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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Lilli 
 
      
 
    “There’s a guy looking at your ass from that window,” Anna laughed as she pulled me back into the Uber. “You should give him a little show.” 
 
    Anna was the kind of friend that could convince anyone to do something crazy. She was fun, carefree and wild beyond her years. I had only recently connected with her, but she had really spiced up my partying life.  
 
    “He’s probably already getting a pretty damn good show. I don’t have on any panties,” I giggled.  
 
    For fun, I wiggled my ass back and forth while I continued to lean into the car window and talk to my girlfriends. My legs were wobbly from our evening of drinking and dancing and I used the time to gather my focus before I had to walk into my house.  
 
    “Oh, you’re naughty. Let’s give him a real show,” Anna said as she jumped out of the vehicle and wrapped her arms around me to give me a giant hug.  
 
    I had lost my balance as she swung the door open and was barely standing when she wrapped her arms around me. Anna was shorter than me, but she still managed to lift me off the ground. Her arms stayed locked around my waist and my skirt pressed up toward the crest of my ass. I glanced up at the window as she spun me around and saw my handsome neighbor standing shirtless in his bedroom, watching us. I could only imagine what he was thinking as he looked down at our silly group of girls making so much noise after our night of partying on a weeknight. 
 
    He wasn’t even hiding the fact that he was watching us. The light in his bedroom was on and the curtains were wide open as he stood there with a mischievous smirk on his face. I’d only been back home for a couple of weeks but a handsome neighbor was certainly one of the perks of being back under my parents’ roof. He was mysterious and much better looking than any of the men I normally hung out with. I estimated he was a few years older than me; okay, actually he was probably ten years older than me but that didn’t matter for the flirting we were doing.  
 
    “He’s still there,” I said to Anna as she sat me down. “But I’m too drunk to stay out here any longer. I’ll see you girls later. I need to get to my bed.” 
 
    “Bye Lilli,” Amy yelled from the other side of the vehicle. “Be good, or don’t be good and just go over to that hot guy’s house.”  
 
    “See you when I see you,” Rebecca added.  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to make out and really drive that guy crazy?” Anna asked. “I bet he’s already ragging hard just looking at your ass.” 
 
    “No Anna,” I laughed. “I think I’ll pass. I’m not into torturing the poor guy. Plus, I don’t really want to kiss you. No offense,” I giggled as I tried to steady myself against the car.  
 
    “Okay, but don’t say I never offered.”  
 
    “I promise I won’t say that.”  
 
    “Goodnight super-hot neighbor dude,” Anna yelled out as she blew him a kiss.  
 
    I reluctantly turned toward the window and waved apologetically as I shook my head at how loud Anna had been. It was three o’clock in the morning. She wasn’t just going to get the hot neighbors attention; she was going to get the attention of the whole damn neighborhood. My upper-class Chicago neighborhood wasn’t exactly a hot spot for late night party girls. Most of my neighbors worked and had families, and one had even mentioned that I seemed to be ‘having a lot of fun’ when they ran into my mother at the grocery store.  
 
    My neighbor’s slight grin turned into a full blown smile as he closed his curtains and turned the light off in his room after I waved at him. He didn’t seem like the type of guy who got upset about the noise my friends and I made when coming home from our nights in the town. Over the last few weeks he hadn’t come to the window very often, but occasionally I’d seen him glancing out the window to see what the commotion was. He almost never had a shirt on, which was really how he got his nickname “Hot Neighbor”. I appreciated the ripples of his abs every time I saw him.  
 
    He had a scruffy shadow of a beard and a deep olive skin tone. His short brown hair was always messed up like he didn’t have a care at all. I had no idea what he did for work, but from what I heard from my parents, he traveled a lot and had some unusual hours. My hot neighbor was definitely older than I was, but I couldn’t really tell by how many years and I liked that mystery. I had never actually met the man, only flirted from a distance with quick glances through our windows. He was the perfect fantasy guy.  
 
    From what I could figure, my neighbor was gone for long periods of time and I assumed he was doing top secret work, or at least that’s what I thought about when I fantasized about him. I’d asked my mother about him and she said he never has people over and she’d seen him loading up a single suitcase on several occasions. I’d seen him go out jogging before, but never at the same time of the day, so his schedule wasn’t something I could figure out in the short time I had been home. He did tend to stay up late though, and I’d seen his lights on at all hours of the night, but I hadn’t had the opportunity to talk to him yet.  
 
    “Okay get going,” I said to the girls as I tapped on the roof of the car.  
 
    The car slowly took off and I turned to walk inside. I could barely keep myself upright as my heels wobbled in the cobblestone of my parents’ driveway. My mother had insisted on putting the rocky stone into our driveway instead of a regular cement slab. She obviously hadn’t been thinking about how hard it would be for me to walk in at three o’clock in the morning with my 4-inch heels and a plethora of alcohol in my system.  
 
    The five martinis I’d been sipping on all night long, were rushing through my blood stream as I tried to unlock my front door. The key flopped around in my hand, slipped through my fingers, and was decidedly uncooperative as I spent at least five minutes trying to get into my house. It was a good thing my parents were heavy sleepers or I’d surely have heard an earful from them with all the noise I was making.  
 
    As the key finally slipped into the lock, I looked up at the neighbor’s window just to make sure he hadn’t seen that debacle. There were no lights on, so I couldn’t tell if he had seen me or not, but I hoped he had not. The last thing I wanted him to see was me fumbling and nearly falling as I’d tried to make it into my house; that wasn’t a very ladylike picture at all.  
 
    I slipped my heels off as I ascended the wooden stairs of our grand foyer and then walked down the hallway toward my room. Our house was much larger than it needed to be. My parents had their master bedroom on the main floor and never even came upstairs now that all of us kids were older. The upstairs consisted of four very large bedrooms, all with their own bathrooms and walk-in closets. Mine was on the east side of the home and faced the hot neighbors’ house.  
 
    I flipped the light on as I walked into my room and then quickly turned it back off so my neighbor couldn’t see into my room as easily. I wasn’t sure if he was still up or if he even cared to look in my room that night, but to give myself the upper hand, I left the light off. My fingers slipped around the smooth blue curtain that covered my window as I pushed it open. In the dark of my bedroom I had a clear view into the master suite of the hot guys’ house. It was dark also, so I assumed he had gone off to bed.  
 
    I didn’t bother to slide my dress off and instead fell right onto my bed as I closed my eyes and gave in to the exhaustion that I felt in every muscle of my body. The morning would be there sooner than I wanted it to be. With my curtains left opened, I’d be able to wake up as the sun rose and hopefully get a nice breakfast and run before it warmed up too much.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We are leaving Lillian, grunt if you are still alive up there,” my father yelled from the bottom of the stairs.  
 
    I heard his words and rolled over in bed as I tried to gather my voice to respond. I had clearly slept past the sunrise and well into the early morning hours if my parents were already on their way out for the day.  
 
    “I’m alive,” I said without opening my eyes.  
 
    I didn’t feel all that lively though and every inch of my body ached with a hangover. Since moving home my parents gave me the freedom to come and go as I pleased, although they still worried about me and they certainly didn’t like it if I came home late and woke them up. My father probably worried just as much now as he had when I was in high school, but at least he wasn’t sitting in the old recliner waiting up for me every night.  
 
    “Dinner at Romeo’s tonight if you’re home at six. Otherwise we will bring you some leftovers. Love you sweetheart,” my mother said and then I heard the front door close behind them as they didn’t wait for me to respond.  
 
    My eyes were practically glued shut and my lips were so dry that I felt them crack as I opened my mouth. A late night of partying always had a morning of suffering attached to it for me. I couldn’t understand how Anna never seemed to have a hangover. She wasn’t even legally old enough to drink, yet she was much better at it than I was. Drinking and partying weren’t always my thing, but since breaking up with my boyfriend and moving back in with my parents, drinking felt like the right thing to do at this particular moment in my life. I was trying to find myself. Trying to find the next big thing in my life and there was no hurry as I navigated the fun of the moment.  
 
    My phone alarm went off and I listened to Aerosmith for a whole minute before I reached for my phone and turned it off. It was 10 o’clock and I had set my alarm to ensure I wouldn’t sleep in too much because I wanted to work out. As I rolled out of the bed the dehydration from my alcohol was evident by the tightness in my legs and my lips as they stuck together. My muscles cramped up in pain at the slightest of movement and I winced at the idea of exercising. It was going to be a tough run with this level of alcohol aftermath but all I had to look forward to right now was partying and building up my running so I could do a marathon.  
 
    I glanced out my window to see what the day looked like and was met with the warmth of the morning sun. It was June in Chicago and I couldn’t have asked for a better day. The sky was clear of all clouds with brilliant blue ricocheting from one side of the horizon to the other. I slipped into my favorite red sports bra and black running tights and made my way downstairs.  
 
    After drinking more water I headed out the door at a slow enough pace to warm up and let my muscles adjust to their current condition. It was my opinion that even a slow short run was better than not going for a run at all. But only two blocks from my house my phone started ringing so I slowed to a walk and answered it. I’d already conquered a big hurdle in actually getting out the door to go for a run; a short walk wouldn’t hinder my workout all that much. 
 
    “Hey Monica, what’s up?” I said to my friend from work.  
 
    “I really need you to take my shift today. Please, please, please,” she said as I heard one of her kids in the background vomiting.  
 
    Monica was one of the most responsible girls I’d ever met. If she was calling me to work for her, there was going to be a good reason. We worked with a lot of flakes and people who hardly ever showed up on time for work. Unfortunately, our facility just didn’t pay enough to keep the high end nurses and assistants working there. But Monica was responsible and I was a close second behind her. I worked second shift purely so I could go out partying and not have to worry about being late for work. It was my way of being responsible while also getting to be a little wild for a change.  
 
    “Oh, man, who’s that?”  
 
    “It’s Chance, but Elizabeth has a fever too. I think it’s just a matter of time before she gets to the puking. I hope I don’t end up sick as well. I can’t afford to take more than one day off from work.” 
 
    “Aww, I’m sorry Monica. Sure, I can work instead of you. Can I go in at Noon?”  
 
    “You can go in anytime you’d like. They will just be so happy to have someone there. I know they were already short staffed, so when I called in sick they weren’t very happy. I’ll call them back right away and tell Jackson you’ll be in at noon.” 
 
    “I can use the money. I spend more drinking than I’m saving at this point. I know my parents don’t mind me staying here, but I’d like to get my own apartment sometime before the year is up.”  
 
    “Thanks so much, I owe you big time.”  
 
    I started to jog in place as we wrapped up our conversation. If I had to get to work, I needed to finish my workout faster than I had planned, which meant I was going to have to pick up the pace. My leg muscles were still wobbly, but at least they weren’t cramping up like they had done when I first woke up.  
 
    “When the kids get better, come out some night with me and the girls. You really need a night on the town.” 
 
    “Sure, that sounds fun,” Monica said totally unconvincingly. She always said she would come out with us but the reality of married life and her children always took precedence, which was understandable.  
 
    As I hung up the phone I tried to put it back in my armband carrier while I kept jogging around a tight sidewalk corner. I didn’t see him coming at all as my body rammed right into another runner as he was coming around the corner the opposite direction. My hands pressed up against the rock hard muscles of his chest and I was stunned into silence and stood there wobbly and unbalanced as I was looking up at the man.  
 
    “Woah there little lady,” he said as he reached out and grabbed me before I fell to the ground.  
 
    His large hand wrapped around my forearm, but then his other arm reached behind me and supported my back all in one swift motion. I was thrown off by collision and it took me a moment to figure out who it was I had just run into. My chest heaved as I tried to catch my breath and my brain started to register who he was.  
 
    “Oh, it’s you,” I said as I found my balance and looked up at the hot neighbor who was standing in front of me.  
 
    “It’s me,” he said calmly and pulled his hands away while he took a step backward to give me some space. “I’m Devin, by the way.”  
 
    My heart fluttered as I looked up at him. Something was different about him and I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. His hair was tussled, like every other time I’d seen him through the window. His facial hair was just past the five-o’clock shadow range, similar to how it normally was. He smiled at me and I smiled back at him still unable to put my finger on what was different.  
 
    The buzz of my heart filled my ears and I wasn’t sure if he had actually said something to me or not. So I just stood there looking at him and trying to figure out what I should say. What does a girl say to the hottest man she’s ever been face to face with? I searched my mind for a witty remark, but couldn’t think of a thing to say.  
 
    “You are wearing a shirt,” I said suddenly before I could stop the words from leaving my mouth. That was what was different about him from all those times I’d seen him through his window. 
 
    He burst into laughter as he shook his head in agreement. His smile was perfection with brilliant white teeth that looked like they were perfectly shaped for his mouth. His lips pulled back and curled up and the lines near his eyes gave me a clue that he was at least ten years older than I was. I guessed that he was in his mid-thirties.  
 
    “But you don’t,” he said with a wink.  
 
    “I don’t what?” I asked in total confusion.  
 
    My brain clearly wasn’t working in full force as his witty humor flew right over me. Instead, I stood there looking puzzled at what he thought I didn’t have.  
 
    “You don’t have a shirt on.” 
 
    I suddenly looked down as if I was actually out running without a shirt on. But he was making a joke about my sports bra as a top. My face flushed red at his comment and I tried to respond without sounding too childish.  
 
    “Oh my gosh,” I laughed. “I guess that’s technically right…well…I better keep moving,” I said as I started to walk away. “Enjoy your run. Oh, and sorry for all the noise last night.” 
 
    I didn’t want to keep running or stop talking to him, but I couldn’t just stand there and let him flirt with me and not be able to respond in a decent manner. My only option was to get away as quickly as possible and try to save a little bit of mystery. He was throwing me off my game. My mind was a jumbled mess and I spoke to him like a little girl talking to a man she had a crush on. Nothing about that conversation was going to make him think I was a woman, and he probably thought I was some teenage girl or something like that.  
 
    “No problem. Enjoy your run too,” he said as he returned to running.  
 
    I couldn’t help but turn and watch as he ran back toward our houses. His body was clearly his temple. Every inch of the man was covered with muscle. Devin held his arms in tight next to him with his head up in a focused sprint down the block. I’d lost this interaction battle though; he had clearly had the upper hand.  
 
    Instead of running I walked as I replayed the conversation in my head. He had told me his name, but I hadn’t told him my name. Instead, I’d acted like a love struck teenager who didn’t know how to talk to a man. He was older than me, more mature, more controlled and calmer than I could ever be. Devin had flirted with me and I’d barely been able to look him in the eyes. As much as I wanted to tease and flirt with this guy, I was just better at doing it with a window between us.  
 
    I started to pick up the pace and jog as the disaster of my interaction kept running through my head over and over again. Soon I was in a full on sprint as I ran farther than I had intended to run and turned around and kept running all the way back home. This had been my chance to wow my hot neighbor guy, Devin. But instead of a wow, I’d given a flaming fizzle of a performance.  
 
    My chest heaved as I made it to my lawn and collapsed in exhaustion. There was no cool down, just an all-out sprint and collapse when I made it home. The day had warmed up to nearly 80 degrees which was perfect as I lay there and let myself catch my breath before heading inside. I pulled one leg toward me to stretch and then the other, while I looked up at the sky and tried to think of any possible way I could win back the balance of my liaison with my hot neighbor Devin.  
 
    When I felt the strength return to my legs, I gingerly made it into my house and climbed up the stairs to my room. I stripped off my sweaty clothes and looked for my work outfit so I could take a shower. My curtains were still open and I walked over to close them before Devin got too much of a show. But there he was, standing right in the middle of his bedroom with a towel wrapped around after finishing his shower.  
 
    I quickly grabbed the corner of my curtain and pulled it in front of me. The quick movement of the curtains got the attention of Devin and he turned toward the window and walked my way. My breath quickened as I thought of what to do next. If I just hid behind the curtain after he clearly had seen me, then I was continuing to play the little girl role. I was twenty-one years old. Devin needed to know that I wasn’t a little girl. Plus, I was much better at flirting when words weren’t involved.  
 
    We were in the midst of a little cat and mouse game as I quickly turned away from the window and took a step deeper into my room, but I held onto the curtain and he stayed at his window watching. I smiled at the thought of him standing there looking for me to turn back around, but I didn’t want to turn around and just stood there like some weirdo.  
 
    I reached over and grabbed my bright red lipstick from my makeup table. Then, I turned back toward Devin’s house and used the lipstick to write on the window. Slowly, I thought about how to write my name so that he could read it. With my left hand I held the curtain in front of me and looked up at Devin as his eyes kept an intense stare in my direction.  
 
    I didn’t look up to see if he was still there; instead, I concentrated on writing the letters large and clear so he could see them. When I was finished with the last ‘I’ I looked up and saw Devin standing there still in his towel and waiting for me to finish. He cocked his head to the side slightly and squinted his eyes as he read my writing from his window.  
 
    He mouthed the words, “Hi, Lilli,” and I giggled.  
 
    “Hi,” I mouthed back to him and waved a short single wave.  
 
    His gaze stayed focused on mine with a sexual power I’d never known before. I felt the dirty thoughts running through his mind as my whole body warmed. His eyes narrowed and the intensity of his stare made my center warm.  
 
    Now we were stuck with nothing else to say. With a burst of adrenaline running through me, I let the curtain drop from my hand and blew Devin a kiss. I stood there for only ten seconds but it was a confident ten seconds and then I turned and walked into my bathroom. For the one gleaming moment I was filled with confidence as I let him get a peek at my body and then just as quickly disappeared away from the window.  
 
    When I pushed the bathroom door I started jumping up and down with excitement at what had just happened. This was a whole new level of flirting between the two of us. No longer were we strangers who just got a peek at our naked neighbor, and we now knew each other’s names and I had just flashed him in the middle of the day. I couldn’t even say that it was the alcohol that made me do it; clearly, I was utterly sober in that moment.  
 
    My heart continued to pound with excitement as I showered and got dressed for work. I planned a quick getaway so I wouldn’t have to run into Devin now that I’d given him the ultimate flirting. I simply walked out of my bedroom, down the stairs, to my car and drove away. I didn’t look up to see if he was looking through his window nor did I look at his front door to see if he was there. I didn’t want to know if he was there because I couldn’t be distracted by him at that moment.  
 
    My willpower did me good as I made it to the end of my block and turned toward the interstate. I wasn’t sure how any further run-ins were going to go with Devin, but I had made it out of my house and off to work successfully, so that was enough for the time being. I’d have all night at work to think about my next strategic interaction with the hot guy from the next door.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Devin  
 
      
 
    This girl was going to be the death of me. I’d been distracted by her for weeks and now she was heating up the teasing to a whole new level. I certainly hadn’t expected her to flash me like she did. Lilli, that was a nice name, it suited her perfectly and now I had a name to plug into all my deliciously dirty fantasies.  
 
    My body still throbbed as I pictured her standing in her window and letting the blue fabric of the curtains drop away to expose her body. Her long red hair draped down over her shoulders and her milky white skin looked flawless in the glow of the afternoon sun.  
 
    Lilli was young though, much younger than I’d thought she was. All her late nights partying, I’d estimated she was in her mid to late twenties, but when I saw her up close and personal she looked barely twenty-one. I had no business flirting with her; nothing good could come of it. Well, maybe a night full of good old fun, but nothing more than that. Lilli looked like trouble. Since she had returned home to her family she’d been out partying nearly every night. Although I was over dating the party girl types, I couldn’t help imagining what a night with Lilli would be like.  
 
    My cock was already throbbing every time I saw her. Just the thought of having her naked in my bed was enough to make my body head up. Her womanly curves pressed against my hands were a vision I often went to sleep with over the last few weeks. Certainly, I didn’t have any problems finding women to bring home, but since I’d curbed my own partying lifestyle, it was harder and harder to find time for women in my life.  
 
    As the doorbell rang I snapped out of my lustful daydream and hurried to let Jacob inside. We were set to be at the office in under an hour, but I needed him to give his opinion on a new company I wanted to introduce everyone in our office to. Not all my investments went through the office and I was considering backing this company all on my own, but it was much riskier that way.  
 
    “It’s nice to know you’re excited to see me,” Jacob said as he joked about my raging hard on that was pressing out of my pants.  
 
    “It’s that damn girl next door. You wouldn’t believe how she teases me.” 
 
    “Probably all in your imagination. I use to think my neighbor was teasing me, and then I went over there and hit on her and she punched me in the nose.”  
 
    “Ouch, that’s some serious mixed signals. But let’s be honest, you probably deserved it,” I joked.  
 
    “Apparently it’s fun to flirt from afar, but when I wanted to do something about it I was suddenly the creepy old guy next door.”  
 
    “You are kind of creepy,” I laughed.  
 
    “Shut it! She was flirting with me, I know it. I just can’t figure out what happened between her flirting and me making my move. But anyways, just be careful. If she’s living with her parents, she’s young and that’s not the kind of drama you want in your life.” 
 
    “I hear ya man. I’m over the drama. I had enough of that with Ashley to last me a lifetime.” 
 
    “How are Ashley and Izzy? Have you seen Izzy lately at all?”  
 
    “No, Ashley insists that my visits just upset Izzy and confuse her. That’s the last thing I want to do. I send letters and she doesn’t answer. It’s probably better that I wait until she’s a bit older. I was a pretty crappy father the first few years of her life.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit. You’re her father and even if you were gone a lot at first, you’re here now. You should get to see her as much as you want to. With the amount of money you’re sending Ashley each month, she should be bowing down to let the two of you spend time together.” 
 
    “I’m trying to understand her point of view. I was partying pretty hard for a lot of years, and I don’t think she truly believes I’ve settled down and have changed my ways. To Ashley, just because I’m busy with work I must be busy with every woman in a skirt that’s in Chicago.”  
 
    My ex-girlfriend hated all the traveling and partying I’d done after our daughter Izzy was born. There was no excuse for it and I had to live with the father I’d been over those years. But I wasn’t about to push myself on my daughter now that I was ready. Izzy was ten years old now and to just barge in on her life would be selfish of me. As much as I wanted to start building a relationship with her, I was a changed man and willing to put her needs ahead of mine. Ashley said it wasn’t the right time so I trusted her parenting and stayed away except for Izzy’s birthday and Christmas.  
 
    “If you spent more time with her then she’d learn to adjust. I think Ashley is just using your love for your daughter to push you away. She literally moved as far away from here as possible to try and keep you from your daughter.” 
 
    “No, come on now. She moved to be near her family. I was working eighty hours a week then and traveling more than I was home. It was the right move for her. She needed help with Izzy when she was young and her family was there for her.” 
 
    “Her family talked her right out of being with you.” 
 
    “Maybe that was a good thing. We weren’t good together. Before Izzy we were drugging and partying every day. Ashley stopped when she got pregnant and I didn’t until a few years ago. At least things broke off before they got too nasty between us,” I said as I grabbed the drone I wanted to show Jacob. “Now take a look at this.” 
 
    I turned the drone on and used my phone to guide it into the hovering position. While at the beach in Florida a few weeks before, I saw a group of guys flying this drone over them while they were surfing. I couldn’t wait to get it back home and see what the guys thought about it.  
 
    “What the heck is it? Some sort of camera drone? There are hundreds of those on the market right now.” 
 
    “No, this one will follow you without having someone control it. See, you put it into the air and have it fix onto a person. Then I can walk around and the drone will stay behind me taking video. I saw some guys surfing and the drone was following them. Talk about some insane footage, it was epic.”  
 
    “So it doesn’t need someone to control it?” 
 
    “No. It uses facial recognition and will follow you. This is the future, don’t you think?” 
 
    Jacob grabbed the drone out of the air and looked at it for a minute. He was the tech guy of our group and I valued his opinion on all our technology investments. I found companies based on my gut, but Jacob could find the holes in their processes and equipment that prevented us from wasting our money.  
 
    “I’d need to talk to their engineers, but it looks good. Where are they manufacturing?”  
 
    “Let’s talk about it at the office with the other guys. I don’t want to explain everything twice, but I really wanted you to see it first.”  
 
    “Alright, I’ll see you at the office then. Go take care of that thing,” he said as he pointed at my shorts. “No one wants to see that.” 
 
    “I beg to differ. Cindy might want to see it,” I winked.  
 
    “Devin, Cindy is a lesbian. She definitely doesn’t want to see that,” Jacob laughed as he headed back out to his car.  
 
    Cindy might be a lesbian, but I was pretty sure she swung both ways. She’d been flirting with me about as long as I’d known her. She had been my human resources manager at my tech startup nearly ten years ago and we both happened to be looking for something to do with ourselves about a year ago. After the sale of my company I floundered around trying to decide what to do with my newfound money and time, partying took a front seat for a while, but that got old.  
 
    Capital S Investing was started because I had nearly a half billion dollars from the sale of my company and nothing new to do with myself. I started looking into small up and coming companies and helping them out with their funding needs. Soon I’d gather a half dozen other friends that wanted to help these start-ups and we were now running our own small firm.  
 
    We didn’t meet often – only about one week of the month. The rest of the month we were off researching new companies or just hanging out and enjoying ourselves. During our week in the office, we analyzed the numbers of companies we’d invested in, decided on new investments, and sometimes heard pitches from companies. It felt like a little bit of normal for me and I liked that. It was the same reason I bought a house in a normal neighborhood, as I didn’t want to be seen as that rich guy who women used for his money.  
 
    Certainly, my house was plenty large enough for me. The neighborhood was an upper class for Chicago with nearly zero crime. I was comfortable leaving my house for weeks at a time and never worried about intruders or crime, although I did keep an alarm system hooked up just in case. Life in Chicago was as close to a normal life as I could hope for.  
 
    When I arrived at the office, everyone was sitting around the conference room laughing and eating lunch. It was nearly noon but that was our normal starting time. Working all week didn’t mean that any of us liked to wake up early in the morning and come to work. Our typical day went from noon to eight o’clock and sometimes much later, depending on what projects we were working on.  
 
    “I thought you were in Bali this week?” Cindy said as I walked in.  
 
    “Bali?”  
 
    “Yeah, didn’t you say there was a new surf company out there that you were going to visit?”  
 
    “Shit!” I said as I scrolled through my phone. “Yeah, I’m supposed to look at this board company. Wow, I’m glad you know my schedule so well,” I joked.  
 
    “I’m sure you would have remembered two hours before your flight when your phone alerted you. And you’d probably still make it to your plane.”  
 
    “Yeah, probably,” I laughed at the memory of the two of us running to a plane when we were flying to New York one weekend. We had literally arrived at the airport thirty minutes before the flight and still managed to get through security and onto the plane. It probably didn’t hurt that we had first class tickets, but it still felt like quite the accomplishment.  
 
    “Show them the drone,” Jacob exclaimed. “This thing is going to make us rich.” 
 
    We all laughed at his joke. Every single person in that room was already rich. Most of us had a nine figures net worth. All seven of us were there purely because we needed something productive to do with ourselves and wanted to help new companies. But of course, we were business men and women, so making money on the deal was always an important part of the process.  
 
    From the outside, our office didn’t look like the home of seven millionaires, but we technically did most of our work out of the office anyways. The drab walls and boring furniture weren’t at all like the startup companies we worked with, but then again we didn’t care anymore. Our bank accounts were full and none of us had the need to impress others with fancy office accommodations. We had one employee, Stewart, our accountant. He kept the books looking nice and did most of his work from home. We didn’t have a big social media presence and certainly didn’t advertise. Our purpose was solely to help other companies and our investments in those companies were now our business. Sooner or later we would need to hire staff, but at the moment we relished the small size of what we were doing and the relative quiet that we had been allowed to work in.  
 
    My old brown office chair squeaked as I got up and lifted the drone into the air to show the group how it worked.  At least everything was so old that I didn’t have to worry if I accidently broke a light fixture during my little demonstration.  
 
    “It has facial recognition and will follow me without the need to control its every move,” I said as I walked around the room. “I saw the founders on the beach and they had the drone following them while they were surfing. It was friggin amazing.”  
 
    “What’s their production like?” Jacob asked.  
 
    “I’m really not sure of any details. We will need to visit them and start from scratch. They seemed very green and I think they’ve just been financing with family and friends money. We could put some capital behind them with some advertising and it would blow up rather quickly.”  
 
    “Where are they located?” Chris asked.  
 
    Chris was the youngest of our group and had just left his job at Google. His coding skills were amazing and he was itching to start his own company soon. I’d convinced him to hang out with us while he got his own thing up and running. His long beard and scruffy hair made him look more like a homeless man than one who had acquired a multimillion dollar portfolio.  
 
    “Florida, do you want to go check them out?” I asked.  
 
    “Sure, I don’t have much going on this month. I’d like to take a look under their hood and see what type of code they are using.”  
 
    “You know most guys your age are looking under skirts, not coding hoods,” Sergei laughed.  
 
    “Skirts ain’t going to make me rich.” 
 
    “Very true, but they have their own benefits.” 
 
    Sergei was happily married, but loved to give the rest of us a hard time when it came to women. He and his wife had known each other since they were children and their family had arranged their marriage while they were in college. It didn’t seem like a good way to start a life together, to me, but Sergei was happy so who was I to say anything?  
 
    “Thanks Chris, send out an email after your visit and we can see if we can set up a meeting with them. I’m not even sure how much they might need in capital, so find out the details while you’re there please.” 
 
    “Will do.”  
 
    My phone started ringing and I noticed it was Ashley. If she was calling I had to answer it. She hardly ever called me unless our daughter had been hurt or Ashley needed more money for something. In fact, I hadn’t actually talked to Ashley in nearly a year; instead, she had sent a few text messages and her parents had been there when I went to drop off Izzy’s Christmas presents.  
 
    “Hey Ashley, give me just a second,” I said as I put the call on mute. “I’ve got to take this. Edward, will you go ahead with your presentation on the company from the last month?” 
 
    “Sure thing Devin,” he said as I left the room.  
 
    “What’s up? Is Izzy alright?”  
 
    “What? What do you mean?” Ashley said with slurred speech. “I’m not calling about Izzy. I’m calling about what you did to me. You made me love you and then forced me to leave. You made me like this.” 
 
    “Ashley, what’s going on? Are you alright?” I asked as I became worried. 
 
    “I’m not alright. I’m stuck raising a daughter alone while you bone every skirt you see. You don’t deserve to party all the time and I am forced to be responsible. That’s bullshit.” 
 
    “Where’s Izzy at?” I asked. “Are you drunk?” 
 
    “She’s at school stupid. If you were involved in her life you’d know she goes to school.”  
 
    “Ashley, are you home? Can I call your parents for you? Are you alright?” 
 
    “I’m fine, you’re not calling anyone. I just wanted you to know what a mess you’ve made of everything.” 
 
    “I’m sorry things didn’t turn out between us. I’d be happy to be more involved in Izzy’s life but you said you didn’t think it was good for her. Do you want me to come and get her? I could have her live with me in Chicago for the school year if that would help you?” 
 
    “No! You’re not taking her from me. You just don’t want to pay me what you owe for her. I’m not giving her up just so you can keep all that money for yourself.” 
 
    It was clear that Ashley wasn’t as sober as I thought she had been. Her slurred words and belligerent tone of voice reminded me why we were no longer together. She wasn’t a nice drunk, which was something I remembered very well.  
 
    “I don’t care about the money Ashley. I really would like to build a relationship with Izzy. She only sees me twice a year and anytime I call you’re always telling me she isn’t around.” 
 
    “She doesn’t want to talk to you.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s fine. But you’re saying it’s hard to take care of her and I want to help.” 
 
    “You don’t want to help. You’re too busy working and traveling everywhere to care about her.” 
 
    “No, I’d gladly stay home if you’d like to have her come out here.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. She doesn’t want to live with you. She hates you.” 
 
    Her words cut through me like a knife. I suspected Izzy had never said such a thing and it was just the alcohol talking, but I still felt the pain of even the suggestion that my own daughter hated me.  
 
    “If you’re alright, I’m going to let you go. Would you like me to call your parents to come and get you? Are you somewhere safe?” 
 
    “I’m safe. Why are you even pretending to worry? This is none of your business!” She screamed.  
 
    “I’ll call you later tonight to talk with Izzy.” 
 
    “No, she hates you. Don’t call.” 
 
    “I’d really like to talk to her.”  
 
    “Well, you don’t always get what you want in this world, do you?” Ashley said as she hung up the phone.  
 
    My hand shook as I put my phone back in my pocket and went outside to walk off the adrenaline that was rushing through my body. I wanted to just get on a plane and go to Ashley’s house right that moment. I could go to the school and take Izzy out and bring her back to live with me. If this was what Ashley was like now, there was no way Izzy should be around that. But then I had to wonder what Ashley had been telling Izzy about me? Did Izzy really hate me?  
 
    If her mother had been spewing hateful remarks for the last year, or more, surely Izzy would have developed a different opinion. She would only have heard bad things and nothing good about me at all. My stomach continued to rumble as I thought about the hateful things Ashley had probably been telling our daughter.  
 
    Maybe it was out of spite, or maybe it was out of genuine concern for Ashley, I wasn’t really sure, but I dialed her mother’s number. I had to let someone know what sort of state Ashley was in or I’d feel really bad if something happened to her.  
 
    “Mrs. Edwards, this is Devin,” I said just in case she didn’t have my number in her phone. We didn’t actually talk very much so I wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Hi Devin. What can I help you with?” 
 
    “I just had a concerning phone call from Ashley, she sounded drunk and…” 
 
    “She’s had a rough couple of weeks. I’ll head over to her house and check on her. Thanks for calling,” she said and hung up the phone before I could get another word in. 
 
    Obviously, it hadn’t been a surprise to her that Ashley was drunk. She hadn’t even seemed surprised that I was the one calling her. But Mrs. Edwards didn’t like me and I wasn’t about to call her back and push the subject. She was going to check on Ashley, and that was enough for the time being. I made my way back into my meeting and listened while Edward finished the numbers of our last investment.  
 
    “Everything alright?” Jacob whispered.  
 
    “Just stuff with Ashley. Hey, can you get me that number of the lawyer you suggested?”  
 
    “Sure, you going to try for custody?”  
 
    “No, well, I don’t know. I just want to lay out my options.”  
 
    “I’ll text it to you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    As our work day continued on, I couldn’t stop thinking about Izzy. I’d stayed away for so long because it seemed like it was better for her. Now, I had an overwhelming feeling that I needed to be there for her. But I had been gone from her life for so long, it was going to be hard for me to step up and be the Dad I thought she needed me to be. After my trip to Bali I was going to stop by Jacksonville and see Izzy, she needed to see more of me. I had decided she had to see me in order to know I loved her and was always going to be there for her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Lilli 
 
      
 
    “I’m coming over to get you,” I said to Anna as I slipped on my tennis shoes and got ready for my run.  
 
    “I’m not going running. You’re crazy if you think I’m going running.” 
 
    It had been nearly a week since our last big night on the town and I hadn’t been able to find the time to hang out with Anna. Between my work schedule and helping my mother with her new rose garden, I was exhausted. Planting and caring for roses wasn’t at all a priority on my list, but my mother liked it when I helped out and spent time with her and I liked to make her happy, especially since I was at home now and not even paying rent. 
 
    “I’m literally walking out the door and will be at your house soon. Get ready,” I said as I hung up the phone.  
 
    Before leaving my house I looked toward Devin’s place to see if there were any signs of him. It had been several days since I’d run into him on the street and I hadn’t seen or heard from him since. The curtains in his bedroom were in the exact same spot they had been days before and I had to assume he was off on some sort of a business trip or something like that.  
 
    Anna only lived a few blocks away from me so it was a great warm-up as I took my time jogging over there. The sky was overcast and looked like some rain might happen at any moment, so I wanted to get Anna out with me before she had yet another excuse not to work out. Not like she needed to work out, she was thin with hardly an extra ounce of fat on her body, but I still liked to get her out and exercising whenever I could. It helped me relax to talk to her and I know she felt better too.  
 
    Anna’s house was just as large as mine and just as empty. She was the youngest child and had four brothers, all of which were at college or off living their lives as adults. As the only girl, Anna was spoiled, more than even I was. She got to do whatever she wanted and her parents never even checked up on her. They traveled often and just left her lots of money for anything she might need. She drank more than I did, partied harder than I did and talked like a sailor.  
 
    “I’m not running,” Anna said as I rang the doorbell and found her standing there in full workout gear.  
 
    “That’s a nice outfit, for someone who isn’t running.” 
 
    Anna had on a brilliant pink sports top that looked to be a size too small as her breasts were exploding out of the thing. She had a pair of black leggings on and her hair was pulled back in a delicate ponytail. If she was going to be taking a yoga class she looked perfectly dressed, but for running I didn’t think she was going to be all that comfortable. Her boobs would be bouncing all over the place with the tiny sports bra she had on.  
 
    “It is a nice outfit isn’t it?” She spun around, half admiring her own choice in clothing. “We can walk if you’d like.” 
 
    “Walking doesn’t burn any calories Anna. Put a normal sport bra on and let’s go for a jog.” 
 
    “I can’t. Jason might be around.” 
 
    I looked at her in total confusion. I couldn’t remember any guy named Jason that she liked and especially didn’t think there were any that lived around her house. My confusion must have been evident in my eyes as she smiled and pointed to her neighbor’s house.  
 
    “Mr. Hartley,” she laughed.  
 
    “Oh my God, do you still have a crush on that guy?”  
 
    “Hey, you’ve got a crush on your neighbor,” she retorted.  
 
    “My neighbor is a hot single guy. You have a crush on a married father of a toddler.” 
 
    “He’s not married. Their divorce is final now. I heard some of the other women in the neighborhood talking about him. He’s a hot single Dad and all the women want him, but I’m going to have him before any of them.” 
 
    “Can we talk about this while we walk?”  
 
    Anna was an expert at having crushes. She was all hot and bothered about any and every good looking guy that crossed her path. It was honestly hard to keep up with all the men she liked.  
 
    “Fine, but let’s walk around this way so we can come back on his side of the street,” she insisted.  
 
    Our neighborhood was pretty empty during the afternoon when I liked to work out. Everyone was either at work or in their houses. Even the stay at home mothers tended to be busy with their children from ten o’clock to noon. Anna and I made our way north on one of the side streets and walked toward the paved bike path at the back of our neighborhood.  
 
    “So how are your parents?” I asked just as we reached the bike path.  
 
    “Shhh, don’t say a word, then laugh like I said something funny?”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    Anna grabbed my hand and held it firmly as a man and his son approached us on the path. When they were a few feet away from us she squeezed my hand firmly. 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “Laugh,” she demanded with a huge smile on her face.  
 
    “Oh, haha, Anna you’re so funny,” I played along.  
 
    “Hey, Jason how are you and Clyde doing today?” Anna asked as she turned away from me and gave him all of her focus.  
 
    “Hi Anna, we are doing well. Clyde was a little sick today so I stayed home with him but of course he started feeling better. Isn’t it funny how that works?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, those little guys can get better really quickly. You remember to call me if you need a babysitter. I’m available any time of day. Even if you just want some extra hands around so you can get things done around the house,” Anna offered.  
 
    She was standing with one hand on her hip and her breast pressed out toward him. He couldn’t help but look at her, and who could blame the guy. She was practically offering herself up on a silver platter for him.  
 
    “Thanks Anna, I’ve still got your number. You two enjoy your walk.” 
 
    “Actually we were going for a run. Have to keep looking good,” Anna said as she started to jog in place. “See you around.” 
 
    “Have a nice day girls,” Jason said as his eyes fixated on Anna’s bouncing chest.  
 
    I followed Anna’s lead and jogged down the path with her until we turned enough that he couldn’t see us. Then Anna stopped and put her hands on her knees as she tried to catch her breath. It was clear that she wasn’t in shape at all.  
 
    “Well, he’s handsome.” 
 
    “Isn’t he dreamy? I’m going to screw him until my legs shake and I can’t see straight.” 
 
    “Wow, okay,” I said at her graphic vision of her time with Jason.  
 
    “Isn’t he like the best looking single dad you’ve ever seen? I mean come on that blonde hair and those blue eyes. Wow, I’m wet just thinking about his hands on me.” 
 
    “Maybe you should actually have sex before you start seducing single fathers?” I suggested.  
 
    “Just because I’m a virgin doesn’t mean I don’t know what to do. I’m so ready to do this guy. I could seduce him right now if I wanted to.” 
 
    “How about you wait and we finish our walk?” I laughed. “I think you need to have some sex, but find a nice guy your age so you can have an actual relationship. That guy isn’t going to be someone that stays around.” 
 
    Anna huffed at my suggestion and started to speed up as we walked the path. She had her heart set on losing her virginity, but always talked about these older guys. I couldn’t even remember a time when she’d talked about a boy her own age.  
 
    “How’s your old man flirting thing going?” Anna asked as she changed the subject back to me.  
 
    “He’s the last thing on my mind right now. I have to save money for a new apartment. My car went to crap yesterday and is literally sitting in some police impound because I couldn’t pay for a tow off the highway. I swear I work hard and never seem to make enough money.” 
 
    “That sucks. I’m sure your parents would help you get into an apartment though.”  
 
    “Of course they would, but I’m a friggin adult. I have to get my shit together and I’m not going to ask them for more money.” 
 
    “Do you want to go out tonight?” Anna asked as if drinking and partying were the solution to the troubles I was having.  
 
    “Going out drinking isn’t exactly going to solve my problems.” 
 
    A few raindrops hit us and we both looked up at the clouds and turned around to head home. We picked up the pace, in an effort to make it back to Anna’s house before we got totally soaked.  
 
    “So you do want to go drinking?” Anna laughed.  
 
    “Yes, actually I’d love to. But I’m inviting Monica to come too. She really needs to get out of the house.” 
 
    “Invite whoever you want. I’ll pay,” Anna offered.  
 
    She had a credit card from her parents and no limit on her spending. I wasn’t one to take advantage of her generosity, but sometimes I really didn’t have the money to pay for drinks.  
 
    “Just this time. I’ll pay you back,” I offered.  
 
