for a good place for their money. I’ll just work around the problem.”

“I commend you on sticking to your principles. Maybe you’ll run into the woman of your dreams, and this will all settle itself soon. Keep in touch, okay?” Richard gave me a hug and left me standing there. 

The woman of my dreams wasn’t likely to fall in my lap anytime soon. I’d met a lot of great women. I’d dated a lot of amazing women too, but none that I’d wanted to spend five years with and certainly no one even close enough to what I wanted in a partner. 

After that disaster of a meeting, the only place I wanted to go was the gym. The level of aggression I had to work off was off the charts, and I sent a quick text to my friend Henry to see if he wanted to meet up. The gym was my oasis from stress and a much better coping situation than going out and drinking myself into a stupor. It had taken me a while to transition to more positive coping skills over the last few years, but the clarity that came with the changes was well worth it. I still went out and partied every now and again, but I just didn’t do it every weekend. 

Henry was already at the gym, though; he’d had a similarly frustrating day and was already drenched in sweat when I walked out onto the gym floor. I was going to need to catch up. 

“One on one?” Henry asked. 

“Let’s go.” 

We spent thirty minutes playing hard one on one basketball. No talking. No working through our shit. Just running, blocking, and shooting until we were totally exhausted. Sometimes the best way to deal with something was to sweat it out. 

Henry Kidd was a longtime friend and matched my wild side. He rode a Harley, had a beard, had more muscles than me, and an attitude that made other guys afraid of him. When we hung out, I was tougher than I was alone; something about Henry just brought out my asshole side. 

Normally my blond hair and blue eyes made me seem sweet and soft. It didn’t matter that I was 6’2” and muscular, girls still thought I was sweet. But hanging around Henry switched that perception up a bit; suddenly I was this hard dude who had an attitude. The truth was that my personality sat somewhere between the rough motorcycle guy and the sweet softy. 

“When are we leaving Friday?” Henry asked as we sat on the bench trying to catch our breath and drink some water. 

“I think Todd had us meeting him at the airport around noon.” 

“Todd? What the fuck, Cody. Why is he coming?” 

“Because he’s our friend. Come on, you two don’t hate each other. Stop pretending like you do.” I laughed as I saw Todd walking into the gym. 

“Oh, I do hate him. He’s uptight and is always trying to talk you out of having fun.” 

“I’m not uptight,” Todd said as he stood in front of us with his perfectly pressed gym shorts and brand new shoes. 

“God, Todd. Could you look any more like a nerd?” Henry shrugged and threw the basketball in Todd’s direction. 

“What? This is all Nike. I look good.” 

“You look like a preppy Nike commercial with all that stuff on. Why do you even want to come to Vegas with us? You never want to have any fun. All we are going to hear all weekend is what we shouldn’t be doing.” 

“Not true. I’m ready to party,” Todd said unconvincingly. 

“Did your wife give you permission to go out for the weekend?” Henry continued to mock. 

“Felicia doesn’t have to give me permission. I’m my own person. But yes, we talked about this weekend and decided I should go and have fun.”

“God, please help me to not kill this man,” Henry said. “Did she give you permission to go to a boxing fight too? Because if you can’t go, I’ll get some hot piece of ass to come with us instead.”

“I’m going to the fight, Henry. Come on, that’s the reason we are going to Vegas. I’m ready to have a fun time. You’ll see. This is the new and improved me. I’m going to drink and party, and you two aren’t going to know what hit you.” 

Both Henry and I burst out laughing at the thought of Todd partying hard. There were only a handful of times that I’d ever seen Todd drink at all, and I certainly hadn’t seen him partying, not even at his wedding reception did he party. He was the soberest of all the people there at his wedding. 

“I’ll believe it when I see it.” I laughed. 

“Seriously, you too, Cody? I can have fun. Remember that trip we took to Europe? I was all fun on that trip.” 

“Todd, I don’t remember you having much fun on that trip,” I said through my laughter. “From what I remember you were more interested in planning every aspect of the trip and were super stressed out.” 

“Yeah, I can’t imagine you having fun,” Henry added. 

“I can have fun.” 

Todd was getting defensive about his ability to have fun. It was funny how he thought he could loosen up and have fun when I knew that wasn’t his personality at all. Todd was dependable, trustworthy, and an all-around great guy. He wasn’t fun though, that just wasn’t part of his personality. Not worse or better than Henry and me, just different. 

“Let’s stop worrying about it, we will all have fun, I’m sure,” I said trying to bring the situation to an end. 