    “Lilli, you don’t need to pay me back, it’s fine.”  
 
    We picked up our pace even more as the rain started to fall faster and we turned the corner back toward Anna’s house. The cold raindrops spread out over my skin and goose bumps popped up all over my arms. It was a relatively warm afternoon with the temperature around sixty degrees, but once the rain started it seemed to cool off rather quickly.  
 
     “Race you to your house,” I said as I started running as quickly as I could.  
 
    Anna tried to keep up with me but she was nearly a block behind as I ran up her driveway and punched in the electronic code to her front door. I really wished my own parents would invest in the electronic door code so I wouldn’t have to fumble with my key all the time, but my parents weren’t very into the technology world at all.  
 
    “Geeze woman, how can you run that fast,” Anna said as she fell into her doorway and collapsed onto the ground.  
 
    “I actually practice. You really should work out every now and then. You know being skinny doesn’t mean that you’re healthy, right?” 
 
    “I’m nineteen Lilli. I don’t care about being healthy. What happened to your car? I thought your parents gave you the old one they had?” 
 
    “They did, that’s the one that totally crapped out on me. So my ex-boyfriend has the car we bought together, my parents gave me a car that is a piece of junk and now I’m totally car-less. I’m going to have to get someone to drive me to work or take the train.” 
 
    Anna looked at me with shock on her face and I burst into laughter. The idea that anyone would have to take the train was beyond her. If she wasn’t driving somewhere she took an Uber. It was her only other way of getting around and showed the level of spoiled lifestyle that she had. But her parents didn’t care at all; not once had I heard she was in trouble for spending too much money or buying something that she wasn’t supposed to buy.  
 
    “The train? Why would you do that?”  
 
    “Anna, some people need to work. I can’t always expect my co-workers to give me a ride. I can take the train, it’s not that big of a deal. You know it’s just four blocks that way, right?” 
 
    “But you work until midnight some nights?”  
 
    “Yep and conveniently enough the train runs until two o’clock in the morning.”  
 
    “No, absolutely not. I won’t allow it.” 
 
    She protested as she climbed up to sit on the stairs with me. She had become a good friend, but Anna certainly had a different lifestyle than I did and I felt pretty lucky in my life. At least I lived in a nice neighborhood and the train was nearby. One of the girls at work had to literally walk a mile just to get to the train and it was through a really rough neighborhood.  
 
    “It’s okay Anna, I’ll be fine. I’m sure I’ll have enough money to get my car fixed in no time.” 
 
    “You just call me and I’ll come and get you. I don’t care what time it is.” 
 
    It was a nice gesture, but Anna partied a lot more than I did and she was often way in North Chicago with some of her old high school friends that moved up there. I knew I couldn’t rely on her to give me rides, but I also would be stuck arguing with her for hours if I didn’t agree to ask her.  
 
    “Okay, I’ll call you when I need a ride.” 
 
    “Now tell me what happened with that delicious neighbor of yours? Did you go over there and let him give you a tongue massage?” 
 
    “Anna! No!” I laughed. “I did bump into him while I was running.” 
 
    “Let’s get some food for this conversation,” she said seriously as I followed her into the kitchen. “How about some Apple Jacks?” 
 
    “That’s straight sugar Anna.” 
 
    “So yes, you want some?”  
 
    “No, I’ll eat this apple. And oh, my gosh, I can’t believe I didn’t tell you about my run in with him. His name is Devin and wow he was so friggin sexy up close that I could hardly talk to him. In fact, I’m not even sure I made a coherent sentence.” 
 
    “He’s a guy, you don’t need to talk. Just wrap your arms around him and plant a nice wet kiss on his lips. That will get things started.” 
 
    “You are the horniest virgin I know,” I laughed. “But no, I’m not doing that. Although I did do something…well something that you probably would have done.” 
 
    I couldn’t stop laughing at the memory of flirting with Devin through my bedroom window. It was definitely something that Anna would have done, there was no doubt in my mind. She was an expert at flirting with men.  
 
    “What did you do?”  
 
    Her eyes widened and she leaned in to hear my story. I described how I had written my name on the window and the look of shock on Devin’s face as I dropped the curtain and let him look at my naked body.  
 
    “It was exhilarating,” I said as I ended my story.  
 
    “I know. Flirting is like a drug. You’ll keep going back to it over and over again in search for a high. How has he been this week? Any big flirting sessions?” 
 
    “I think he’s on a business trip or something as he hasn’t been around. But what should I do the next time I see him? How can I really keep flirting without looking totally desperate?” 
 
    “That’s a good point. You don’t want to seem like you need him to like you. Actually, it might be best if you ignored him and didn’t flirt at all. Make him come to you. He will make an opportunity happen and then when you have him at your beck and call, that’s when you move in for the kill.” 
 
    “By ‘kill’, do you mean that’s when I screw him?” 
 
    “No! You can’t sleep with him yet. Even if you really want to. He needs to want it so bad that he can’t even concentrate at work. You need to occupy his thoughts so much that he’s literally begging to have you.”  
 
    “Wow, I think that might be a bit much for me,” I laughed. “I’m not really the begging to have me kind of girl. That’s you, not me.” 
 
    “Shut up Lilli. I don’t have anything that you don’t have. You could have any guy you wanted. That hair alone is a fantasy for some guys, but you’ve got a rockin’ body that could tease them for days.” 
 
    “You know, not every relationship is about games and teasing.” 
 
    “Well this one with your neighbor is, so listen to me. Don’t look up there. Don’t even glance in his direction. Keep your eyes away from his place and your curtains shut. Let him stew for a little bit.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at how serious Anna was about me teasing Devin. She had it all planned out, much better than I could have dreamed up. All I could think about was seeing Devin again and flirting with him, maybe even getting a chance to talk to him again. I hadn’t even thought of the idea that I should leave him alone. It would be really hard not to look up at his house or peek inside when it was dark out. 
 
    “I’ll do my best. Now let’s go find some outfits for tonight. I don’t have anything interesting to wear in my closet.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I’ve got like a dozen new outfits. Let’s try some on.” 
 
    It was hard not to be a little jealous of Anna. She was rich, beautiful and had men throwing themselves at her whenever we were out at the clubs. Her life seemed pretty good to me, at least from looking in on the outside. I imagined there were things that I didn’t know about her, but nothing so far appeared to be hard for her in life.  
 
    In stark contrast I felt like everything in my life was hard. I’d finally met a guy I liked and moved in with him just to find out he was a cheating jerk and we had to break up. I couldn’t keep a decent job at all and I was working in a field that I didn’t really like. My parents did have the means to make sure I was taken care of though; I just didn’t want to always be taking their money.  
 
    “Bam, this one,” Anna said as she held a black piece of fabric up toward me. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “It’s a dress.” 
 
    “Oh, no! That’s not a dress. There’s barely any fabric there.” 
 
    “Lilli, you need to wear this tonight. It’s going to look amazing with your hair. And that tan of yours needs to be shown off.” 
 
    I looked at the small piece of fabric and stretched it out to see if it was anywhere in the realm of being able to fit me. It looked more like a hand towel than a dress though.  
 
    “I’d be showing off my tan lines instead of my tan if I was wearing this. Don’t you have any dresses that are normal length? I don’t actually like it when guys are grabbing my ass all night long.” 
 
    “It just means they think you’re hot.” 
 
    “Oh, okay, but it’s weird.” 
 
    “Just wear it Lilli, please,” Anna said with her big eyes as I grabbed the dress and started to leave the room.  
 
    “I’ll put it on but I’m wearing one of mine if it doesn’t cover my ass. Come pick me up at nine. I’ll take a nap for a while and then I’ll get ready.” 
 
    “Sounds like we are going to have a kick ass night. I’ll call some of the girls.”  
 
    “See you later.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Devin  
 
      
 
    After a week in Bali it was nice to grab a quick drink with Jacob and catch up on what was going on at work. We met up at a little club near downtown called Lively, mostly because it was notorious for the hot young girls and Jacob wanted to pick himself up a date for the night after our drink.  
 
    “Dude, nice tan,” Jacob said as I walked up to him at the bar of Club Lively.  
 
    “That’s what a week on the beach in Bali will do for ya.” 
 
    “How was the board company?”  
 
    “I liked them. Not really an investment opportunity as a group, but I gave them some money and am having some paperwork drawn up for ten percent equity. Just a little reason to go back to Bali sometime.” 
 
    “Going solo on this one?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think everyone is getting a little tired of my surf companies. I don’t mind the risk for a small investment. They had a good business plan and will see some moderate growth this year. Would see better growth if they’d come to the U.S. but they are set on staying in Bali.” 
 
    “Well, nothing exciting at work. I took that drone on a bike ride though, it was pretty awesome. Followed me on the whole ride, look at this footage,” Jacob said as he pulled out his phone and started playing a thirty-minute video of him riding his bike.  
 
    I ordered my drink and was halfway done by the time he actually got the clue that he didn’t need to show me the whole thing. It was pretty sweet though and just confirmed why I wanted us to throw the whole power of our group behind that company.  
 
    “Everyone else on board with it yet?”  
 
    “Not sure, people have been traveling and there were not much communication this week. We will check in at the next meeting. What else do you have planned?” 
 
    “I’m relaxing and going over the numbers for that drone company. I’ll probably stop down in Florida and visit my daughter this week, if I can arrange things with Ashley. I haven’t been able to reach her all week and when I called her mother she seemed to be hiding something.” 
 
    “Did you talk to Izzy?” 
 
    “Nope? My times were off and she was at school when I called. It sounded like she was staying at Ashley’s parents house though, so who knows what’s going on with Ashley.” 
 
    “You should just have some papers filed and get custody of her. She’s your daughter too.” 
 
    “Man, I’d love that. But you have to remember they knew me when I was irresponsible and wild. I think I’ll need to put a little work in before I could get custody. A judge would simply have to pull my arrest record and then they’d laugh me right out of that courtroom.” 
 
    We sat and drank our alcohol as we both turned to admire all the beautiful girls in the club. It definitely was a good place for finding women – there were dozens of girls dancing on the dance floor and only a handful of guys.  
 
    “You’re my wingman tonight,” Jacob said seriously. “I’ve got to get laid.” 
 
    “Ha, okay, let’s get you a girl.”  
 
    “Three o’clock. Oh, damn baby girl look at those asses,” Jacob was already out of his chair and on his way over to the blonde and red head before I could get a good look.  
 
    I quickly grabbed his hand and pulled him back to the bar when I realized the redhead was actually Lilli. I also recognized the blonde as the girl Lilli had been out with the last time I saw her, the same girl that had grabbed Lilli and practically yanked her dress off in the driveway.  
 
    “Wait,” I demanded. “I know her.” 
 
    “Even more reason to go over and talk to her,” Jacob said.  
 
    “No, that’s my neighbor.” 
 
    “Oh, damn Devin! You’ve got that hot piece of ass living next door to you. Wow, I’d be in that all day every day if I had something so sweet.” 
 
    “She’s too young,” I protest. 
 
    “Whatever. She’s in here so she’s old enough. Go talk to her,” Jacob demanded. “I want to talk to that hot friend of hers.” 
 
    I was just about to agree with Jacob and go talk to Lilli when I saw her almost fall over as she grabbed onto her friend. She was smashed and even drunker than I’d seen her on the recent nights she had returned home. Instinctively I wanted to go over and help her, but she and her friends laughed it off as they went to a booth to sit down.  
 
    “It doesn’t feel right. Let’s find you someone else.” 
 
    “Fine, how about that one,” Jacob said without losing a beat as he pointed to a brunette at the other end of the bar.  
 
    “Sure, let’s go get you that one,” I laughed.  
 
    As Jacob and I flirted and talked to the group of girls on the opposite end of the bar, I couldn’t help looking back over at Lilli and watching her. She had switched to water and stayed sitting for a bit but then was back on the dance floor with her friends partying and taking control of the floor. All the guys had their eyes on Lilli and her friends and I was no different.  
 
    Her delicious curves fit perfectly in the black tight dress she had on. It was just as short as the last one and drove me crazy with desire. My body was hardly contained as I watched her dance around to the music and a young guy slide up behind her and started grinding on her. She let him dance with her for one song and then pushed him away as she returned to her friends. Lilli didn’t seem to be at the club to big up guys; instead, she was there to let off some steam and dance. I kept my distance though as I stayed with Jacob and continued to talk with the girls that he was hitting on.  
 
    Two hours later I was holding a rather mundane conversation with a girl that I couldn’t remember her name. Jacob and his girl were out on the dance floor and I had a line of sight to Lilli and her friends as they laughed and hung out together.  
 
    Lilli had stopped drinking but she still seemed pretty smashed when the group of girls finally got up to leave. Her legs wobbled with the tall hi-heels she had on and again I felt the urge to rush over there and help her.  
 
    “I better get going,” I said to the woman next to me. “It was nice meeting you.” 
 
    “Here’s my number, call me sometime,” she said as she handed me a piece of paper and gave me an awkward hug.  
 
    I hurried onto the dance floor and let Jacob know I was leaving for the night and then slid out the front door and behind Lilli and her friends. I walked quickly to my car and waited until the girls were in their Uber before I went home. Something inside me told me to get home before the girls got there and I couldn’t shake the feeling that Lilli was going to need my help to get inside.  
 
    I backed into my garage and turned the light off as I stood near my car and watched Lilli and her friends drive up in their Uber. Unlike the last time she was dropped off, Lilli’s friends didn’t stick around for long and quickly left her standing in the driveway.  
 
    Her legs wobbled on the cobblestone rocks as she tried walking up the driveway and then ended up leaning against her parents’ car while she tried to take her heels off. I watched from a distance just to make sure she was able to get into her house. I’d seen her having trouble with her key on more than one occasion.  
 
    It took her nearly five minutes to get her shoes off as I watched her talking and swearing at herself. It was pretty damn adorable as she finally tiptoed up the two front steps and then looked through her purse to find her key.  
 
    Her hands worked their way around the inside of her small purse but she just couldn’t seem to find the key. Finally, she started to ring the doorbell to her house, but no one came to the door. When she slide down the front door and sat on the wet ground, I finally couldn’t take it and came over to help her.  
 
    “Can I help you get into your house?” I offered.  
 
    “Oh, hot neighbor guy,” she said as she sat on the ground.  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh as she looked up at me with her gorgeous eyes and sexy little dress on. The honesty that came out when a woman was drunk was sometimes very enlightening. Gently I grabbed her hands and pulled her up as she held onto the railing for support.  
 
    “Is there a key in there somewhere?” I asked as I pointed at her purse.  
 
    “Oh, I don’t think so. I’ve looked all over,” she said seriously, as if the purse was larger than the size of a piece of bread.  
 
    “Would you mind if I looked?” 
 
    “Sure thing hot neighbor guy. Oh, wait, Devin, your name is Devin. I remember now.” 
 
    “Yep, that’s my name. And your name is Lilli, I remember that very well.” 
 
    Her face turned bright red as the memory of how she had stood teasing me must have flashed through her mind. She quickly looked away from me as she handed me her purse to see if I could find the key. I couldn’t stop smiling as she was absolutely adorable. The way she had tried to be seductive but now was so shy, it drove me nuts and made me want her more than I cared to admit.  
 
    “That damn blue curtain,” Lilli said under her breath as she waited for me to find her key.  
 
    “Is your family home? Maybe one of them will wake up?” I asked as I couldn’t find her key. 
 
    “No, I forgot, they went to Cancun for the week. They left me their car and I put my house key on that. But I was drinking tonight so I didn’t bring the car keys. I don’t drive if I’m drinking,” she announced proudly.  
 
    “That’s a responsible way to drink. Is there any other way to get into your house?”  
 
    “Probably, but I can’t really think straight right now,” she giggled and then started to slide back down so she could sit.  
 
    “It’s wet out here. Let’s have you stay standing for a minute,” I said as I wrapped my arm around her waist and held her up. “Were you celebrating something tonight?” I said to try and keep her talking. 
 
    “No, just out with my friends.” 
 
    “Yeah, you seem to like partying.” 
 
    “I’m not some crazy party girl you know. I’ve got a job. And I don’t miss work. I just broke up with a crappy boyfriend and had to move home. It hasn’t been a good few weeks for me.”  
 
    Lilli wrapped her arms around my neck as she leaned in close to me. I couldn’t help it as my body reacted firmly to the touch of her skin and the prospect of having her lips against mine.  
 
    “I think we should get you inside,” I offered as I did my best not to give into her.  
 
    “We could just go to your place,” Lilli offered.  
 
    Oh, how quickly I would have taken her up on that offer only a few years before. She was clear headed enough to hold a conversation and she obviously wanted me. But I wasn’t that kind of guy, no matter how badly I’d love to have her in my bed. It wasn’t at all the appropriate thing to do that evening.  
 
    “You are so beautiful Lilli and I’d love to talk about having you over to my place sometime, but I think for tonight we better just get you up to bed.”  
 
    “I think that you would enjoy having me in your bed,” Lilli said as her hand slipped down to the front of my pants and started to massage my throbbing body.  
 
    I let out a breath of frustration as her hand moved up and down and I pulled it away.  
 
    “I’m getting you into your house. Let’s have you lean up against the car for a minute,” I said as I walked her over.  
 
    I ended up lifting her up and putting her onto the hood when her legs looked too wobbly to hold her. She quickly took advantage of this position as she pulled me toward her and held her arms around my neck. I noticed her pierced tongue and it only made me throb harder as I imagined her tongue gliding up and down my shaft.  
 
    “Lilli, I’m going to leave you here for a minute while I check your back windows. You don’t have a security system turned on do you?” 
 
    “I think you should stay here,” Lilli said as she wrapped her legs around me and pressed her body and mine together. “Don’t you want to stay here with me?” 
 
    “More than you can possibly imagine. But I’m still going to go check those windows. Is there an alarm?” 
 
    “It’s not on. It always scares me when I come home late so I didn’t turn it on.” 
 
    “Okay, you stay here. I’ll be right back,” I said as I reluctantly pulled myself away from her and went into the back yard.  
 
    I was light headed from the desire I had to take Lilli right there on that car. The energy between the two of us was absolutely undeniable. I wanted her, I wanted to taste her, touch her, screw her; but I wasn’t giving in. She was in no shape to be making that sort of decision and I was no longer the guy who took advantage of a woman when she was clearly intoxicated.  
 
    As I tried each of the windows in the back of the house, I finally found one that was opened. It led into a bathroom and was barely big enough for me to squeeze through. I fell right into a large bathtub and then had to find my way back to the front door to let Lilli into her house.  
 
    “You got in!” She exclaimed as she slid down off the car and her dress slid up her body.  
 
    She quickly pulled it back down but not before I got a glimpse of her lace black panties. At least she was wearing panties; the last time I’d seen her out front she had clearly not been wearing anything under her tiny dress.  
 
    “Let me help you,” I offered as I held out my hand and she grabbed it. “I’ll get you to your room and then I’m heading home.” 
 
    Lilli didn’t respond as she climbed the steps to her room and I stayed closely behind to make sure she didn’t fall. Her walking was very unstable and I didn’t feel confident at all that she would have made it to her room without assistance. Sure enough, she slipped at the top step and nearly fell face first onto the carpet. I quickly grabbed her and held her up as I steadied her and we walked toward her bedroom.  
 
    With my right hand I reached in and turned on the light, but Lilli quickly turned it back off. She closed her eyes at the bring light and then opened them after she had flipped the light back off again.  
 
    “No lights.”  
 
    Lilli grabbed my pants by the waist and pulled me toward her bed. She bit her bottom lip as her eyes looked at my bulging pants. There was no hiding it – I was rock hard thinking about how fun it would be to have this girl naked.  
 
    “I think you are safely in your room. I better get back to my house.”  
 
    Lilli grabbed the top of her dress and slid it down over her shoulder while she kept eye contact with me. I swallowed hard as the stretchy fabric moved past her breast and she grabbed the other side and pressed it down too.  
 
    “I think you want to stay,” she said softly as she leaned in and let her lips press against my neck. “I think you want to help me take this dress off. Then you want to slide those big strong hands of yours all over my body.” 
 
    “Yes, actually I do want to do all those things,” I smiled. “But I’m going to go back to my place.” 
 
    “Shhh, don’t go,” she whispered as she grabbed her dress and pressed it down to the ground.  
 
    Her black lace bra and panties were begging for attention from me as she stood there waiting for me to change my mind. But I could tell by the sway of her body and the way her eyes wouldn’t stay opened; Lilli needed to go to bed more than she needed me to make love to her.  
 
    “I’m going to grab this blanket here and you are going to lie down.” 
 
    “Oh, party pooper,” she giggled, but followed my orders and climbed into bed. “Don’t go,” her hand reached for mine and held onto me.  
 
    She had a good grip of my hand as she rolled over and I sat next to her in her bed. I looked around the room and it was hard to tell what Lilli was into. She was too old to have posters of boys on the wall and too young to have family photos. There were random photos of cities and a few other photos on a book shelve on the other side of the room. The walls were a neutral tan color and she had a large area rug that was in the middle of the room.  
 
    I sat with her for about five minutes until I was sure she was asleep. She was hard to resist, but I was glad I’d been able to. As I’d gotten older my standards had changed quite a bit. No longer did I think it was fun to bring a drunk girl home. In fact, I preferred them sober and able to hold a conversation.  
 
    I’d certainly changed a lot over the years. Probably just a natural process of getting older, but perhaps it had something to do with being a father and not wanting any women to be treated badly. Lilli was someone’s daughter and she deserved to feel safe with me helping her to her room.  
 
    Slowly, I made my way downstairs and grabbed a cup of orange juice and a couple Tylenol and brought them back up to Lilli. She was definitely going to need them when she woke up in the morning. There was no way she was getting out of having a hangover after the night of partying she’d just gone through.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Lilli 
 
      
 
    The way my lips were stuck together was the first reminder that I was in the midst of a really good hangover. I stuck my tongue out through my dried lips and slowly parted them as I licked the skin. This was the part of drinking that I didn’t like, but it was also the part I conveniently forgot about whenever I was out with my friends.  
 
    “I’m never going to drink again,” I muttered as I rolled over to grab my phone.  
 
    Unfortunately, my phone wasn’t on my nightstand, so instead, my hand dipped right into a cup of liquid. I peeked through one half closed eye as I noticed there was a cup of orange juice sitting next to my bed with a sign in front of it.  
 
    -DRINK ME- 
 
    The small piece of paper read. My eyes darted back and forth as I searched my memory for what had happened the night before and who had written the note. My parents were out of town for the week, I remembered that much.  
 
    I pressed the palms of my hands against my eyes as I tried to remember what had happened. My feet dangled near the ground as I rolled all the way over and pressed my body upward. The more I tried to remember the bigger the sinking feeling in my stomach got.  
 
    -TAKE ME- 
 
    I read on a second note with two Tylenol on top of it. I looked over the pills and verified they both had the familiar Tylenol logo on them and then decided it was a good idea to take them with the orange juice that was there. My mind was starting to wake up and bits and pieces of my night were rushing to me.  
 
    I knew who had left the orange juice for me.  
 
    Quickly, I jumped up and pressed the blue curtain open as I looked over toward Devin’s house. His car wasn’t in the driveway though. As I stood there in my bra and underwear the bulk of my evening came to my mind.  
 
    The embarrassment was rapid as I sat down on my bed and dialed Anna’s number right away. She wasn’t going to be much support in the matter, but at least she could help me figure out how I should handle things from this point forward.  
 
    “Why are you calling me? You know I need like twelve hours of sleep each day,” she said grumpily.  
 
    “I woke up in my underwear, in my bed, and Devin left me an orange juice and Tylenol.”  
 
    “Who’s Devin?”  
 
    “The hot neighbor guy!” I screamed into the phone. “The hot neighbor guy had to help me get into my house because I’d forgotten my key and I basically accosted him and he did nothing. Instead, he left me some juice and medicine for my hangover. Oh my God, I’m going to die of embarrassment.” 
 
    “I hear you talking but my brain is not working. So the hot neighbor guy, Devin, was in your bedroom?”  
 
    “Ugh! Anna. You don’t understand. I basically threw myself at him more than once and he did nothing. More than nothing, he felt so sorry for me that he got me an orange juice and Tylenol.” 
 
    There was a long pause as I heard Anna moving around a little and hoped it meant she was waking up enough that she could actually hold a conversation with me. I took the time to grab some workout clothes and change so I could go for my run when we were done.  
 
    “How much throwing did you do?” She finally asked as I heard her drinking something in the background.  
 
    “A lot. I tried to kiss him. I grabbed his um…private area. I wrapped my arms around his neck and told him I wanted him. I think that’s it, but I’m not sure. It’s still a little fuzzy.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s all?” Anna laughed.  
 
    “There’s no coming back from this, is there? I’ve ruined it. Now he thinks I’m some lush that throws herself at any guy who happens to be nice enough to help me out when I’m drunk.” 
 
    “No, we can work with this. He’s obviously a good guy. I mean I don’t know many guys who would say no to you grabbing their cock. You were drunk, right?” 
 
    “Yes, you know I was.” 
 
    “This is good Lilli. This is awesome. He has so much respect for you that he didn’t sleep with you. This means he’s into you.” 
 
    I wasn’t quite wrapping my brain around her logic, but it still gave me a little comfort. Embarrassing myself around Devin was becoming a thing and I really didn’t like it. Not that my hot neighbor guy was going to be anything to me in the long run, but I just hated looking like someone I wasn’t.  
 
    “So what should I do when I see him again? Because knowing my luck I’m going to end up seeing him and I’ll make a total fool out of myself.”  
 
    “Hmmm, well there are two options. You could play naive, like you don’t remember at all, but that means you would have let any guy help you into the house. I don’t like that plan…” she continued on as if talking to herself and not me. “You’ve got to own it. Thank him for being such a gentleman but you have to balance that with letting him know you’re still very into him.” 
 
    “Oh, that seems simple enough,” I said sarcastically. “I can hardly talk to the guy. There’s no way I can be thankful and flirt all at the same time. You’re overestimating my abilities.” 
 
    “Shut up Lilli! You can do this. But you need to be ready. It has to happen the very next time you see him. If you see him in his house, you have to go knock on the door. The very next time he lays eyes on you, you have to be ready.” 
 
    Anna sounded extremely serious and I pictured her pacing around her room as she hatched the next step of my plan to get Devin to think of me as something more than a little girl. I was going to have to practice what to say, there was no way I could think of something off the top of my head.  
 
    “What do I say to him?” 
 
    “Hmmm…. Appreciative and flirty…let me think…” her voice trailed off as I heard her in the bathroom. Anna certainly didn’t have a filter on what she did and who was on the phone while she did it.  
 
    “Maybe I could just say thank you for helping me get into my house safely?” I offered.  
 
    “No! Absolutely not. That’s boring.”  
 
    “I want to go for my run, so can we talk about this later?”  
 
    I flipped the phone onto speaker as I changed my clothes and sipped some more of the juice. My feet felt swollen as I pressed them into my running shoes and tied the laces. Anna was still quiet as she thought of what I should say.  
 
    “You have to know what you’re going to say when you see him. This is important,” she scolded me. “Touch his arm. No matter what you say, make sure to touch his arm and make eye contact with him.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Tell him you had a dream about a sexy guy that looked just like him who brought you to the bed last night.” 
 
    “Oh, my God, no I’m not saying that.” 
 
    “Lillian Baxter, you better not waste this opportunity.”  
 
    “I’ll think of something to say while I’m out for my run and I’ll text you. Deal?”  
 
    “Fine, but if you don’t have anything planned, then just smile and get out of his line of sight before you have to talk to him. Only until we have decided what you need to say.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at how complex Anna was making this all. I just wanted some advice on how to handle things when I saw him next. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to manage to say anything to the guy since my embarrassment was still so raw. Most likely I’d turn bright red when I see him and be totally unable to speak at all, which would just solidify his likely belief that I was a child and not at all in the realm of someone he’d ever be with. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll text you later. I’ve got to run a little and burn off this alcohol.” 
 
    “Later. I’m going back to bed.” 
 
    After guzzling about a liter of water, I put my sunglasses on, turned up my music and set off on a jog. The feeling of the pavement under my feet was just what I needed to push through the aftermath of my day of drinking. My muscles tightened and released as I went up the large hill at the end of our street and then turned toward the south end of the trail. 
 
    The bike path near my house went for nearly twenty miles uninterrupted. I’d never followed it more than five miles from my house though. It ran near a small stream and then sometimes went up through a wooded area. I never felt all that safe on the trail when I was alone, so I often just chose to run on the sidewalk.  
 
    After jogging for about thirty minutes I turned around and made my way back toward my house, but couldn’t keep the jogging pace up the whole way. I started walking and stretching my arms as I made it back to my neighborhood and crossed the street only a few blocks away from my house.  
 
    A dark black Infinity car pulled up to the stop sign and honked at me. I glanced at them and smiled, but then continued walking toward my house. The sun glare was preventing me from seeing who was in the car and I figured it was just someone from the neighborhood saying hello. 
 
    When the car turned the corner and pulled up slowly next to me, my heart raced as I thought about how I would escape someone if they tried to attack me. The car rolled down their window and I saw someone lean over. I slowed down and looked into the vehicle to see if I could get a better view of who it was.  
 
    “Hi Lilli, you look like you’re feeling better,” I heard Devin say. 
 
    “Yes I am,” I answer as my mind went absolutely blank on what I was supposed to say to him.  
 
    “Do you want a ride? You look pretty tired.” 
 
    “No thanks. Just trying to burn off what’s left of this alcohol. Um, thanks for making sure I got into bed last night.” 
 
    “Sure, it was my pleasure,” Devin said and my heart flipped over with the excitement.  
 
    It was his pleasure! He just said that and my brain went blank. I tried to think of something witty to reply back to him with, but nothing came to mind. In fact, all I was doing was staring at him like I had something to say, yet nothing was coming out of my mouth.  
 
    “I better get going, I’m starving. I don’t think I’ve eaten since breakfast yesterday,” I laughed nervously.  
 
    “Come over to my house and have a sandwich with me,” Devin offered. “I just went grocery shopping so I can guarantee there’s no mold on any of this stuff,” he laughed and pointed to the bags in the back of his car.  
 
    “Okay,” I decided to accept. “I’ll come over.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll see you there. I’m going to go unload this mess.” 
 
    He pulled away and it took all my self-control not to jump up and down with excitement. I’d just agreed to come to his house and have a sandwich. I hadn’t even been as nervous or embarrassed as I thought I was going to be.  
 
    With my new level of confidence, I walked quickly up the hill toward our houses. Just before going around the corner though I lifted my arm to take a quick sniff of my armpit and was terrified at the smell. I definitely smelled like someone who needed a shower as the rich aroma of bar smoke and alcohol had penetrated every pore of my body and was coming out in the sweat.  
 
    There was no turning back now though, I’d already agreed and Devin was in front of his house unloading several bags of groceries.  
 
    “I can only stay for a few minutes,” I offered as I grabbed a couple of bags and went inside with him.  
 
    “That’s fine. I’ll make the sandwiches right now. Go ahead and have a seat, this shouldn’t take too long.”  
 
    As I made my way through his sparsely furnished house I couldn’t help but notice the lack of lived-in feeling I got. None of the furniture looked worn out at all. In fact, it all looked brand new without a tear or scratch on it.  
 
    Devin’s taste was clearly modern by the new age coffee table he had that was on wheels and the sleek design of the modern couches. I fell into the large couch and took in the sights of his living room.  
 
    “How long have you lived here?” I asked.  
 
    “Not too long. But long enough to know you don’t normally live here,” he said from the kitchen.  
 
    “I’m coming in there, I don’t like yelling from here,” I said as I found a spot on the counter and pulled myself up onto it. 
 
    Instantly, I remembered Devin putting me onto the car the night before. My hands had pulled him toward me and I remember feeling how hard he was. His excitement was like a compliment to me though, and even though I was intoxicated then, I still really liked knowing how excited I’d gotten him.  
 
    “Make yourself at home,” he laughed.  
 
    He ran his fingers through his hair as his eyes looked down at my legs and then back up to my eyes. I felt the heat between us and the sexual undertone that was just beyond his gaze. My chest started to feel hot as he brushed past me and grabbed the bread from the counter. 
 
    “Want help with that?” I offered.  
 
    “I can manage a sandwich. I’ll enlist you for help once I get down to cooking.” 
 
    Okay, wow, was that a subtle way of saying that he was going to invite me over sometime and cook a meal for me? This was good, this was really good.  
 
    “Thanks again for the last night,” I said in my most seductive voice.  
 
    “You remember last night?” He asked as he took a step closer to me.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you remember everything about last night?”  
 
    My face flushed as his eyes gazed deep into mine. Oh yes, I remembered it all. I wasn’t going to admit that to him though. No matter what Anna had said, I couldn’t look him in the eyes and flirt when I was totally sober, I just couldn’t do it.  
 
    “I think I remember enough to be sufficiently embarrassed,” I giggled and looked away from him. 
 
    He reached for my chin and lifted it up so our eyes were only a few inches away from each other. The touch of his fingers sent warm billowing through my body. I couldn’t look away because of how his fingers were just below my chin, but I did my best not to make eye contact as I looked at his lips instead.  
 
    “I remember as well,” he said confidently.  
 
    Even though he was only inches away from me, Devin was only touching my chin and nothing else. He could have placed his hands on my legs, he could have been much more forceful with his seduction, but he chose to keep a slight distance.  
 
    “Oh God, I’m going to die,” I said softly as he held onto my chin and I finally let our eyes meet again. “Please just forget everything that happened. That wasn’t me. It was the alcohol.” 
 
    “I think it’s impossible for me to forget everything,” he said with a mischievous smile. “But I remember the wild days of partying. Why are you drinking and partying so much? Just because of your boyfriend breakup?”  
 
    I searched my mind as I tried to remember if I had actually told him about my boyfriend. There was no memory that rushed to the front, but I figured I must have said something about the whole thing.  
 
    “I’m not some lush. I still work and I’ve never missed a day at my job,” I said defensively.  
 
    “I’m not saying it’s bad. There’s a time and place for partying and it’s probably exactly where you are in your life.” 
 
    “You don’t like to go drinking with your buddies?” I asked as he took a step away from me.  
 
    “Most of my friends are old and married now,” he laughed and went back to making our sandwiches. “But I do still go out with my coworkers occasionally.”  
 
    It was the perfect opportunity for me to ask him questions and try to figure out more about the guy. He was a huge mystery and I’d played so many possibilities in my mind that I couldn’t wait to hear about what he actually did for work.  
 
    “So what is it that you and your coworkers do for work?” 
 
    “It’s a boring job. Trust me, you wouldn’t be interested at all. How about you? I’ve seen you wearing a uniform, are you a nurse?” 
 
    “No, I’m like a nurse’s assistant. I do twice the work for half the pay,” I laughed.  
 
    “Do you like it?”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then why are you doing it?” He said as he handed me my sandwich and jumped up on the counter next to me.  
 
    “I’m an adult. I need a job. Nothing deeper than that going on here.” 
 
    Devin ate his sandwich but seemed just about to say something a couple times as we sat there in an awkward silence. Even though I felt extremely awkward around Devin, I did have the feeling that my bright red face was calming down and I might actually be making sense as we had our conversation. And even with the awkwardness, there was a sense of calmness between Devin and I that I hadn’t expected.  
 
    “You seem like a responsible young lady,” Devin finally said.  
 
    “I am.” 
 
    His phone started to ring and relief washed over me as the attention was taken away from me for a moment. He hopped off the counter and pulled his phone out. Devin’s face scrunched up like he didn’t want to talk to whoever was calling, but he answered the phone anyways. 
 
    I heard the screaming voice of a woman on the other end of the line, but couldn’t quite make out what she was saying. Devin remained calm and smiled as he took a few steps away from me, probably in the hopes that I wouldn’t hear what was happening on the other end of the line, but I could still hear the loud yelling that was going on.  
 
    “Ashley, I can’t understand you if you’re screaming like this,” he said calmly to the woman.  
 
    The passion coming from the other woman just made me smile. They had clearly dated or been in love at some point, no woman got that upset with a man if she hadn’t loved him. Devin remained calm and let the woman yell and go on for nearly five minutes before he was able to finally get a word in.  
 
    “I actually have a friend at my house right now Ashley, could I call you back in a little bit? Can I call your parents and make sure you get home alright?” 
 
    The woman yelled for another minute and Devin covered the phone and mouthed the words ‘I’m sorry. Just a second.’ As he tried to get another word in edgewise as the upset woman continued to yell.  
 
    “Ashley, we’ve been separated for nearly seven years. I actually don’t think you have a say in who I have over to my house. I’m going to give your parents a call and I hope you feel better soon.” 
 
    He hung up the phone and then came over to me. A look of exhaustion covered his face and I realized I was in the middle of a big drama in his life. It felt like a special window into who Devin really was and I imagined that not many women got to see this side of him.  
 
    “It’s okay, take care of your life. I should get going.” 
 
    “No, please stay,” he said as his hand wrapped around mine and my heart stopped working. “I just need to make one more quick call. Please eat your sandwich and I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I froze in place and was definitely not going anywhere as he walked into the other room to make his call. My breathing stopped and I stared at the spot on my arm that he had just touched. The warmth of his skin against mine was still there and I smiled at the thought of him wanting me to stay there so we could talk more.  
 
    “Mrs. Edwards, this is Devin. I got another call from Ashley and I could hardly understand her. If you could check on her and get back to me I’d really appreciate it. And if there is anything I can help with please don’t hesitate to call me.”  
 
    Devin slid his phone back into his pocket and walked straight over to where I was sitting. This time he let his hand rest on my thigh as he stood next to me and I could hardly think as he talked and I tried to answer appropriately.  
 
    “Sorry about that. My daughter’s mother is having a hard time. I’m not sure what is going on. They kind of keep me out of the loop.” 
 
    “You’re a Dad?” I asked. 
 
    It surprised me because I’d never seen his daughter coming or going from his house. Although, I admittedly wasn’t watching his house 24 hours a day. Devin also didn’t really seem like the fatherly type. He was way too hot and certainly nothing like any Dad I’d ever seen…except maybe that hot hunk that Anna had a crush on.  
 
    “I’m not a good Dad, but yes I’m a Dad.” 
 
    “You seem pretty good if you were willing to listen to that yelling for the last ten minutes I laughed.” 
 
    “Sorry, Ashley is a wild one, but I use to be wild too,” he said as he crinkled his nose and squeezed my thigh a little. “Probably even wilder than you were last night,” he winked and grabbed his sandwich. 
 
    As he leaned against the opposite counter from me I couldn’t help but laugh at how absurd I had been the night before. I’d basically invited this man into my bed before I knew a single thing about him. The interesting thing was, I’d invited him into my bed again if given the opportunity. Yet, I didn’t have the nerve to say such a thing to him while I was totally sober.  
 
    “It’s nice that you’re trying to help your ex. What’s your daughter’s name?” 
 
    “Izzy, she’s ten years old.” 
 
    “Do you have any pictures?” I asked. 
 
    His face went from happy to sad in a split second and I quickly realized that I had hit a very sore spot. Devin paused for a long time and seemed to be searching his mind to remember if he did have any pictures of his daughter.  
 
    “Actually, I’ve only got this one,” he said and pulled his phone out and scrolled through some messages until he finally found what he was looking for. “It was her seventh birthday. I flew in to give her that present. I visit her every year on her birthday, but I don’t think I took any other photos the last few years.” 
 
    “Where does she live?”  
 
    “Florida. Her mother and grandparents live out there. I think we should change the subject though. This is a little raw for me right now.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” I said relieved he had offered the change and I didn’t have to.  
 
    But now I had absolutely no idea what to say to him as we stood in his kitchen finishing our sandwiches. It seemed like a good time for me to make my exit though as I remembered Anna’s advice and how I shouldn’t have even been talking to him without my plan in place.  
 
    “Actually, I should get going,” I added. “I’ve got to shower and get ready for work.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. It was nice talking to you again.” 
 
    “You too. I hope everything works out with your ex. You seem totally able to handle things though,” I laughed and awkwardly started to walk toward the door. “I mean you seemed cool and controlled while she was upset. Um, I mean, you know. You’re cool. Crap, okay, I’m going to go,” I finally muttered as I made my way to the front door and fumbled with the lock.  
 
    It was unlocked but as I pulled on the door it didn’t open, so I flipped the lock and of course it still didn’t open.  
 
    “It’s a tough door to open,” Devin said from behind me as he reached around and unlocked the door and pulled it open.  
 
    His breath was only inches from my neck and my knees actually went weak at the sound of his voice. I gripped the side of the door and leaned on it as he pulled it away and then nearly fell right into his arms because of my clumsiness.  
 
    “Um, okay. Well, I’m going to go before I end up knocking you to the ground,” I laughed. 
 
    “Enjoy your day Lilli,” Devin said as he stood in the doorway.  
 
    “You too. See you around,” I said without turning around.  
 
    I had managed to remain pretty cool and collect right up until that last few minutes. It was the best I could do and despite being totally embarrassed, I was actually proud of myself. I’d managed a decent conversation with the man and even learned a little bit about who he was. Devin seemed like a pretty good guy and much kinder than I’d expected him to be.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Devin  
 
      
 
    “Mrs. Edwards, I’m just calling back to check in with Ashley. She hasn’t answered her phone since yesterday and I really have no idea what is going on. Could you please call me back,” I said as I left another voicemail for Ashley’s mother.  
 
    It had been a whole day since Ashley’s crazy call to me and I was officially worried. She wasn’t answering her phone and it seemed to be dead as all of her calls were going to voicemail. Ashley’s mother and father weren’t answering my calls either and the red flags were going off all over for me.  
 
    Instead of waiting any longer though, I called a private investigator friend of mine to check into what was going on. Ashley sounded very out of it but her family seemed to know what was up and they were keeping it from me. I wasn’t okay with this level of secrecy when it involved my daughter.  
 
    “Ronald, how the heck are you?” I said as he answered his cell on the first ring.  
 
    “I’m good. What’s up Devin? Need another CEO investigated?”  
 
    “Nay, this is a personal assignment. Do you have some time?” 
 
    “For you I always have time.” 
 
    Ronald Standard was a high profile investigator who charged way too much money, but because he always delivered the information people continued to pay him his crazy high rates. When information was needed on a company or CEO, it was often the difference between a billion dollar deal and a million dollar deal; so it was well worth the investment to hire Ronald.  
 
    “My daughter lives with her mother in Florida. I’ve been getting some strange calls from the mother, Ashley and I think there’s something going on out there. No one is returning my calls any longer and I’d really like the details of what’s up.” 
 
    “Is it for a custody case?”  
 
    “No. I mean, I’m not sure I guess. I’ve always thought Ashley was a really good mother, but if she’s not taking good care of our daughter I might have to go to court. Can you just find out as much as possible?” 
 
    “Of course. Send me the information you have on your ex. I’d love it if you have a birth date and social security number. Address, phone number, and anything else you have will be helpful.”  
 
    “I could get you all of that. I’ll send it right over.” 
 
    “Do you want a wiretap and full contact list of who she’s talking to?” 
 
    For a moment I had forgotten the level of investigation Ronald was capable of. He could literally trace every aspect of someone’s life and give you each and every gory detail if you paid him enough.  
 
    “I don’t need all that. Just anything important to my daughter’s safety. Thanks.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Send me her information and I’ll get you updated by the end of the week.” 
 
    “Thanks Ronald.” 
 
    “Anything for you Devin. We will talk later this week. Take care.” 
 
    I quickly gathered the information that Ronald needed and sent it over the secure email system he had set up for our previous cases. There was a bit of relief knowing that Ronald was working on the case, but I still couldn’t shake the feeling that something big was going on with Ashley.  
 
    I’d also been distracted by what was going on with Lilli and I. As much as I’d expected not to get along with her, we had actually had a nice little conversation. She was stumbling and adorable as she left though and it really did make me realize the force of my attraction to her.  
 
    Lilli was unique and not just some party girl living off her family and that intrigued me. Even in the middle of my little family emergency, I couldn’t stop thinking about Lilli and how I had willing turned down an evening of fun with her. Was turning her down the wrong idea?  
 
    It was the right thing and I knew it, despite how much my body longed for her and how badly I wanted to let my lips kiss every inch of her delicate skin. The longing and desire were new for me. Honestly, I’d never gone more than a day without getting a woman that I wanted. So this little dance between Lilli and I was fun for me; torturous, but fun.  
 
    I’d expected to get a little flirting or at least a flash of her sexy ass body after she had returned home, especially since she had mentioned she needed to shower. But unfortunately, she kept those damn blue shades pulled tight and I hadn’t had even a glimpse of her in the last 24 hours.  
 
    The vehicle that had been in the driveway was gone, so I had to assume she was at work or out doing something for the day. I decided against going for a run and instead did my domestic duty and fired up the lawnmower for the afternoon.  
 
    Only a few years before I would have laughed if someone had told me I’d own a house and actually enjoy mowing my own lawn. It was wild, crazy, and exactly the pace I had become accustomed too. My days of partying were long gone and I couldn’t pinpoint exactly when they had stopped being fun. Even a year before when I purchased my home I hadn’t expected to want to actually be here. Instead, I hoped that I could have a stable place to store my things while I continued to travel the world and enjoy the exotic woman and locations I was used to.  
 
    But life has a funny way of twisting things around and bringing you right where you needed to be. I did like the domestic life. I enjoyed buying groceries and cooking, although I liked it better when someone else was around to cook for. I liked the menial tasks of taking care of my lawn and all that came with the new stability of my life.  
 
    I blasted the music as I put my earphones in and started mowing my front yard. Thirty minutes later I finished and moved to the backyard when my phone rang and I saw that it was Ashley’s mother.  
 
    I let the mower turn off and quickly answered the call as I stood in the middle of my lawn.  
 
    “Hello Mrs. Edwards,” I said calmly. “How are things going?” 
 
    “I know you were worried about Ashley and I just wanted to call and assure you things are alright. She has decided to go into rehab and Izzy is staying with us for a few weeks.” 
 
    My heart sank at her words. Going to rehab wasn’t a little deal, it was huge. Ashley wouldn’t have given up her time with Izzy to go away to rehab unless things were really out of control. When she was pregnant, Ashley had stopped drinking cold turkey without any problems.  
 
    “I could come get Izzy and she could stay with me while Ashley does her treatment.” 
 
    “Absolutely not. Izzy is in school and we don’t want to disrupt that for just a few weeks. Ashley will be out in no time. Plus, I’m sure Izzy will want to see her mother on the weekends.” 
 
    “Mrs. Edwards, no offense to you and your abilities, but I am her father and I should be there for her if Ashley is not able to be.” 
 
    There was a long pause and for a brief moment I thought that Mrs. Edwards might agree with me and let me pick up Izzy. But of course, it wasn’t going to be so easy and Mrs. Edwards wasn’t willing to forgive and forget the past me she knew.  
 
    “Devin, you’re just as irresponsible as Ashley and I’m not going to let you take Izzy. She needs stability and neither of you have been living very stable lives. All the partying and traveling you do, that’s no place for a little girl.” 
 
    “Mrs. Edwards, that’s not my life now. I have a home and a stable life in Chicago.” 
 
    “I think your idea of stability and mine are different. Now Ashley gave me temporary physical custody and of course you still have joint legal custody, but I really don’t think a big argument would be helpful to Izzy at all. Do you?” 
 
    She was right about that, I had never thought arguing with Ashley’s family was a good idea. They were also Izzy’s family and causing a big scene with them wasn’t what I wanted my daughter to know me by.  
 
    “I am a different man than I was when Ashley and I were together. I really wish you would give me the opportunity to see Izzy and be there for her while her mother is getting better.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Mrs. Edwards said and then hung up the phone.  
 
    I was livid. So angry that I could barely see straight as I stood in the middle of my lawn and tried to figure out what to do next. I needed more information though and that was going to take a few days for Ronald to gather things. It was bound to be a very long week of waiting.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I didn’t call Ashley’s family all week long, mainly because I wanted to hear what Ronald had to say before I called them back. When I finally saw Ronald’s name on my caller ID I couldn’t wait to hear what he had to say.  
 
    “Tell me what’s going on,” I said as I answered the phone.  
 
    “It’s bad Devin, really bad.” 
 
    “I heard she’s in rehab, but it sounded like she would be out in a few weeks.” 
 
    “Ashley was picked up for a DUI about a year ago. She got another one six months ago and then two weeks ago she got her third. Florida has some mandatory sentencing laws that related to DUI’s and felonies. It’s possible she could spend ten to twenty years in prison.” 
 
    “What the hell! All for drinking and driving?” 
 
    “Yes, they are cracking down and the fact that she got so many within a short period of time doesn’t help. She was also charged with possession.” 
 
    “Of drugs?” 
 
    My mind spun as I tried to wrap it around what I was hearing. The only reason I’d stayed away from Ashley and Izzy was because I thought she was a good mom and had been taking excellent care of my daughter.  
 
    “She had some prescription pain medication on her that wasn’t actually hers. Her lawyer argued to get her into a rehab facility while she awaits her court case. But she’s not getting off free on this. She’ll serve a minimum of five years and that’s if her lawyer is really good.” 
 
    “Her mother didn’t tell me any of this,” I fumed as I wrote down everything that Ronald was saying.  
 
    “They probably don’t know what’s going to happen. I suspect they are optimistic that her going to rehab will help her sentencing, which it will, if she finishes it, but she won’t get out of jail time. Not with the new mandatory laws.” 
 
    “Wow, this is crap.” 
 
    “Yeah, you should be able to get custody of your daughter pretty easily if you wait until her sentencing.” 
 
    What Ronald didn’t know was my long history of arrests and trouble making over the years. I wasn’t confident at all that a judge would choose me over Ashley’s parents.  
 
    “I’ll get in contact with a lawyer as soon as possible. Thank you and please send me the information that you gathered.” 
 
    “It’s already in your email, let me know if you need anything else.” 
 
    My hands shook as I went to my laptop and opened the message from Ronald. For years Ashley had continued drinking and using prescription drugs. She seemed to manage with the help of her family, but she hadn’t been doing it on her own like I thought. Her parents were picking Izzy up and taking her to sporting events. Ronald had even included a sign-up roster from school that had Izzy’s parents as the people to call in case of emergency, not Ashley.  
 
    My jaw clenched at the deception they had all played against me. This was my daughter they were messing with. This was my life. I should have been seeing her, I should have been spending time with my daughter and showing her that I was a changed person and she had someone she could count on.  
 
    As angry as I was at Ashley and her family, I was equally angry with myself for believing them and never questioning what they were saying. This was my fault too. I shouldn’t have accepted their answers and reasoning for pushing me away. I should have insisted on being there for my daughter. Things were about to change though as I dialed Ashley’s family on my cell phone.  
 
    “Hello Devin, Izzy isn’t here right now. She’s in school,” Mrs. Edwards said.  
 
    “I’m actually going to come visit this weekend. I just wanted to give you a heads up.” 
 
    “No, no, no. We are going to be really busy…” 
 
    “It’s okay, I’m sure we can find time to connect,” I insisted without letting her finish.  
 
    “No, you can’t come visit. You’re irresponsible and not a good influence. You’re too unstable and I just can’t have that around Izzy right now.”  
 
    I wanted to scream at Mrs. Edwards and tell her she didn’t have the ability to make those kinds of decisions, but I knew I had to keep my cool. Both Ashley and I had a rough past and I knew it. What Mrs. Edwards knew about me wasn’t at all the person I was though.  
 
    “I’ve got a stable family life now Mrs. Edwards. I’m not sure how much Ashley has shared with you, but I have a home and a wife and I live a very calm day to day life.”  
 
    I couldn’t tell you why I said I had a wife. Maybe I thought it made me sound more responsible. Maybe it was because I knew Mrs. Edwards had always hated that Ashley and I had not gotten married. But for whatever reason, I’d said the words and I couldn’t take them back.  
 
    “You’re married?” She asked in a little bit of shock.  
 
    “Yes, didn’t Ashley tell you?” I continued my lie. “It’s a new marriage but she’s a lovely woman and I would really like to have Izzy meet her. Considering everything that is going on with Ashley I promise I’ll keep my visit short and I’d just like to have some time with Izzy and give her a big hug.” 
 
    There was a long pause and I felt like I had finally won Mrs. Edwards over enough that she might agree to my visit. Of course, I didn’t need her to agree in principle. I could get lawyers involved and cause a big scene, but I just didn’t want to do that. I just wanted to see my sweet little girl and assure her that I was here for her.  
 
    “You and your wife can come this weekend. I’m not going to tell Izzy though, just in case you don’t show up.” 
 
    My gut turned at her words. She wanted me to bring my wife? I cringed at the mess I’d gotten myself into.  
 
    “I don’t think my wife will be able to come. But I will certainly be there.” 
 
    “If you are coming, you should bring your wife. It wouldn’t be good for Izzy to hear about the woman and not get to meet her.” 
 
    “Um… but she’s working. She…” I fumbled as I tried to figure out a good excuse. “Well, I’m sure we can arrange some time off for her. We will be there Saturday morning. Thanks so much Mrs. Edwards.” 
 
    “I look forward to meeting this woman who has finally tamed you,” she said as she hung up the phone. 
 
    Shit. Shit. Shit.   
 
    Not only did I not have a wife, but I wasn’t even dating a woman. My last semi-serious relationship had ended a year before and none of the women I’d had brought on fun trips in the recent months were at all what I’d consider bringing around my daughter. I dialed Jacob quickly as I tried to figure out what to do.  
 
    “Okay, do you know any nice looking women who would be marriage material?”  
 
    Jacob broke into laughter at my statement and took a full minute to calm down.  
 
    “No, I don’t know that kind of woman. Why?” 
 
    “I basically need a pretend wife for this weekend. It’s a long story. Anyone that’s stable and willing to put on an act for the weekend will do.” 
 
    “Dude, what the hell is going on?” 
 
    “There’s a big mess with Ashley and I basically told her parents I was married in an attempt to prove how stable I am.” 
 
    “So let me figure this out. To prove you are a stable, law abiding, responsible adult, you lied to them and made up a wife?” 
 
    “Shit, when you put it that way it sounds bad,” I laughed as I fell back onto my couch and tried to figure a way out of the mess I had just made for myself. “Seriously, I just need a girl who can go this weekend. I’m sure once they see how stable I am I can work things out on my own from there.” 
 
    “So you need to hire a woman for the weekend,” Jacob laughed. “I’m sure there’s a service for that.” 
 
    “Not like that! I need a nice girl. Stable, reliable, you know.”  
 
    “Basically, no woman you or I would date,” he continued laughing. “Ask Cindy, maybe she will do it.” 
 
    “That’s a perfect idea!” I said as I jumped up. “She’s smart, reliable and totally stable. I mean she’s not all that pretty, but I’d settle for her.” 
 
    “Maybe don’t use that as your sales pitch,” Jacob said. “You might want to actually rethink that wording. She’s a pretty woman, just in a casual kind of nerdy way.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, she is pretty. Okay, I’m going to call her.”  
 
    “Good luck!”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Lilli  
 
      
 
    “So you were in his house, what was that like?” Anna asked as we sat waiting for our turn at the tattoo parlor.  
 
    “Surprisingly calm. He’s actually a really nice guy.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got that from the whole not sleeping with you thing. He’s got to be a decent guy to have said no to you.” 
 
    “I know. So what tattoo are you getting?” I asked as we paged through a book showing pictures.  
 
    “I don’t know. I’ll just wing it. How about you?” 
 
    “I’m getting a rose with stars around it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because it’s pretty,” I joked. “No really, it has some sentimental meaning to me.” 
 
    “Ahh, that’s a good idea. You don’t want to get a tattoo for the rest of your life that means nothing. Like I’m about to do,” Anna said as she pretended to laugh. “I’m just going to get a star or something cute.” 
 
    “So anyways, I can’t figure out what was going on with his ex though. She seemed pretty crazy but he was still so calm talking to her. I’d like to know more.”  
 
    “I can’t believe he’s got a daughter. That’s pretty crazy. I’ll need to get a better look at this guy. I’ve only seen him from up in his bedroom while he was stalking us as we got home.” 
 
    I didn’t have any plans to introduce Anna to Devin anytime soon. She was a wild child and a very bad influence on me. She definitely didn’t need to be hanging around Devin while I was still trying to figure out if there was something going on between him and me.  
 
    “Ms. Cook, I’m ready for you,” the tattoo artist said as he stood looking at us from the counter.  
 
    He was decked out in a short sleeved black t-shirt and had arms covered in a variety of artwork. His hair was clean cut but he also had huge gauge earrings. The tattoo artist was a unique combination of clean cut and trouble maker.  
 
    “Eww yes, this is going to be fun,” Anna said as she put her finger up to her lip and bit it sexually.  
 
    “Do you know what you want?” He asked.  
 
    “You,” she teased.  
 
    It was amazing to me how much she teased and tortured men, yet she was still a virgin. I chalked up the unending sexuality to the fact that she was storing it up for the last few years and hadn’t gotten her release yet.  
 
    “You can have me, but how about for your tattoo?” he asked without losing a beat.  
 
    “I was thinking of getting a teddy bear,” she said out of the blue.  
 
    “What happened to the star?” I asked.  
 
    “I changed my mind,” Anna said as she continued to flirt with the tattoo artist.  
 
    I followed the two of them into the back and we continued to talk while he drew up a sample for her before he got to work. It was a quick process and within fifteen minutes Anna had agreed to the design and had her shirt pulled up so he could put it on her upper hip.  
 
    “I don’t think I’m going to go out this weekend. Last weekend was a bit much for me.” 
 
    “I gotcha, are you going to stay home?”  
 
    “I have no idea, but I just don’t want to be that girl who is just wild and partying all the time. That’s not me. I mean it is me, because I’ve been doing it since I got home. But I’m getting a little tired of it all.” 
 
    “Then do something different,” Anna said in a matter of fact tone. “You can be whoever you want to be. Be wild. Be tame. Be a nerd, it doesn’t matter. Just be happy.” 
 
    For such a wild and crazy girl, Anna hit the nail on the head with that comment. All I wanted was to be happy and my partying wasn’t making me happy any longer. I still had no real idea what I wanted to do with myself, but staying up all night and getting sick from drinking didn’t seem to hit the spot for me any longer.  
 
    “Do you know what you want for your tattoo?” The artist asked as he continued to work on Anna.  
 
    “Yeah, just a red rose with some small stars around it. Like this,” I said as I pulled out a picture of exactly what I wanted.  
 
    “A woman who comes prepared, perfect.”  
 
    “Can you do this?” 
 
    “Honey I could do that with my eyes closed. Where do you want it? Your tit? Lower back? Inner thigh?” He asked in a creepy way as his eyes veered toward my inner thigh.  
 
    “Um, no, I was thinking of my ankle.” 
 
    “That area hurts pretty badly. Might not be a good place for a newbie to start out with.” 
 
    “What about your arm?” Anna offered. 
 
    “I don’t know. I kind of had my heart set on my ankle.” 
 
    I’d imagined getting a tattoo for a few years and just never got around to it. So when Anna suggested going to get her tattoo, I was excited for the opportunity to finally get mine. I was tired of thinking about stuff and not doing it.  
 
    “If you can handle the pain I’m fine with doing the work,” the tattoo artist said.  
 
    “I’ll make it work,” I said without having any confidence in my ability to actually handle the pain.  
 
    I was able to work through pulled muscles and other aches and pains from working out, but I couldn’t think of a single time when I’d been in real pain. I’d never broken a bone so this was going to be a new and interesting experience for me.  
 
    When it came time for my turn in the tattoo chair my hands were sweating and shaking as I climbed into the leather torture spot. Anna held onto my hand tight as the man prepped the area and showed me a drawing of what he was going to do. Despite my dislike of the man and his crude way of looking at me earlier, he did do very good work and that put my mind at ease as I leaned back and covered my eyes to prepare for the pain.  
 
    The first touch of the needle against my skin didn’t seem as painful as I thought it was going to be. It wasn’t until about a minute into the process that my brain seemed to register the extent of the pain and I squeezed Anna’s hand tightly as the tears rolled down my face.  
 
    “What was the meaning of your tattoo?” 
 
    “It’s my favorite flower and my father told me a story about it once that stuck with me.” 
 
    “Are you okay,” Anna asked as she stayed close to me. 
 
    “Yep,” I lied.  
 
    The pain was radiating throughout my leg and I swore I could feel it all the way up to my kneecap. It took everything I had inside of me not to move my leg while he was working but I knew that would make things worse and would ruin the work he was doing.  
 
    For a full hour I held onto Anna and tried not to sob from the pain. I was clearly crying, but my tears were silent and that was about as good as I could do considering the situation. Some spots on my ankle were downright excruciating as the needle glided over them, while other areas were just painful and not quite as bad.  
 
    “I’m almost done,” the man said as he grabbed some more color and went back to work. “It’s turning out very nicely. You’re doing a great job.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I managed to mumble.  
 
    When it was over, I had a beautiful three-inch red rose with a dozen small gold stars around it. Exactly what I wanted. The relief flooded my emotions and I handed the man his money and quickly made my way out to Anna’s vehicle.  
 
    “I think we need a delicious smoothie as a reward. I mean if you’re not drinking yet,” Anna laughed.  
 
    “Considering it’s noon, no I’m not drinking yet. Let’s go to The Juice Bar on Williams street. They do this amazing smoothie with fresh strawberries and lemonade, it’s to die for.” 
 
    “Deal,” Anna said as we climbed into her Range Rover.  
 
    “Didn’t that hurt you at all? It was so painful for me,” I continued to complain as she drove us for our drinks.  
 
    “No, it wasn’t so bad for me. But I could tell yours was really painful. You did great though.” 
 
    There was a familiar car in the parking lot as we pulled into the juice bar. I was pretty sure it was Devin’s but didn’t want to say anything in case I was imagining it. There were a lot of black Infinities in Chicago, so I couldn’t be sure this was his.  
 
    My eyes darted back and forth throughout the juice bar the second we walked in. I was looking for Devin but didn’t see him. Relief washed over me as we made our way to the ordering area and put in our desired drink orders.  
 
    “Can we have two shots of wheat grass too,” Anna added as we waited for our drinks.  
 
    “Eww, Anna, I’m not drinking that.”  
 
    “You should try it,” I heard Devin’s sexy voice say as he walked up behind me. “It’s invigorating.”  
 
    “Wow, hi hot neighbor dude,” Anna said as she thrust her hand out to shake Devin’s hand.  
 
    “Hi, I’m Devin,” he added.  
 
    There was no avoiding the introductions now. I reluctantly gave in and introduced the two of them properly.  
 
    “Devin, this is my friend Anna. I’m sure you remember her from all the nights she’s screamed from the driveway and woken you up.” 
 
    “Yes, very nice to meet you young lady,” Devin said as he shook her hand again. “This is my friend Jacob, he loves to be woken up in the middle of the night by young girls causing chaos. Jacob this is Lilli,” He added as he motioned toward me.  
 
    “I do,” Jacob said as he shook hands with Anna. “It’s nice to finally meet you,” Jacob said to me.  
 
    Anna and I both looked at each other as we processed what Jacob had said. The word ‘finally’ stuck out to me. It implied that Devin had talked about me before. Perhaps he had mentioned me, and Jacob was interested in meeting this person that Devin had mentioned many times before. Or I could have been imagining the whole thing.  
 
    “Would you girls like to join us?” Devin asked as he pointed to his table.  
 
    “No, we …” I started to say before Anna interrupted me.  
 
    “Of course, we’d love to.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes at the way she instantly started to fawn over Devin’s friend. She grabbed her drink and followed the two men straight to their table, leaving me to grab the two wheat grass shots and my own drink.  
 
    “We got tattoos today,” Anna offered right away. “Mine’s in a spot that I can’t really show you here,” she teased Jacob.  
 
    I smiled at Devin as we both eyed the two of them and how flirty they already were. There was no stopping Anna once she got started flirting with a guy, I knew better than to try. Instead, I just leaned toward Devin so I could hear him over the busy store.  
 
    “You got one too?” He asked with a little look of surprise in his eyes.  
 
    “Yep, but it’s just on my ankle, not anywhere exotic like Anna.” 
 
    “It’s covered up.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s supposed to stay covered to heal. I didn’t get anything crazy. Just a rose.”  
 
    “I’ve got a couple tattoos.”  
 
    “Really? I don’t remember seeing them.” 
 
    “I don’t remember showing them to you,” he winked. “They are in exotic locations.”  
 
    I laughed an uncomfortable laugh at the thought of where his tattoos could possibly be. He seemed like he was teasing me, but I wasn’t sure yet. I didn’t know Devin well enough to know if he was teasing or being serious.  
 
    “What are you two lovely ladies up to this weekend?” Jacob asked.  
 
    “Nothing much. Lilli says she’s staying home, but I’m probably going out dancing. How about you guys?”  
 
    “Devin is going to Jacksonville and needs some company. Maybe you’d like to join him Lilli,” Jacob said. 
 
    The question threw me off and it seemed to have caught Devin off guard too. I didn’t think Devin would have invited me for a weekend getaway anytime soon. We hardly knew each other, although I was very interested in getting to know him more.  
 
    “Jacksonville?” I asked as I tried to figure out what was going on.  
 
    “No, don’t worry about it. I just got myself into a little bit of a pickle and big mouth over there was trying to help out.”  
 
    “A pickle?” I laughed. “Explain yourself.” 
 
    “No, don’t worry. It’s nothing,” Devin said, but his friend Jacob quickly butt in and added to the conversation.  
 
    “He needs you to be his wife. Not in the bedroom or anything kinky like that, unless you want to,” he winked. “But could you go with him and just pretend to be his wife so he can visit his daughter without causing a bunch of trouble.” 
 
    Ah, the whole story was definitely not out yet, but at least I got a better picture of what was going on and why Devin needed a date. I looked over at Devin and he hid his head in his hands and I couldn’t help but laugh, the whole things seemed pretty outrageous.  
 
    “So why do you need a wife?” I asked genuinely trying to figure out what was going on.  
 
    “I’m sorry. My big mouth friend shouldn’t have said anything. Let’s get going Jacob.”  
 
    Devin grabbed Jacob by the shirt and practically dragged him out of the juice bar. They were nearly at the door when Anna grabbed me so hard that I cried out in pain.  
 
    “Ouch, stop that hurts.” 
 
    “You said you wanted to do something different. Help the poor guy out! Go tell him you’ll do it.” 
 
    “Be his wife?” I laughed. “No thank you.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, it’s pretending and he must be desperate if it involves his daughter.” 
 
    I sat there for a minute as I watched Devin and his friend get into Devin’s car. The two men were arguing for a minute and suddenly I decided that I did want to do something different. I got up and ran outside the restaurant and stood in front of his car. Jacob saw me first and shoved Devin to come and talk to me.  
 
    My heart pounded as the cool breeze of the afternoon blew my hair all over the place. Devin slowly got out of his car and he didn’t seem to have the high level of confidence I’d seen him with the last time we had talked.  
 
    “I’ll be your wife,” I said as a smile pulled my lips up.  
 
    “It’s just for a weekend. You don’t have to do anything naughty. I’ll even pay you for your time.” 
 
    “You don’t have to pay me and I might want to do something naughty,” I teased in a sudden burst of confidence.  
 
    His eyes widened and a look of relief crossed his face. He appeared genuinely happy that I’d said yes to his offer, although I still had no idea why he needed to bring a wife in order to visit with his daughter.  
 
    “I’ll pick you up in the morning. We will take a private jet down and be back by Sunday evening. Does that work for you?”  
 
    “Sure,” I said. “Do you want to tell me why you need a wife?”  
 
    “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you all the details on the plane ride and I am going to pay you. Not because you want me to, but this is a business deal. I can’t have romantic drama this weekend and I genuinely need someone to come with me. Is that alright?” 
 
    I did need money so I could get my own car and move out of my parents’ house. It was a weird situation, that was for sure, but turning down his money wasn’t going to make it less weird.  
 
    “How much money are we talking?”  
 
    “Is ten thousand dollars enough?”  
 
    “What!” I yelled. “That’s crazy. This isn’t Indecent Proposal. Geesh. How about five thousand?” 
 
    “You’re really bad at negotiating,” Devin laughed.  
 
    “Five or I’m not doing it.” 
 
    “So if I pay you less than what I proposed, only then will you agree to do it?” He seemed to see a lot of humor in my offer.  
 
    “Yes, I need five thousand for a decent car. That’s all I’ll take. I really don’t want any money though it’s kind of weird. I’ll do it as your friend.” 
 
    Devin ran his fingers through his hair and let out a big sign as if I was driving him crazy. He might have a lot of money, but I wasn’t interested in him because of his money and I’d do the whole thing for free just to be nice. The money actually made me not want to do it at all.  
 
    “What if I buy you a car and we don’t have any money involved.” 
 
    “A used car, with dents and lots of miles,” I said firmly as I held my hand out to shake his hand.  
 
    He laughed and looked at Anna as she joined me on the sidewalk. He shook his head back and forth in frustration before he finally extended his hand and agreed to my terms.  
 
    “You drive a hard bargain miss Lilli. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “What’s your last name?” I said as he started to climb back into his car.  
 
    “Graham.” 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow Mr. Graham,” I teased.  
 
    “See you tomorrow Mrs. Graham,” he teased me back.  
 
    Anna didn’t wait until Devin was gone before she started jumping up and down and grabbing me. She was clearly excited about the whole ordeal. I was terrified.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Devin  
 
      
 
    After loading some luggage into my car I went over to Lilli’s house and knocked on her door. I’m not exactly sure what I was expecting, but when Lilli opened the door my mouth literally dropped open.  
 
    “That bad?” She asked as she twirled around in her floral floor length dress.  
 
    “Um, not bad. You look beautiful.” 
 
    Her hair was curled into lovely loose curls and her makeup was done much softer than I was used to seeing her. She didn’t have her bright lipstick on and instead just a glossy sheen covered her lips. Suddenly she’d transformed herself from a club hopping wild child into a high-class soccer mom.  
 
    “My mom bought me this dress for Easter a few years ago, I’ve never worn it,” she giggled.  
 
    “You look perfect,” I managed to say as I finally closed my mouth. “Are you ready to go?”  
 
    “As ready as I can get.” 
 
    “Do you have a bag?”  
 
    “Oh, crap. I didn’t pack anything else,” she said as she looked terrified at me. “I’m sorry. I was so busy trying to look more like a wife.” 
 
    “I appreciate the effort. Don’t worry, we can pick you up another outfit in Jacksonville.”  
 
    “I’ll pay you back,” she insisted.  
 
    “Of course you will.” 
 
    I’d already learned that arguing with Lilli took a lot of time and didn’t lead me anywhere. It was nice that she made such a clear point of not wanted to take things from me, which was unusual for the women I typically brought on trips. Paying for trips, clothes and everything else wasn’t a big deal to me, but I did appreciate a woman who wanted to be independent.  
 
    It was a gorgeous day out and nearly eighty degrees as I drove us to the airport for our flight to Florida. Lilli fidgeted in her seat the whole drive and couldn’t seem to get comfortable. Occasionally I caught her gaze but mostly she kept looking out the window and avoiding interacting with me. There was a distinct awkwardness between us that I knew had to be fixed by the time we landed in Jacksonville, I just didn’t know how I was going to fix it.  
 
    We seemed more like co-workers who hardly knew each other than a couple that was in love. This whole plane was ridiculous and I was mentally kicking myself for saying something as stupid as I had to Ashley’s parents. I wasn’t the marrying type and there was a reason her family thought of me as irresponsible; and one of the biggest reasons was that I hadn’t married Ashley while we were together. My news must have been shocking to her mother, especially considering Ashley and I hadn’t gotten married even after we had a child together.  
 
    “Are you nervous?” I asked as we pulled into the private jet area of the airport.  
 
    “I think I might puke.” 
 
    “Ha, I’m sorry. Don’t be nervous. We are just going to be happy and have a nice conversation with my ex’s family. Nothing too exciting.” 
 
    “Should I kiss you?” Lilli asked. 
 
    “Do you want to kiss me?”  
 
    I was teasing, but certainly not opposed to the idea of kissing Lilli. She was a beautiful girl and even more beautiful with her little transformation she had made for this trip. I really appreciated the effort she had put in.  
 
    The plane turned on and the loud noise made it impossible for me to hear what Lilli was saying when she answered my question. Her eyes turned to the ground and she pulled away from me a little though, so I thought she had said she did not want to kiss me. We both leaned against the car as we waited for the staff to say it was clear to head over to the jet. Once the jet engines had been tested and everything cleared, it should only be a few more minutes before we could take off.  
 
    I reached out and held onto her hand as it vibrated with nerves. Lilli was clearly uneasy over what was going on with this trip. A little panic washed over me as I hoped I could calm her down over the couple of hours we would be in the air.  
 
    “You can board the plane now,” a man yelled at us as he waved some orange batons in the air.  
 
    Lilli held on tight to my hand as we walked behind a young man carrying our luggage. He stored it in the overhead compartments and then went to talk to the pilot for a moment before getting off the plane. We sat next to each other in two oversized leather chairs and each put our seatbelts on as we sat there quietly waiting for the plane to begin moving toward the runway.  
 
    “Did you say yes, you wanted to kiss me?” I asked as I leaned in and playfully puckered up my lips.  
 
    “No, I said no, we don’t have to do that.” 
 
    “I seem to remember not so long ago you wanted me to kiss you in your bed,” I joked. 
 
    She playfully pushed me away and laughed which was a relief to me. She looked so beautiful in her sweet floral dress and brown sandals. As she laughed I noticed she still had her tongue ring in though and it caught me a little off-guard. In fact, it made me hard thinking about what that tongue ring was for and how her tongue would feel on the shaft of my body.  
 
    “You need to forget about that night,” she said through her laughter.  
 
    “I will never forget.” 
 
    “I’m not a very good actress. I’m afraid these people are going to see right through anything I do. Maybe you should tell me a little about yourself so I don’t get caught off guard.” 
 
    “That’s a perfect idea. And you could tell me a little about yourself too?” I said as I leaned in closer to her. “I’d love to know more about that tongue ring.”  
 
    She lightheartedly pressed her tongue out of her mouth at me and wiggled it around.  
 
    “I bet you would like to know more about this,” she joked. “Do you want me to take it out for our trip?”  
 
    “Hmmm, I don’t know. On one side, it makes you a little mysterious and obviously a very sexual creature. On the other side, it doesn’t fit well with this beautiful outfit and your updated hair and makeup.” 
 
    “I’ll take it out,” she said as she stuck her tongue out and used her fingers to unscrew the ball at the end of the piercing. “It doesn’t work with my character.” 
 
    “When did you get it?”  
 
    “About a year ago. It was a surprise for my boyfriend.”  
 
    “One hell of a surprise. I hope he appreciated it,” I said. 
 
    The plane door was closed and soon after our jet was being pushed back so it could turn and make its way to the runway. Lilli smiled playfully at me as she stuck out her tongue and then pulled in back in. Her eyes lit up with the playful movement and for a brief moment she didn’t seem nervous to be there with me.  
 
    “He appreciated it,” she giggled. “Have you ever dated a girl with a tongue piercing?”  
 
    “Nope, but it’s one of those things I think every guy fantasizes about.”  
 
    “You fantasize about my tongue?” she joked.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    My definitive answer caught her off guard and her playful flirting quieted as she turned and looked out the window. Her dark red hair shimmered in the sunlight as it radiated through the window. I couldn’t stop looking at her.  
 
    Slowly our plane made its way to the runway and accelerated quickly as we took to the sky. I was so used to flying in the jet that I could hardly remember what flying commercial was like for domestic flights.  
 
    Lilli’s hands gripped the seat and her head pressed into the back as she closed her eyes while we climbed to the elevation that we needed to be at. She bit her lip and tensed up at the smallest of movements so I reached out and wrapped my hand over the top of hers.  
 
    “Have you flown on a private jet before? This is all normal. We will be at our elevation soon and then it will feel normal.” 
 
    “I’ve never flown before.” 
 
    “Oh, wow, okay, then this is probably really exciting.” 
 
    “Terrifying. It’s terrifying.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I should have warned you that the take off is a little rough in this plane. It’s totally safe though. It just feels like we are going straight up into the clouds.” 
 
    Her breathing was labored as she took in a deep breath and seemed to hold it for a long time before she finally let the air out. The color had drained out of her face and she looked like she might actually pass out.  
 
    “Breathe,” I said slowly. “Take a deep breath in and then let it out.” 
 
    I mimicked some slow, long breaths so she would follow me. Her eyes finally opened and she focused on me as we continued to take deep breaths and let them out. Over and over again we took in breaths as I did my best to help her calm down.  
 
    “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’m not normally scared of new things.” 
 
    “It’s okay. This is something a little crazy and out of the ordinary. Take your time. Try to relax.” 
 
    “Do you think your daughter will hate me?” Lilli blurted out as her eyes darted from mine to the clouds outside her window and then back again.  
 
    “No, I think you will get along just fine.” 
 
    “I’m not really a step-mom type. She might not like me. Kids don’t really like me. I’ve never even babysat before.” 
 
    I had to laugh at how nervous she was about meeting my sweet little girl. Izzy was going to get along just fine with Lilli. In fact, I thought the two of them might get along better than Izzy and I got along.  
 
    At Christmas, Izzy was more interested in opening her presents than she was with talking to me. She stayed near her mother almost the whole time I was there and I felt like a stranger. It was gut wrenching to see how much she had pulled away from me over the years, but I wasn’t blaming her for it. Obviously, if I had continued to come and visit her more often she would have known who I was better.  
 
    “She’s going to love you.”  
 
    “I hope so. I know this is important to you. I don’t want to let you down.” 
 
    “Lilli, I’m so thankful that you said yes. It was a stupid mistake for me to lie like I did and you had no obligation to come. But I really appreciate it. Whatever happens this weekend, please know that I’m very grateful for the effort you are making.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Do you want a drink to calm down before we get there? Your hands are still shaking?” 
 
    “I better not drink. How about a 7-Up?” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll go get you one,” I said as I unbuckled my seatbelt and started to get up.  
 
    “No, you can’t get up. It’s dangerous,” she exclaimed in genuine fear that I would be hurt by getting up and walking around.  
 
    She grabbed a hold of me so hard that I fell back into the chair. Her arm flung across my chest as if that would prevent some sort of injury from occurring.  
 
    “Lilli,” I said as I tried to hold back my laughter. “It’s a plane, not a car.” 
 
    “Just stay here, please.”  
 
    “Fine, but I thought you wanted a drink?” I said as I held onto her hand.  
 
    “Um, no. I’m fine. Why isn’t there one of those people that gets drinks for you and takes care of you while you’re on the plane?” 
 
    “A stewardess?” 
 
    “Yeah, a stewardess.” 
 
    “It’s a short flight. I didn’t think we needed one. But there’s plenty of food and drinks in the galley if you’ll let me go grab us some.” 
 
    “Um, I don’t know,” she said as I felt her arm release a little of the tension. “You’ll be right back?” 
 
    “You’ll be able to see me the whole time,” I said as I pulled her hand up to my lips and kissed it. “I promise.” 
 
    “Okay, then.”  
 
    “By the way,” I said as I continued to talk to her while I went to grab our drinks, “what is your tattoo of?”  
 
    “It’s a rose with stars around it,” she said quickly.  
 
    I’d expected her to make a little more of an explanation about the tattoo, but she seemed really distracted by the whole flying thing at the moment. Her hands went back to holding on tightly to the chair she was in and her eyes didn’t look away from me at all as I gathered us some snacks and drinks for the flight.  
 
    “Does it have special meaning?” 
 
    “Yeah, my father always told me to reach for the stars and my mother told me to treat life like a rose because it can bloom or die depending on our decisions.”  
 
    “Wow, that’s really awesome.”   
 
    “Where are your tattoos?” She asked without flirting at all, just genuinely wanting to know where they were.  
 
    “I actually don’t have any. I know, it’s lame.” 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    “Nope, I’ve never loved anything enough to have it put on my body.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I’m the same way.”  
 
    Her delicate skin looked even paler than it normally was as our plane leveled out at a comfortable cruising altitude. Lilli’s innocence shown through even more than when I’d helped her into her room. Her white dress with the flowers looked so naive and sweet on her.  
 
    “You know, I’m not sure Ashley’s family is going to buy this whole marriage thing with you,” I joked.  
 
    But Lilli’s face dropped into a sad expression at my words. Her eyes went from shining to dull, her lips from a smile to a frown and she turned away from me.  
 
    “Why? Because I’m not pretty enough?”  
 
    “Holy, hell no! Because you’re way too beautiful and sweet. They might have expected more of the party girl type for me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said with genuine regret. “I thought this was a better look for a wife.” 
 
    “No, no, I’m sorry. I just seem to keep putting my foot in my mouth. I mean you’re better than a guy like me would get. They might think you’re too good for me.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said as a smile filled her face. “But that’s not true. I’m sure you could get any girl you want.” 
 
    “That’s sweet of you to say. Would you like to talk a little about the people we are going to meet? Do you want more information about my ex or my daughter? I’m willing to fill you in on anything and everything.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll need it. Basically, I’ll just follow your lead and try to act like I think a wife would act.” 
 
    “How about you just act like you? I think that will be just fine.” 
 
    “So I should get my tiny skirt on and guzzle some vodka before we get there?” she teased.  
 
    “Man, I can’t tell you the number of naughty thoughts I had about you as you’d come home in those tiny dresses. Then that night when you were bent over the car…wow…” I said as I trailed off.  
 
    Lilli smiled and turned toward me in her chair. Her hands weren’t shaking for the moment, so I decided to continue on.  
 
    “I almost went downstairs to introduce myself to you that night.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked.  
 
    “Oh, yeah, but I didn’t want you to think I was weird.” 
 
    “Could you see everything when I bent over?” She said as her confidence built up and a seductive look crossed her face.  
 
    I took a deep breath as I felt my body react to the lust I had for Lilli. She was clearly starting to feel more comfortable on the plane and even in conversation with me. This was good for our weekend; a good level of comfort between the two of us could overcome any suspicions that Ashley’s family might have.  
 
    “I couldn’t see everything. It was too dark, but my imagination filled in the places that I couldn’t see.” 
 
    “Hmm, how about the night you helped me up to my bed? I noticed I was nearly naked when I woke up. Was that your doing?”  
 
    “Oh no, that was all you. You tried to convince me to come to bed and as you slid that dress off I nearly agreed, despite my moral obligation to deny the offer.” 
 
    She bit her lip and then took a sip of her drink as she looked me over. Her eyes moving from my lips, to my hands and then down to my groin. Her gaze warmed my body and I let her look for a minute while I took the time to look her over.  
 
    I noticed the dress she had on had small straps and it didn’t seem like she had on a bra. My eyes looked closely and saw her nipples pressing up against the delicate fabric as my body pulsed with more desire.  
 
    “I feel better,” Lilli said softly as she uncrossed her legs and then crossed them again as she rotated toward me even more in her chair.  
 
    “I’m glad you’re feeling better,” I said as I let my fingers trace their way down her arm toward her finger tips.  
 
    “Where are we staying this weekend?” 
 
    “A hotel downtown by the water. It’s got some great views.”  
 
    “One bed or two?” She asked as our eyes locked.  
 
    “Um, well…” I stumbled as I tried to figure out what to say. “Actually, I don’t know. I just reserved the room. I forgot to check to see. Which would you prefer?”  
 
    “One bed.” Her answer was so definitive that it threw me off for a moment and I got excited about what she was implying. “You can sleep on the floor,” she giggled.  
 