“You know he’s going to be all amped up the whole trip,” Henry continued to egg Todd on. “Maybe you should just stay home so Cody and I can have a good time?” 

“Shut it,” Todd said as his anger started to build. 

“Oh, are you getting pissed off now? Why don’t you hit me? Go ahead, take a swing.”

Henry was a big guy, more muscular than Todd and certainly tougher. I didn’t want to see either of them fighting each other. I also understood why Henry was agitated about Todd coming with us. Todd did tend to be a downer when it came to picking up women, drinking, and having fun, but he still really needed to learn to relax, and having him along might be good for him after all. 

“Alright, that’s it, guys. We are all going. We are going to have fun damn it,” I said louder than I had intended. “Now let’s find a fourth and play some ball.” 

It only took a minute to wrangle in a fourth player and we were back to playing basketball and working our aggression out more productively. I needed those two to get along well enough for us to have a good weekend. The last thing I wanted to deal with was them bickering at each other all weekend when I needed to blow off some steam. 

And I really needed to blow off some steam. This deal had been my baby for the last several months. I was positive the bank would love all the research I’d done for it and the business plan clearly showed a profit much faster than normal big projects like mine. 

In the back of my head, I’d tried to prepare for the possibility of the bank saying no, but I just couldn’t get my brain around it. The numbers were good, the business plan was good, I had a great track record; it should have been a done deal. The market wasn’t as bad as Susan made it out to be. It wasn’t a great market for investing, but not terrible either. Now I was floundering without financing and no real prospects to get money for the project without giving up a lot of my equity to investors. 

Marrying some random woman to get my inheritance wasn’t my style. The only other option I saw was to try and find some venture capital groups who wanted a piece of the deal. This wasn’t ideal for me though because I was going to have to water down my own shares in the business to get their money. But in business, nothing was ever perfect; just as in life. 

My new mindset was to have a blast this weekend. Let all the business dealings and money issues go and then revisit the deal next week with fresh eyes. After a long weekend of fun, I was sure I could look at the deal and find just the right way of moving forward. A weekend in Vegas was just the thing to make me forget about my problems. 





Chapter 3

 

Alexis

 

We unlocked our room, and Jacqueline held the door open. My mouth literally dropped from the amazing view. We were high up in the tower and could see all the way down the Vegas strip, it was beautiful. The lights from the buildings weren’t on yet as the sun still had a few hours out, but I could imagine this view was going to get better and better as the evening went on. 

“Now how can you be grumpy looking at a view like that?” Jacqueline said as we both stood gazing at our amazing view. “The problem with Vegas is that they have these amazing hotels, with beautiful views and spectacular pools, but all I ever want to do is party at the clubs.” 

“I’d be fine sipping margaritas by the pool all weekend. Do you think anyone would miss us?” I laughed, knowing damn well we couldn’t avoid Pamela and her plans for the whole weekend. 

“Maybe we should come back just the two of us for a relaxation weekend? I’m open to giving it a try. Or you could do something with your new show? A fun friend’s weekend and bring me along.”

“Sure. I’ll see if they have any plans for that.” 

“We have thirty minutes to get ready and get downstairs,” Jacqueline said as she looked at our official schedule. “No way that’s happening.” 

“Knowing Pam, she said to be down there at five, so we would all actually be there by six.”

I grabbed my bag and wheeled it to the bed where I proceeded to unpack the large quantity of clothing I’d brought. I was a horrible traveler when it came to packing. It was too hard to decide what I wanted to wear ahead of time, so I always ended up bringing way too many clothes. 

“That blue dress,” Jacqueline said pointing to the vibrant blue Bodycon dress I had already thrown to the side. 

“No, it’s way too short. My ass will be hanging out.” 

“Drink this and put that damn thing on,” she commanded as she handed me a mixed drink concoction she had put together. 

My lips puckered, and my face twisted as I sipped on the ultra-sour drink. It was delicious though, and I finished it off in just a few sips. The blue dress wasn’t something I would wear out in Los Angeles. I’d bought it on sale at some random shop a year before, and every time I put it on, all I thought about was how short it was. So when it came time to wear the dress, I always chose not to and went with something more casual. But it was Las Vegas, and I did want to let loose and party, so I slipped the dress on, reluctantly. 

“I don’t know. I’m not going to be able to relax. I’ll be grabbing at the hem all night long.”

“Run over there,” Jacqueline ordered. “See how much it moves. I think that dress is so tight that it’s not going anywhere.” 