    “Oh, you’re horrible.”  
 
    “I’m teasing. I’m sure we can make it work no matter what sleeping arrangement there is. I trust you.” 
 
    “Oh, you shouldn’t. I’m not always mister polite. I don’t know if I could keep my hands to myself if we were in the same bed.” 
 
    “Really?” She asked as her face flushed red and her gaze moved away from me.  
 
    Lilli was this perfect mixture of confidence and coyness. One minute she was flirting and making me hard with the way she looked at me, and the next she looked like a schoolgirl who was embarrassed by the simple mention of my desire.  
 
    Suddenly, I started to worry that she was more innocent that she had me originally believing. She played this tough, sexy goddess when she was drinking and even tried to do it occasionally when sober. But was she perhaps really a sweet young woman without a history of naughty behavior at all? I couldn’t help but wonder if that was the case.  
 
    “How long did you and your boyfriend date?” I asked somewhat randomly.  
 
    “About six months. Why?” 
 
    “No reason. I was just thinking you could use that as a guide for how to act around Ashley’s parents.” 
 
    “Well, my boyfriend and I were more like roommates, but I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Damn, that didn’t clear anything up for me at all. Was Lilli really the party girl I’d watched from my window? Or was she something totally different? I was starting to see that different side to her – the sweet, soft side that seemed more naive than trouble.  
 
    “We will be landing soon, please put your seatbelts on,” the pilot said over the speaker.  
 
    Lilli quickly grabbed her seatbelt and made sure it was pulled tightly. She watched me closely while I put mine back on as well. Our time of casual conversation was officially over as I saw her hands grip the chair tightly in anticipation of our upcoming landing.  
 
    “Once we land, there will be a car waiting for us. I’ll drive us to the hotel so we can get checked in and then I’ll call Ashley’s family to set up a time to stop by.” 
 
    “Okay,” Lilli said as she looked out the window and didn’t turn back toward me.  
 
    “Just go with the flow. I’ll try and make sure I answer most of the questions, but if they ask you something that you don’t think you have the answer to, just look at me and I’ll jump in. Okay?” 
 
    “Yep,” she said still looking outside. “Where did we meet?”  
 
    “Um, I don’t know. Let’s keep things as real as possible, maybe just say we live in the same neighborhood.” 
 
    “Okay. How did you ask me out?”  
 
    I had to laugh at how she was suddenly thinking of all sorts of questions she wanted answers to. The whole flight out there she hadn’t seemed worried about the visit with Ashley’s family, but now that we were getting closer, she was getting nervous.  
 
    “I bumped into you while running.” 
 
    Lilli smiled and finally looked away from the sky as she turned toward me.  
 
    “So the truth?” 
 
    “Yep, sort of. I mean I didn’t ask you out that day because I was too caught off guard.” 
 
    “You weren’t going to ask me out,” she laughed.  
 
    “Oh, yes, I was. But something came up.” 
 
    Lilli burst into laughter and I replayed the comment in my head and saw how silly it sounded.  
 
    “Something came up,” she continued to laugh.  
 
    “No, not like that,” I laughed with her. “I just saw how young you were and didn’t think you wanted an old guy hitting on you.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have minded.” 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Um, I agreed to be your wife didn’t I?”  
 
    “Ha, very true. See, isn’t this a better date? Private jet to meet my ex-girlfriend and daughter. I mean, how many people can say they’ve gotten to do this on their first date,” I sarcastically joked.  
 
    “I know. I mean the only thing better would be if I had my wisdom teeth pulled on the same trip.” 
 
    “I think we could arrange that.” 
 
    The plane continued moving toward the grown and I tried to keep Lilli talking since it was preventing her from panicking like she had on takeoff. Our conversation was playful and silly, but exactly what we needed before heading over to Ashley’s family.  
 
    As the wheels of the plane touched the pavement of the runway, the plane lurched forward and Lilli grabbed my hand. Her eyes widened as we quickly slowed down. Then there was a huge sigh of relief when the plane started taxiing toward the unloading area.  
 
    “That’s it?” She asked and leaned toward the window so she could see what was going on outside.  
 
    “Yep, wasn’t too difficult was it?”  
 
    “I mean, I almost threw up ten times; but yeah that was fun.” 
 
    “Thanks again for coming with me. I really appreciate this.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “I’m really nervous to see my daughter.” 
 
    “Don’t be nervous. She loves you. No matter what else is going on in her life, she is going to be excited to see you. I guarantee it.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I said as the plane parked and we waited for the stairs to pull up so we could de-board the plane.  
 
    “I can’t wait to meet her.” 
 
    “She’s such a great kid, I’m nervous because I don’t know what Ashley has told her about me.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Kids are smart. She’ll know you care about her when she sees it in your eyes.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Lilli  
 
      
 
    One moment I was totally out of control and unable to feel my fingertips out of fear, the next I was totally engrossed in Devin’s handsome eyes. His tanned skin and chiseled jaw literally made me wet to look at him. When I happened to make eye contact, I felt my body warm and my desires rise as I started to think about his hands touching more of me than just my hand.  
 
    I’m pretty sure Devin had no idea just how handsome he was. He joked and laughed like he had a hard time getting women or something like that, but I knew that couldn’t be true. Any woman I knew would love to have Devin in their bed and that was my problem.  
 
    I had to remind myself that the only reason I was there with Devin was because he was desperate for this fake wife. He didn’t like me in that sort of way, or at least that’s what I kept replaying in my head during most of the flight. But as we were getting ready to land I saw the sexual tension between us and realized he might be interested in more than just my acting skills over this weekend.  
 
    “Should I come in with you?” I asked as he pulled up to the Omni Hotel on the waterfront.  
 
    “Sure, would you like to freshen up before we head over there?”  
 
    “Yes, that would be nice,” I lied.  
 
    I didn’t want to freshen up. I could care less if I was fresh for this visit to his family. I did want to see how many beds were going to be in our room though. I was also eager to figure out a place where I could pick up an extra outfit for the next day. I couldn’t exactly wear the same outfit I was wearing today.  
 
    “Welcome to the Omni, Jacksonville,” the front desk woman said.  
 
    “Hi, Devin Graham.” 
 
    “Yes. Hello, Mr. Graham. We have your suite ready for you. I’ll have someone help you up with your bags.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary, thank you.”  
 
    Devin grabbed his suitcase and the key and I followed closely behind him as we went to the elevators. The glass elevators looked out over the water and as the door closed behind us, the sexual tension flared up and Devin took a step closer to me.  
 
    His arms wrapped around me slightly as he pointed off in the distance. 
 
    “See that housing complex way out there?” 
 
    “Not really,” I laughed.  
 
    “Well, that’s where we are going. I think there is a mall out that way and we can stop off there after our visit if you’d like to get some clothes.” 
 
    “Perfect, thank you. But don’t forget…” 
 
    “You’re paying me back. I know, I know,” he said almost under his breath. “You know, I enjoy buying things for my friends. Not because they can’t afford them, but because I like making sure they know how much I appreciate them.” 
 
    I chose not to say anything. Devin clearly had so much more money than I could even imagine, I just didn’t want him to think that I was taking advantage of him in any way. I wasn’t that sort of girl and as much as possible I wanted not to accept his money or gifts. Obviously, I might have to cave in a little bit, but I was trying to hold out.  
 
    The elevator doors opened and I grabbed the small piece of paper that had the room key folded up in it.  
 
    “Race you to the room,” I said as I took off down the hallway.  
 
    It was the perfect way to get out of the conversation about money. I ran as fast as I could but I heard his footsteps close behind me. By the time I got to the door I had the key out but couldn’t get it into the door before he crushed me between him and the door.  
 
    His body pressed against mine and he pulled the key playfully out of my hand and slid it into the door lock. With one hand he held me back and then slid into the room ahead of me.  
 
    “I win,” he said happily. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure there was a lot of big fat cheating going on there,” I said as I walked into the lavishly appointed room.  
 
    The wallpaper was an elegant shade of gold with white crown molding. There was a nice mahogany desk by the window and a huge lounge chair sitting next to the King sized bed. I playfully threw myself onto the bed and spread my arms and legs out as I took up as much space as possible.  
 
    “I’m sure that chair will be really comfortable,” I teased. “This bed is heaven.” 
 
    “Scoot over,” he said and pushed me to the other side of the bed. “Oh, yeah, this is nice. I’m totally sleeping here.” 
 
     “Maybe,” I smiled at him.  
 
    Devin looked younger than ever as he leaned up onto his arm and laid on his side while looking at me. I did the same and looked at him from the other side of the bed. There was at least three feet of distance between the two of us and plenty of room if we decided to both sleep in the same bed, even if we weren’t going to be playing any naughty games together.  
 
    The silent moment grew as we continued to eye each other. His big brown eyes started at my lips and then followed the curves of my body all the way down to my toes. Then he let his gaze move all the way back up my body. He was clearly taking in every inch of me and the glint in his eye made me think there were some pretty naughty thoughts running through his mind.  
 
    “That is a very beautiful dress,” Devin said as he moved a few inches toward me.  
 
    “Nope, stay over there mister,” I laughed.  
 
    “What? I just wanted to feel the fabric,” he said as he reached his hand out and touched a bit of the fabric.  
 
    “We should get going. I think that would be a good idea.”  
 
    He shook his head back and forth to deny that my idea was good.  
 
    “I think we have some time.” 
 
    “Nope, we should get going.” 
 
    I couldn’t help smiling as he lay next to me though. We hadn’t come all the way from Chicago to play in a hotel bed though.  
 
    “Go call them so we know when to be over there,” I motioned toward his phone he had set on the desk.  
 
    “Yes, Mrs. Graham,” he teased.  
 
    I finally lay back onto the bed as he went to the desk to make his call. Wow, this was going to be one hell of a weekend if the sexual tension between the two of us stayed this high. I could hardly imagine keeping my hands to myself once we were back in the room after visiting his daughter.  
 
    “Hi Mrs. Edwards, we just landed. What time would work best for us to stop by?”  
 
    There was a long pause.  
 
    “We will be right over,” Devin said as he shrugged over toward me.  
 
    “I guess we better get going. I’ve got an acting gig,” I teased and jumped out of bed.  
 
    “Apparently we need to come now so we don’t interrupt Izzy’s bedtime routine.” 
 
    “Devin, it’s fine with me. I’m all yours this weekend. Wherever you need me, I’m there.” 
 
    “Wherever?” He smiled and looked over toward the large bed and then back at me playfully. “I’m teasing.” 
 
    He grabbed the room key and we made our way back down the long hallway toward the glass elevators. This time, both of us walked silently. I played over what I would say when I met his daughter and her grandparents. This all seemed like a bigger deal than it had been when I originally said yes. My heart pounded in my chest and I felt my head getting a little dizzy as I tried to remember to take in some deep breaths.  
 
    Devin reached his hand over and gently held onto mine. Without a single word, I felt his comfort through the touch of his fingers and mine together. We both stood and looked out the glass elevator towards the water and rode in silence all the way back down to the ground floor.  
 
    It dawned on me that this was my first real adult date. My ex-boyfriend and I had been college kids. We didn’t go on dates in the traditional sense. Instead, we went to pizza with our group of friends or sat on the couch and watched Netflix together. Even when he had first asked me out, it was to a concert with a bunch of our friends.  
 
    I wasn’t as nervous about the date part as I was about meeting Devin’s daughter though. Everything I’d heard about little kids was that it was impossible to lie to them. Kids could see through a story and they knew the truth, even if you weren’t telling them the truth. I had seen it on some PBS show and couldn’t exactly remember what the news story had been about, but I did remember the newscaster saying that adults always thought they were tricking kids.  
 
    “Izzy’s grandparents are Bonnie and Dan, but I just call them Mrs. And Mr. Edwards. You can use either.”  
 
    “I’m going to try not to talk to them much at all.” 
 
    “That’s fine. And if it’s alright, I’ll probably hold your hand a little while we are in there.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s fine,” I said and looked down at our hands as they were wrapped together still from the elevator ride.  
 
    “Um, there’s probably a lot more, but I guess we will have to wing it. Wow, I’m getting nervous now.” 
 
    We pulled out of the hotel parking lot and Devin made his way onto the highway and toward the Edwards’ home. The two of us were mostly silent on the drive except for when Devin pointed out the mall that we passed as we got closer to where we were going.  
 
    “That looks nice,” I said to try and make some conversation.  
 
    “Yep, we should have time to stop by afterward.”  
 
    “Sounds good.”  
 
    When we finally pulled into the driveway, Devin’s hands were shaking instead of mine. He even had a few beads of sweat around his temple. I grabbed a Kleenex from my purse and gently dabbed his forehead.  
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked.  
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    He climbed out of the car and then hurried around to let me out of my side. Devin gallantly held his hand out for me and I grabbed a hold of him as we walked toward the front door. I think Devin was even more nervous than I was and I was the one who had to pretend to be someone I wasn’t.  
 
    “Daddy!” Izzy screamed and darted out the front door before we even had a chance to knock.  
 
    I let go of Devin’s hand and stood aside while the two of them had a moment together. One thing was for certain, Izzy was pretty darn excited to see her Dad. I couldn’t even imagine that she had ever had any problems interacting with her father before. She seemed overjoyed to see him and nothing else mattered at all. Izzy certainly hadn’t noticed that I was even there as she wrapped her arms around Devin and I noticed tears in her eyes.  
 
    “She’s had a rough couple of weeks since Ashley has been away,” Mrs. Edwards said as she stood in the doorway.  
 
    “Hi, I’m Lilli, it’s nice to meet you,” I said as I went over to talk to her and continued to give Devin and his daughter time.  
 
    “It’s nice to meet you too. I have to say I’m not sure who I was expecting Devin to bring, but you look like a very nice young lady.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “How long have you two been married?” She asked.  
 
    Right away I panicked as I didn’t know if Devin had told her a time frame or not. Luckily, Devin also heard the question and quickly made his way over to the two of us.  
 
    “Izzy, this is Lilli. I’m so excited that the two of you get to meet,” he said and then leaned in to Mrs. Edwards. “I think we should let the girls meet first before we overwhelm Izzy with all the details.” 
 
    “Sure,” she agreed.  
 
    “Hi Izzy, it’s nice to meet you. Your Dad has been talking about you a lot.” 
 
    “That’s funny because I know nothing about you,” she said as she put her little hands on her hips and gazed in my direction.  
 
    I opened my eyes wide and looked at Devin and then back to Mrs. Edwards. It was definitely a true statement; I couldn’t fault her for that.  
 
    “Well, I guess he needs to catch you up a little.” 
 
    “Sweetheart, I’d love to see your room,” Devin said in an effort to save me from the uncomfortable conversation.  
 
    “Would you like to help me in the kitchen?” Mrs. Edwards offered me.  
 
    “Yes, that would be great.” 
 
    Hanging out with an adult who didn’t like me somehow seemed more comfortable than a ten-year-old girl. Izzy was intimidating. Probably because she held Devin’s heart in the palm of her hands and I had really hoped she would like me.  
 
    I followed Mrs. Edwards into the kitchen where she was cutting up a variety of fruit. The kitchen was small but filled with newer appliances. There was a large picture of a beautiful young blonde with fake boobs and obvious plastic surgery; she had Izzy in her arms. It had to be Ashley and I was instantly even more intimidated than I had been before.  
 
    It wasn’t unusual that Devin would have had a relationship with a beautiful woman. That was a given, but Ashley appeared very fake with her caked on makeup, Botox and lip plumper. She just didn’t seem like Devin’s type. But then again, maybe that was why they were no longer together.  
 
    “I don’t think Izzy likes me,” I said to make conversation as Mrs. Edwards handed me a knife and a cantaloupe to start cutting.  
 
    “She’s just a little sassy. It’s nice to see she was excited about Devin. You know he hasn’t come to see her very much.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Of course, we didn’t expect him to come visit. He’s very busy with his work and his travels, that’s why Ashley left him. No time to stop partying and spend at home with his family.” 
 
    Mrs. Edwards seemed like a nice enough women, but the way she was bad mouthing Devin wasn’t sitting well with me. From what I knew, she hadn’t spent any quality time with Devin in years. Of course, he was a different person now than he was ten years ago; weren’t we all?  
 
    Well, technically I was an awkward pre-teen ten years before. I couldn’t help but chuckle at that notion. I was basically in the middle school when Devin and Ashley were having Izzy. I wasn’t sure if Devin wanted me to say my real age though because it seemed like his daughter and her family might not take our relationship seriously if they knew just how young I really was.  
 
    “I know Devin really missed Izzy, but he wanted to abide by Ashley’s wishes.” 
 
    “What wishes?” Mrs. Edwards asked me firmly.  
 
    I panicked at the way she was looking at me. I could have sworn that Devin said something about Ashley not wanting him to be around Izzy or something like that, but by the way Mrs. Edwards was looking at me, I wasn’t sure I should say anything.  
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. You’ll have to ask Devin,” I finally managed to say. “All I know is Devin is a great guy; he’s really changed from what I’ve heard about his younger days.” 
 
    “Speaking of young, how old are you?”  
 
    Lying had never been my thing. Even when I was sneaking out of my parents’ house as a teenager, I inevitably told them where I had gone if they simply asked me a question. I was a horrible liar. How could I have thought I would be able to help Devin with this whole acting thing? I stared at Mrs. Edwards and tried to think of something honest I could say.  
 
    “Obviously I’m younger than Devin, but let’s be honest, he was a big kid himself up until a year ago.” 
 
    Mrs. Edwards laughed and I felt a little more at ease. We continued cutting up fruit and talking while Devin and Izzy played in her room and then went out into the backyard and played. It was nice to see that Izzy was so excited to see Devin and he didn’t have anything to be worried about in regards to their relationship.  
 
    “So do you think you guys would like to take Izzy for the night? I’m sure she would love to hang out at the fancy hotel and go swimming in that rooftop pool.” 
 
    “Really? Yeah, I think Devin would love that.”  
 
    “How about you guys eat some dinner and then we will pack an overnight bag for Izzy. She needs some fun; it’s been very hard for her having her mother away.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that. I’m sure it is very difficult for her. I can’t even imagine.” 
 
    “You know, Ashley isn’t a bad person.” 
 
    I stopped cutting the fruit and turned toward Mrs. Edwards. There was a sadness that filled her eyes and I instinctively reached out and gave her a hug. No matter what was going on with Devin and Mrs. Edwards daughter, the necessary human emotion of comforting someone in pain was clearly there between the two of us.  
 
    “You know, I’ve never heard Devin say a single bad thing about Ashley. From what I’ve heard, he thinks she is a really good mother and trusts her ability to raise Izzy.” 
 
    Tears rolled down Mrs. Edwards face as she finished hugging me and then pulled away. She turned away and wiped her tears without saying another word. I could only hope that my words had felt truthful to her, because they were the truth; at least from what I knew of Devin.  
 
    Devin and Izzy played out in the backyard for almost an hour before Mrs. Edwards called them in to come and eat. The two literally hopped all the way inside and to the sink to wash their hands. I couldn’t help but smile at how at ease the two of them seemed to be after such a long period of time apart.  
 
    “After dinner, if it’s alright with your father, I think you should go with him and Lilli to the hotel and swim in the really cool pool there,” Mrs. Edwards said to Izzy as she scooped some mashed potatoes onto her plate.  
 
    “Really?” she looked to Devin for an approval and he looked toward me.  
 
    I shook my head yes and even caught a smile from Izzy before she turned back to Devin.  
 
    “Yep, I think that will work.” 
 
    “And you guys can bring her home in the morning after church if that works for you?” Mrs. Edwards added.  
 
    Church? I hadn’t even gone to church with my parents in the last three years. I wasn’t so sure I was ready to go with a fake husband and his child. Even though I wasn’t a religious person, walking into church in the midst of such a big lie seemed a little like taunting God.  
 
    “That sounds great, thank you,” Devin said to Mrs. Edwards. “We will have her home by noon.”  
 
    “Really? I get to come” Izzy screamed as she jumped up and hugged Devin. “I’m going to go grab my swimsuit.”  
 
    Izzy started to leave the table but Mrs. Edwards put a stop to her excitement fairly quickly.  
 
    “Izzy, get back to your seat. It’s dinner time. You can pack your things when you have finished what’s on your plate.” 
 
    The firm tone in her voice caught me off guard, but Izzy listened to her right away and sat back down in her seat. She didn’t seem upset by the rule that was set for her either. Instead, she simply started to eat her dinner quickly so she could go do what she wanted to do. It was a small peek into what it would someday be like to be a parent. Setting rules and enforcing them wasn’t something I was prepared to do at this point in my fake marriage to Devin though.  
 
    After dinner Devin and I sat on the couch while Mrs. Edwards helped Izzy pack a small backpack with her things. It all felt so grown up as we walked back out to the car and loaded in to head back to the hotel. I was no longer just pretending to be Devin’s wife, but I was also pretending to be a step-mom. The lie was starting to give me an upset stomach. Lying to a grown up was something I was alright with, but lying to Izzy wasn’t sitting well with me.  
 
    “Should we stop at the mall so you can get an outfit?” Devin asked as we got on the interstate.  
 
    As much as I didn’t want to spend any of Devin’s money, I hadn’t gotten my paycheck before I left Chicago and I did need something to sleep in and something to wear the next day.  
 
    “Sure,” I answered.  
 
    “I’ll give you my credit card and you can run in and grab what you need. Will that work?”  
 
    “Um, no. I don’t want your credit card,” I protested.  
 
    Devin looked at me and then clearly looked back at Izzy as if to tell me not to protest his offer in front of his daughter. I had no choice, so I agreed.  
 
    “Okay, sorry,” I said. 
 
    It only took me about twenty minutes to run into the mall and get back to the car. I grabbed a casual pair of jeans, some leggings and a t-shirt. I figured I could mix and match them as needed to get through the evening. I purposely did not get a swimsuit though because I wanted Devin and Izzy to get some time alone in the pool.  
 
    “Here you go,” I said as I handed him back the card. “I spent thirty-three dollars and eighty-five cents.”  
 
    I handed Devin the receipt for what I had purchased and he laughed at me and then crumpled it up and threw it into the back seat. This made Izzy laugh as it ended up landing right next to her.  
 
    “You don’t need to give me your receipt.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I just wanted you to know how much I spent so you could balance your checkbook.” 
 
    Devin continued to laugh and I wasn’t sure what was so funny.  
 
    “I don’t balance a checkbook.” 
 
    “Then how do you know how much is in your account?” I asked.  
 
    It was a genuine question I had. Even if he had a lot of money, I thought everyone balanced a check book either on paper or digitally. Obviously, I was young and didn’t know that much about finances, but I knew what it was like to have a bounced check on my bank account and I didn’t want something like that to happen to Devin because of the money I spent.  
 
    Before pulling out of the parking lot, Devin pulled his phone out and pressed his finger onto the home button. The phone unlocked and he opened his banking app.  
 
    “I’m not worried about how much is in there,” he laughed and handed me the phone once he had his banking app opened.  
 
    The number on the screen took a good twenty seconds for me to register. I counted the zeros and then counted them again. Devin had $87.017.760 in his checking account. The number was beyond anything I had ever seen on a digital bank account app. My personal account had never reached more than $400 at any one time.  
 
    “Oh,” I managed to say as he took his phone back and put it in his pocket.  
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be cocky. Was that cocky? Sorry.” 
 
    “Ha, well I think that was a little cocky, but I’ll let it slide.” 
 
    “What does cocky mean?” Izzy asked from the back seat. 
 
    Devin and I both widened our eyes in the realization that we certainly weren’t paying attention to what we were saying.  
 
    “It means someone is full of them self or bragging too much,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, what does full of yourself mean?” Izzy asked.  
 
    I pointed to Devin to take this question. I wasn’t about to figure out how to explain that funny little phrase.  
 
    “Um, it means someone who is cocky,” Devin laughed and so did Izzy. “Basically I shouldn’t have shown Lilli my phone.” 
 
    “Lilli, are you coming swimming with us?” Izzy asked as she quickly changed the subject.  
 
    “I’m not. I’m really tired so I was going to take a shower and then go to bed. Is that alright? I also don’t have a swimsuit. I forgot to bring mine with us.” 
 
    “That’s fine. Dad will you throw me up in the air while we are in the pool?”  
 
    “Sure honey,” Devin said and Izzy finally went silent for a few minutes as we drove the rest of the way back toward downtown and our hotel.  
 
    When we arrived back at the hotel, Devin and Izzy quickly changed into their swimsuits and made their way to the rooftop pool. I was exhausted and didn’t even bother showering as I slipped into my new leggings and t-shirt and climbed into the bed. I moved all the way over to one side of the bed and closed my eyes.  
 
    It was very tiring trying to be something I wasn’t. Everything I did, or said, was replayed in my mind as I tried to get to sleep. Had Mrs. Edwards believed the lie we were portraying? Did Izzy believe us? Did Izzy even understand what being married was or that Devin and I were saying we were married? 
 
    There were so many questions that I didn’t think I was going to be able to fall asleep at all. I tossed and turned for a while but about thirty minutes after crawling into bed, I finally drifted off to sleep.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Devin  
 
      
 
    Something was certainly different between Izzy and me when her mother wasn’t around. Izzy was much more affectionate toward me than she had ever been on my previous visits. From the moment we first hugged at her Grandparents house until we climbed into bed at the hotel, she was laughing and playing and showing me just how much I wanted to be a father to her.  
 
    After our evening of swimming, I made up the chaise lounge as a bed for Izzy and tucked her in with a few spare blankets I found in the closet. She had an amazing view of the water and fell asleep even before I had climbed into bed.  
 
    Lilli had pressed herself as far over to the opposite side of the bed as possible, so it wasn’t even like I was sleeping in the same bed with her. I could sense she was under the covers with me, but I couldn’t even reach out and touch Lilli unless I moved closer to her.  
 
    Sleep came easily to me that night as I relished in this new relationship I was developing with my daughter and even said a little prayer that our Sunday would turn out just as good as Saturday had.  
 
    I hadn’t gotten the chance to talk with Mrs. Edwards about what was going on with Ashley, but I didn’t have to. I probably had more information from the private investigator than even Ashley and her own family had.  
 
    “Goodnight,” I whispered to Lilli as I fell asleep.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “It’s been a long time since I’ve actually been to church,” I said to Izzy and Lilli as I pulled on my suit coat. “How do I look?” 
 
    “Very handsome,” Lilli said with a sweet smile.  
 
    “You look okay,” Izzy added.  
 
    “Just okay?” I said as I started wiggling my fingers in the air. “I think this tickle monster would disagree.” 
 
    “Wait, I meant you look very handsome,” she giggled as she looked toward Lilli to save her. “Don’t look at Lilli. She can’t save you from the tickle monster,” I continued toward her.  
 
    “Actually, I have tickle monster blocking skills,” Lilli said and stepped between Izzy and I. “You don’t want to mess with them. They are really good.” 
 
    “Really? Let me see,” I said and lunged toward Lilli and started to tickle her.  
 
    She fell over onto the bed as her laugh radiated through our room. Even Izzy was giggling as I tickled Lilli. 
 
    “Okay, okay, my tickle blockers are broken, I can’t take it anymore,” Lilli laughed. “Save me,” she playfully yelled as she dramatically reached out for Izzy.  
 
    Izzy joined in and grabbed Lilli’s hand as she pulled her away from me and onto the ground. Quickly the two of them scrambled to the other side of the chaise lounge and ducked down as if they were guarding a fortress.  
 
    “You two know that I can still see you, right?” I laughed as I got onto my knees and started to crawl over there. 
 
    “Okay, okay, we have to get ready for church,” Izzy said and held up her hand for me to stop. “Dad, listen to me. We don’t want to be late for church; you know Grandma and Grandpa are going to be there.”  
 
    Lilli laughed and gave Izzy a high five as the two of them stood up and moved toward the other end of the room. As if I was just going to give up on our fun little game.  
 
    “I’ve got to test these tickle monster blocking skills again,” I said and grabbed Lilli as Izzy ran toward the door of the room.  
 
    “No, no,” she giggled. “They aren’t working right now.”  
 
    “Ha, I gotcha. Now we can get ready for church.” 
 
    Izzy grabbed her clothes first and went into the bathroom to change. She had a huge smile on her face and I felt the level of relaxation between the three of us and it was so much better than the evening before. Izzy liked Lilli, I could tell. Even if she didn’t say anything about Lilli, the way she had helped her when we were messing around was a huge cue to me.  
 
    “I hate that I wore my pretty dress yesterday and now I’ve just got jeans and a t-shirt,” Lilli grumped as she waited for Izzy to get out.  
 
    “Wear it again today.” 
 
    “What? No. I can’t do that.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “What do you mean? I wore it yesterday. Everyone will know.” 
 
    “Who is everybody? Izzy’s Grandmother, Izzy and myself? Izzy, do you care if Lilli wears her pretty dress again today?” 
 
    “Nope,” Izzy said from the bathroom. “I think it’s a great idea.” 
 
    “See, it’s a great idea. You can change into your jeans after church. Now get going. You’re going to make us late,” I teased and gently pushed her into the bathroom as I handed her the white floral dress.  
 
    “Devin, but…” she started to say and then changed her mind.  
 
    There was no reason she couldn’t wear that dress to church. No one in the congregation even knew who she was. They barely knew who I was and Izzy’s Grandmother wasn’t going to care what Lilli had on. It was a tiny peek into what life would be like with a woman around all the time and I felt like I passed the test.  
 
    As soon as Lilli was ready, we hurried down the hall, out to the car and were quickly on the freeway toward the family church that Izzy and her Grandparents went to. I’d been there on a few other occasions when I’d come to visit for Christmas. Although I didn’t find time in my normal schedule to attend church on a regular basis, it was a calming experience that I enjoyed when I came to see Izzy.  
 
    “Do you know when Mom is going to be home?” Izzy said as we pulled into the driveway of the church.  
 
    The truth wasn’t what I needed to share with Izzy. And to be honest I really didn’t know when Ashley would be home. She had a legal battle ahead of herself and the result of that court case would determine just how long she had to be incarcerated for.  
 
    “I’m not sure honey, but if it’s going to be too long, do you think you’d like to come stay with me for a little bit?” 
 
    “And Lilli?” Izzy asked. 
 
    My heart sank at the lie I had told and how complex it was getting. What if I did get Izzy to come stay with me? Now I’d have to have Lilli stay with me as well in order to keep the lie up. It wasn’t the best plan but I had no idea how to get out of the story I’d already told.  
 
    “Let’s just worry about church for today,” Lilli said in a sweet voice as she leaned back and rubbed Izzy’a hand. “I’m sure your Dad is going to do his best to help make sure your mom is back home to you soon.” 
 
    “Okay,” Izzy said in her upbeat voice. “There’s Grandma,” she hollered and opened the car door just as we parked.  
 
    “I guess I didn’t think this through very well,” I admitted after Izzy was out of the car.  
 
    “Let’s not worry about it right now. We have church.” 
 
    Lilli climbed out of the car and went right over to Mrs. And Mr. Edwards. She shook hands with Mr. Edwards and was smiling and chatting them up as I joined the group. Izzy was standing between all of us and looked as happy as I’d ever seen her.  
 
    I desperately wanted to ask Mrs. Edwards if I could just take Izzy with me back to my house. It was summer, Izzy was done with school and there was no reason she couldn’t hang out with me while things got settled with Ashley. But the church didn’t seem like the right place and my whole reason for the visit had been to reconnect with Izzy, which we had done very nicely over the last 24-hours.  
 
    “You look happy little bean,” Mr. Edwards said as he hugged Izzy.  
 
    “I am Papa. You should have seen the pool at the hotel. It was on top of the roof and I could even see your house.” 
 
    “That sounds scary.” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t scared. My Dad was with me,” she said proudly and then came over and hugged me.  
 
    I beamed with pride at the moment. It was the first time I’d really felt like the father I had always wanted to be. Even if it was just for a day, this was the feeling I wanted to have all the time when it came to my daughter.  
 
    “Lilli, could you take Izzy in and find us some seats?” Mrs. Edwards asked.  
 
    “Of course,” Lilli held out her hand and Izzy grabbed it as the two of them headed into the building.  
 
    “Devin, I’m glad things are going well with you and Izzy, but I can’t let you take her today. The court is coming up this week and if Ashley is coming home, it would be too disruptive for Izzy to leave and come back.” 
 
    “I understand. Maybe I could come back after the hearing and talk with Ashley about it all. I want her to know my intention isn’t to take Izzy away from her. I simply want to be a better father and if I can help out right now I’d like to do that.” 
 
    “Thank you Devin. Let’s see how the hearing goes this week and then we can go from there.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    “I do have to say I haven’t seen Izzy this happy since Ashley got arrested,” Mr. Edwards added. “It’s nice to see the two of you connecting. I’m not sure why it didn’t happen sooner.” 
 
    Mrs. Edwards nudged her husband to be quiet, but we all knew why it hadn’t happened sooner. I had been too wrapped up in my life and Ashley had pushed me away. The combination of both of our behaviors had negatively affected the relationship. We were both to blame.  
 
    It was a cozy morning as I sat between Lilli and Izzy in the church. With Izzy’s Grandparents just down the pew from us, for a moment it felt like a traditional family. I’d never in my life imagined having a traditional family, even after Izzy had been born. Typically I imagined visiting Izzy, or even taking her on trips and things like that, but I’d never let my mind think about what it would be like to actually raise her.  
 
    “You look happy,” Lilli said as she grabbed my hand.  
 
    “I am.” 
 
    I reached over and grabbed Izzy’s hand as well and the three of us sat there smiling and listening to the morning sermon.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Saying goodbye to Izzy was harder than it had ever been before. She had wrapped her arms around me in the biggest of bear hugs, but at least she hadn’t cried as Lilli and I said our goodbyes. Perhaps she knew that things were different now and that I would be making a much better effort at being the father she needed me to be. I hoped so. 
 
    “Wow, I’m so tired,” Lilli said as we climbed the steps to the plane and found a comfy spot on the large leather couch.  
 
    “You did great, thanks for coming.” 
 
    “I didn’t really do anything. Basically I got to hang out with you two and have fun, so it was a great weekend.”  
 
    “Yeah, it was pretty damn good. She’s normally not that excited to see me. I’m worried that Ashley being gone is going to take away that level of happiness from her.” 
 
    “How long is Ashley going to be gone for?” Lilli asked with genuine concern on her face.  
 
    “I think she’s going to have to do five years. It was her third DUI and Florida has mandatory sentencing. I’m not saying anything though, I don’t want it to seem like I want her to go away, because I genuinely don’t. It isn’t what is best for Izzy.” 
 
    “Wow, I really don’t think Mrs. and Mr. Edwards know she might be going to jail that long.” 
 
    “No, I’m not even sure Ashley knows it. I tried to hire her a lawyer but she refused his services. Instead, she’s using the one her parents got her and he’s good enough. But I was just trying to help out.” 
 
    “Maybe we should have gone to see her?” Lilli asked.  
 
    “And introduce her to my pretend wife? Oh, no! She’d see right through this whole thing. She’s known me for over ten years.”  
 
    “Well, I guess we can just wait and see how everything turns out. Maybe she’ll hear about how well your visit went and say Izzy can come stay with you?”  
 
    “Maybe,” I said, but I knew she wouldn’t. 
 
    Ashley held onto Izzy as if she was the prize between the two of us. Ashley got thousands of dollars each month in child support and that was what kept her in the lifestyle that had allowed her to continue drinking and using drugs. The idea that I’d be taking care of Izzy and no more child support would be coming her way, was not going to go over with Ashley very well. But that was only until the realization of her legal battles started to settle in. I needed to just sit back and wait until that was evident to her and then I hoped Ashley would agree to the arrangement without a big legal battle. If I had to fight for Izzy, I’d do it in a second, but that wasn’t going to be pretty and would surely ruin the already strained relationship between me and Ashley.  
 
    “You look much more relaxed for the flight home,” I noticed as Lilli leaned onto my shoulder.  
 
    “It’s exhaustion. I don’t have the energy to be nervous. But I am putting my seatbelt on,” she laughed as she buckled the belt tightly across her lap.  
 
    “Do you mind?” I asked as I put my arm around her and pulled her in so her head could rest on my check. “I think I might take a nap.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect to me.”  
 
    We were both cuddled up and perfectly comfortable by the time the door was closed and we moved toward the runway to start our taxing. My hand felt warm as it pressed against her back and held Lilli next to me. The uncomfortable awkwardness that we had shared on the way out to Jacksonville was totally gone.  
 
    Also missing was the heated sexual tension between the two of us. But in its place there was a stronger feeling that I had and couldn’t put into words. Maybe it was admiration? I wasn’t quite sure, but things were different between the two of us. More genuine and real than I’d felt around a woman in many years.  
 
    Sleeping with Lilli on the flight home was comfortable. Her hair nuzzled up close to my nose and her sweet scent lingered even after we landed and she pulled away from me. The two of us got off the plane and loaded into my car without saying a word as we rubbed the sleep from our eyes.  
 
    Our casual connection had changed and the silence between us played out in a whole different way than it had before. Instead of feeling like I had to fill the silence, we just drove home enjoying it. Her legs crossed and uncrossed as she tried to get comfortable while looking through her phone and catching up on her messages.  
 
    My eyes stayed glued to the road with only the very small distraction to her legs when she’d adjust positions. As we drove into my driveway I noticed her parent’s vehicle was gone and it dawned on me that she must have told them some sort of story for why she was going to be gone all weekend.  
 
    “Where do your parents think you were?”  
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “I mean you were out of town all weekend. Weren’t they worried? What did you tell them?” 
 
    “I told them I was going to Jacksonville with you,” she said nonchalantly.  
 
    “Really?”  
 
    Lilli burst into laughter at the idea.  
 
    “Of course not! Do you think I’m crazy? I told them I was hanging out with Anna and we were going camping. My father would kill you.” 
 
    I didn’t doubt it at all. As much as I felt like Lilli was an adult and I enjoyed being around her very much, her father probably wouldn’t look very kindly on the idea of me taking his sweet little girl away for a weekend tryst.  
 
    “Wow, yeah, I bet he wouldn’t like me much.” 
 
    “I mean you’re much better than my last boyfriend, but I think the whole getting married thing would have thrown him off,” she laughed.  
 
    I pulled into my garage and came around to open Lilli’s door. As she climbed out, I moved back against the garage wall, but there wasn’t much room. She pressed her body against mine as she moved toward the back of the car and all the sexual tension between us was officially back.  
 
    “Thank you again for coming.” 
 
    I moved next to her as we stood at the back of the garage. We were just out of sight of her house, just in case one of her parents was still home.  
 
    “You’re welcome,” she answered and moved a step closer to me.  
 
    “You’re a life saver.”  
 
    “I know, I’m pretty awesome. Aren’t I?”  
 
    “Yes,” I said as I held onto her hand and pulled her even closer.  
 
    I wrapped my arm around her and pinned her between myself and the car. She didn’t seem to mind it at all as she smiled and let her hands pressed against my chest. I couldn’t hold back for another second as I moved in slowly and let my lips gently touch hers.  
 
    The kiss wasn’t filled with passion or lust, like I’d felt that night she brought me up to her room. This was a kiss with much more behind it. Our tongues danced softly together and our hands pressed against the body of one another.  
 
    We took our time as we moved slowly from one position to the next. I took my time to taste her sweet deliciousness and feel the loving nature of her lips. She stayed right there with me letting her mouth explore mine just as much as I was playing with hers.  
 
    When we finally pulled our lips apart, it was only for a brief moment before we returned to kissing each other. There wasn’t a care in the world as I let every sensation fill my memory, just in case I didn’t get the chance to kiss her again.  
 
    “I should get going,” Lilli finally said as she pressed me away from her. “I’ve got to work today.” 
 
    “Okay, can I call you sometime? I don’t have your number.” 
 
    It was funny that I’d been in her room and she’d been in my house, we’d been on a weekend trip together, but I didn’t have her phone number. Lilli slid her hand down my back and felt for my phone in my back pocket. She pulled it out and dialed her number and shortly after I heard the playful ringtone from her phone going off in her purse.  
 
    “There you go,” she said and instead of handing me my phone back, she wrapped her arms around me and slid it back into my pocket.  
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    “I had a really good time with you this weekend.” 
 
    “I had a really good time with you too and Izzy really liked you. I knew she would.”  
 
    “Let me know how things go. I’m happy to play your wife in the sequel to this movie if needed,” she teased.  
 
    “I’ll text you later.”  
 
    Lilli grabbed her small bag that held the new jeans and t-shirt in it and started to walk toward her house. She couldn’t help but turn around and smile back at me though and I hoped her parents weren’t watching out the window or anything like that.  
 
    “Stay up late tonight. I’m going out with my friends again,” Lilli teased as she shook her butt playfully and stood near her front door.  
 
    I brought my finger up to my lips in a motion to tell her to be quiet. But she didn’t seem to care at all. She was back in her element. Back home and full of life and energy that she’d had been so many times that I’d seen her before.  
 
    “I’ll keep my eyes out,” I finally said as I closed the garage door and made my way back into the house.  
 
    Things were going to be crazy between the two of us now. We’d broken through the awkward and uncomfortable getting to know each other stage and I was looking forward to whatever came next for us.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Lilli  
 
      
 
    “Monica. You have to come out with us tonight. No saying no this time. I’ve got so much to tell you and you have to say yes,” I begged as I clocked in for work that night.  
 
    “Yes,” she laughed. “I actually can go out with you guys tonight.” 
 
    “Finally! I can’t wait to tell you all about my weekend date and a private jet.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Oh, you have to wait until tonight,” I laughed.  
 
    “What’s going on with you? Where’s your tongue ring?” Monica asked as she leaned in and practically pried my mouth open.  
 
    “Nothing,” I lied and smiled as I went off to do my work.  
 
    The nursing home wasn’t anything special. The bland tan colored walls were decorated with non-descript paintings that had likely come with the building when the new orders purchased it. The patients were well taken care of and seemed happy enough, and on this particular day I was even happy to be there.  
 
    My job didn’t feel nearly as daunting as it had been even a few days before. Instead, I smiled widely as I visited each of the patients and helped them with their daily living tasks. We did showers and changed clothing. I helped organize their beds and sitting areas. For one patient we spent nearly an hour going through a photo album that her family had dropped off.  
 
    As my shift finally came to an end and I’d tucked everyone in for the night, I felt wonderful – better than I could have remembered feeling on any other day at my job. Perhaps I had disliked my job because of my own mood and not because of the job itself?  
 
    When I first started working I thought getting my Bachelor’s degree in nursing was the route I wanted to go. I’d imagined going back to school and getting my degree and then enjoying the large paycheck that would come with such an important job. Instead of working at a nursing home though, I’d hoped of working with children at the hospital.  
 
    Life has a funny way of changing your dreams though and I had stopped thinking of being a nurse and settled into the assistant job I had. Even though I was grumpy and not happy, I hadn’t been able to muster the energy to think past that week of work. But on this night I had a clear vision.  
 
    My passion was back in full force and I spent my lunch break looking up the college nursing program that I’d once admired. I even requested that they send me an application packet so I could officially try to get admitted.  
 
    “So are you going to tell me what’s going on?” Monica asked as we clocked out and walked to her car.  
 
    “I’m applying to college,” I announced.  
 
    “That’s why you got rid of the tongue piercing and you’re smiling all night long?”  
 
    “Oh, no, that’s because of Devin,” I said in a more cheerful voice than I had intended.  
 
    “Devin?” 
 
    “My neighbor. I went with him to Jacksonville to see his daughter. He needed me to pretend to be his wife. It was a really fun trip. We took his jet. Can you even believe that I know someone who has a jet? Well, I don’t think it’s actually his, he just rents it when he needs it or something like that.”  
 
    My excitement over the last few days had me babbling on and I could hardly contain my excitement. But Monica didn’t look excited at all at what I was telling her; in fact, she seemed a little concerned.  
 
    “You were pretending to be his wife and went to see his daughter?”  
 
    The judgment that washed over her face hit me hard. I was prepared for something like that from my parents, but not from my friend. It caught me off guard instantly. 
 
    “It was just so his in-laws could see he was responsible. It’s not a big deal.” 
 
    Monica had much more she wanted to say to me, I sensed it as she opened her mouth to talk but then closed it again. She instead just got in her car and I got into the other side. I wasn’t sure what part of my story had her so worried, but I preferred her silence to anything bad she might have to say, so I didn’t question her further.  
 
    “Where are we going tonight?” Monica asked as we drove toward downtown.  
 
    “Anna and the girls want to go to Slide, is that alright?”  
 
    “It’s good for me. I’m not going to be drinking too much so I’ll drive. Is that alright with you?”  
 
    “Yep, but the reason I wanted you to come out was so you could let go and relax a little. You can always take an Uber home if you decide you want to have more fun.” 
 
    “I don’t need to get drunk to have fun,” Monica said in a stern voice.  
 
    The undertones of judgment were strong. I hadn’t invited Monica out so she could lecture me and I wasn’t even planning on drinking all that much anyway. This wasn’t turning out at all like I’d hoped it would. Monica was supposed to be my friend. I thought she would have been over the moon excited to hear my story of taking a private jet, but instead she didn’t seem interested at all.  
 
    As we arrived at Club Slide I saw Anna, Amy and Rebecca all standing out front flirting with the bouncer. This club was harder than some of the others to get into, but I wasn’t worried about it. The bouncers never said no to Anna and they never bothered to question her ID either. She had a charm about her that the guys always gave into.  
 
    “Hey Monica!” The girls yelled as we pulled up.  
 
    “I’m going to park. I don’t want to be stuck waiting for a valet later tonight,” she hollered out the window as she dropped me off at the door.  
 
    I was still wearing my hideous work outfit but I didn’t even care. The night was more about hanging out with my friends than it was about finding hot guys because I happened to have a damn hot neighbor who I was perfectly happy flirting with when I got home. 
 
    The thought of Devin made me realize that I hadn’t actually heard from him at all that day. He had said he would text me, but nothing came through. My insecurities raged at what might be keeping him from reaching out to me.  
 
    “Lilli, you look so hot tonight,” Anna joked.  
 
    “Yeah, is that a new style?” Rebecca added.  
 
    “Yep, you guys are totally lame. Monica and I are wearing the latest trends.” 
 
    “So, it’s been killing me. How was your weekend with your new husband?” Anna said as she started to laugh.  
 
    The looks on Amy and Rebecca’s faces were priceless. As if I’d kept them out of the loop on one of my most treasured secrets. Of course I wouldn’t have actually gotten married in secret. When the time finally came for me to get married it was going to be one of the most amazing events. Everyone would be talking about it for months afterward. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m not actually married,” I said to calm Amy and Rebecca’s nerves. “I just pretended to be my hot neighbor’s wife for the weekend while we took his private jet to visit his ex’s family.”  
 
    I grabbed Anna’s arm and the bouncer nodded that we could all go in. I couldn’t stop smiling at the way Amy and Rebecca had literally dropped their jaws at the idea I had taken a private jet.  
 
    “Wait, Monica said from behind us as the bouncer stopped her. I’m with them.” 
 
    “Oh, Bobby. She’s with me, sorry, I forgot to tell you,” Anna said playfully as she went back for Monica.  
 
    Although Monica and Anna weren’t technically friends, they were friends by association because of me. Monica didn’t like Anna all that much and Anna didn’t really care about Monica, but when we were all together, the two of them played nice. Luckily, we weren’t’ all together very often.  
 
    “Okay, so tell me all about this trip. Was it totally dreamy? Did you guys screw all night long? Did you join the mile high club?” Anna went on and on.  
 
    I glanced over at Monica and she didn’t seem to be listening, but I already knew she wasn’t nearly as excited about the whole weekend as Anna was.  
 
    “Okay, we didn’t sleep together. He was a perfect gentleman, first of all.”  
 
    “Ugh, that doesn’t sound like a fun weekend,” Anna said as she started in on her drinking for the evening.  
 
    “We had a good time. The private jet was so scary though. It took off nearly straight in the air and I thought I was going to puke for sure.” 
 
    “Did he comfort you with his tongue down your throat?” Anna asked jokingly.  
 
    “No! It was a nice trip. I met his daughter and her grandparents. She stayed with us at the hotel.” 
 
    “She stayed with you and this guy in the same room while you two were pretending to be married?” Monica asked un-approvingly.  
 
    “We weren’t screwing on the bed while she was in the room. Geesh Monica. I went to bed early and Devin and Izzy swam in the pool. It was a huge King size bed and Devin stayed on his side all night long. Izzy slept on a big chaise lounge chair by the window. Why are you so upset about all of this?” 
 
    “You basically tricked a little girl into thinking her father was married? That’s horrible. I don’t know why you think it was a good thing.” 
 
    “Wait a minute. We never really told his daughter that we were married. It was just a ruse for the Grandparents. All she knew was that I was a friend of Devin’s. There was no kissing or any talk about me being his wife. You need to calm down.”  
 
    “Fine, but it still is really deceitful and I don’t get how you could like a guy who was so willing to lie like that? Why couldn’t he just go and visit his daughter?”  
 
    It was a reasonable question that I’d asked myself even. Devin seemed to think that he wouldn’t have been allowed to visit his daughter, but once we got there Mrs. and Mr. Edwards were very welcoming to him. Whether they would have treated him the same way if I wasn’t there, I would never know. But the lying didn’t seem necessary to me either.  
 
    “He said it and couldn’t take it back. He wasn’t happy about what he did and we were just trying to make the best of the situation.”  
 
    “Whatever. It’s your life.” 
 
    Monica rolled her eyes and turned away from me as she started talking with Rebecca about something else. It was a bit of a relief not to have that negativity for a moment and I went back to talking to Anna and Amy.  
 
    “So you had fun?” Amy asked.  
 
    “Yeah, it was fun. He’s a really nice guy and so friggin handsome. It was hard to sit and talk to him at first because I couldn’t believe I was there, but by the end of the weekend things were going much better. And Anna, he kissed me after we got home,” I said as I grabbed her hands and jumped up in excitement.  
 
    Monica turned when she heard what I’d said, but she didn’t add any more commentary. No matter why I had been with Devin that weekend, it was still exciting to get kissed by a handsome guy. Nothing else could take away that moment.  
 
    “So he kissed you? It wasn’t you throwing yourself at him this time?” Anna laughed.  
 
    “No, I didn’t make a move at all, it was all him. And man was he a good kisser.” 
 
    “Perfect amount of tongue and lips?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Yep, he was super sweet about the whole thing.”  
 
    “So what did he say today? Has he messaged you yet?” Anna continued on.  
 
    The look of disappointment on my face must have given away the bad news. No, Devin hadn’t sent me a text message or reached out in any way since we returned home. It was as if he wasn’t interested in continuing things at all.  
 
    As a 21-year-old woman, it was possible that I’d built up something between us when there wasn’t much there at all, I admitted that freely to myself. I wanted him to like me so perhaps I’d imagined more emotion than he actually had, but it still hurt. 
 
    “It’s okay. He’s old. Those guys get all wrapped up in their life and aren’t worried about texting. Let’s give it a couple of days,” Anna said reassuringly.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure he’s just busy with work.” 
 
    “Or maybe you should text him,” Amy suggested.  
 
    “No, absolutely not,” Anna said firmly and we all turned and looked at her.  
 
    Anna was the youngest of us all by a couple of years. She clearly had no experience with actual relationships, but she had all these grand ideas of what a relationship should look like and she wasn’t afraid to share her opinions with the rest of us.  
 
    “Why Anna?” I asked.  
 
    “Because you’re already at a disadvantage because of your age. You can’t feed into any of the traditional things people think about younger girls. If you start messaging him first, then he’s got the upper hand. Wait it out.”  
 
    “But what if he doesn’t message me?” 
 
    Anna dramatically threw her arms up into the air like I’d just said something terrible. She was so funny as she shook her head at me and acted as if she knew so much more about men than I did.  
 
    “He’s going to call you or send a text. Trust me darling,” Anna said. “I know men.” 
 
    We all busted out laughing at the way Anna was talking. Instead of acting like the 19-year old that she was, she was acting like an old lady who had years of experience with men and she was sharing that knowledge with us.  
 
    “Okay, I’ll wait it out. But just because you’re so experienced and I trust you,” I joked.  
 
    “Thank you. You’ll see. I’m totally right about this.”  
 
    For the remainder of the evening I tried to relax and have fun, but I couldn’t help feeling like things weren’t turning out the way I wanted them to. The sinking feeling in my stomach finally got the better of me and I decided to leave shortly after Monica left to go home.  
 
    “I’m going to head home, do you want to ride with me” I asked Anna.  
 
    “Nope, I’m just getting started. How about we go for a walk later in the week though? I want to hear more about your weekend.” 
 
    “Sure, sounds good.” 
 
    “Text me before you respond to Devin though. When he messages you don’t just message him back right away. He’s taking over a day to send you a message, you can’t be all eager beaver and trying to message him back right away.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll call you.”  
 
    My morning had started out with me feeling on top of the world, but as I climbed into the Uber to head home I felt crappy. My stomach was turning and I was second guessing everything that had happened over the weekend. It wasn’t a great feeling, not at all.  
 
    When my Uber pulled up to my house I couldn’t help but look over at Devin’s house to see if he was up. He wasn’t though. Every light in the house was off. The sinking feeling just continued as I made my way into the house and up to my bedroom.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was Wednesday before Devin finally text me. By that point I’d given up all hope of talking to him ever again.  
 
    DEVIN: Ashley’s initial hearing went poorly. Her lawyer has told her to expect several years for her sentence.  
 
    Ugh, the message wasn’t about me at all. It was more like an update on what was going on in his life than anything to do with me. I just rolled my eyes and tucked my phone back in my purse. Anna didn’t have to worry about me hurrying and responding to that message. I wasn’t even sure I was going to send a reply at all.  
 
    Nearly ten hours passed and I was still at work when the next message came through. This one was a little more friendly and more compelling.  
 
    DEVIN: Sorry I’ve been so busy. Lot’s going on with work and a new investment deal. I hope all is well with you. Message me or stop by anytime.  
 
    Finally, I smiled as I read his message. It was nearly midnight though and I tried to reach Anna to see what she thought of the two texts. She was out partying though and I was left to figure it out on my own.  
 
    I rode home with one of the girls who live on my side of the city. She talked and tried to be nice, but all I could think about was what I should send to Devin. Should I wait until the morning? Should I send something right away?  
 
    When I got home I went straight to my room and didn’t look over at Devin’s house at all. I couldn’t risk actually seeing him and having to go talk to him. Instead, I thought about what I could say that wouldn’t sound snotty or rude, but also wouldn’t sound like I’d been waiting for him to message me all week. Finally, I decided on what to send him.  
 
    LILLI: I’m just getting off work. Sorry our week has been busy. TTYL 
 
    I pressed send and then tried to get to sleep as quickly as possible so I wouldn’t be tempted to send him more messages. One was enough. One was all I needed to send. As much as I wanted to talk to him, I had to try and keep the upper hand. Or whatever it was that Anna was always telling me I needed to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Devin  
 
      
 
    “Can you come over?” I asked when Lilli picked up the phone.  
 
    “What time is it?”  
 
    “Early.” 
 
    “I can’t come over. What’s up? I’m sleeping,” she said grumpily.  
 
    “I need another favor.” 
 
    There was a long pause as I’m sure she was contemplated what sort of favor I needed from her. It had been nearly a week since we’d returned from Jacksonville and the two of us hadn’t managed to see each other once. I’d sent a few text messages, but she didn’t answer for hours at a time.  
 
    “Devin, I’m not sure I have time for any more of your favors.” 
 
    “Are you alright?”  
 
    I’d tried to avoid asking women that dreadful question as much as possible, but something definitely seemed off with Lilli. Even though it was early in the morning, she seemed more grumpy than tired.  
 
    “I’m fine Devin. I just have my own life and responsibilities. One of which is working until Midnight. So having you call at the butt crack of dawn isn’t my favorite thing. Now, what do you need?” 
 
    “Mrs. and Mr. Edwards called and said that Ashley would like me and you to come visit with her. I think she’s willing to let me have Izzy, maybe.” 
 
    “Just go by yourself. You don’t need to keep this lie up any longer, just tell her I couldn’t come.” 
 
    I was so close to getting Izzy that I could hardly stand the idea of anything going wrong. Ashley knew me really well, and if anyone was going to see through my marriage story, it would be her. At least if Lilli was with me, Ashley might be inclined to believe me.   
 
    “I can’t. She wants to meet you.” 
 
    “Arggg, I can’t deal with this right now. I’m going back to bed,” Lilli said as she groaned.  
 
    “Wait, I think we should go out on a real date. It’s the only way we can really get to know each other and then after the date you can decide if you want to come with me or not.”  
 
    Lilli was silent. I could only hope that it was a good silent and not a bad silent. For a minute I even thought that she might have hung up on me. But then I heard her moving and I hurried over to my bedroom window to see if I could see her. Unfortunately, she had her curtains closed.  
 
    “You’re looking out your window aren’t you?” She accused me.  
 
    “What? Why would you say that?”  
 
    “Because I heard your curtains open. You know I’m not opening my curtains, I look terrible.” 
 
    “That’s not possible.” 
 
    “Ugh, you’re driving me crazy. So when is this date going to happen?” 
 
    “Tonight?” 
 
    Lilli burst into laughter and then flung her curtains open so I could see her. She was still wearing her work scrubs and had makeup smeared across her face as she stood in the window with one hand on her hip and the other holding the phone.  
 
    “Do I look like I could go on a date tonight?”  
 
    “Sleep all day and we can go after seven,” I offered.  
 
    “I’ve got to go for a run.” 
 
    “Take the day off.” 
 
    “Devin, you’re messing with my whole life schedule here,” she said exasperatedly.  
 
    I smiled as she flung her arm up in the air and shook her head at me. Her long red hair was a disaster and hung half up in a ponytail and half fallen out and going every which direction. She was smiling though; I loved it when she smiled.  
 
    “So is that a yes?”  
 
    “Fine, but we aren’t going anywhere fancy. I’m talking jeans and flip flops, that’s it.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Can I pick you up at your door or would you rather come over here?”  
 
    Just as I asked, her parents walked out the front door. Both Lilli and I quickly stepped back away from the windows as if they would see us, although they were totally oblivious to the fact that we were standing up there. Lilli started laughing and I couldn’t help but join in. I was long past the stage in life where I’d been worried about a date’s parents, but it was energizing to have them as a complication to our relationship.  
 
    “I’ll come over there,” Lilli said. “Seven o’clock. Deal.” 
 
    “Wear your flip flops.” 
 
    “I will. See you then. I’m going back to sleep.” 
 
    Lilli wasn’t kidding around as she hung up with me and I saw her fling herself back into her bed. I couldn’t see her bed from the window, but I assumed she’d be sleeping for a few more hours at least. I had work I was still trying to get done this week so I moved to my office downstairs and got busy.  
 
    Investing wasn’t a job for me; it was more like a fun hobby. I loved learning about new companies and looking to see how I might be able to help them. It was much better than putting my money into boring stocks, although I did have a lot of money in the stock market as well.  
 
    When my old tech firm offered to give us all stock options, it hadn’t impressed me at all. But five years later when we went public, I became an instant millionaire. My investment in the company continued to grow until I finally decided to leave and sell off some of my shares. Now I had all the time in the world, and plenty of money to spend. I was over the partying though and ready to move onto the next phase of my life, whatever that might be.  
 
    Lilli was on my mind all day long as I tried to research the drone company and their financial past. I was thinking about her much more than I normally thought of any woman I was seeing. But then again, no other woman had been to meet my daughter either. Something was special about Lilli and I and how we got along. Our connection didn’t feel forced. I didn’t feel like I had to be anyone but myself and that was a nice change of pace.  
 
    As I wrapped up my day of trying to work, I hopped in the shower and freshened up a little. There was no need for me to be disgusting, even if we were going casual for this date.  
 
    A Date with my twenty-one year old neighbor. 
 
    My life certainly wasn’t where I thought it would be when I was in my mid-thirties. I’d imagined jet setting around the world with a hot twenty something, not having my neighbor walk over so we could go on a casual movie date. But the funny thing was, I really was excited to take Lilli out and I suspected she’d look amazing in a bikini if I ever got around to jet setting with her.  
 
    Right at seven o’clock, there was a knock at the door and my pulse rose as I hurried to answer it. The last thing we needed was her parents seeing her coming over to my house. It wouldn’t be the end of the world, but it would be a pain to try and explain the current state of the things between the two of us.  
 
    “Right on time,” I said as I flung the door open. “Wow,” I added when I saw Lilli.  
 
    “What? I said jeans and flip flops,” she said with a smile.  
 
    “Um, are those even considered jeans?” I asked as I leaned my head sideways and took in the beautiful site of her super tiny jean shorts.  
 
    “Yes, they are. Now, where are we going?”  
 
    Lilli came into my house and shut the door behind her and I was still distracted. Her legs were deliciously long in those shorts and she had on a white t-shirt that fit every curve. Her hair was pulled to one side in a loose braid and she had her tongue ring back in.  
 
    “Uh…I don’t know,” I finally managed to say.  
 
    “Are you going to stare at me like that all night long?”  
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said with a sweet smile.  
 
    Her lips were plump and filled with a glossy lipstick that was close to a natural lip color. She had on just a little bit of makeup, but not anything like when she’d been going to the clubs. This look seemed to make her comfortable. 
 
    “Should we get going before your parents figure out I’ve stolen you?”  
 
    “They think I’m going out with a boy I met at work.” 
 
    “Oh, are there nice looking guys at work?”  
 
    “No, I work with all women,” she laughed. “But they don’t need to know that.” 
 
    We walked through my living room and out to the garage where my car was parked. It was always very close to the wall and difficult to get into the passenger seat, but I still opened the door for her so she could slide in.  
 
    After I climbed in, Lilli crossed her legs and leaned toward me. She had her elbows on the arm rest between us and looked at me as if she was going to ask me something. Then she leaned back and uncrossed her legs slowly, seductively, as if she knew I was watching every single movement.  
 
    “You better get comfortable. I don’t want to crash the car watching those long legs of yours when I’m supposed to be watching the road.” 
 
    “These little things are distracting you?” She teased as her fingers slid up and down her inner thighs.  
 
    “Should we just stay in?” I offered.  
 
    I was eager to explore those thighs of hers and would be more than happy to conduct our date right there in my house. We could certainly get to know each other very well. Although, I knew the answer to my question before she had responded. 
 
    “No. Let’s go out. I’m excited for our date.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    The truth was, I was excited to go out with Lilli. It didn’t even matter what we were doing with our night. I’d been busy working all week and stressing out about Ashley and Izzy, so I needed a night off from that stress.  
 
    “Do you mind if I take you somewhere fun?” 
 
    “I’d be offended if you didn’t take me somewhere fun. You strike me as the type of guy who knows all the cool places to hang out here in Chicago during the summer.” 
 
    “I know all the fun places to hang out in most major cities.” 
 
    “Hmmm, you’ll have to tell me a little more about your travels tonight. And what exactly do you do for work? You’re a mystery.”  
 
    I opened the garage and pulled out as I started our drive to the place I knew Lilli was going to love. I’d never met a woman who was as laid back and easy going as Lilli was and I’d never even tried to bring a woman to this place before.  
 
    “I’m basically and investor,” I said as I drove.  
 
    “What do you invest in?” 
 
    “Businesses. I help them grow and get the money they need to build their companies up. I take a small portion of the company in exchange for this help. So it’s important that I only invest in companies that are going to keep growing.” 
 
    “So you buy a portion of the company?” 
 
    “Sort of. Well, actually yes. I’ve got some other investors that I work with and we get equity in the company. Sometimes it’s a lot, like fifty percent of the company and sometimes it’s only five or ten percent.” 
 
    “Why don’t you start your own company?”  
 
    “That’s an interesting question,” I said as I contemplated what my answer was. “Technically my investment company is a company. But I know what you mean.” 
 
    “Yeah, if you have all this money and know so much about all these different fields, why don’t you start something that was one hundred percent yours?”  
 
    “I don’t have any good ideas for companies.” 
 
    “Ahh, okay,” she said, but she didn’t look convinced by my answer at all. “What are you good at?”  
 
    “Numbers. I’m good at working with numbers and analyzing them. I use to be a data engineer at a tech firm.” 
 
    “Wow, I would have never guessed that,” Lilli said with a smile as she looked me up and down. “You look more like a salesman.” 
 
    “Really? I look like a salesman?” I didn’t think that was my look at all.  
 
    I made it a point to wear casual clothing that was even on the verge of being in style. I worked out and kept in decent shape. To me, a salesman was the kind of guy who was balding with a beer belly, not at all like me.  
 
    “Okay, maybe a salesman at one of those trendy gadget stores,” Lilli said with a grin. “By the way, where are we going?” 
 
    “Someplace fun.” 
 
    “Like the mall?” she teased.  
 
    “No, not the mall. That’s torture. I mean someplace we will both think is fun.” 
 
    I didn’t know Lilli well, but I suspected she was going to enjoy this place. It was a little younger crowd than I was used to hanging out with, but I thought it suited Lilli just right. Fun, adventurous and totally out of control; while maintaining control.  
 
    We were getting close to our destination and Lilli vigilantly looked out her window as I got off the highway and took a few turns. She looked so eager to figure out where we were heading that I had to laugh. 
 
    “You’re not going to figure it out.” 
 
    “Don’t underestimate me, I might figure it out.” 
 
    “Nope, I know you won’t. It’s a super-secret little place,” I said as I turned towards the building.  
 
    The sign still read ‘Joe’s Carpeting’ but inside the building was a new indoor Go-Kart track. The owners had gone out of business and the large building was handing over to Joe’s son, who was also named Joe. I’d heard he was naming the new place ‘Joe’s Karting,’ in hopes he would only have to purchase one new giant letter K in order to update the signage.  
 
    “You’re bringing me to a carpeting store?” Lilli asked as she raised her eyebrows sonically at me.  
 
    “Yep, and you’re going to love it.”  
 
    As we pulled into the parking lot it was clear this was no ordinary carpeting store. The parking lot was filled with motorcycles, jeeps, and souped-up low riders. Inside, the building was dark with strobing flashes of light going off and loud thumping music.   
 
    “What is this place?”  
 
    “You’ll see,” I said as I pulled the glass door opened and ushered Lilli into the building.  
 
    The music was loud and thumped full of base as we went over to the side rail and watched the karts as they made their way around the intricate track. Lilli smiled so big as she watched them racing, and I knew I had made a good choice in picking this spot.  
 
    “Are you ready to race me?” I laughed. “I’m going to kick your butt.” 
 
    “Oh, I seriously doubt that,” she said as she joined in on the ribbing. “I’m going to leave you in my dust.” 
 
    I grabbed her hand and we walked over to get our tickets for the next race. The employee went over some basic rules and allowed us to pick out our own helmets. Then we got into the line and watched the remainder of the race that was already going on.  
 
    Lilli stood close to me and the energy between us was hot. Not just hot because the building was warm, but an electricity that I couldn’t describe. As she looked at me I lost myself for a moment and leaned down to kiss her.  
 
    She didn’t pull away, but didn’t move closer to me. Instead, she gently kissed me back and then went right on watching the karting race that was going on in front of us. For a moment I thought I’d made a mistake, but then her hand slipped behind her and she pulled me by the belt buckle so I was standing closer to her. My pelvis pressed up against her ass while she watched the racing and I tried not to get hard from the enticement.  
 
    All my thoughts of baseball and boring life stuff couldn’t prevent my body from lusting after Lilli as she pressed her ass against me. She playfully wiggled herself and tortured me for the entire ten minutes we were standing in line. By the time it was our turn to load into the go karts, I could hardly think of anything but her sweet little body.  
 
    “You did that on purpose?” I asked as I turned around to look at her in her kart.  
 
    “What?” she playfully denied and shrugged her shoulders.  
 
    “Oh, it’s on now.” 
 
    “Should we make a playful wager?” She asked.  
 
    “Sure, I win and you come home with me. I lose and you come home with me,” I laughed.  
 
    She just laughed at me and narrowed her eyes in on her plan of attack. As soon as the starting gun went off, Lilli snuck right through on my left side and darted in front of me as we went around the first corner. Not only did she get in front of me, but she quickly moved in front of everyone else who was racing in that round. I did my best to catch up to her, but there was a determination in her eyes that I clearly wasn’t going to stop.  
 
    By the end of the raise, Lilli was nearly a track ahead of me and I’d been cut off by every other guy in that place as they chased after her. When she climbed out of her kart, a few of the boys scurried over to talk to her and I stood to the side and watched. I could only assume this sort of thing happened to her often as she looked completely at ease.  
 
    She pointed toward me during one of her conversations and I waved the guy off and then moved in for a little victory grab. My hand slid around her waist and I pulled her close to me just to make sure all the guys with eyes on her knew that she was mine, at least for that evening.  
 
    “Well, you’ve got a little fan club, don’t you?”  
 
    “Um, I’m a professional go kart racer, of course,” she laughed. “That was pretty good, wasn’t it? Did you want a rematch?”  
 
    “I’d like to wait in that line with you again,” I winked.  
 
    “Oh, did you like that little distraction?” 
 
    “Very much.” 
 
    “Then let’s go again,” she said playfully as she pulled me over to buy us another round of tickets.  
 
    We ended up racing three more times, with Lilli winning every single time. But I didn’t mind at all. The waiting line was my favorite part of the night. Lilli and I talked, hugged, kissed and had so much fun waiting in line that I almost hated to even get to the front of the line. By the end of the night we were kissing and holding hands at my car as the karting place was closing their doors.  
 
    “That was the best first date ever,” Lilli said as she leaned back against my car.  
 
    “You mean the private jet wasn’t our first date?” 
 
    “Nope, this was. And it was really good. You’re a lot more down to earth than I thought you were.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked. “You didn’t think I was down to earth?” 
 
    “Your private jet kind of threw me off,” she teased.  
 
    “My big jet always makes me look like a big jerk,” I admitted. “But I often need to fly places at odd hours and don’t stay for long. It’s just easier this way. I fly commercial when I’m going overseas, most of the time,” I added.  
 
    “Oh, most of the time?” 
 
    “Yeah, if I’m going with a bunch of friends or…” I trailed off. “Or a group, then I’ll have the jet.” 
 
    “Or a woman?” Lilli asked.  
 
    There was no avoiding it. I’d taken plenty of women on my jet to spend the weekend with them. It was a fun way to get away and going to a tropical location at the last minute always impressed the women. But it did sound sort of cheesy and I wasn’t going to bring it up if I could help it.  
 
    “Something like that,” I said and then quickly tried to change the subject. “Would you like to come to my house for a nightcap?”  
 
    Lilli looked at me with an odd expression and I had to laugh.  
 
    “What kind of nightcap?” she asked curiously.  
 
    “A coffee or something like that?”  
 
    “Why a coffee in the middle of the night? I don’t get the whole concept of a nightcap. But I would like to go home with you,” she winked. “It’s right next to my house.” 
 
    Her cheeky reply had us both laughing as we drove back toward my house. She was tired and I noticed her drifting in and out of sleep during the ride, but she still curled up and held onto my arm for the duration of the trip.  
 
    When I finally pulled into my driveway, I clicked the button to open my garage and gently shook Lilli so she could wake up. I was honestly perfectly happy with just giving her a good night kiss and sending her back to her house. We’d gotten to know each other and I hoped she felt comfortable enough to come with me over the weekend to visit Ashley, but I wasn’t sure yet.  
 
    “Thanks for the fun date,” Lilli said as I opened her door. “If you really want me to come with you to see Ashley, I will. But I’m not sure it’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    “I understand, I’m not sure either. I just can’t bear the idea of leaving Izzy with her Grandparents for years. I wasn’t a good father, I’m the first to admit it, but I want to be better. It was a stupid lie that I can’t take back though, as I can’t risk them knowing I lied.”  
 
    “It was a stupid lie,” Lilli agreed. “But I’ll go with you.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I went to walk Lilli out of the garage.  
 
    But Lilli didn’t walk with me and instead stayed next to the car. She smiled big at me and I walked back to her to see why she wasn’t moving.  
 
    “What about that nightcap?” She asked.  
 
    Her hands held onto my belt and she pulled me toward her. Instantly, I clicked the garage door so it would close. My body warmed with the anticipation of Lilli and I slowly moved my lips to meet hers.  
 
    Gently I touched her lips and then pulled away slightly. She wasn’t okay with that and pulled me back toward her. Her hands were still firmly on my belt as her lips spread and welcomed my tongue into her mouth. Erotically she moved and teased me as our mouths played with each other and our hands started to pull at each other’s clothing.  
 
    The gently kissing turned firm as we moved toward the door to the inside of my house. We barely broke our hold from one another as we took small steps and moved through the living room and up the stairs toward my room.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Lilli  
 
      
 
    My desire to feel Devin’s body against mine just couldn’t be held back. I’d been thinking about him for weeks now. Fantasying about his hands on my body, and I finally felt like the moment was right.  
 
    His lips tasted like the beer he’d been drinking while we were at the go kart place. The aroma became intoxicating to me as my tongue and his played together. I would have had him right there in the garage, but as he pulled us into the house, I was a little relieved.  
 
    I didn’t have the kind of experience that I’m sure Devin thought I had. I’d only been with a couple of men in my life and they were more like boys. Devin was already different as he took me up the stairs and we kissed passionately at the door to his room.  
 
    “Are you sure?” He asked before we went in.  
 
    I couldn’t imagine him ever asking any of his other women if they were sure, but I appreciated the gesture. I nodded my head in agreement and started to unbutton his shirt as he opened the door.  
 
    I’d seen his large master suite on several occasions, but as we moved from the door toward his bed I noticed the intricate details of his room. His walls were painted a dark gray and he had beautiful black and white photos on the walls. They looked as if he’d taken them himself on his travels and I wanted to stop making out and ask him about every single location. But I resisted and went back to kissing him instead.  
 
    My hands feverishly moved up and down his chest after I tore his shirt from his body. His delicious abs were like speed bumps that slowed my desire and forced me to linger there for a few moments. Devin took care of his body, it was never as apparent as in that moment as my hands felt the results of what had to be years of hard work.  
 
    Devin moved his lips softly from my lips and down to my neck. He let his movements gently guide him down to my collar bone. The scruff of his beard scratched me, but the gentle touch of his lips enticed my body to want more. I reached for the hem of my t-shirt to pull it up and over my head, but Devin stopped me.  
 
    His hand held my shirt down while his lips continued to move around the neckline of my shirt with soft kisses. It was clear that Devin didn’t plan on rushing our evening together and that was an instant turn on for me. The way he took his time and explored my exposed skin was nothing any of my past boyfriends had done. In the past, the passion of the moment would have landed us in bed within moments and left me utterly disappointment.  
 
    I had a good feeling that Devin didn’t plan on leaving me disappointed at all. He finally let his hands slide up under my shirt, but instead of taking it off, he let them wrap around my waist as he lightly moved me toward the side of the bed.  
 
    His kisses moved back up to my neck when he finally decided to pull my shirt up and over my head. I pressed my chest toward him hoping he’d remove my lacy white bra next, but he refused. Instead, Devin lowered me onto the bed and his eyes focused in on my legs. Soon he was gently kissing up my inner thigh and let out a delicious moan of pleasure as he reached the hem of my jean shorts.  
 
    “Mmm, these are nice shorts,” he groaned as his lips glided from one leg, across my middle, and over to the other leg.  
 
    He took his time moving back down my other thigh as his hands rubbed up and down my legs. I couldn’t help but think about the shaving job I’d frantically done before my date that night. I almost hadn’t bothered and was very happy I’d taken the time to shave after all.  
 
    My hand played with Devin’s hair as he moved back up to my jean shorts and let his lips kiss around the top button for a moment. The warmth of his lips excited me as I thrust my pelvis toward him in the hope of getting more and more pleasure from him.  
 
    Devin gently unhooked the button on my jeans and slowly slid the zipper down as he looked up at me. His smile was so mischievous I could hardly keep myself from laughing. Slowly he pulled on my shorts and moved them down my legs and onto the floor. His eyes never lost contact with mine and the desire I felt grew more and more.  
 
    Devin’s lips touched tenderly on the outside of my white lace panties. As the warmth of his touch met my body I groaned. The desire was building up so hard that I desperately wanted to feel him.  
 
    My desire seemed to drive Devin to take his time even more though and he refused to move quickly. Instead, he let his lips move back up to my breasts, this time gently biting my nipple through the fabric of my bra.  
 
    “Ohh, yes,” I moaned as I grabbed onto him back.  
 
    He let his fingers move to my center as he slid them up and down the outside of my panties. My hips pressed firmly against him in an effort for more. Devin relished my longing for him and moved his lips over to my other nipple as he gently bit that one.  
 
    Finally, he used his mouth to press the fabric of my bra out of the way and take me into his mouth. I let out the air I’d been holding and gave in to the delicious feel of his lips on my skin. While his fingers teased me, his lips played with me, I couldn’t think of what to do to him. Instead, I relished in the way he took control and took his time to taste and play with me.  
 
    After ten minutes of his touching and tasking, I couldn’t take it though and I finally reached for his belt and started to unbuckle him. I didn’t have the self-control that he had and found myself moving frantically to free his body and feel him in my hand. I pressed his pants down but he quickly took control and rolled to the side of me and took them all the way off.  
 
    I got a quick glimpse at his raging body and it only fueled my desire for more. I tried to reach for him, to grab his full hardness with my hands, but he had already started to climb between my legs.  
 
    Devin grabbed my panties and pulled them down as his eyes looked between my body and my eyes. His intensity drove me wild as I waited to feel him inside of me. Slowly he pressed my legs apart and kneeled between them. I was ready, I wanted him, I couldn’t imagine the torture of going another minute without feeling the pleasure of his body thrusting inside of me.  
 
    But Devin just sat there for a minute and smiled naughtily again, with his throbbing body obvious in its desire. He leaned down and let his lips touch my inner thigh and move up gently. Slowly his tongue lapped against me and I arched my back with the pleasure of his touch. His movements vacillated between quick and slow, pressured and soft until I was moaning and totally unable to contain my reaction.  
 
    I thrust against him and felt the tingling throughout my body as he delivered his pleasure to me. My surprise was evident as my body let release an explosion of desire and my legs clamped around his shoulders.  
 
    Devin continued on as I moaned out and shook with pleasure. His tongue moved even more deliberately as if he’d only accomplished a small portion of what he intended to do that evening.  
 
    Soon my legs were shaking and I grabbed onto his hair in an effort to force him to let me rest. But my moans begged for more and he obliged as his tongue worked to deliver another epic shaking explosion.  
 
    When he finally moved his kisses off my center and up my stomach, I could hardly move as the pleasure was so intense. Devin reached over to his nightstand and grabbed a condom and slipped it over his body as he balanced himself above me. His eyes intently gazed into my as he pressed his body into mine.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” I moaned as I grabbed onto him and pulled him down to kiss him.  
 
    My moans were muffled by our kisses as Devin moved gently inside of me. His hips pressed firmly, but slowly as I welcomed the feeling of pleasure he was delivering to me. My body shook from all the nerves of pleasure as our bodies moved perfectly together.  
 
    In our one evening together I felt more comfortable with Devin than I’d felt with any other man. Maybe it was because he took his time with me. Or perhaps I had more emotions for him than I’d had for my other bedmates, but for whatever reason, I felt connected to Devin and wanted it to last all night long.  
 
    His body thrusts started to increase in intensity and Devin let out a grunt of pleasure as I held onto his body. Faster and harder he moved and I matched his thrusts with my own pelvic desires. As our bodies finally delivered the pleasure filled final thrusts, I gave in and screamed out when the ultimate shaking orgasm rocked through my body.  
 
    When Devin slid down next to me, he lifted my head and put his arm under me as he wrapped his other arm around me to pull me close to him. We both shook with fatigue and I couldn’t help closing my eyes as it was close to four in the morning and I was totally exhausted.  
 
    “Best first date ever,” Devin whispered and kissed the back of my neck as I fell asleep.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Saturday morning I slipped into Devin’s shower as he continued to sleep. I’d hoped to run home and grab some things before Devin woke up, but I was surprised by him joining me in the shower only a few minutes after I’d stepped in.  
 
    “Do you mind?” He asked as he stood near the door of the large glass shower.  
 
    “I think it’s big enough for eight people, so I’m sure I can make room for you,” I winked at him and finished rubbing the soap in my hair.  
 
    “After we’re done we can head to the airport, if that works for you?”  
 
    “Yep, I need to run home though. I’ve got to grab some appropriate clothes. Are we spending the night there?”  
 
    “Yes, I’d like to, if that’s alright with you?” He said.  
 
    “Yes, that’s fine, I just need to call my work and let them know.”  
 
    “Of course,” Devin stood and watched me as I lathered the soap and moved it around my body. “Do you need any help with that?” He said with a smile.  
 
    “If you help we will never get out of here on time. When do we need to be at the airport?”  
 
    Devin chuckled a little at my lack of knowledge.  
 
    “Whenever we get there is fine. They will wait for us,” he teased.  
 
    “Oh, yeah, sorry. I bet they don’t care when we get there.” 
 
    “Well, they have to file a flight plan, but they are fine with leaving whenever it works for me. Trust me, I’ll pay for their time no matter when we actually leave.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll just take a minute at my house and then we can go,” I said as I rinsed my hair and tried to walk past Devin to leave the shower.  
 
    “Good morning,” he said as he grabbed me and pressed my body against his.  
 
    He kissed me softly but I felt his body rise as we stayed there pressed together. I desperately wanted to let my hand feel him, rub his body, tease him a little; but I resisted and pressed away so I could get dried off and dressed.  
 
    “I better get going,” I smiled as I wrapped the towel around me. “That was a good first date though.”  
 
    Devin shook his head in agreement and walked under the shower so he could get cleaned off. I stood and admired him for a minute as the muscles in his legs flexed while he leaned back and let the water run through his hair. Every inch of him was covered in muscles and his body was perfectly tanned, everywhere. I had to wonder why he didn’t have a single tan line on him, but I figured I’d wait and ask that question another time.  
 
    I hurried and slipped back into my shorts and t-shirt and then went over to my house. Luckily, my parents weren’t home and I was able to grab some things and leave them a note that I’d be back Sunday evening and they could call if they needed anything.  
 
    It wasn’t all that unusual for me to take off for a few days with my friends, but it was a little unusual that I’d do it over two weekends in a row. Since being home, my parents had been really understanding about giving me my freedom though. I thought they weren’t going to like having me home, but whenever we got time together my mother was doting over me and clearly happy I was home.  
 
    By the time I got back to Devin’s house he was in the garage waiting for me. He had a small black backpack in the trunk of his car and put my small bag in there with it. We went straight to the airport and drove in to park in the same spot he had parked the last time we were there.  
 
    After a quick visit with the TSA security guy, we loaded onto the plane and were up in the air shortly after. This time I made sure Devin sat right next to me and I held onto him tightly and didn’t look out the window as we took off. I still felt very nauseous, but it passed quicker than it had the last flight.  
 
    “Tell me more about Ashley,” I asked. “What is she going to want to know about me?”  
 
    Devin contemplated my question for what seemed like forever before he finally decided to answer me. I couldn’t tell if his trepidation was because of my question or because he was trying to think of how he wanted to describe his ex to me.  
 
    “When Ashley and I use to date we were both into the party scene. We stayed up all night drank and even did some recreational drugs. I was making a ton of money at the startup tech firm and we were blowing through it having a blast. Both of us loved that lifestyle at the time.” 
 