I ran to the other side of the room and back again. Sure enough, the dress stayed where it was. There were only two inches or so from the bottom of my ass to the hem, but if it would stay there for the night, then I could manage it. 

“One more drink for the road.” I laughed as I pulled the dress down a touch. 

Jacqueline and I finished doing our hair and makeup. Then we both had another drink to relax before heading down to meet the girls. It was nearly six o’clock when we found everyone, but it didn’t look like they had been waiting for too long. 

“We are going on a club tour tonight,” Pamela said. “Please stay together, though. I don’t want to worry about where you are at, and I don’t want anything bad happening to anyone.” 

“Stay together?” I whispered to Jacqueline. “This is going to suck, isn’t it?” 

“No, no, we are going to have a blast. Stop worrying.” 

“Okay.” 

I had a great buzz going on, and I wasn’t nearly as worried about partying with Pam and the rest of the boring office gang as I had been before. Maybe we were going to have fun. I put on a smile and grabbed Jacqueline as we followed the girls out to the waiting limo. 

This limousine was provided by the hotel and was stocked with alcohol for our night on the town. The driver was young and very handsome in his black suit. His long brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and each of us gave him a huge smile as he held the door open and we climbed in. 

“Well, he’s a nice surprise,” I said with a giggle. 

“He’s going to be our driver all night,” Pam added. “We are going to five different clubs tonight. Tomorrow we will go to a different set of clubs. Isn’t this going to be a blast?” 

Ten clubs in two days didn’t sound fun at all. Two clubs in two days were about as much as I could handle. By the time you got into a club, found a table, ordered drinks, and danced a little, the night was usually over. I had absolutely no idea how Pam or her maid of honor, Margaret, thought they were going to make this happen. There was no use bursting their bubble, though. I was relaxed and ready to go with the flow. 

The driver turned on some loud music, and we put the windows down while we went down the Vegas Strip. A few of the ladies were leaning out the windows and screaming, but Jacqueline, Rose, and I were sitting back and chilling while we listened to the music. 

“Where is the first stop?” I asked Rose. 

“Chateau, it’s supposed to be pretty nice.” 

“Yeah, I’ve heard of it,” I said, and just a few minutes later, we were pulling up to the first club. 

Our handsome driver, Stanley, held the door open and even held his hand out for each of us to grab onto as we climbed out of the limo and steadied ourselves in our stiletto heels. There was a well-dressed hotel employee standing near the door to the hotel waiting for us. 

“Ms. Schneider?” he asked Pamela. 

“Yes.” 

“We are ready for you,” the man said and motioned for us to follow him into the hotel. 

The group of us followed him through the hotel and straight to the front of the fancy restaurant at the hotel. He brought us back to a big table in a private room, and it was nice. The table fit all eight of us girls, the linen was top of the line, and the silver was probably worth thousands of dollars. The chairs were huge and leather, and before we had finished grabbing our seats, there were four waiters bringing us water and taking drink orders. 

“I thought we would enjoy a nice dinner before we head out on the town,” Margaret said. “Pam, I know you didn’t want me to spend a lot of money, but this place is the best in the city.” 

I had to agree. I couldn’t imagine any other restaurant being fancier than this one. It didn’t seem like the sort of place where a bunch of drunk women would normally hang out, so it was good that we had come before too much drinking happened. 

It was finally making more sense to me why we had to be ready so early. None of the clubs opened before nine o’clock. Two hours seemed a bit long for a dinner, but as the courses were brought out, it was clear that our dinner would take much longer than that. 

We savored the delicious tastes as each course was brought out. There wasn’t a menu, instead, we had what Margaret had arranged ahead of time. There was a savory appetizer of beef and some sort of white sauce, then a salad, followed by a chicken dish, then a soup, and finally, a dessert. The waiters took their time between courses, and the protein courses were served with a paired wine. By the time dinner was done, I was stuffed, and I also felt much closer to all the ladies and ready to have a great time with them at the clubs. 

“Are you ladies ready to move over to your VIP table at Club Chateau?” the same sharply dressed man from earlier said as he waited in the doorway. 

“Yeah, we are.” I stood up and quickly joined him. 

“Let’s have some serious fun, ladies,” Pam announced in what seemed like her best version of a fun voice. 

“Thanks for dinner, Margaret,” a few of the ladies said. 

“Yes, thank you. That was an amazing surprise,” I added. “And so delicious. I am going to be thinking about that meal all night.” 