    “Not anymore?” 
 
    “Well I kept partying after she had Izzy, and that was the reason why she ended up leaving me. I was working too, but I admit that I was mostly partying.”  
 
    “You kept partying even after Izzy was born?” I asked just to clarify.  
 
    It didn’t seem like something Devin would do. From what I knew about him, he was kind and caring. I just couldn’t imagine him leaving his girlfriend to care for their newborn. But I also believed what he was saying.  
 
    “I disguised it as work trips. I justified having to travel all the time because I was building my name as an angel investor. But really I just had a lot of money and I was young. There’s no excuse. When she finally decided to leave me and go stay with her parents, I didn’t even argue with her. It seemed like a good idea to me.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “I know. We obviously weren’t a couple anymore and I was relieved that she would have someone to help her out. I thought I’d feel less guilty about it all if I gave her a large amount of money for child support, but that didn’t really help.” 
 
    “So when did you decide you wanted to get more involved?” 
 
    “About a year ago at Izzy’s birthday I started to realize I wanted to see her more often, but Ashley was always trying to talk me out of it. When we would talk on the phone she said Izzy was better off without me coming in and out of her life, so I started to believe her.” 
 
    “But you wanted to be there for her?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes, I just wasn’t sure I had the right to force myself on them. And at the time I thought Ashley was the perfect mom. I didn’t realize she was having troubles with her drinking again and I really didn’t suspect she was taking pain pills. When that all started to come out a few weeks ago, I knew I had to do something.” 
 
    “So you said you were married,” I laughed and tried to bring a little levity to the situation.  
 
    “I was so desperate for them to see me as responsible that I said the first thing that came to my mind. Her parents had always gotten on us about not being married and said how irresponsible I was. I thought if I said I was married they would have to think of me as responsible. It was a mistake, but I can’t fix it right now.”  
 
    “Despite me teasing you about it, I do understand why you said it. But my concern for you is what your end plan is going to be? I can’t exactly move in with you and Izzy when this is all said and done.” 
 
    “What? I thought you were going to really marry me,” he teased.  
 
    “Just start thinking about how you want this all to end. You’ll have to tell them sooner or later. Or perhaps we could have an epic breakup, but that might not make you look all that responsible either.” 
 
    “I get what you’re saying. I’ll start thinking about how to handle the end of our relationship.” 
 
    His words sat in my ears and made my stomach turn with dislike. I had just had an amazing night with this man, so I certainly wasn’t ready to be talking about the end of our relationship. But I also didn’t want to be fake married to him either; it wasn’t sitting well with me. I didn’t like even the appearance of the lie when it came to Izzy.  
 
    When we landed in Jacksonville we drove straight to the rehab facility instead of the hotel. My nerves were growing with each mile as we got closer to the facility. I’d never had to actually interact with anyone’s ex-girlfriend and certainly not in a situation where I was pretending to be the new wife.  
 
    “What should I say to her?” I asked as we got closer.  
 
    “Hopefully you won’t have to say much. I’ll go in and talk to her first and then I can bring you in. Basically, I think she just wants to see you and make sure you’re normal. But we will just play it by ear.” 
 
    “Maybe I can just wave to her from the window and be done with it?” I playfully suggested.  
 
    “Thank you again for coming. I know this whole thing is crazy and I really appreciate your efforts here.”  
 
    “Are we going to see Izzy today too?” 
 
    “Hopefully. I asked Mrs. Edwards if we could take her for the evening and I haven’t heard back. I think she might be waiting to hear what Ashley has to say about it all.” 
 
    “So is Ashley going to jail?” I asked.  
 
    I was genuinely trying to understand how a DUI and possession charge could land her in jail for so many years. I’d had friends get both of those charges and most of them ended up with some sort of treatment requirement and probation. It was a complex legal system though and I felt bad for Ashley because of everything she was going through. Even if she wasn’t the greatest mother in the world, she loved her daughter and it would be so hard on Izzy to have her mother away.  
 
    “Yeah, she’s going to jail, but she still hasn’t had her court hearing. The one this week was just some motions her attorney filed and she might even get to go home after treatment. But at her hearing it’s my understanding that she’ll have a minimum of five years.” 
 
    “Wow, poor Izzy. That’s a lot of big life events that her mom is going to miss.” 
 
    “I know. Hopefully what I’ve heard is wrong and she’ll get to have a lighter sentence. Maybe with this long treatment she will be able to show them she’s committed to staying clean and sober?” 
 
    “Hopefully.” 
 
    As we pulled into the treatment facility it looked more like a jail and I looked over at Devin to see what was going on. I’d expected some sort of plush establishment that had green grounds with walking trails and hang out spots. Instead, we pulled up to a stark building that had a tall chain link fence around it with barbed wire on the top. Nothing like the treatment facilities I’d heard of.  
 
    “She’s in a locked secure facility. It’s where the criminals go for mental health and substance abuse. It’s a co-occurring facility,” Devin said as we parked and got out.  
 
    I couldn’t stop looking at the pointed barbed wire on top of the fence. Ashley was locked inside that building, just like she was in jail. She clearly couldn’t leave anytime she wanted to.  
 
    “Why is she here?” 
 
    “Her lawyer told her it would be better if she went to this place and dealt with her depression and other issues at the same time. Plus, their reports are taken and weighed more heavily by a judge because the program is so strict.” 
 
    “Oh, I can see that it’s strict. This is more like a prison.” 
 
    “Well, some of the women here are from jail. If they can’t bond out and they have some major issues, they are sent here while they wait for a treatment.” 
 
    “Wow, okay. So she’s in there with criminals?” 
 
    “Technically, she is also a criminal,” Devin added as we walked into the lobby.  
 
    There was a glass window and behind it sat a woman in a security officer’s uniform. Devin checked us in and we went to sit down in some chairs in the corner of the lobby. My hands were shaking as I was so nervous. I’d never been to a prison or a treatment facility that looked like a prison; it was scary.  
 
    The lobby was filled with dozens of chairs and even a small play area for children. It was sad to think that kids had to come to a place like this to visit with their mothers. I couldn’t even imagine it, yet I knew Izzy had probably been here to visit with Ashley at some point over the last few weeks.  
 
    “Devin Graham,” the security guard said as a door opened on the other end of the room.  
 
    “I’ll come get you in a little bit,” Devin said to me as he gently squeezed my hand and then let it go.  
 
    “Sir, I’ll need you to empty all your pockets and put your things in this container,” the guard said.  
 
    Devin did as he was asked and the guard gave the container to the woman behind the front desk. I assumed they had to empty their pockets to ensure people weren’t bringing in some sort of contraband to the women, but the guard didn’t pat Devin down or anything.  
 
    I sat alone in the lobby for what seemed like forever. Wondering what Devin was telling Ashley about me and what she was asking him. I could only imagine she’d have a lot of questions for me and I tried to run some possible ideas through my head as I waited.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Devin 
 
      
 
    After emptying my pockets I walked with the guard down a hallway where he gave me a quick pat down before bringing me into the main area of the unit Ashley was in. The unit was bare from decorations with off white walls. There were about a dozen chairs sitting in front of a television, which was protected by a similar glass compartment as the woman who had been sitting at the front desk. The glass seemed to be extremely thick, like shatterproof glass or something.  
 
    I scanned the room in search of Ashley, but couldn’t find her. The guard had me sit at a table and he went down the hall to get her from her room. He stood in the doorway talking to her for a while, but I couldn’t hear what was being said.  
 
    When a woman finally emerged from the room, I wasn’t sure who she was. She certainly wasn’t the Ashley I knew. I hadn’t seen her in nearly a year, but I still couldn’t contemplate that the woman walking toward me was once the woman I’d loved and had a child with.  
 
    “Stop staring at me,” Ashley demanded as she sat across the table from me.  
 
    “I’m not,” I lied. “It’s good to see you Ashley.” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me,” she said rudely as a few people turned from the television to see what was going on with us.  
 
    Ashley’s normally blonde hair had grown out several inches and her dark roots were very visible. Her hair didn’t look lush and smooth like it always had before; instead, it was straggly and unkempt. She snarled at me as I sat there and I felt her anger nearly exploding.  
 
    She was upset with me and almost every time I’d seen her over the last few years Izzy had been there. But this time it was just the two of us and Ashley wasn’t pretending to be nice at all. Plus, I suspected her body was going through some withdraws and agitation from the substances that she’d become accustomed to using lately.  
 
    “So you want Izzy? That seems weird since you haven’t cared about her for the last ten years.” 
 
    “I cared Ashley, I just didn’t think you needed my help.” 
 
    “Right, because being a single parent is notoriously easy,” she said as she fidgeted in her seat.  
 
    Her hands clasped together and then released. She looked at me and then away. She just couldn’t seem to get comfortable as she moved in her seat and tried to find a place that she could sit still in.  
 
    I noticed a woman in scrubs watching us from the nursing station and she smiled at me as I looked at her, but then she went back to work. There were a few other people behind the desk with her, all of which seemed very busy and unable to pull themselves away from whatever it was that they were doing.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I should have tried harder,” I said, unwilling to argue with her. 
 
    I could have tried to prove my point by bringing up all the things she had said to push me away, but it didn’t seem useful at the moment. Ashley was clearly not in a good spot and I couldn’t bring myself to argue with her. In fact, I wanted to hug her and offer some sort of support for what she was going through. I decided against that though.  
 
    “Sure you’re sorry. You don’t care about me. You send your check each month and forget about the both of us.” 
 
    “Ashley, I’m sorry you’re going through this. But despite what you think, I do care about you and Izzy. I only want you to be happy. It’s just not going to be with me.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right because you’re married? Is that true? My parents told me. Isn’t it weird that you didn’t tell me?” 
 
    I swallowed hard as she stared me down. She was pissed and I noticed her fists clenching as she pulled them down from the table.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I added. “She’s a nice woman though. I think you’ll like her.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. You think I’ll like the little tramp that you randomly married? I doubt it. I haven’t heard a single thing about this woman and all of a sudden you two want to come steal my daughter from me.” 
 
    “She is our daughter Ashley and I’d never steal her from you. You are always going to be her mother. I just want to help take care of Izzy while you are unable to.” 
 
    “What? Have you talked to my lawyers? You think I’m actually going to prison too? This is all so stupid. I’m not going to prison. They will slap my wrist like every other time and I’ll be home after my treatment is finished.” 
 
    I wanted her truth to be the real truth. No matter how much we disagreed, I didn’t want Izzy to have to go years without her mother. Even if she came to live with me, it wasn’t going to be the same as if her mother had been raising her.  
 
    “I’m sorry you’re going through this,” I said as I reached my hand out for hers.  
 
    When we use to fight I never said I was sorry to Ashley. Most of the time I’d continue the fight for hours trying to get her to believe I was right. But I was even surprised by how different I felt sitting across from her. I didn’t care if I was right; I genuinely wanted her to feel comforted even if she hated me.  
 
    “Put your hand away. I don’t want to touch you,” she scathed at me.  
 
    “Would you like to meet Lilli? She’s in the lobby and would love to talk with you.”  
 
    Ashley started to laugh so loud that everyone turned toward us. I knew that laugh though, it wasn’t a good one. Her eyes narrowed in on me and she clenched her jaw as she looked deep into my eyes.  
 
    “The only way I’ll meet that tramp of a wife is in the middle of a courtroom when a judge forces me to give you custody. Until then, you stay away from me and keep your whore away as well.” 
 
    “Ashley,” I said softly. “I’m really just trying to help. Don’t you think Izzy would have more fun with me while you are in prison?” 
 
    “Prison! See I knew you thought I was going away. No! I’m not going to prison and you can go screw yourself. I’ll see you in court if you try to take Izzy away and I’ll have you charged with kidnapping!” She screamed and stood up quickly, making her chair fall over and causing a commotion as the security guard rushed over.  
 
    I held my hand out to motion to him that I was fine, but he still came over. He stood near Ashley and waited for her to sit back down. She looked afraid of him and quickly grabbed her chair and sat down. The nurse was on her way over too and she had a small cup in one hand and a larger water cup in the other.  
 
    “Take this Ashley, it’s your PRN,” she said calmly.  
 
    “Oh, God, I’m not going to freak out. Geeze,” Ashley said as she rolled her eyes.  
 
    But she took the medication and then sipped the water to wash it down. The nurse and security guard took a few steps back and started talking to each other as they both continued to look at Ashley.  
 
    “They think I’m going to freak out and punch you like I did to my lawyer,” she laughed. “But that would make you happy. You’d think you could steal my daughter from me and I’m not going to make that easy for you.” 
 
    The Ashley that was sitting across from me wasn’t the one I knew. This woman was angry and mean and nothing like the Ashley I had once cared for. But I was also a different man and I didn’t feel it was necessary to continue to agitate her.  
 
    “I’m going to leave. Please call me if you’d like to visit again. Or have your parents call me. I’ll give you some time to think about things, but I’d be happy to have some papers drawn up saying that Izzy will come back to live with you when you are home, no matter what that time frame is. I really do not intend to keep you from her Ashley.” 
 
    My voice was calm and sincere and maybe she could tell. Ashley didn’t respond, but she nodded her head at me and I noticed a tear started streaming down her cheek. I could only imagine how much turmoil her body and mind were going through. It had to be a very horrible spot to be in.  
 
    Ashley walked away from the table without saying anything else to me. She didn’t even look back toward me as she went into her room with the nurse following closely behind. I stood up slowly and the guard came over to escort me back out of the unit.  
 
    “The medicine is making her sleepy now,” he said, as if it was an excuse for her not saying goodbye.  
 
    “It’s okay, I know things are tough on her.” 
 
    “This is the best I’ve seen her since she got here though,” the guard added.  
 
    If that was her doing well, I could only imagine how the last few weeks had been. I never went through any sort of treatment, but I remembered the draw to drink more and more when things were out of control. I remembered the urges and it hadn’t been pretty. Luckily I hadn’t suffered too much though and was able to get my life back under control, I was sad that Ashley had to work so hard to get hers under control.  
 
    As I walked into the lobby, Lilli stood up and nervously walked over toward me.  
 
    “She’s not ready to meet you yet,” I said as I gathered my things from the container that the guard held.  
 
    “So can Izzy come stay with you?” 
 
    “Not yet. But we can go visit her today.” 
 
    Lilli looked confused but didn’t say anything else. She followed me out to the car and we sat quietly on the ride over to Mrs. and Mr. Edwards’ house. I didn’t wait to hear if it was alright to come over there. Instead, I decided we should just visit for a short bit.  
 
    It was emotional to see Ashley like I had seen her. It was terrifying to think I might have to bring her to court in order to see my own daughter more, especially because I knew I’d win and it would forever ruin the little bit of cooperation that the two of us had.  
 
    I had the recourses necessary to bring a case against Ashley right away. And considering she was in a rehab facility and not able to care for our daughter, I thought I would win. Even with my past, I could prove that I was currently a good choice, or so I thought. But there was still a little worry that the court would decide to leave Izzy with her grandparents and it was enough to keep me from calling a lawyer that very minute.  
 
    “Devin,” Mr. Edwards said as he opened the door. “We were just getting ready to go eat.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t call first. Things were a little rough at my visit with Ashley.” 
 
    Mr. Edwards had always been kind to me, even when he didn’t like me. He opened the door and let us come in and sit down. Izzy instantly ran to me and wrapped her arms around me.  
 
    “Daddy, you’re back!” She yelled as she stayed latched onto me.  
 
    “I missed you,” I said as I hugged her. “I couldn’t stay away.” 
 
    “Are you coming to pizza with us?”  
 
    I looked at Mr. Edwards to see if he was alright with us joining them for dinner. He nodded his head and then looked over at Mrs. Edwards who also nodded.  
 
    “I think that’s a great idea,” Mr. Edwards said. “I bet your Daddy and Lilli are really tired. They can come to pizza with us and then go rest.” 
 
    It was his way of saying we were invited to pizza but that he wasn’t going to let me take Lilli to the hotel with us that night. I was okay with that plan. Anything was better than just turning around and heading home.  
 
    “I’m so hungry for pizza,” I said as I held Izzy’s hand and we went out to the cars.  
 
    “Can I ride with Dad?” She asked her Grandfather.  
 
    “Not today,” he said.  
 
    I wondered if he was worried I might just take off with Izzy. I would not have done that, but I could see how he might think I wanted her so badly that I’d do something drastic. But what he wasn’t seeing was that I loved Izzy and I would never cause her that kind of trauma.  
 
    “We will follow you there,” I said in an upbeat voice.  
 
    We all loaded into our vehicles and I followed them down the block and into a shopping area. The pizzeria was packed as we stood in line waiting to get in. Izzy grabbed ahold of my hand and Lilli stayed nearby while Mr. and Mrs. Edwards stood whispering behind us.  
 
    “You know I never heard how you guys met?” Mrs. Edwards said.  
 
    “I live in the neighborhood and we always saw each other while we were out running,” Lilli said as she leaned in toward me. “He’s a much better runner than I am though.”  
 
    “I bet I could beat you Daddy,” Izzy added.  
 
    “Oh, I know you could. I’m getting way too old for running. Lilli likes to run for miles and miles, but I can only run for a short distance before I’m so tired and need a break.” 
 
    Izzy laughed and smiled up at Lilli. The Edwards seemed clearly suspicious about Lilli and me, much more than they had been on our first visit out there. I had to believe that Ashley called them and said something about the situation. She hadn’t asked me about Lilli at all, but perhaps she called and asked her parents to find out more.  
 
    “So you own a house in the same neighborhood?” Mrs. Edwards asked Lilli.  
 
    Lilli looked scared as she smiled at me and waited for me to say something. I was a little panicked because I genuinely didn’t want to lie anymore. I wanted to tell the truth, or some semblance of it if at all possible.  
 
    “Her parents have a home near mine. They travel a lot so Lilli stays there while she’s going to school.” 
 
    “Oh, school?” Mrs. Edwards asked as she raised an eyebrow at Mr. Edwards judgmentally.  
 
    “Yes, I’m going to become a nurse,” Lilli added.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if that was the truth or not, but I was grateful she had joined in and said something. I quickly went back to talking to Izzy and hoped that the Edwards would stop grilling Lilli and me with all their questions. It was clearly making Lilli uncomfortable.  
 
    Dinner was quiet as Lilli, Izzy and I sat on one side of the table and Mr. and Mrs. Edwards on the other side. I tried to talk with Izzy as much as possible and Lilli chimed in from time to time too. The uncomfortable tension between the Edwards was palpable though and I was excited to have the dinner over with.  
 
    “So when did you all start dating?” Mr. Edwards asked.  
 
    He was looking at Lilli, but I knew she was going to leave the question for me to answer. Lilli quickly took a big bite of her pizza and pointed at me while she chewed and seemed to apologize for not being able to talk at the moment.  
 
    “We’ve been together for a few months,” I added. “But it was love at first sight.” 
 
    “Love?” Izzy asked as she smiled up at Lilli and then looked at me.  
 
    “Yep, I love her,” I said and the funny thing was, it didn’t really feel like a lie.  
 
    “I like you Lilli. My Dad has a good taste,” Izzy said as she went back to eating.  
 
    “Thank you Izzy. I’m really glad the two of us got to meet.” 
 
    “Me too. You’re really nice. I can see why Dad married you.” 
 
    I instantly looked over at the Edwards. We had agreed not to say that Lilli and I were married. I was furious because it was something I didn’t want Izzy to know. It was a lie that I didn’t want Izzy to have to deal with.  
 
    “Ashley told her,” Mrs. Edwards said apologetically.  
 
    “Yeah, Mom was really mad about it. But I’m not mad. I think it’s cool,” Izzy said as she continued eating and was oblivious to all the looks going back and forth between the adults at the table.  
 
    “I’m glad you and Lilli like each other,” I added. “You two are my favorite girls in the world.” 
 
    It wasn’t a lie. Even though Lilli and I were just getting to know each other, she was very high on my list of people I liked. Of course, Izzy was a little higher, but the two of them had become the center of my world in the last few weeks and I was excited about those changes.  
 
    “So when did you get married?” Mr. Edwards asked.  
 
    His question seemed more like an interrogation as he narrowed his view in on me. The lie was already eating me up and I could hardly stand to keep it going, but the thought of losing contact with Izzy was much more terrifying.  
 
    “Oh, my gosh,” Lilli screamed as her soda fell into her lap and all over her outfit.  
 
    She jumped up and started cleaning up the mess around her but the dark soda had drenched her pants. She looked over at me and I knew she had done it on purpose and it was time for us to get going. Lilli was adamant about not wanting to lie and I didn’t want to push the subject any further that evening either.  
 
    “Man, that’s a disaster,” I said as I handed her some napkins. “We better get you to the hotel so you can change.” 
 
    “I’m sorry Miss Izzy, I’ve ruined our pizza night,” Lilli said. 
 
    “It’s okay. Are you guys going to come back next weekend?”  
 
    I looked at Mr. and Mrs. Edwards as I tried to read the expression on their faces. They didn’t look like they wanted me to come right back. But I wasn’t about to let their disapproval stop me from seeing my daughter.  
 
    “Yep, I’ll be back next weekend but Lilli has to work so she won’t be able to come.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s okay. You and I can go do fun stuff together then,” Izzy said as she hugged me. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too. You can call me anytime this week. Your grandma and grandpa have my phone number.” 
 
    They went along with what I was saying and shook their heads in agreement. A phone call with me was much better than having me show up.  
 
    “We are thinking of going on a summer trip soon,” Mr. Edwards said. “I’ll let you know when.” 
 
    “Okay, because I’d really like to spend more time with Izzy this summer.” 
 
    “I know,” he said and didn’t look happy about it.  
 
    We said our good-bye’s and I gave Izzy one last hug before we left. The relief I felt when we finally got out of the restaurant and into the car was almost joyous. The tension had been so thick between the Edwards and me that I was sure my blood pressure was up to a dangerous level.  
 
    “Um, that was uncomfortable,” Lilli said as she buckled her seat belt.  
 
    “I know. It was like they knew we were lying or something. That soda spilling was genius though,” I laughed. “Pretty good move there.”  
 
    “I didn’t know what else to do. They were going to keep grilling you until they caught us in a lie,” Lilli laughed as she shook her head. “They know something is up. What happened with Ashley?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She basically thinks I’m trying to steal Izzy from her. Plus, she didn’t look like she was in a good place. I’m not sure if it was the withdrawals or the medication she’s on. She was really angry. She’d been like that with me on the phone the last couple of times I talked to her too.” 
 
    “She’s going through a lot,” Lilli said compassionately. “I don’t think I’d want to meet my ex’s new woman if I was going through such a hard time. She probably wants to make sure she’s looking all dolled up and better than me the first time we meet. That’s what I’d do,” Lilli smiled so sweetly at me that I nearly drove off the road as I was so distracted.  
 
    “You’re a good person Lilli.” 
 
    “Not really, but I do know women.” 
 
    “I thought I did,” I laughed, but I’m starting to think I was a little delusional.  
 
    Lilli laughed with me and a little bit at me. She had a huge brown stain of soda down the front of her shirt and jeans, but as we pulled up to the hotel, she got out without seeming to have a care in the world.  
 
    I grabbed our luggage instead of letting the bellboy take it. This way we could get up to our room faster and Lilli could get out of those sticky clothes.  
 
    She walked beside me as we got checked in. The front desk clerk recognized me from the previous weekend and gave me the same suite we had before. When we walked into the room, it was as if we had just been there only hours before.  
 
    “I’m taking a shower,” Lilli announced as she went straight to the bathroom.  
 
    “Should I join you?” I asked.  
 
    “Not right now. But you can get us something to drink. I need to calm down a little. That was a stressful dinner.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    As much as I would have loved a little fun with her in the shower, I was probably more stressed out than she was and a drink sounded perfect. I called down to room service and had them send up some desserts and Mike’s Hard Lemonade. It seemed like a good drink for the day we had just finished.  
 
    I left Lilli’s suitcase by the bathroom as I knocked on the door.  
 
    “Your bag is just outside the door if you need it,” I yelled.  
 
    “Okay, thank you.”  
 
    Lilly took a remarkably short shower and was standing in the doorway only a few minutes later. She had a towel wrapped around her as she put her bag on the bed and rummaged through it so she could grab some clothes. Her wet hair dripped all over the rug as she stood there looking in the small back for much longer than I thought she needed to.  
 
    “Everything alright?”  
 
    “Um, I accidentally grabbed three shirts and no other pants,” she laughed.  
 
    “Hmm, well you could just wear a shirt,” I said with a wink. “Or you could wear my swim trunks if you’d like and we can send your pants down to get washed.” 
 
    “Give me your t-shirt,” Lilli demanded as she looked at me seriously.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s bigger than mine. I’ll wear that while we wait. Can you send my pants down now? Will we get them back by morning?” 
 
    “I’m sure they can get them to us by morning.” 
 
    I did as she asked and took my shirt off and threw it in her direction. She slipped it on over her towel and then tipped her head upside down as she used the same towel to wrap her wet hair and twist it up on top of her head.  
 
    “Perfect. Now, where’s the alcohol? I need to drink,” she laughed as she climbed into the chaise chair.  
 
    “How is it that you look fantastic in that shirt and I just look like a boring old guy?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I do like this shirt,” she said as she rubbed the fabric between her fingers. “I think I might keep it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Lilli  
 
      
 
    Devin took great care of me as he sent out my pants and ordered a bunch of delicious snacks and desserts for us to feast on. The sweets were exactly what I needed after dealing with the stress of the Edwards and their questions.  
 
    I was feeling worse and worse about the lies we had already told. I didn’t want to get Izzy all wrapped up in thinking her Dad and I were married and it really made me angry to find out that Ashley had told her. But even though I was upset, I also really wanted to help Devin out and I thought Izzy was going to do great with him at his house. Things were already so out of control, there was no pulling the lie back in at that point.  
 
    “How about a movie?” Devin asked as he flipped the television on.  
 
    We had the chaise lounge pulled up next to the bed and the table right in front of it. Devin clicked through the movies and I was surprised at how many choices there were. I’d never even bothered looking at the movie selection when I was in a hotel room, probably because I didn’t stay in nice hotels like this one.  
 
    “Wait, that one,” I laughed as he clicked past Magic Mike. “Channing Tatum is so cute.” 
 
    “You want to watch a movie about male strippers?”  
 
    “Yep, and I think you’ll love it.” 
 
    “Wait, you’ve already seen it before?”  
 
    “Of course. What kind of woman do you think I am?”  
 
    Devin laughed and kept clicking through to see what other movie choices there were. But I had my heart set on watching Channing Tatum so I reached for the remote and caught him off guard as I pulled it away from him.  
 
    “Um, I already decided on the movie,” I said as I pressed his hand away while he tried to grab the remote back.  
 
    “No. I can’t possibly keep my man card if I watch that.” 
 
    “Shhh, I won’t tell anyone. It’s a good movie. Trust me,” I said playfully as I clicked to purchase the movie.  
 
    “I’m only going to watch it because you’ve gone out of your way to help me out here. That’s the only reason. And don’t you dare tell Jacob.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at how serious he was looking at me. He clearly was very concerned that his friend would find out that he had agreed to watch the sexy male stripper movie.  
 
    “I won’t tell him.” 
 
    “Swear on it.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” I laughed. “I swear I won’t tell him that you watched the sexy Channing Tatum with me.” 
 
    “Man, I can’t believe I got roped into this.” 
 
    He grabbed his drink and climbed up into the bed while he held the blankets open for me to join him. I grabbed another Mike’s Hard Lemonade and climbed in next to him. We organized the pillows behind us and leaned back to enjoy the movie.  
 
    The scene where the guys were dancing was pretty sexy and I looked over at Devin to see if he was even watching the movie. Sure enough, he was focused on the movie just like I was. But when he noticed that I had seen him, he pretended like I was torturing him by rolling his eyes and sipping more on his drink.  
 
    “I got better moves than that,” Devin scoffed as Channing Tatum took to the dance floor.  
 
    Without hesitating I grabbed the remote and paused the film. If Devin had moves like that, I definitely wanted to see them.  
 
    “Let’s see,” I said as I motioned for him to take the floor.  
 
    “I’m not dancing for you. Those moves are saved for a special occasion.” 
 
    “Ah, so basically you don’t have any moves at all? I get it, it’s okay.”  
 
    Devin didn’t like me saying that and he jumped out of the bed and stood in front of the television. I clicked the movie back on so he had a little background music and Devin started shaking his ass just like the movie star on the screen. Actually, I was watching Devin much more than the television.  
 
    He pulled his shirt off and unbuttoned the top button on his shorts. His pelvis thrust forward and he moved around like a man who, without a doubt, knew how to dance. My body tingled with the memory of being in his bed and how those hip thrusts had felt against my naked body.  
 
    Devin saw the desire in my eyes and motioned for me to join him. By this point I’d consumed a couple drinks and dancing with Devin didn’t seem like a bad idea. I crawled across the bed and he grabbed me and pulled me up to dance with him before I could get myself off the bed.  
 
    His hand held me close as he moved his pelvis and glided our bodies back and forth. I wanted to laugh at how ridiculous we must have looked, but it was too much fun. Devin was taking his moves seriously as the music from the movie played behind us. When the movie moved onto another scene, Devin slowed his movements but kept me close to him as we continued to dance together.  
 
    “You are a better dancer than I thought,” I admitted.  
 
    “You knew I was good. What’s that they say about if a guy can dance then he’s good in bed, or something like that.” 
 
    My face turned bright red because that was exactly what I had been thinking. He was right, I did suspect he was going to be a decent dancer. But it was still fun to see him put out the effort.  
 
    “You are so damn beautiful,” Devin said as he stopped moving and put his hand up to my cheek. “Have I told you that yet? I don’t care if I have. I’m saying it again.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said softly as I looked up at him.  
 
    “I’m sorry we had to meet like this and I had to ruin it with this lying nonsense.” 
 
    “There’s worse ways to meet. I mean you could run into someone while running,” I teased.  
 
    The moment was gentle and sweet as he looked at me as if I was indeed the most beautiful woman in the world. I wasn’t sure if he was drunk or if he actually thought I was beautiful, but his words seemed very sincere to me and I quickly gave in as his lips pressed against mine.  
 
    I wanted all of him again. I couldn’t wait to feel our bodies together and the joy of explosion when he brought me to the ultimate ended.  
 
    His hands stayed up by my face as he guided my lips and his together. He moved from one direction to another and we stayed standing for a long time while our kisses took control of us. I was lost in his touch. The gentleness, the firmness and the pleasure he was delivering were more than I could have hoped for. 
 
    I felt at home there in Devin’s arms. He was becoming more than just a lover, we were friends and that was new to me. I still felt nervous as his hands reached for my shirt and pulled it up and over my head. I was naked as I stood at the foot of the bed with the music from the movie playing in the background.  
 
    His rugged beard had developed more than I had seen it before and I felt the difference when he bent over and took my breast into his mouth. The tickle of his whiskers was actually softer than before, likely because he had more than just a stubble of hair on his face this time.  
 
    I wrapped my fingers through his hair as he held onto me and nibbled my body. He let out sweet moans of pleasure as he let go of one breast and moved over to the other one. I smiled at how much he was enjoying having me. His hands were smooth as they ran up and down my back, caressing my skin and pressing me toward him all at the same time.  
 
    My body tingled with desire, but this time I wasn’t in such a hurry. I enjoyed the fun of feeling his mouth on me. I loved the moments when he paused and looked at me. The playful glint in his eye before he pressed me back onto the bed was a surprise and had me giggling while he climbed on top of me.  
 
    The sultry music of the movie continued in the background but I certainly wasn’t thinking of any hot movie stars. Instead, I had a delicious specimen of a man right there in my arms. I’d fantasized about men like Devin for most of my life. I’d always assumed they weren’t at all what they seemed. No man could be so handsome and actually nice, or so I thought.  
 
    Of course, Devin had his flaws, but so did I. He’d told me honestly about his shortcomings though, so they didn’t feel all that bad anymore. Obviously, I met him at a different point in his life than his ex had. I was lucky. No matter how the rest of our possibly short relationship turned out, I was okay with it. Just knowing that there were men out there that were like Devin gave me hope for my own future in the dating world.  
 
    As Devin gently kissed down my body it dawned on me that I wasn’t thinking at all about keeping Devin. Oddly enough, our relationship seemed like a short-term deal to me and I was okay with that. Perhaps because of the huge lie that was the foundation of us, or maybe because it seemed too good to be true; but either way I didn’t expect to keep things up with Devin for too much longer.  
 
    When he got Izzy to come live with him, I’d gracefully bow out and get back to my own life. He could go on about his life and be happy with his sweet daughter. There would be a little sadness from me, but I’d get over it. At least I thought I would be able to get over it.  
 
    Devin didn’t seem to have the same willpower he had had previously. His mouth moved down toward my center and he played with me for a moment before he got up and grabbed a condom out of his suitcase.  
 
    “You came prepared,” I teased.  
 
    “I was a boy scout. Always come prepared,” he laughed. “I mean I only lasted a few months, but I remember that one thing.” 
 
    He stood at the foot of the bed and pressed his shorts down to the ground along with his underwear. As he exposed his throbbing body I couldn’t help myself and I quickly moved to the end of the bed and grabbed it. I gently tugged him toward me and took him into my mouth as he stood stunned.  
 
    “Oh, shit,” he mumbled as his hips thrust forward.  
 
    I wasn’t all that experience in the art of oral pleasure, but I’d done it enough to know the basics. And I felt comfortable with Devin; comfortable enough to give it a try and not worry so much about whether I was doing it perfectly. Sex was supposed to be fun and I wanted to have some damn fun with Devin.  
 
    My lips wrapped firmly around him and I let my fingers glide up and down his shaft. He continued letting out small moans of pleasure as I moved and it made me so happy. Giving oral sex had never been all that fun for me with my ex, probably because he was a giant jerk. But giving it to Devin was sexy and I liked having a little control over the situation. It was fun knowing that I had the power to make him moan with that level of desire.  
 
    I moved my mouth faster just to hear his moans get louder. My lips stayed tight around him and I even repositioned myself so I could take him deeper.  
 
    “Okay, okay, you should stop,” he said as he pulled back and away from me.  
 
    “Why?” I asked seductively as I looked up from the bed.  
 
    “Just no. We are nope, we aren’t …” he fumbled to find the right words. “We aren’t doing that.” 
 
    “Why not?” I teased as I turned over and laid with my head on the edge of the bed and my breasts up in the air.  
 
    I used my hands to play with my nipples as I waited for him to find the strength to answer me. I knew why he didn’t want me to keep going. Coming in my mouth wasn’t exactly a sexy thing to do when you didn’t know a girl well. But I still had fun teasing him a little.  
 
    I leaned my head back and reached for his body. He shook his head no, but moved forward anyway. Gently, I licked the tip of him as he closed his eyes and kept shaking his head no. It was exciting to have this kind of control over such a big strong man. I relished the power and teased him with my tongue for a little longer before I flipped over and got onto my knees in the middle of the bed.  
 
    “Come here,” I demanded playfully.  
 
    He did as I asked and climbed into the bed with me. Devin was on his knees and had his condom in one hand. I took it from him and opened it. Then I bit my bottom lip as I tried to concentrate and put it on him the right way. He laughed while he watched me, but I got it on finally.  
 
    “Lay down,” I ordered as I pressed him onto the soft white comforter of the bed.  
 
    “Girl you are literally going to be the death of me,” he groaned as he fell backward.  
 
    His body was erect and at full attention as I stood up on the bed and put one foot on either side of him. Slowly I moved down until I felt his body pressing into mine. The delicious pleasure was intense as I took him all in and straddled him fully.  
 
    Devin took in a deep breath and let it out as if he could have come right there in that moment. His eyes stayed closed for a minute and he didn’t thrust at all as I moved my body gently on top of him. He finally grabbed my ass and pulled me as I rocked on top of him. Pushing and pulling to exaggerate my movements and bring more and more pleasure to my body.  
 
    My center rubbed against him and brought pleasure to me quickly. Soon, I felt the tension in my hips as I rocked hard and fast toward an orgasm. It started in my hips and moved quickly throughout my body as I thrust forward again and again.  
 
    “Cum for me baby,” Devin said in a husky voice.  
 
    I did exactly that as my body fully gave in and I rocked forward one last time. Devin had barely held on until that moment and he thrust deep inside of me as he released as well. It wasn’t as slow of love making as our first time, but I was definitely satisfied as I climbed off of him and cuddled up next to his sweaty body.  
 
    “Amazing,” I said almost to myself as I laid there.  
 
    “You are amazing,” he smiled down at me and kissed the top of my head.  
 
    Somewhere in the night we both got up and used the restroom and ended up naked and cuddled up together under the sheets. His body was naturally warm as I stayed close to him and felt the comfort of his arms wrapped around me.  
 
    By morning, I could hardly believe that it was time to go home already. This traveling stuff was exhausting and I felt like I could have slept the whole day away if I didn’t have to get back home.  
 
    “I have to work at three. Do you think we will be back by then?” I asked as I climbed out of the bed.  
 
    “Yep. Let me call down and get us some breakfast and see if your jeans are done.”  
 
    As he made his phone calls I jumped into the shower and quickly shampooed my hair and got out before he had a chance to join me. As much fun as a shower sex episode would have been, I was literally too tired to even think about it. Instead, I was drying off next to the shower when he knocked to see if he could come in.  
 
    “It’s all yours,” I said as I opened the door and let him in.  
 
    He was clearly disappointed, but he took it in stride and still hopped into the shower. I pulled on a fresh pair of undergarments and one of my clean t-shirts while I revisited the desserts we had from the night before. I stood over them contemplating if they were still good to eat and finally decided that they couldn’t be deadly just yet.  
 
    I was halfway through a piece of cheesecake when there was a knock at the door. Without thinking I hurried over there in hopes that it was the laundry service with my pants. When I opened the door there was a young pimple faced kid standing there and his mouth dropped open as he looked down at my bare legs. His eyes lingered on my lacy panties before he finally looked back toward my face.  
 
    “Your laundry,” he said as his face turned red.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I took the bag from him.  
 
    After closing the door I slipped into my jeans and only a moment later there was another knock at the door.  
 
    “You conveniently decided to take a shower when everyone was coming to the room,” I yelled toward Devin in the bathroom.  
 
    “Sorry, I’m just getting out if you want me to grab it?” Devin said as he opened the bathroom door.  
 
    He was wrapped in the small hotel towel as he reached for the door and opened it before I could respond. This time we had a little bit older gentleman who was holding our food on a large tray. I moved out of the way as Devin held the door and let him in.  
 
    “Do you want me to get rid of all of this?” The man asked Devin.  
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    “Wait,” I yelled and ran over and grabbed one last bite of the cheesecake. “This is so delicious.”  
 
    Devin laughed as he rummaged through his pants and pulled out his wallet. He pulled out a ten dollar bill and handed it to me while the man finished picking up our mess from the night before. As Devin went back into the bathroom to get changed, I realized I hadn’t tipped the laundry kid anything at all. At least he got a good view since I was a jerk and didn’t tip him.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I handed him the money.  
 
    It was exciting to be able to tip someone ten whole dollars. I’d never given that big of a tip ever. Usually when I was out with my girlfriends I’d tip a dollar to the waiter or waitress who brought our drinks and everyone else would chip in a little too. But we were all poor. Ten dollars was pretty much our drinking money for the night, not a tip. And typically we tried not to have to spend our money at all and instead let the guys who were flirting with us pay for our drinks.  
 
    “I basically ordered everything they had,” Devin said as he came out of the bathroom.  
 
    His hair was slicked back like I’d never seen it before and it looked like he had trimmed up around the edges of his beard a little. He was as handsome as ever.  
 
    “Good because that day-old cheesecake needs some friends in my stomach, I’m starving.”  
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    We sat around the table and looked out at the city while we both ate as much as we could. I felt a little shaky as I was so hungry, so I tried to balance some protein with the fruit and carbs that were there. After a few bites of several dishes, I finally started to feel more like myself and took the oatmeal with me as I stood looking out over the city.  
 
    “Do you think they are going to let Izzy come live with you after Ashley gets sentenced?”  
 
    “I don’t know. I would hope so, but Ashley was pretty angry with me. I’m not sure she is in a good enough spot to see that it is a good idea.” 
 
    “Will you take her to court if she refuses?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s good. I think you should,” I said as I kept looking out over the city.  
 
    “I really hope it doesn’t come to that though.” 
 
    “Yeah, that wouldn’t be great.” 
 
    “Whenever you’re done we can head to the airport. I think we should be able to get home by one o’clock local time. Do you need to go home before going into work?”  
 
    “Yeah, I’ll need to change. It takes about forty-five minutes for me to get in if I take the train, so that should work just fine.” 
 
    “The train?” 
 
    “Yeah, my car is broken still.” 
 
    “Oh, crap. I was supposed to get you one. I’m so sorry. I totally forgot about that. Wow, you must think I’m some sort of creep for promising you that and then totally not delivering.” 
 
    “I don’t think that,” I laughed as he got his cell phone out and started texting someone.  
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m taking care of it right now.” 
 
    “You’re taking care of the car thing right now?” I asked skeptically.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I reached for his phone to see who he was texting. How was it possible he could simply send a text message and figure out how to get me a car? That was some next level stuff for sure.  
 
    “Who are you texting?” I asked as he pulled his phone back so I couldn’t reach it.  
 
    “None of your beeswax,” he laughed. “I promised you a used car with lots of miles and I’m going to deliver.” 
 
    “And dents. It has to have dents. No good used car doesn’t have them,” I laughed.  
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He was smiling from ear to ear as he put his phone back into his pocket and started packing up our things. I really hated that I’d even agreed to let him get me a car. But it felt better than letting him give me money for coming with him on his lying trip to see his ex. Plus, I’d managed not to have to negotiate any other payments with him for this second trip and that was a relief. I didn’t need money to come with him.  
 
    Even though I didn’t like the lying, I did want Devin to get his daughter back and knew it was important to him. I would have helped him without him paying me a cent and I think he knew that.  
 
    We took our time as we made our way down the elegantly adorned hallway and back to that glass elevator that I’d come to love. I pressed my body against the glass as we moved quickly toward the ground and felt the rush that I was sure the whole reason behind that glass elevator. 
 
    The valet brought our car back and we were back at the airport in under a half of an hour. I wasn’t sure how the whole car rental thing worked for Devin, but he was able to leave the car right there at his jet as we boarded. They didn’t have him sign anything and he definitely didn’t have to go out of his way and bring it to the normal car rental counter.  
 
    We boarded the plane and got comfortable on the couch that we had sat on before. The pilot and co-pilot were going through their checklists as Devin felt his phone ringing. He glanced at the number and then quickly picked up the call.  
 
    “Hello,” he said as he looked anxiously at me.  
 
    He listened silently for a minute as the other person talked. His face was sunken in and serious so he had me a little worried over who it might be. I still didn’t know all that much about his life, so there could have been dozens of possible things that someone could call and tell him.  
 
    “Of course. I’ll bring them the following weekend. But Lilli won’t be able to come, she has to work.” 
 
    Devin listened again and I knew it was either Izzy’s grandparents or Ashley. Because of the calm tone in his voice I assumed it was Mr. or Mrs. Edwards. He shook his head no as she talked even though she clearly couldn’t see that.  
 
    “No, she has missed work for two weekends and it’s important to her. She will not be there,” he said firmly.  
 
    The firmness in his voice must have appeased them.  
 
    “Goodbye,” he said and hung up.  
 
    “What happened? Who was that?”  
 
    “Ashley says she will meet with me again and consider drawing up a document for a temporary physical custody. That was her mother on the phone.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s so perfect. I knew this would all work out for you. Congratulations,” I said as I hugged him.  
 
    But Devin didn’t seem as excited as I thought he would be. He pulled me off of him and we both looked at the Pilot as he stood near the door to the cockpit.  
 
    “Ready to go?” He asked Devin.  
 
    “All ready. Thanks,” Devin said as he gave the pilot a cheesy thumbs up.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked after the pilot closed the cockpit door behind him.  
 
    “Ashley is insisting that I bring pictures from our wedding,” Devin said as his face drained of its color.  
 
    “Oh, wow.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know what to do now. I’m so close to getting her to agree. Maybe I could have someone Photoshop something? I don’t know.” 
 
    Devin looked so perplexed as he mulled over possible solutions. The problem didn’t seem all that hard to me though. Basically, he just needed to put a tux on and take a couple pictures with me in a white dress. How hard could that possibly be? 
 
    “So we will take some pictures. That’s easy.”  
 
    “Wedding pictures? Come on Lilli, that’s ridiculous. I can’t ask you to do that.” 
 
    The plane started to move faster and faster as we accelerated down the runway. I grabbed onto Devin’s arm and held on tight as I felt the wheels leave the ground and the nose of our aircraft point nearly straight up in our steep climb.  
 
    “It won’t be that hard. We can go to a bridal store and I’ll try on a dress and you can try on a tuxedo. We can go out back by some flowers and take a picture. Bam, done.” 
 
    Devin laughed at my idea, but it was a good one and he knew it. He held onto my arm and pulled me in close for a kiss.  
 
    “You are way too good to me. I’ll get a professional photographer to meet us and we can buy you whatever dress you’d like.” 
 
    “You don’t have to buy me a dress. What on earth will I do with a wedding dress when we are done with it? I can’t exactly wear it for a real wedding after wearing it for a fake one,” I laughed.  
 
    “You can do whatever you’d like. Maybe donate it to someone in need or something like that?” 
 
    “Yeah, I could do that. Okay. So you arrange things and I’ll go find a dress. Is that good?”  
 
    “Actually, I think I should come with you dress shopping. Then I can buy it right away and we can get the pictures done the same day.”  
 
    “Oh, no, you’re not supposed to see the bride before the wedding.” 
 
    Devin seemed amused by my statement, but I was serious. I didn’t care if it was a fake wedding or not, he wasn’t going to get to see my dress until the photo shoot. It was as close to a real wedding as I’d ever gotten and I didn’t need any bad luck coming my way. Or any more bad luck than I already deserved for the lying I’d done so far.  
 
    “Okay, if you insist. I can put a card down at the wedding shop and you can pick out whatever you’d like. Then we can set up the shoot on a day you have off of work.” 
 
    “Perfect. I’ve got Wednesday off. I’ll pick the dress out on Tuesday with Anna. How’s that sound?”  
 
    “Sounds like my dream wedding. Everything done and paid for within two days. It couldn’t be any more perfect.”  
 
    I knew he was joking, but I was a little sad that this wasn’t all for a real wedding. Not that I wanted to marry Devin at that moment or anything like that, but I’d hoped to be trying wedding dresses on for my own happy day, not for a day that I was pretending to be married. It was a little emotional, so I decided to cuddle up next to Devin and get some sleep for the rest of the trip. It was easier than thinking about how all this was going to be over soon.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Devin  
 
      
 
    I couldn’t have asked for a better person to help me with everything that was going on with Ashley and Izzy. Lilli was so willing to go above and beyond. I really had to thank her the best way I knew how.  
 
    She made me promise to get her a used car with lots of miles on it. But that left a lot for interpretation and I had Jacob go get a car from the dealership that I’d purchased my Infinity from. Luckily, he wasn’t busy that evening and as we landed back in Chicago a text message came through from him saying he’d purchased the car and drove it over to my house and parked it in my driveway. He put the keys under the front mat of my house.  
 
    I was bursting with excitement as we drove home from the airport. I couldn’t wait to give Lilli her car. She was going to be mad, but I also thought she might enjoy the car too. Jacob sent a picture of the car and I glanced at it quickly and then put my phone away.  
 
    “Why are you smiling?” Lilli asked.  
 
    “No reason.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. You’re up to something.” 
 
    I just smiled as I drove up to my house and pulled next to the white Infinity G60 convertible that Jacob had brought over. It was two years old, so it qualified as a used car. But it looked pristine and shone brightly against the sun’s rays.  
 
    “What is that?” Lilli asked as she frowned at me.  
 
    “It’s your used car,” I said as I tried to hold back my smile.  
 
    “Um, I clearly said used, with lots of miles and dents in it,” she said as she crossed her arms. “You spent too much on that. I won’t accept it.”  
 
    “It has thirty thousand miles on it. That seemed like lots of miles to me,” I argued. “And it clearly is used since it’s two years old.” 
 
    “Devin!”  
 
    “Oh, but it doesn’t have dents. Just a second.”  
 
    I popped the trunk of my car and went around and grabbed the crowbar from it. I walked back toward the convertible and took a minute to admire just how pretty it was before I swung the tire iron up and then banged it against the back fender.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Lilli said as she jumped out of the car and stopped me from hitting the convertible again.  
 
    “I’m denting it for you,” I said.  
 
    “You can’t just hit it. My goodness, Devin this is so pretty,” she said as her hand glided along the vehicle and up toward the driver’s seat.  
 
    “So you don’t want me to dent it more?” I teased.  
 
    “No,” she shook her head as she opened the door and climbed into the driver’s seat.  
 
    I hurried over to get the keys from under the front mat and climbed into the passenger seat. The black leather was warm from sitting in the sun and that was the only downside I could see to the car. It was in the perfect condition, and as Lilli started it up, the engine purred like it was meant to be with Lilli.  
 
    “How will I ever explain this to my parents?” she said as she rolled her eyes at me. 
 
    “The all-American loan?”  
 
    “Oh my gosh, they aren’t going to believe that someone gave me a loan for this. Plus, I can’t lie to them. I’m going to tell them I won it,” she laughed.  
 
    “That’s a better lie.” 
 
    “Maybe I could get a loan for a car like this. How much was it?”  
 
    “I’m not telling you,” I insisted. “But you could get a loan. You’d just have a big car payment. They give car loans to everyone. They can always come and take the car back if you don’t make your payments.” 
 
    “I don’t want my car repossessed,” Lilli insisted, as if we weren’t totally making up this scenario.  
 
    “You won’t. You’re a responsible young lady.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll have to go with it. But I’m telling them I went on a date with you too. It will balance out the lying.” 
 
    “Of course, but don’t tell them about our wedding on Wednesday,” I laughed as I got out of the car. “Maybe you should drive around in this for a little bit before you go home?”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s a good idea,” her eyes lit up as she put her seatbelt on and backed out of the driveway. “I’ll see you Wednesday. Don’t forget to put your card on at the wedding salon.” 
 
    She waved as she pulled away and I couldn’t stop smiling. Lilli looked so good in that damn car. I was really happy she had agreed to accept it. She deserved to have a reliable vehicle to get to work in. No matter what was going on between the two of us, I owed her big time for giving up her last two weekends to help me get custody of Izzy. It was a huge deal for me and I couldn’t thank Lilli enough. The car was a small thank you and certainly the perfect fit for her.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next few days flew by as I tried to cram a whole week worth of work into just a couple days. I made sure to stop by the local bridal salon that was just down the block and gave them my credit card and said that Lilli would be coming in to purchase a dress.  
 
    The ladies seemed surprised that I was willing to let her spend any amount and even tried to convince me I should put some sort of budget on Lilli because it would make it easier for her to make a decision. But I honestly didn’t care how much she spent on her dress. I was already asking so much of her just by asking her to take the photos, so the least I could do is let her wear something that made her feel wonderful.  
 
    “What’s the most expensive dress that you have here?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, we have dresses that are nearly fifty thousand dollars,” the woman said as she pointed to a special area with sparkling diamonds on the dresses.  
 
    “Okay, my budget is fifty thousand,” I said as I signed the necessary paperwork and left the salon.  
 
    I couldn’t help but smile as the women’s jaws dropped open. They should have realized that money wasn’t a problem when I gave them my black American express card. But it was still fun to see their excitement and as I drove away I saw them all talking about me and getting excited. I hoped that mean when Lilli showed up to try on dresses they were going to be extra nice to her.  
 
    Early Wednesday morning I looked out to see if Lilli was up but her curtains were still closed. I sent her a text, but I knew she wouldn’t answer if she was sleeping so I just waited. I’d scheduled the photographer for one o’clock at the waterfront downtown. It was a recommended location and the photographer was excited to bring us there. The bonus I’d offered her for squeezing us in on short notice probably helped with her excitement.  
 
    By ten o’clock I was getting really nervous because I hadn’t heard from Lilli yet. I looked toward her bedroom one more time anxious to see if there was any movement, but then I looked down at the driveway and noticed her car wasn’t there. She was either already gone or she hadn’t come home the night before.  
 
    My stomach turned at the idea she might not have come home. I obviously had no right to ask her anything about her personal life though. It wasn’t like we were actually getting married and we had basically only been on one real date and a couple trips. She was her own woman, but man I didn’t like the feeling I had as I dialed her number.  
 
    “Hey, are we still on for pictures today?” I asked as casually as I could.  
 
    “Of course, I’m just getting my hair and makeup done right now. I’ll meet you down at the waterfront.”  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to pick you up?” 
 
    “No silly. I want to surprise you.” 
 
    She seemed happy and a little excited about the whole thing. I tried to push my trepidation out of my mind and instead matched her excitement a little bit.  
 
    “I can’t wait to see which dress you picked. Was it the fifty thousand dollar one? That was amazingly blingy.” 
 
    “No way. Who would spend that kind of money on a dress? That’s like a down payment for a really big house.” 
 
    “You could have bought it if you liked it,” I assured her. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t. I found the perfect dress for me. Okay, I’ve got to go. She can’t do my makeup when there’s a phone up to my face. I’ll see you at one.” 
 
    “Okay, I can’t wait.” 
 
    I finished a couple of hours of work and then got dressed in the tuxedo I had in my closet. Even though I didn’t go to many fancy events, it was nice to have my own tuxedo just in case something came up. So far since owning the outfit I’d only attended about a dozen charity events though.  
 
    By noon I was in my car and on my way into the city. It was going to take some time to find a decent parking spot and connect with the photographer. I also wanted to talk to her a little bit before Lilli arrived, if that was at all possible.  
 
    I drove past the waterfront and saw the photographer already there and setting her things up. She had two assistants with her and enough equipment for a magazine photo shoot. It was impressive but I knew the ten thousand dollar bonus was part of her motivation.  
 
    After parking in a nearby lot, I walked along the waterfront to where the women were all set up.  
 
    “Nancy?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes, Devin? It’s so nice to meet you. Is your bride on her way?”  
 
    “Yes, she should be here shortly. I know this is a little unconventional, but we wanted to get some beautiful photos before our wedding and have them set up at the reception. We are a quirky couple I guess.” 
 
    “No, no, it’s fine. I totally understand. I’ll have some small prints for you to look at by Friday and then you can order larger ones of whichever ones you’d like.” 
 
    “So your fiancé is okay with you seeing her in her dress?” One of the assistants asked. 
 
    “She’s not the superstitious type.”  
 
    It was nearly one o’clock when I got a call from Lilli.  
 
    “Are you close?” I asked.  
 
    “I’m just down the street. Turn around so you don’t see me until I get closer.” 
 
    “Okay. See you soon.”  
 
    I hung up and walked over to the railing of the water and looked out. I was getting excited to see Lilli and the dress she had picked out. It was funny that I even cared, but I knew she was excited, so it made me eager as well.  
 
    “Is she coming?” Nancy asked.  
 
    “Yep, she asked me to turn around so I couldn’t see her.” 
 
    “Oh, there she is,” Nancy said as she started directing her crew. “Grab that camera and run up and get some photos as she walks closer. You grab that light dial and let’s stand over here so we can see his face as he turns around.”  
 
    I smiled at all the commotion going on behind me. For a brief moment it felt like a real wedding photo shoot. The energy was real. The excitement from the photographer was obviously real. I clenched the side rail as I waited for them to say it was okay to turn around.  
 
    “Wow this is some production,” I heard Lilli say. “I think you can turn around if you’d like.” 
 
    “Go slowly,” Nancy ordered me.  
 
    I did as I was told and slowly turned around to see Lilli standing a few feet away from me. She looked like a vision, a goddess who had just landed on this earth especially for me. My eyes welled up with excitement as I took in her beautiful figure.  
 
    Her makeup was done flawlessly, just as it would have been on a wedding day. Her hair was up with rings of curls cascading down around her, but the dress was by far the focal point of her look.  
 
    She had on a delicate white slip dress with spaghetti straps. The simplicity of it was awe inspiring as I took in every inch of her, I couldn’t look away. She was gorgeous. The dress fit every curve of her body and made her feel beautiful, I could tell by how she was standing so confidently.  
 
    “Wow Lilli, so beautiful,” I said as I grabbed her hand and brought it up to my mouth to kiss her.  
 
    “Perfect, stay there for a minute,” Nancy said. 
 
    I’d totally forgotten the photographer was even there and had been totally lost in Lilli. She was a vision as I pulled her close and went to kiss her but she pushed me away playfully.  
 
    “My lipstick,” she said as she gently touched her lips to mine. “That’s it for now.” 
 
    “You two look so much in love,” Nancy said as she continued taking pictures. “I’m going to get the Ferris wheel in the background. Then I think we should move over so we just have the water.” 
 
    “Okay,” Lilli said as she smiled for the camera. “Is this good?”  
 
    “Everything you do is perfect. Try not to worry too much about it. You two just cuddle and talk to each other. I’ll move you around when I need to. Enjoy your moment.” 
 
    Obviously, the photographer didn’t know that we were faking our wedding photos. So I decided to go full force and enjoy the time with Lilli. I got a bright idea to sweep her off her feet and quickly wrapped my arms under her legs and lifted her up as I kissed her cheek. Of course, I didn’t want to mess up her makeup.  
 
    “Devin, oh my gosh,” she squealed as I caught her off guard.  
 
    “I couldn’t resist. You really do look like a goddess. This dress is so perfect for you,” I whispered in her ear.  
 
    “Thank you. You look pretty damn handsome too.” 
 
    “Nothing compared to you.”  
 
    “Okay, let’s move down here,” Nancy directed as I followed her. “Don’t put her down yet.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said as I held onto Lilli. “Sorry, Nancy says I can’t put you down yet.”  
 
    She scrunched up her nose at me but went along as I carried her about twenty feet to the end of the area we were at. The photographer sent her assistants up next to us with these reflective disks as she moved to a better angle and continued taking photos.  
 
    “Look at her. You love her. You can’t take your eyes off of her,” Nancy said.  
 
    “You love me. You can’t take your eyes off me,” Lilli said mockingly.  
 
    “I really can’t take my eyes off of you. And I don’t want to.” 
 
    Lilli laughed and threw her head back a little as she giggled. Her smile was infectious and soon I was also laughing with her. Nancy continued taking her photos and we just kept talking to each other.  
 
    “I’m going to put you down now. Do you think Nancy will get mad?”  
 
    “No, I’ll wrap my arms around you and you can twirl me around. That will make a good photo.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    We continued on with another hour of random positions and photos. I was positive we had enough photos after the first five minutes, but Lilli looked so pretty that I didn’t want to stop taking pictures with her. She was glowing and her smile was so big that I wanted to continue in that moment for as long as possible.  
 
    Nancy probably would have stayed out there all day long taking our photos, but at three o’clock I finally said I thought we had enough. My arms were sore from picking Lilli up and setting her back down. I was getting extremely sweaty from the heat of the day and Lilli’s smile had faded away.  
 
    “Thank you again for coming out on such short notice. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “Anytime. Here’s my card if you end up needing some baby photos in the future.” 
 
    “Oh wow,” Lilli laughed as she turned away and started laughing.  
 
    “Thank you so much Nancy,” I said with a straight face.  
 
    We shook hands and her and her assistants walked off toward the parking garage. I waited until they were out of sight and then turned around and tickled Lilli.  
 
    “You laughed at the baby dream? What? I’m totally borrowing a baby and calling her in a year to have her take more photos of us.” 
 
    “Oh, you think I’m sticking around that long?” 
 
    I pressed her up against the side railing as I moved in to kiss her. I wasn’t sure if she’d be around in a year or not, but the idea was an interesting one to me. I couldn’t remember the last time I had actually made plans a year out with a woman. Probably hadn’t happened since Ashley and I were together.  
 
    Finally, I pressed my lips against hers and she let me have the kiss I’d been wanting for the last two hours. It was different than before, and I wanted her for more than just that moment. Feelings were brewing between us and it wasn’t just the sexual desire I had for Lilli.  
 
    “Race you home?” Lilli asked as she started walking back toward the parking garage.  
 
    “How about I give you a ride and you tell your parents you’re at Anna’s tonight?” I said when I caught up to her.  
 
    “Hmm, a slumber party?” she said playfully.  
 
    “Yep, I want to have a slumber party with you all night long.”  
 
    “Well, I guess I could say I was having a slumber party at Anna’s house. But will you have unlimited ice cream like she does?” 
 
    “I’ll get anything you want to make your slumber party perfect.” 
 
    “Whipped cream and chocolate sauce?” She asked, and I didn’t think she was talking about an ice cream sundae anymore.  
 
    “I think we can make that happen.” 
 
    “Mmmm, because I’d really like to put some whipped cream on the hard ice cream and then suck it off,” she said playfully as she slipped her finger into her mouth and tortured me right there in public.  
 
    “Oh, I’m getting some damn whipped cream, that’s a guarantee,” I replied as we found my car in the parking garage.  
 
    Lilli was giggling as we got in and drove home. She was so happy. Her face was still glowing when I pulled into the driveway and we got out of the car. I don’t think I’d ever seen her as happy as she was in those moments.  
 
    “What about the whipped cream?” Lilli said with a big pouty lip.  
 
    I pulled my phone out and clicked on the grocery store app. I scrolled through and found a few things to order and had my order complete before we had made it out of the garage.  
 
    “It should be here within thirty minutes,” I said as I opened the garage door and was about to walk in. “Oh, wait. I have to carry you through the threshold.”  
 
    “No, you don’t have to do that…” Lilli started to say but I swept her up into my arms before she could finish.  
 
    I gingerly carried her into the living room and then playfully dropped her onto the couch. I collapsed next to her as we both sat back and enjoyed the moment of relaxation while we waited for the food to arrive.  
 
    “Do you want to watch a movie?” I asked trying to fill the time.  
 
    “No, I’m perfectly fine just sitting here.” 
 
    “I’m going to grab some ice water. Do you want anything?” 
 
    “I’ll take some water too.” 
 
    It was funny how things started to get a little awkward when we were back in my house. There we were in our wedding outfits and sitting around trying to figure out what to talk about. But our situation was a little out of the ordinary, there was no doubt about that.  
 
    I made up some ice waters and found a spot next to Lilli on the couch. It had been such a beautiful day taking pictures together, and I was happy to just sit there in silence with her if that was what she wanted to do.  
 
    “Did you tear up when you turned around? You’ve got some seriously acting skills. You even had me believing those tears.”  
 
    I didn’t have the nerve to tell her the tears had been one hundred percent real. Her beauty had literally overcome me in that moment.  
 
    “Hey, it should make for a good photo.” 
 
    “Hell yeah. Those photos are going to be so convincing that Ashley will sign the papers for you right away.”  
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    I reached for her hand and held onto it for a minute before she pulled away to drink from her cup. The passion and connection between us were still there, but Lilli was pushing it away. She didn’t even look at me as she sipped her drink and we waited for the groceries. In fact, Lilli didn’t seem to be there with me at all. Instead, she was far away in her thoughts.  
 
    When the grocery store delivery person knocked on the door it was a relief to have something to do. I jumped up, opened the door and thanked him for the delivery and handed him a tip before bringing the bags into the kitchen.  
 
    “They actually deliver ice cream? How do they get it here without it melting?” 
 
    “Just like we do when we buy it at the store, they hurry.”  
 
    I pulled the vanilla ice cream out and set all the extra toppings along the counter. I had literally clicked every single thing they had in their ice cream section. We had chocolate syrup, caramel, cherries, sprinkles, whipped cream and some sort of chocolate shell that got hard after you poured it on. It was a better ice cream bar than any fast food joint I’d ever seen.  
 
    “Oh wow, I’m taking this dress off and eating it all. Do you have something I can wear?”  
 
    “I’ve got some t-shirts up in my room. You’re welcome to wear any of them.” 
 
    Lilli hurried up the stairs and must have slid out of her dress in a record time because she was back downstairs in less than five minutes. She had on a white t-shirt of mine and a pair of my sweatpants that were barely staying on her.  
 
    “Nice pants,” I laughed as she tried to pull the string as tight as possible. “Let me help.” 
 
    I pulled the string tight and then rolled the waist of her pants down twice so it was a little bulkier and would stay up. My hands lingered on her hips and I waited for her to look up at me so I could kiss her, but she was strategically avoiding my eye contact and even started to load her ice cream into a bowl.  
 
    “This looks so delicious. I can’t wait.”  
 
    “Me either. It’s been ages since I’ve had ice cream.” 
 
    “Not me. It’s basically one of my food groups.” 
 
    We each loaded up a bowl and added our favorite toppings before returning to the couch. I pulled off my tuxedo coat and shirt and just sat in my undershirt while we ate. At least Lilli was turned toward me this time, but there was clearly something going on.  
 
    I wrestled with whether I should ask her or not. Finally, I decided that I didn’t want to ruin our day by asking if there was anything wrong. She would tell me when she was ready.  
 
    When we had both finished our ice cream I took our bowls to the sink and Lilli followed me. Her happy glow was gone as she stood on the other side of the kitchen.  
 
    “So you won’t be needing me to come with you to Jacksonville anymore, right?”  
 
    “Is that why you look so sad? Hell, you can come with me to Jacksonville anytime you want. I just didn’t want you to feel obliged to keep helping me. You’ve done so much already.” 
 
    “Well, once you show Ashley the pictures, she will agree to let you have Izzy. We can break up and you can go back to your normal life.” 
 
    “Is that what you want?” I asked as I moved over and stood next to her.  
 
    “Um, if it’s what you want.” 
 
    “I’d like to see you again. Outside of this crazy arranged marriage,” I joked.  
 
    “You would.” 
 
    “Yes. I wanted to date you long before this whole mess. Lilli, you’re a great girl. I really can’t imagine any other woman being willing to put up with this mess.” 
 
    “Yeah, they probably would have told you that you were crazy.” 
 
    She was right. No other woman I’d ever dated would have pulled this whole thing off as well as Lilli had. There was no fighting. She hadn’t caused any big commotion, except the fun little soda incident. But then again, Lilli didn’t strike me as the sort of woman who thrived on commotion.  
 
    “I’m sorry if I made you feel like I didn’t want to keep seeing you.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t. I’m sure I was just getting too much into my own head. I’m glad we straightened it all out though. ”  
 
    Lilli reached for the whipped cream and opened her mouth as she squirted a dollop onto her tongue. My body instantly reacted to the sexual way she licked her lips and swallowed the rich cream. Now this was the Lilli I’d grown to know.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Lilli  
 
      
 
    I liked teasing Devin. It was fun to play around with him and I suddenly felt like myself again after he cleared up where we stood. For a moment, I had thought he wasn’t going to want to hang out anymore after things were straightened out with his daughter.  
 
    “I’m going to put this whipped cream all over your naked body if you tease me like that one more time,” Devin said.  
 
    I couldn’t resist and I sprayed the cream into my mouth and pushed one of my fingers in as I sucked on it. I sexually licked my finger and then moved my tongue around my lips as I did my best to tease him some more.  
 
    “I’m sorry, not sorry,” I teased.  
 
    “It’s on now,” Devin said as he took the whipped cream from me with one hand and then leaned over and picked me up. 
 
    He bent me over his shoulder and held onto my ass as he walked up the stairs with ease. He didn’t take them two at a time, but he still moved rather quickly for a man who was carrying an entire human over his shoulder. I giggled all the way up the stairs and even more so when he tossed me onto his big bed.  
 
    It was plush and I bounced when I landed, but I hardly had time to feel the fabric beneath me before he was pulling on my sweatpants. They slid off quickly and easily though since they really were his pants.  
 
    Devin then moved to my t-shirt and tugged on it playfully as he moved it up and over my head. He left it connected to my arms as he pinned them above my head and then grabbed the can of whipped cream.  
 
    “You see this bottle?”  
 
    I shook my head yes as I smiled up at him.  
 
    “All of it, every last drop is going to be licked off your body.”  
 
    “You’re going to have a tummy ache if you eat all of that,” I laughed.  
 
    “I’m doing it,” he said as he sprayed a large amount over each of my breasts and then started licking it off.  
 
    It tickled as his mouth moved around and he alternated between sucking and licking the creamy dessert off of me. It wasn’t nearly as erotic as I’d imagined it would be. But I was happy to go along with the game.  
 
    He sprayed more on my nipples and then made a cute little design like a bikini bottom.  
 
    “A dissolvable bikini,” he said as he let go of my arms and admired his work. “I’m going to eat it now.”  
 
    Devin didn’t waste any time and quickly had my dissolvable bikini licked off of me and was drawing another design on my stomach with the spray. He made a star, and then licked it off. He drew a heart, and then licked it off. But by the time he was finished with the entire can, he had slow down to barely moving. 
 
    “You have a stomach ache don’t you?” I teased as he fell back onto the pillows.  
 
    “Oh, God yes. I’m going to pay for all this junk food tomorrow. I never eat this much sugar.” 
 
    “I’m going to climb into that giant swimming pool you have in your bathroom. Someone got me all sticky. You’re welcome to join me,” I said as I gently kissed him.  
 
    “Yep, I’m coming. Just give me a second to let my stomach settle.” 
 
    “I’ll be waiting.” 
 
    I playfully waved at him as I stood naked in the doorway to the bathroom. I left the door open and found some bubbles to put into the bathtub, but it was nearly twenty minutes by the time the bathtub had finally filled up.  
 
    “Are you coming?” I asked as I went to the doorway.  
 
    But Devin was sound asleep in bed. He was still in his tuxedo pants and white shirt and he looked absolutely exhausted. I left him to sleep while I climbed into the deep tub and relaxed in the warm bubbly water.  
 
    I could have stayed in there for hours, but I was getting tired too and wrapped myself in a towel, then climbed into bed with him. I didn’t feel tired at all but within ten minutes I had fallen asleep in Devin’s arms and stayed there all night long. It was an extremely early evening for us, but perfect for catching up on our sleep.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    On Thursday I skipped work to go hang out with Anna. I’d been telling my parents I was with her a lot lately, but I hadn’t actually seen her in over a week. We’d talked and texted as usual, but I needed to work through something that was on my mind a lot.  
 
    “Are we walking or running?” I asked when I got to her house.  
 
    “Um, walking. Why do you even ask me?” 
 
    “How’s your relationship with the hot neighbor guy?” I asked jokingly.  
 
    Anna didn’t seem to see the humor in the question though and she went on a long rant about every interaction the two of them had had over the last week. She was dramatic and upset as she tried to analyze each encounter.  
 
    “I saw him on Saturday and he didn’t even look up from Clyde. I thought he was ignoring me, but then on Monday I saw him and he waved to me. I don’t know what sort of games he’s playing, but it’s not cool at all.” 
 
    “Maybe he really didn’t see you?” 
 
    “Whatever,” she said without even justifying it as an option.  
 
    “Well, I am having a lot of second thoughts about what’s going on with Devin.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean lying to his daughter and her grandparents?”  
 
    “Yeah. I haven’t been able to sleep for the last few days. What if Izzy does move out here with Devin? I’m not going to be at his house. I’m going to be the girl that lives next door with her parents. Izzy is old enough to figure this all out and it’s making me sick.” 
 
    Anna and I walked out of her house and she instantly looked over at Jason’s house to see if he was there. Her little crush on him was growing and I knew there was no stopping her. She was going to have that man whether he knew it or not. Anna always got what she wanted.  
 
    “So stop seeing the guy. Break it off. Come out with me and the girls this weekend.” 
 
    “And I feel horrible about lying to Ashley. She’s already going through so much and if it was my daughter I’d be so angry if someone lied to me like Devin is lying. He has to tell her the truth or things won’t be good. I don’t know how to tell him that though. He thinks if he tells the truth he will lose every chance of getting Izzy to come live with him.” 
 
    “Okay, so I’m going to play devil’s advocate for a minute. You don’t know how much I love playing the bad guy,” Anna said with an evil grin as she rubbed her hands together. “I don’t know that Devin is any better than your ex.” 
 
    “What? Yes, of course he is. Devin is a nice guy. He’s never yelled at me. He has my best interested at heart in everything he does. Look at the friggin car he got me. Come on, how can you even say that?” 
 
    “Look at how easily he’s willing to lie to the mother of his own child. He’s basically showing you that he’s willing to do absolutely anything as long as it serves his best interest.” 
 
    Her words sat so heavily on my heart because they rang true. I honestly didn’t think that Devin wanted to keep going with the lie, but the fact that he was continuing it was huge. Maybe Ashley wouldn’t care about any of it. She was going to have her hearing in a month or so and she probably would decide that Izzy should be with Devin anyways. The marriage thing wouldn’t have even needed to be said. But now he had continued with the lie and had to lie more and more to prove it was a truth, when it absolutely wasn’t.  
 
    “I see what you’re saying. I don’t think he’s always out for himself, but I can see how it looks really bad. That’s probably why I have been awake thinking about everything the last couple days. I don’t know what I can do about it though. It’s all in his hands now.” 
 
    “You can refuse to go along with the lie anymore,” Anna said definitively.  
 
    “I could do that.” 
 
    “Lilli, I can see that you’re falling for him. I don’t think he’s good enough for you, but if you really want something true between the two of you, then you have to tell him how you feel.” 
 
    “I’ve said that I don’t like it.” 
 
    We walked down toward the path at the river’s edge. Anna took a moment to look around and see if she could find Jason, but his car had been gone from the driveway so he wasn’t going to be walking on the trail.  
 
    Together we walked silently as I tried to think through everything that was going on. I wanted to see Devin again. I really liked him and had such a good time when we were together. But if he brought Izzy back to his house and she thought I was going to be her step-mother, I just couldn’t handle the disappointment it would cause her.  
 
    Not that she would be looking forward to hanging out with me or anything like that. But we got along and she probably would be a little excited about having someone around that could help her with her hair and buy cute clothes with her. Coming to stay with just her father was a totally different thing and she should be told the truth before coming.  
 
    “You need to be firm. Clearly tell him you won’t be able to see him if he insists on keeping up this lie.” 
 
    “Never see him?” I asked as I let the thought sink in.  
 
    I wasn’t sure I wanted that either. I liked Devin, and I did want to see him. I just wanted the lying to end. It was too much for me. I wasn’t a liar. I didn’t like it and I finally decided that Anna was right. I couldn’t keep seeing Devin if he was going to go forward with the lie.  
 
    “Yes, you have to stand your ground.” 
 
    “You’re right. I don’t like it, but I’ll never stop thinking about the lie when I’m with him. Even if it was years down the road, I’d still know that he chose to continue lying to his daughter, ex and all their family.” 
 
    “I know you Lilli – you won’t be able to forget it. Let him go. It’s his life. He can choose what he wants to do, but you need to be true to yourself.” 
 
    “Wow, we are getting deep today.”  
 
    “I’m always here for the deep conversations. You come see me anytime you want.” 
 
    “Thanks doctor Anna,” I teased. “Can we run a little now? I’m itched to get my endorphins going.” 
 
    I started jogging in place and Anna reluctantly joined me as we took off slowly down the path. Her arms were wobbling at her side and she looked like she was falling apart as we ran. It was no wonder she didn’t like to run – she did it so terribly that she was making it harder than it had to be.  
 
    We only went for about ten minutes and then turned around and ran back to Anna’s house. I wanted to have her there with me when I called Devin and told him how I was feeling.  
 
    “Do you think I can tell him over the phone?” I asked. 
 
    “Sure, but it would probably be better in person. Everything is better in person,” she said with a wink.  
 
    “I’m not sure I’ll be strong enough to tell him in person. He’s so damn sexy.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you if you want.” 
 
    “Ugh. Yes I want, but I guess I’ll just have to do it on my own. Damn, this being a grown up thing is getting harder and harder.”  
 
    “You can do it. You’re getting stronger and stronger. I saw how you were with your ex when you broke things off with him. And you are ten times stronger now. Just imagine how things will be when you meet the love of your life?”  
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed.  
 
    The problem I was having was that I did care a lot for Devin. I just hated the circumstances of what was going on with his daughter. I still liked him a hell of a lot. If we could figure out how to make things work, I was totally open to it. But I knew myself and I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep seeing him with the lie hanging over both of us.  
 
    “Okay, so go straight over to his house. Is he home? Do you want to call and see? I’m here for you. Whatever you need.” 
 
    “I think I’m just going to go straight to his house, hope he’s home and then tell him what’s on my mind. If I wait too long I’m going to lose my nerve.”  
 
    “Perfect, get going. Head over there right now,” Anna said as she practically pushed me out her door. “Call me after it’s done. I want to hear all the details.”  
 
    Her pushing me out the door did the trick and I started jogging over toward Devin’s house. I used the five-minute run as an opportunity to think of exactly how I wanted to tell Devin. The more I thought about it the more I solidified what I would say to him.  
 
    When I got to his door I knocked loudly and then looked inside to see if he was there. The problem with him always parking in his garage was that I couldn’t tell if he was in his house or not.  
 
    I waited for a good minute and then I rang the doorbell and knocked again. This time I heard footsteps inside. My heart raced as I readied myself to tell Devin how things were going to be.  
 
    “Lilli,” he said softly as he opened the door. “What a perfect surprise.”  
 
    I stood there unable to get any of the words out of my mouth. I knew what I wanted to say, I’d practiced it on the run over there. But I couldn’t find the words when I needed them. Instead, I stood there looking like a crazy woman as I blankly stared at him.  
 
    “Come in. Let me get you a drink. It’s a little hot out to be running today, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Yes,” I managed to mumble as I sat on his couch.  
 
    “What’s up? I thought you were working today.” 
 
    “Um, yeah. I canceled and hung out with Anna. There’s something I have to tell you and I don’t want you to get mad. I can’t keep this lie up. I know you want to keep doing it, but I can’t be part of it anymore. This is eating me alive. I can’t imagine Izzy coming to stay with you and learning that I wasn’t going to be here. She would feel so cheated when she found out I lived next door. I think she’s old enough to figure it out and I just can’t be part of it.” I babbled on as I tried to get all my thoughts out.  
 
    When I finally stopped talking I wasn’t even sure if Devin understood what I had said. He sat across from me in one of the chairs and looked at me intently. His face didn’t look angry though, but I really had never seen him angry so I wasn’t sure what he was going to look like.  
 
    “I can’t tell them now Lilli. I just can’t risk having to fight for Izzy.” 
 
    “I understand. I just wanted you to know where I was coming from.” 
 
    “So you don’t want to date me at all?” He asked as he tried to clarify what I was saying.  
 
    “That’s right. I think it’s best if we go our different directions. I don’t like it Devin, but I know myself well enough to know I’d just bring up this lie any time we fought. Even if we just dated for a few months, this would always be on my mind. I can’t let stuff like this go.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Honestly, I think Ashley will understand. She’s going to be sentenced in a month, right?”  
 
    “Yeah, unless she takes a plea deal sooner.” 
 
    “Then wait until she’s sentenced and she’ll let you have Izzy. Bringing those pictures is going to solidify this lie. You’ll never be able to come back from it. If she ever found out the truth, she’s going to feel so tricked and deceived. I can’t imagine how bad that would hurt, especially if it involved a child.”  
 
    “Lilli, I can’t. I just can’t risk it.” 
 
    I wanted to keep seeing Devin. Just being around him made me tingle. He was handsome, funny and I genuinely thought he was a good man. But he was wrong about this. I should have told him so when it all first came up but I didn’t know him well enough at that time.  
 
    Now I was mixed up in the whole thing. I’d faked a wedding day photo shoot. I’d told a little girl and her grandparents that I was married to Devin. Well, I avoided saying those specific words, but I’d gone along with the story and clearly taken part in the whole thing.  
 
    As much as I liked Devin, I couldn’t keep up the lie. I stood my ground. He was going to have to figure out what to do next all on his own, because I couldn’t be part of it.  
 
    “Okay, then I better get going,” I said as I hugged him.  
 
    He held on to me tightly and lifted me off the ground a little. His lips gently kissed my neck and then pressed against mine as we kissed each other goodbye.  
 
    “At least we can still be friends,” Devin said playfully.  
 
    “Yeah, I mean I do live next door. Maybe I’ll run into you on a jog sometime. I hope everything goes well with you and for Ashley.” 
 
    “Thank you. Would it be alright if I text you and update after things were finalized?”  
 
    “Sure. I’d like that. Take care of yourself,” I said and turned toward my house. “I should probably give you the car back too,” I said sort of as an afterthought when I saw the pretty black convertible in my driveway.  
 
    “Absolutely not, that’s your old used car with lots of miles and a dent. I would never take that back.” 
 
    “Ha, alright. Well, thank you again. Take care of yourself.” 
 
    “Lilli,” Devin said and I turned back around to see what he was going to say next.  
 
    But something came over him and he decided not to say whatever it was; instead, he awkwardly waved at me. I waved back and then went into my house.  
 
    “Everything alright?” My father asked the second I walked in the door. “Are you and the neighbor fighting?”  
 
    “What?” I asked surprised by what he had said.  
 
    “The neighbor that you went on a date with. Are you fighting? You look sad.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I don’t think that’s going to work out. He’s a nice enough guy, but just not for me. I’m going to head up to my room and shower. See you later dad.” 
 
    I could barely keep myself together as I hustled up the stairs and closed my bedroom door behind me. I took in a deep breath as the tears fell fast. My chest heaved with emotion and I fell to the ground crying.  
 
    Why was I so emotional? I was the one who broke things off. It was my idea to stop seeing the man and now I was literally crying on the floor.  
 
    It was the idea of Devin that made me so sad. We got along so well. I was comfortable with him in every sense. Nothing about the two of us seemed wrong, even though he was more than ten years older than me. I hoped that someday I would meet a man that I meshed with equally well. But for that moment, I cried for the loss of a dream. It was a flawed dream, but still one that I’d been building up for a couple of weeks and it had finally toppled down.  
 
    The emotions were so raw because I’d given myself fully to Devin. I’d opened up to him like I hadn’t to any other man. It gave me hope that someday I could open up and feel that level of closeness again.  
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Devin  
 
      
 
    Lilli might change her mind.  
 
    I had to hold onto the hope that Lilli would change her mind and want to see me again after Izzy came to live with me. Of course, I didn’t like lying about being married. I’d been beating myself up about it since the moment I said it.  
 
    Mr. and Mrs. Edwards probably wouldn’t have cared if I was married or not. I could have shown up and simply work on my relationship with Izzy like I’d been doing over the last few weeks. But the truth of the matter was that I’d already let the cat out of the bag. The lie was started and there was no taking it back now.  
 
    How would it look if I suddenly said I wasn’t really married? There was no way Ashley would go along with letting Izzy come to my house. After seeing just how agitated she was, I could only imagine what a scene Ashley would cause if she learned I’d been lying about being married.  
 
    So even though I desperately wanted to stop telling the lie, I couldn’t stop. I had no choice. And if continuing with the story meant that Lilli couldn’t keep dating me, then I’d have to learn to live with that because I was moving forward with the lie.  
 
    On Friday evening I flew out to Jacksonville. I couldn’t sit around my house another moment knowing that Lilli was just a few steps away. She had looked so upset after our conversation.  
 
    I pulled into the parking area at the airport and the loneliness of the moment hit me. I was taking the jet all by myself. Lilli wasn’t joining me. No one else was joining me. Perhaps I should have just taken a commercial flight, it did seem like such a waste as I walked up the steps and was greeted by the two pilots.  
 
    “Just you tonight, sir?” The co-pilot asked.  
 