Our group followed the sharply dressed hotel man through the casino and to the club at the back of the second floor. We walked past the crowd and straight into the club where there was a huge VIP table waiting for us, fully stocked with alcohol and mixers. If this was what our night was going to be like, I was set to have a kick-ass time with Pam and her bachelorette party. 

“Dang, this has to be a fortune,” I said to Jacqueline. 

“I think Pam’s family paid for most of this. I’m ready to have a good time, though. Are you?” 

“Hell, yeah I am.”

The plan to go to several different clubs didn’t pan out. We were having such a great time at Chateau that we convinced Pam and Margaret we should just stay there for the night. It would probably save a ton of money, and we were having a blast, so it wasn’t going to damper our evening one bit. 

Our booth was in the middle of a long section of booths, but each of them was situated with a small wall to keep groups private. We had a perfect view of the dance floor, but a red rope kept our section separate so others couldn’t come up there. Each of us had on a bright pink wristband that denoted our table in the VIP section, and the bouncers checked for them religiously anytime we left and came back to our table. 

“Let’s dance again,” I yelled to Jacqueline.

By this point, I was having a blast. Free drinks and a VIP table had a way of making any night more fun. Plus, the dinner with all the girls had helped us loosen up and get to know each other much better. 

“Yes!” she replied. 

“I’m coming too,” Rose said as we all finished off the drinks we had in our hands and made our way to the dance floor. 

I was slightly behind the other two girls and hurried to catch up to them, but as I passed the velvet red ropes I ran smack dab into a tall solid hunk of a man. He was well over six feet tall with blond hair and a simple blue T-shirt on. My eyes first looked at his hard, muscular chest before making their way up to his face. 

“Hey, I know you,” I yelled as he smiled down at me. 

“I know you too,” he replied. 

“Your Missy’s brother. What’s your name?” I knew his name. Well in any other circumstance I knew his name. On this particular evening, I’d had a lot to drink, so I wasn’t as quick with my memory as I should have been. 

“Cody,” he said leaning in closer to my ear so I could hear him. 

His breath hit my neck and sent a delicious shiver throughout my body. He gently touched my arm and then leaned back smiling at me while simultaneously looking like he wanted to kiss me. Cody’s eyes darted to the length of my dress and then all the way down to my shoes before he made his way back up to meet my gaze. The glistening of desire that flashed across his face was new for us. We hadn’t seen each other in months, not since Missy’s wedding. Even on that night, we hadn’t talked to each other much at all since he had a pretty brunette as his date. Before her wedding, I’d only seen Cody at our college graduation, and he had a beautiful brunette on his arm that evening too. 

“Yes, I knew that.” I laughed nervously. “Of course, I’m sorry. I’m drunk. I’m here with a bachelorette party.” I pointed to the VIP table I’d just come from. 

“It does look like you are in the middle of having fun.” 

“I am!” I yelled. “You should come dance with me.” 

Cody looked at his two friends and gave them some sort of knowing look before grabbing my hand and pulling me out onto the dance floor. I’d never held Cody’s hand before. This realization hit me as he squeezed my hand tightly while keeping me next to him through the crowd. In fact, I couldn’t remember ever even being alone with him. Not that being in the middle of a club meant we were alone, but it was a much different vibe than having him visit Missy and me at our college graduation. 

“You look all grown up,” he said when we finally found a spot on the dance floor. “I don’t remember you being such a knockout.”

“I was ugly before?” I teased him. 

“No, I didn’t mean that.” He put his hands on my hips and pulled me closer to him while leaning down to my ear again. The only way to communicate in the club was to be close enough to someone’s ear that they could hear you, but it was also an extremely intimate way of talking to a man I’d never been so close to in my life. “I meant to say you are stunning.” 

“Thank you.” I smiled. “You don’t look like as much of a douche bag as you used to.” 

“I think you meant that as a compliment?” 

“Sort of.” I couldn’t look at him as I teased him, though. Simply looking at the way he was watching me was making me nervous. 

Cody Gleason was a tall, blond haired, blue-eyed fantasy guy; nothing like the men I normally dated. My type of guy was more of the brown-haired nerd who I could be in control around. I liked to go out with guys who thought I was out of their league. It made dating easier for me because I was always in control. Normally, if a guy like Cody asked me to dance, I would have automatically assumed he was a player and said no. 

But I knew Cody, or at least I knew him a little bit from over the years. What harm could come from a little dancing and flirting with my best friend’s brother?

Click here to read how the story continues!
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