    “Yep, just me.” 
 
    The statement alone felt empty. I walked past the couch where Lilli and I had been sitting on the last few flights and instead sat in one of the large reclining chairs. I buckled my seatbelt and automatically started reading the newspaper to kill the time and keep my mind busy.  
 
    All I wanted was to forget about Lilli, but my mind swirled with thoughts of her and everywhere I looked I was reminded of the trips her and I had taken.  
 
    We only knew each other for a few weeks. Certainly, I could get over a girl I’d known for such little time? But Lilli was different. I had been different with her and I knew it was going to take a little longer for me to push through the loss of this relationship.  
 
    As the plane sped up and readied to take off, I couldn’t help but laugh as I remembered how Lilli had grabbed onto the seat in fear the first time we flew together. I even grabbed the leather tightly myself as the nose of the plane lifted off the ground and pointed toward the sky.  
 
    My pilot did love his steep ascends and I noticed it more than ever after flying with Lilli a couple of times and seeing how uncomfortable the climb made her. I laughed a little at how I was holding on so tight and even felt a little more nervous than I normally did. She’d changed my view of flying and actually made me more afraid than I had been.  
 
    Knowing Lilli had changed a lot for me and that we connected so genuinely gave me hope I’d someday find another woman that I matched up with so well. She was funny and relatively drama-free, I hardly knew that was possible in women these days. Most women wouldn’t have been able to deliver that breakup conversation without turning things negative, yelling or making it into a huge scene. But even while breaking up with me, Lilli had kept her cool.  
 
    I couldn’t concentrate on the newspaper as the flight continued on, so I opted to grab a nap instead. It would be nearly midnight when I got into Jacksonville and I had already told Ashley I was coming to visit with her bright and early at eight o’clock. A little extra sleep might calm my nerves and give me the focus I needed to get through this day.  
 
    If I could just make it through this conversation with Ashley, I knew she would see it my way and be willing to let Izzy come stay with me. I meant it when I said I would draw up whatever papers she needed. I didn’t want to take Izzy from her and that was the truth. I’d always known that Ashley and Izzy had a special bond and keeping that intact was important for both of them.  
 
    The car rental company had a car parked at the terminal for me as usual, and after a short drive into town, I was getting checked into the hotel. The clerk smiled at me and was very polite, but I hadn’t seen him before when checking into that hotel.  
 
    I carried my backpack with me up to the room and opted out of having the bellhop help me. Of course, they gave me the same room that Lilli and I had stayed in. I had forgotten that they were so good at customer service and remembering details like that.  
 
    The room felt oddly empty as I walked in and instantly went to the window to look out over the city. That’s what Lilli had done on both our previous visits and it calmed me down a little to do the same thing.  
 
    I closed the curtains though and stood looking over the bed. Lilli had slept on the left side both times we were there, so of course I climbed into the right side of the bed when I got in. The quiet in the room was especially deafening as I closed my eyes and tried to get some sleep.  
 
    Maybe it was my nap that threw off my sleep cycle, or perhaps it was because I really wanted Lilli there with me. But either way I barely got a wink of sleep.  
 
    I felt a little zombie-like as I went down to the lobby and waited for the valet to get my car. I held my hand over my coat pocket where I had the photos of Lilli and me from our wedding shoot. The urge to look at them overcame me and I pulled the enveloped out while I waited. But just as I was about to look at them, my car pulled up so I slid them back into my pocket.  
 
    On the drive to Ashley’s treatment facility I was so lost in thought that I’d forgotten to even turn the radio on. I only noticed it when the clicking of the blinker caught my attention as I was pulling into the treatment facilities parking lot.  
 
    The outside of the building looked especially bleak as I walked in and I couldn’t help but gaze at the razor on top of the ten-foot fence. Life was more serious than ever for Ashley. I went through the normal check in process but had to wait much longer than I had on my previous visit. There were nearly a dozen people in the waiting room this time, probably because it was Saturday morning and not the middle of the day. A visit in the morning meant families could still support their loved one and then go about their weekend as normal once they left.  
 
    Nearly an hour after arriving I was finally called back to see Ashley. I handed my personal items to the guard and followed him into the area where he did a quick pat down. It was the same guard as the last time I visited, but he didn’t seem to recognize me at all. His white hair and furry brows looked past me as he did his job and then walked me to the same table I had sat in the last time.  
 
    There were six different units at this facility, so only a few of the visitors were in the same unit as I was. I looked around and watched as they visited with their loved ones and I hoped that Ashley was in a better mood than she had been on our last visit.  
 
    When the guard brought Ashley from her room, I knew right away she was doing better. Her blond hair was pulled back in a sleek ponytail, and although she didn’t have any makeup on, her face was clean and free from the oil and sickness that had covered it on our last visit.  
 
    Ashley even smiled at me as she joined me at the table. I smiled back in complete shock at the changes I was seeing.  
 
    “You look good,” I said as we sat there for a moment.  
 
    “Thanks, I’m feeling good. I’m sorry you had to see me like that before. It’s been a rough few weeks, but I’m finally feeling like myself again.” 
 
    “Wow, I’m really happy for you Ashley. I know this all can’t be easy on you.”  
 
    “It’s not. And I’ve been trying to avoid the inevitable truth that I’m going to jail. But my counselor and I have been talking about it and I think I’ve finally come to terms with that.” 
 
    “You have?” 
 
    “Well, I guess you can never totally be okay with it. But I’m doing everything I can to get a lesser sentence and I did give my lawyers permission to try for a plea bargain. Before, I almost strangled the poor guy when he mentioned it, but now I know he’s just trying to help me get out of here before Izzy turns sixteen.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry Ashley. No matter what has happened between you and me, I’ve always thought you were a great mother.” 
 
    It was the truth. I’d only been willing to give up on seeing Izzy because I knew she was in good hands. Despite Ashley’s recent shortcomings, I still thought she was a great mother to Izzy.  
 
    “I wasn’t the best I could be over the last year. I’m going to have to deal with that. But I do want to talk to you about the custody. Izzy is doing well here with my parents. I know they are old and she’s not as happy as she could be, but it’s a stable environment.” 
 
    “Ashley, my life is different than it was when we were together, or even the years after that. I’m more settled now. I don’t take nearly as many trips and I have the freedom to cancel them all together now. Izzy would be my one and only priority.” 
 
    “What about Lilli?” Ashley asked.  
 
    It was a reasonable question to ask me if my wife was also a priority. I hesitated to find the right words. Lilli’s voice replayed in my head as I tried to find the courage to tell Ashley the truth. Ashley was doing well, she seemed like she was in a good spot, and if there was ever an opportunity for me to make things right, it was that moment.  
 
    “Of course and Lilli too,” I said.  
 
    My heart sank at my own weakness.  
 
    “Do you have photos of her?”  
 
    “Yeah, I brought some from our wedding photo shoot,” I said as I pulled the envelope out of my pocket and handed it over to Ashley.  
 
    “You didn’t have to bring your actual wedding photos,” Ashley laughed. “Any photo would have done fine for me. I just wanted to see what she looked like.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes as her parents insisted that I bring wedding photos. They clearly had their suspicions about my story and were trying to catch me by telling me I needed to bring wedding photos. But the joke was on them, because I had just handed over a stack full of fake wedding photos in an effort to continue covering up the lie that I never meant to tell.  
 
    “She’s very pretty,” Ashley said as she looked through the photos. “But you always did go for the pretty girl,” she said cheekily as she did a little vogue pose for me.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Izzy says that Lilli is really nice as well and my parents said she didn’t seem like a party girl?” 
 
    “Yeah, she works as a nursing assistant and is going to start school to be a nurse soon. She’s young, so there’s a little partying, but not anything like you and I use to do.” 
 
    “I’m happy for you Devin. I know I seemed like a total bitch on our last visit, but I want you to be happy. Hell, I want to be happy myself someday. I think the two of you will be able to take care of Izzy just fine while I’m dealing with all of this.” 
 
    “Really, you’re going to let Izzy come stay with me?” 
 
    “Yeah, she will have a hundred times more fun with you than here with my parents. But you’ve got to get her into school and you’ll need to keep on her to do her homework. She’ll probably want you to sign her up for a ton of dance classes, so make sure and check the schedules first,” Ashley continued on with a ton of details about raising a daughter that I’d never even imagined.  
 
    “She will need to go bra shopping soon and it’s okay to let Lilli take her. She’s not going to want to go with you. Trust me on this. And make time to spend with her at night. Izzy really loves to read, and if you read the same book as she was then you two could talk about them. I did that and it was our special thing.” 
 
    “Ashley, you’ll still be able to read books in prison. I think we’ll leave that as your special thing. Then you two can talk about the books when we come to visit.” 
 
    “You’ll come and visit?” Ashley asked as she started to tear up.  
 
    “Of course. I’ll bring her as often as we can. At least once a month. And I’ll have some papers drawn up so you feel comfortable that Izzy can come back with you when you’re ready. However long that is.” 
 
    “She might end up with you for the rest of her childhood,” Ashley said through her tears. “I could get over ten years if they don’t agree to a plea bargain.” 
 
    “Izzy is my daughter. I’ll always take care of her.” 
 
    “Devin, I’m so scared. This whole thing has been such a disaster. I can’t believe I’ve made such a mess of my life.” 
 
    “We all make mistakes,” I said partly thinking about the ones I’d made in my own life.  
 
    “Yeah, but you’ve never made one like this. I’m sorry you and Lilli have to deal with this whole mess. Please tell her I appreciate everything and she’s welcome to come visit the next time you two are in town.” 
 
    “I’ve made some pretty big mistakes in my life,” I said as my mind spun with the memories of my own shortcomings.  
 
    Ashley was in rehab taking control of her life and making good decisions for the first time in several months. It was funny how she was now my role model as I wrestled with the whopper of a lie I’d been telling.  
 
    “You’re lucky to have Lilli now. Don’t make the same mistakes you made with me,” Ashley said as she reached her hand out and put it on top of mine.  
 
    We were both in tears as we sat there silently for a minute. There was finally some closure to our relationship and it felt good. We were blabbering teary eyed idiots, and it had taken us ten years, but we finally found a good spot to end our relationship on.  
 
    “I should get going,” I said as I wiped away the tears. “Thank you for agreeing to let Izzy come stay with me.” 
 
    “I better get going too. I’ve got a group therapy class starting soon,” Ashley said as she shrugged her shoulders. “And I’m kind of excited to tell everyone that you and I are in a good spot now. Take care of yourself Devin and tell Izzy that I love her.”  
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Ashley pushed the photos back toward me and turned to walk away. The top photo was the one the photographer caught when I first looked at Lilli after turning around. The emotion in my eyes was intense and there was a tear forming on the edge of my eye. It was a compelling photo and surely helped convince Ashley that my lie was true.  
 
    “Wait, Ashley,” I said as I held the photo in my hand.  
 
    “I need to tell you something and I hope you won’t hate me and change your mind about everything.” 
 
    She stopped and walked back over to her chair to sit down. I held onto the photo and tried to gather enough strength to tell her the truth.  
 
    “What’s up?” She asked.  
 
    “I’m not really married. I lied to your parents when they first told me what happened because they insisted I wasn’t responsible and I wanted them to believe that I was. Then the lie got out of hand and I had to continue it. Lilli is my neighbor. I convinced her to come out here and help me. It was a lie, I’m so sorry. Please let Izzy come with me still.” 
 
    Ashley was silent as she looked through the photos on the table and finally grabbed the one that was in my hand. She took a long time analyzing it and I felt like I was going to puke from the stress of the moment and the unknown of what she might do next.  
 
    “So you’re not in love with this girl?” Ashley asked as she held the photo.  
 
    “Well, actually I think I am in love with her but she broke it off over this whole lying thing.” 
 
    “She broke your fake marriage off?” Ashley asked a little confused.  
 
    “We became close. We went on some dates. She met Izzy. And basically, she said she couldn’t keep seeing me because of the lie.” 
 
    “So was it really a lie?” Ashley asked. 
 
    “Yes, it was. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “But I don’t think your feelings for her were a lie. Look at this photo. You can’t fake emotion like that. You care about her, don’t you?” 
 
    There it was, the truth of all truths. I did care about Lilli. It had been eating me alive to think I wouldn’t even get a chance to make things work between the two of us. I’d ruined the first good relationship I’d had in ten years. Only I could do something so stupid. 
 
    “I care about her very much,” I finally admitted.  
 
    “Devin, I knew you weren’t married. Look at these photos, not a single one of them has an engagement ring and my parents said Lilli didn’t have one when she visited either. Trust me, a girl is going to show off her engagement ring if she’s marrying a catch like you,” Ashley laughed.  
 
    “You knew?”  
 
    “Well, I wasn’t positive but I had a suspicion.” 
 
    “But you said yes to Izzy coming to stay with me?” 
 
    “Because it’s the right thing Devin. Despite what you might think about my past behavior, I genuinely have only been thinking about what was best for Izzy. And after talking to her and hearing how well the two of you got along, I knew she would never forgive me if I didn’t let her come stay with you.” 
 
    “Wow, okay. Wow,” I said as I tried to hold back the tears.  
 
    “So now you have an entirely new problem,” Ashley said as she held the photo up toward me. “You love this girl. I remember this look. I remember it the day Izzy was born and you looked at her like this. You love Lilli and you have to go after her and fix this.” 
 
    “She won’t see me,” I said. 
 
    “She’s in love with you Devin, she’ll see you. Don’t let another day go by. Get your ass home and fix this. I’ll have my parents get Izzy ready and you can come back next weekend and get her.” 
 
    “Do you really think Lilli will forgive me?”  
 
    “Devin do you really know so little about women? She cares about you. She cared so much about you that she tried to make you do the right thing. Even though it took you a little while, I suspect she’ll be happy to hear that you finally came around and did the right thing.” 
 
    “Shit, okay…” I clenched my hands as I tried to think through how I could possibly get Lilli to agree to see me again.  
 
    “Look at you man. You’re so nervous and look like you might pass out. I’m pretty sure you love this girl.” 
 
    “I thought it might be love, but then I talked myself out of it.” 
 
    “Always a man. Don’t talk yourself out of anything. Get your butt on that plane and get home. Do something uber romantic and win your girl back,” Ashley said as she stood up and gave me a goodbye hug. “I’m counting on you not to mess up this time.” 
 
    “Me too,” I said nervously as I gathered the photos and slipped them back into my pocket. “Thanks Ashley.” 
 
    “Go already. I’ve got a group to get to,” she said as she dramatically waved me away.  
 
    I did as she asked and hurried out the door and through the security steps to get my things. My heart pounded with excitement as I got into my car and drove back to the hotel. It only took me five minutes to gather my things and then get back on the road to the airport.  
 
    But when I arrived at the airport, I realized that I didn’t have the jet reserved to go home until Sunday. They weren’t in town any longer and I had to go over to the commercial ticket counter.  
 
    The car rental company was easy enough to drop off the vehicle but when I got into the main building I had no idea where to go next. There were dozens of airlines so I picked the smallest line and started waiting.  
 
    My hands were sweating with excitement as I finally got up to the counter of Frontier Airlines.  
 
    “I need to go to Chicago,” I said excitedly. “The next flight. Any seat you have.” 
 
    “You don’t have a ticket?” 
 
    “No, I’ll buy one though.”  
 
    I pulled out my black American Express card and set it on the counter. She knew right away the power that was behind such a card and started typing away. My fingers tapped nervously as I waited for her to find something for me.  
 
    “I’ve got a middle seat in coach for a flight leaving in thirty minutes,” she said as she frowned.  
 
    “That’s fine, I’ll take it.” 
 
    “If you’d like to wait until five o’clock I’ have a seat in first class,” the woman offered. 
 
    “Nope, I can’t wait. I’ll take this one.” 
 
    She plugged in my information and printed me a ticket after looking at my driver’s license. I hurried through the security line and jogged down the terminal to the door for my flight just as they were calling the last group to board.  
 
    By this point, I was drenched in sweat from a combination of nerves and exertion. The woman took my ticket and I boarded the flight. It was easy to see which seat was mine because it was the only empty seat on the plane.  
 
    There was a very large man sitting in the seat by the window and a muscular man in the seat by the aisle. They were both leaking over into the center seat as I climbed into my spot and held my arms close.  
 
    I’d never imagined that flying commercial could be as uncomfortable as that three-hour flight was. The three of us could hardly move as we all sat still and tried not to disturb each other on the flight. We were all uncomfortable. It was like a row of giant sardines had been packed together into a tiny little tin.  
 
    By the time we arrived in Chicago, I felt like I had a new case of claustrophobia. It was impossible to hurry off the plane as everyone stood up at once and tried to get off. I waited patiently for my turn and then filed off the sardine container with the rest of my fellow sardines.  
 
    When I hit the terminal, I grabbed some water from a vendor and drank nearly the whole thing by the time I got to the shuttle service. It took me nearly thirty minutes to find the right shuttle that could get me to where my car was parked by the private jet terminal, but I finally got on the right one.  
 
    The shuttle dropped me off outside the chained link fence and I had to wait for a security guard to come and let me in. Luckily, it was one of the guards who knew me well and he chuckled at the sweat that was pouring down my brow.  
 
    “Had to fly commercial?” He asked.  
 
    “Yep. That was torture.” 
 
    “Welcome to the real world that the rest of us live in,” he laughed as the gate finished opening. “Better not quit your day job.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m going to work harder than ever. I can’t ever do that again,” I laughed as I ran over to my car and hurried out of the parking lot.   
 
    When I pulled into my driveway I was so excited to see that Lilli’s car was in her driveway. Without thinking, I hurried over to her door and knocked hard.  
 
    “Hello,” Lilli’s father said as he answered the door.  
 
    “Um, hi Mr. Baxter, right?” I said as I tried to find the words.  
 
    “Yep. Lilli just went out for a run. I can tell her you stopped by if you’d like?” 
 
    “Um…no…I mean yes. Or, I’ll just call her later.” 
 
    “Whatever you’d like,” he said and shut the door.  
 
    I couldn’t wait though. I ran into my house and changed into my jogging clothes and then took off down the street to see if I could catch her. Then I remembered the route she had taken when we ran into each other, so I went the opposite way, hoping I would find her.  
 
    My muscles tensed from the dehydration I had going on, but I pressed on. I had to talk to Lilli. There was no waiting. I needed to see her right away.  
 
    I was lost in thought as I went around a corner and felt the impact of a collision. It was hard and I was knocked to the ground from the impact.  
 
    “Devin?” Lilli laughed as I noticed she had been knocked to the ground as well. “We have to stop meeting like this.” 
 
    She looked radiant even as she sat on the ground. Her red hair was pulled back in a ponytail and her beautiful blue eyes reflected so much of the sun that they had become hard to look at. She had her tongue ring back in but no makeup on as she smiled at me from the ground right next to me. 
 
    “I need to talk to you,” I said as I took in a big breath and stood up. 
 
    I grabbed her hands and pulled her up as well. For a moment I held onto her hand but she pulled it away from me when she realized I still had a grip on her.  
 
    “I can’t Devin. We can be friends, but even that will take me some time. I better get going,” she said and turned to leave. 
 
    “I told Ashley the truth,” I blurted out.  
 
    Lilli stopped but she didn’t turn around. I had to say something to keep her from leaving, so I continued talking.  
 
    “She was understanding. We worked things out. You were right, I should have told the truth right away.” 
 
    Lilli was still facing away from me and I reached out and grabbed her hand, but this time she let me hold it. 
 
    “That’s great Devin, I better get going,” she said as she tried to walk away but I held onto her hand.  
 
    “Lilli, will you go out with me?” I asked.  
 
    She was silent and my heart felt like it might explode out of my chest. Lilli had to agree to go on a date with me. I couldn’t stand the thought of losing her after everything. I pulled on her hand to get her to turn around.  
 
    When she did turn around there were tears streaming down her face. She could barely contain them as she looked down at the ground and tried not to look at me.  
 
    “Devin,” she said and then stopped. 
 
    “Lilli, hear me out. I know I was wrong and you were right. I was a giant ass for not listening to you and for going along with the lie at all. I’m not asking for you to commit to anything more than a date. Maybe a couple dates,” I said playfully as I shrugged “I mean if you want to.” 
 
    “Can I talk now?” She asked as she wiped away the tears and smiled at me sweetly. 
 
    “Um, yes. Unless you’re going to say no, then I should keep talking and try to convince you.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll go on a date with you,” Lilli said as she smiled from ear to ear.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Yes!” she said and I wrapped her up in my arms as soon as the word processed through my brain.  
 
    “A real date. You pick me up at my house. I wear a pretty dress, all that normal stuff,” she insisted.  
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And you have to meet my Dad.” 
 
    “Done, I just talked to him a few minutes ago. I think he likes me,” I said playfully. “Should we bring my new drone to take photos to document the date?” I asked as I turned and pointed to the drone that had been following me on my run.  
 
    “What is that?”  
 
    “It’s my new venture. I bought the company out and I’m going to sell these. Aren’t they cool?” 
 
    “You’ve got your own company now?” She said with a sweet smile as she hugged me and looked up at the drone. “That’s pretty damn cool.” 
 
    “This is by far the best day I’ve had since Izzy was born,” I said as I leaned in and kissed Lilli softly. “I can’t wait to wow you on our second date.” 
 
    Lilli and I both laughed at the thought and cheekily posed for a photo as the drone hovered nearby. My life was finally getting started the way I wanted it to be, and I had Lilli to thank for it all.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Lilli  
 
      
 
    “I will never get used to this part,” I said as I grabbed on tight to Devin’s hand. 
 
    “You’ve been in this plane at least a hundred times over the last three years. How is it possible that you still get nervous?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I can’t explain it. But I’m clearly freaking out,” I said and closed my eyes to try and relax until the plane leveled off at the normal flying height.  
 
    “Lilli, it’s fine. You’re being a baby,” Izzy said as she sat cross-legged listening to her music and ignoring the fact that we were jetting up quickly into the sky. “You do this every single time. I can’t believe you’re still so nervous.” 
 
    “Hey, young lady. I know you’re a teenager and know everything, but I can’t help it,” I laughed without opening my eyes at all.  
 
    “You’re doing alright Izzy?” Devin asked.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. I’m not a baby,” she said with that familiar teenager tone we had become accustomed to. “Will my mom be at the airport?”  
 
    “Yep, I talked to her this morning and she’s coming over with your grandparents,” Devin said as he let me squeeze his hand tightly.  
 
    Ashley had finished serving the three years from her plea deal. At first, three years seemed like it was going to be forever, but the time had flown by. Izzy was having a blast with Devin, and I’d been staying over there more and more. My schedule was busy with school though, and this trip was the first time in the last three years that I’d felt relief from all my homework and tests.  
 
    As the plane finally leveled off at our cruising altitude, I opened my eyes and let the tension leave my body. Devin laughed a little at my relief, but I couldn’t help how nervous I still got on our flights.  
 
    “I really thought you’d finally be able to relax now that you’re officially a nurse,” Devin said as he rubbed my leg.  
 
    “No, I’m not a nurse yet. I still have my licensing exam to take at the end of summer. I’m going to be busy studying all summer long,” I insisted.  
 
    “Maybe not all summer,” Devin said as he played with the ring on my finger. “You’ll need to wait until after the honeymoon at least.” 
 
    Devin was right. We were on our way to pick up Ashley and her family and then heading to Paris for our wedding. Of course, I was going to try and relax and enjoy the next couple of weeks. We had a huge wedding, and then Devin and I were going to travel around Europe for a few weeks on our honeymoon.  
 
    I’d given him a list of all the places I wanted to see and he’d planned out an itinerary that allowed us to see every single one of them. I leaned into his chest and cuddled up next to him. He was the man I’d always dreamed of and I was the luckiest woman in the world to have him.  
 
    “Gross, get a room you two,” Izzy playfully taunted us.  
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Devin said as he grabbed my face and kissed me passionately. “How about that?” He teased. 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    “Ew, I know. It’s so gross. Don’t you ever go kissing any boys,” Devin said as he leaned down and kissed me softly.  
 
    “I love you Devin Graham,” I said softly as I looked up into his eyes.  
 
    “I love you too.”  
 
    Our flight was relatively uneventful as we landed in Jacksonville and had to fuel up before heading overseas. Izzy was watching out the window as we pulled into our spot and she waved excitedly when she saw her mother and grandparents.  
 
    “It’s her. She’s right there. Oh, my gosh, I can’t believe this,” Izzy said as she unbuckled her seatbelt and ran over to the door before they had even fully stopped.  
 
    “Izzy, wait until it stops the next time,” Devin demanded.  
 
    “Dad, there will never be another time when I’m waiting to see my mother after she’s spent three years in jail. Give me a break,” she said and rolled her eyes.  
 
    Devin was about to say something to Izzy about the eye rolling but I grabbed his arm and held my finger up to my lips so he wouldn’t. 
 
    “She’s just excited. Let it go this time,” I urged.  
 
    “Just this time,” he agreed.  
 
    Devin and I moved over to the other side of the plane and watched out the window as Izzy ran down the steps and jumped into her mother’s arms. It had been three long years since the two of them had been able to embrace without a guard yelling at them and telling them there was no touching. I cried as I watched the sweet moment between them. 
 
    Devin was also in tears and Izzy’s grandparents were a blubbering mess as we finally got off the plane to greet them all. There were hugs all around as our little family finally got to the end of what had been and amazingly difficult journey.  
 
    Ashley had finished her time with more dignity than I could have mustered in the same situation. She was diligent about reading books with Izzy and they sent letters back and forth, talking about all the details of their current reads. Ashley also worked on studying and decided she wanted to be a drug and alcohol therapist after she got out. It suited her perfectly and she clearly was going to have a lot to share with people going through similar struggles as she had gone through.  
 
    “Thank you for taking such good care of our daughter,” Ashley said as she hugged me.  
 
    I couldn’t hold back my emotion as I balled at her words. I did feel like Izzy was my daughter. I loved her like she was my own and always did everything I could to ensure the last three years were as good as they could be, given the situation we were in.  
 
    “Thank you Ashley,” I said through my tears.  
 
    “Wow, who would have thought I’d be happy to see you some day,” she said as she hugged Devin. “You look good. I think this marriage thing is going to suit you just fine.” 
 
    “Yeah, I feel pretty damn good,” he said. “How are you doing? You look pretty good for an ex-prisoner,” Devin joked.  
 
    “Hell, best three years of dieting and working out I’ve ever had. They should sell the prison diet, people would love it,” she laughed. 
 
    “Ten more minutes,” the Pilot said as he stood at the top of the stairs. “I’ve got another co-pilot joining us as well and a stewardess, if that’s alright.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s fine,” Devin said as he turned to talk with the pilot. “Can you have them make sure we have some champagne on board? We are celebrating a very special day today.” 
 
    “Of course sir,” the man said before he turned and went back onto the plane. 
 
    It was a special day and despite all the tears, I was so overcome with joy. Ashley was out of prison, she was reunited with Izzy and they were going to spend two weeks getting to know each other again while Devin and I traveled.  
 
    Devin offered to have Izzy move back with Ashley right away, but the three of them decided it was best for Izzy to stay with Devin for a little while longer. That way Ashley could take some time to get herself back on her feet. She had ongoing counseling to do and she wanted to get a job and go back to college, which was a lot to take on. Although I was confident she could do it, it was a bit of a relief that she and Devin had worked it out so Ashley could take care of herself for just a little while.  
 
    “So I hear we are going to Paris?” Ashley said to Izzy as the two of them jumped up and down with excitement.  
 
    “My friends at school are so jealous,” Izzy said. “I am going to SnapChat and Instagram the entire trip.” 
 
    “I have no doubt that you will,” Ashley laughed. “Should we get on board and get comfortable?” She suggested.  
 
    “I’m pretty excited too,” Mrs. Edwards said to Izzy as we all climbed back up the stairs and got onto the plane.  
 
    It was a fun flight as we all talked and caught up during the ten hours over to Paris. Even when Izzy and her Grandparents finally fell asleep, Ashley, Devin and I continued talking all the way until the morning.  
 
    Although Ashley and I were clearly much different people, I was bonded with her. My relationship with Devin and Izzy ensured that Ashley and I had something in common and I relished that relationship and how it grew on our flight to Paris.  
 
    “Are you nervous?” She asked me when Devin stepped away to grab us some snacks. 
 
    “No. I thought I would be. But I have never been so sure of something in my entire life.” 
 
    “Will your friends and family be there?”  
 
    “Yes, Devin sent them all on a flight yesterday and I heard they are all checked into the hotel and catching up on their sleep. My friend Anna is loving Paris already and I think she might decide to stay there for a little bit if her parents agree.” 
 
    “I want you to know I’m genuinely happy for you and Devin. I know that he and I weren’t meant to be, and seeing him with you actually makes me feel better. It’s clear that he’s the man he always wanted to be when he’s around you. I can only hope that I’ll find a match like that someday too.” 
 
    “You will Ashley. I know it.”  
 
    “Thanks,” she said as she gave me a quick hug and Devin rejoined us. 
 
    “Now this is what I like to see, two of my three favorite women getting along,” Devin said quietly.  
 
    “Who’s your other favorite woman?” Izzy asked as she opened her eyes a little bit.  
 
    “You sweet pea. You are my most favorite woman,” he said softly and got up and kissed her on the forehead.  
 
    “Dad, I’m not a woman. I’m a kid.” 
 
    “Well, you’re almost a woman and you are my favorite.” 
 
    “I love you,” she said sleepily and went back to bed.  
 
    When we landed in Paris it was morning and we had missed out the chance to sleep. It had been worth it though to laugh and catch up with Ashley and it gave me a closure that I needed before Devin and I were to get married.  
 
    There was only a day before we walked down the aisle and so much needed to get done. I was frantic when we finally arrived at the hotel and I heard that the florist hadn’t confirmed their delivery yet.  
 
    “What? Oh, I can’t get married without flowers,” I moaned as I tried to figure out what to do. 
 
    “I’ve got this,” Mrs. Edwards said as she went up to the concierge desk and began talking to the man in French.  
 
    Ashley, Devin and I all looked at each other in wonder as she talked and seemed to be negotiating with the concierge. The two of them held a full conversation before she finally turned around with a huge smile on her face. 
 
    “It’s figured out. He’s going to call them and have them deliver the flowers right away,” Mrs. Edwards said.  
 
    “Mom!” Ashley said loudly. “You know French?”  
 
    “Hey, I’ve been bored with you and Izzy out of the house. I had to do something with my time.” 
 
    We all laughed at the craziness of it all. After getting our bags up to our rooms, we all settled on a time to meet back up and have a meal later that evening. Izzy went with her mother in their room, Mr. and Mrs. Edwards went to their room, Devin went to a room with his friend Jacob, while I went to a room I was sharing with Anna.  
 
    No matter what we had been through, I still had a little superstition about spending the night with Devin before our wedding. It was fun to have a little separation from him before the big day and I couldn’t wait to see Anna. 
 
    “Lilli!” Anna exclaimed as I walked through the door to our room. “You have to go to the Eiffel Tower with me today and take some photos. It’s so beautiful. And let’s go shopping too. Oh my gosh, I can’t believe this place exists and I’ve never been here before,” she said excitedly.  
 
    “Anna, I’m tired and I am getting married in the morning. Perhaps you and I can do another trip to Paris in a few months and I’ll go to all those places with you.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, yeah. I’m sorry. I forgot. You’re getting married!” 
 
    “Can you even believe it? I never thought I’d find a guy like Devin. Hell, I never thought I’d even consider getting married.” 
 
    “He’s the right one Lilli. I know it. I feel it every time the two of you are around.” 
 
    “I feel it too. I am the best version of me when I’m with him. I have no doubt about it at all. I can’t wait to be his wife.” 
 
    “You know, I was thinking about Jason while I was walking along the river.” 
 
    “Anna, again with Jason?”  
 
    “Wait, here me out. I was thinking that I was going to give up my little thing with him,” she said seriously.  
 
    “Anna, you don’t have a thing with him,” I laughed. 
 
    “Well, you know what I mean. I’m giving up on him and I’m going to try and find my real match.” 
 
    “I think that’s a great idea.” 
 
    The two of us talked and visited for a little bit and I caught a few hours of sleep before we went down to the main dining room of The Ritz Paris. The room was adorned with flowers and ornate gold accents throughout. It was going to be our wedding reception location the next day and I instantly felt relieved that I wasn’t going to have to worry if the flowers came or not. The ones they had in the room already were perfectly beautiful.  
 
    Our hotel was packed with all our friends and family and many of them joined us that evening to celebrate before the wedding. It was a scene out of a romantic love story as we all drank and laughed our night away. Devin took a moment at the end of the evening to grab me and pull me aside before we went to our rooms for the night.  
 
    “Best thing I ever did was invite you on that date,” he whispered. 
 
    “Best thing I ever did was to agree to go out with you.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to marry you,” Devin said as we danced to the lounge music that was heard overhead.  
 
    “I’m pretty damn excited to marry you too.”  
 
    “Okay, gross you two, save it for the wedding night,” Anna said with Izzy standing next to her.  
 
    The two girls giggled together as they pulled Devin and me apart. Devin went with Izzy and I went with Anna as we separated for the evening in preparation for our big day. 
 
    The morning was a blur of hair and makeup, pictures and visits from everyone who wanted to see me and say something before the wedding. But the most meaningful interaction was the one my father and I had as we stood on the outside of the doors waiting to go into the ceremony.  
 
    “I always hoped I would know you had found the right guy. I pictured this moment dozens of times and what I would say if I thought you were making a mistake.” 
 
    “Dad,” I protested.  
 
    “But you aren’t making a mistake. He’s a good one Lilli and the two of you are going to live the fairytale.” 
 
    “Thanks Daddy,” I said as he kissed me gently on the cheek and the ushers opened the doors.  
 
    As I stood at the end of the aisle looking toward my future husband, I felt the weight of a happy life on my shoulders. I had my dream right there in my hands and I was going to do everything in my power to take advantage of each and every moment of this perfect life.
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    Christy  
 
    I glanced at Natasha as I kept the car on the road.  
 
    Okay, I’m not sure you could actually call it a road. The thing was dirt with a little gravel. Oh, and most of it appeared to be missing a fair chunk of what should have been there. This place had better be damn nice, I thought as I turned my full attention to the pothole pit in front of us.  
 
    We hadn’t seen a car in ages. Ever since we turned down this ‘road’, I was utterly aware if anything happened to the car, we would probably have to wait hours for someone to come rescue us.  
 
    “It shouldn’t be much longer,” Nat said, glancing down at the map. Her cell service wasn’t working out here in this … I didn’t even know what it was. Countryside seemed a little too forgiving. “You’ll take the left coming up.” 
 
    We had seen the signs a while back, but still no sight of the actual ranch. Are we ever going to make it? 
 
    After years of saying we should take a trip together, we were finally doing it. And now I was starting to wonder if I was crazy for following through.  
 
    My eyes caught the sign. My heart skipped a beat. We were going to make it.  
 
    “It should only be another ten minutes or so,” Natasha said, suddenly more chipper than she had been before.  
 
    Natasha and I had been friends for a few years now, and we spent most of our time together, so it didn’t occur to us we might not have fun on a road trip. But, after a day of nonstop driving and stopping, we were starting to get on each other’s nerves. Nothing bad, but if we’d been stuck in a car much longer, it might have gotten nasty.  
 
    My foot pressed down on the gas pedal, and I watched as the speedometer increased to thirty over the speed limit. I was pretty sure there wouldn’t be a cop around within the next little while, and I was desperate to get out of the car. It’s been like an hour. I wasn’t used to holding my pee for this long. I was not going on the side of the street. I wouldn’t; I didn’t care how bad I had to go. I’ll get there soon.  
 
    I stared out the windshield, the car bouncing along the dirt road as we made our way straight down the drive. There wasn’t much to look at. No trees, no houses, no nothing. Except fields. Sometimes we saw a farmer or some cows, but that was it.  
 
    I saw the sign promoting the ranch. Next left and a few miles ahead, there was another left turn. Thank God, I thought.  
 
    “I hope it’s as nice as it looks on the website,” I muttered.  
 
    “I hope there is a cute cowboy around.”  
 
    I glanced at my best friend out of the corner of my eye. A grin spread over my face, and together we let out a soft laugh. “Yeah, so do I.” But I had no interest in guys right now. Well, at least I shouldn’t. I had enough shit to deal with, like how the hell I was going to make it from one month to the next.  
 
    The car slowed quickly when I lifted my foot from the pedal and flicked my blinker on, even though there was no one else around to see it.  
 
    The soft click-click-click of the blinker shut off when I made the left onto another dirt road. Well, in this case, I think it was a driveway. A really, really long driveway. Do they shovel it in the winter?  
 
    It felt like forever since Nat and I had gotten in the car and started our drive, but we were finally here. Stopped in front of the ranch check-in.  
 
    “Wow,” I whispered. It was gorgeous. The ranch had ten rooms you could rent; I knew that much from the website. The pictures hadn’t done the place justice. The rooms were all lined up one by one, and across from them was a large meeting hall, where breakfast was served according to my online research. I stared out at the horses, all behind a fence. Most were eating grass, but there were a few staring at us. I shut off the engine and pulled the keys from the ignition as I popped the door open and stepped out, still a little in awe. I sucked in a deep breath of the fresh air. It smelled like flowers.  
 
    “Well, I guess we’d better go check in,” I mumbled, nervousness filling the pit of my stomach. I had never been good at speaking to strangers.  
 
    Together, Nat and I made our way to the office, which had a huge sign with Check In Here written on it in beautiful cursive. My fingers curled around the door handle and I pushed it open, a bell chiming above my head as I stepped inside. Two people looked up and stared at us.  
 
    I was only looking at the one in front of me. Dark hair, green eyes, and tanned skin. He stood there, wearing dirty jeans and a black muscle shirt that allowed me to see the outline of his muscles. A soft smile spread across his lips.  
 
    “Hello, ladies. Can we help you?” 
 
    “Er, yes,” I stammered. “Um, we reserved a room for a couple of days.” I cleared my throat and closed the distance between us.  
 
    “Oh, wonderful.” He walked over to one of the two desks that sat side by side. He leaned over and grabbed a thick leather book. “Last name?” 
 
    “McCool.”  
 
    The man nodded and flipped through the pages. It didn’t take him long to stop and point at the page. “All righty. Two rooms, correct?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Let me take you ladies to your rooms.” He smiled and stood up straight before leading the way to the door, closing what little distance there was between us as he slipped past me. He reached the door first and pulled it open for us.  
 
    “Thank you,” Natasha and I said in unison as we stepped out into the fresh air and waited for him to lead the way.  
 
    “Is that your car?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    He crossed over to it and stopped at the trunk. “I’d be happy to get your bags for you.” I didn’t miss the look he gave my car when he stopped. Sure, it was a little old, but it still worked. Most days.  
 
    “Oh, thank you,” Natasha said, giving him her flirty smile. I resisted the urge to grin at her.  
 
    Honestly, the shirtless cowboys on the ranch website had been the part that really sold this trip for us, despite the fact it was a little pricier than we wanted it to be.  
 
    The guy popped the trunk and stared down at it. “Is this all?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    His brow furrowed as he reached inside and grabbed the two suitcases. He glanced back in the trunk after pulling them out. Empty. Nothing else. He looked at me, his eyes locking on mine for a fraction of a second. I quickly looked away. I hated making eye contact with random people. His gaze shifted to Natasha. A grin spread across his lips. “For both of you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Natasha and I said in unison.  
 
    He gave a soft laugh. “You’ll have to excuse me. I’m just a little surprised, that’s all. Most of the time there are at least two bags per person. I’m not used to making just one trip.” He turned away from the car and headed toward the rooms.  
 
    We followed. With his back to us, Natasha and I exchanged a glance. Her eyes sparkled as she looked at him, gave him a once over, and then looked at me. “Hot,” she mouthed.  
 
    I nodded in agreement. There was no doubting the fact he was freakin’ hot. Unlike the pictures on the website, he wasn’t shirtless, but there wasn’t much to the imagination there, and I was more than okay with it. 
 
    He stopped in front of a door and set the baggage down. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a set of keys with big red numbered tags hanging on a carabiner. Unlocking the door, he then slipped the key off the carabiner, handing it to Natasha. She took it as she stepped closer to him. “Thank you.”  
 
    “And your bag is …?” He looked down at the two suitcases.  
 
    “The red one.”  
 
    He nodded, picked it up, and carried it into the room for her.  
 
    “Thank you. You’re such a gentleman.”  
 
    “If you need anything, just pick up the phone and press one. It will connect you to the main office, and if no one is in the office, it will go right to my cell phone.”  
 
    “Perfect.”  
 
    As I stood in the doorway, I watched my friend give the man a once over before he turned around. He gave me a smile. “I’ll put you two right beside each other; how’s that sound?” 
 
    “Sounds good.” I gave a single nod, reached for my suitcase, and grabbed it as he padded towards me and stepped out of the room.  
 
    “I can take that.” 
 
    “It’s fine; thanks.” I gave him a smile. It’s not that I had anything against him carrying my bag; I was just used to doing it myself. It wasn’t heavy. “I’m a light packer.” 
 
    We walked towards the next room in silence. I watched as he again took a key off the carabiner and handed it to me after unlocking the door. He watched me as I stepped into the room. It was simple, wood floors and wood doors. There was a single bed, which had been the cheaper option. There was a small kitchen area and a door I assumed led to the bathroom.  
 
    “If you need anything, you’re welcome to call the office,” he said from behind me.  
 
    I spun to face him. “Got it.” 
 
    I expected him to leave, but instead, he stood there for a couple of seconds. Finally, he opened his mouth again.  
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking, do you have plans for while you’re here?” 
 
    “I know I’d like to take advantage of some of the trails you have. Other than that, I’m not sure.”  
 
    “I highly suggest the new pool we recently put in. It’s heated.”  
 
    “Wow.” For being a ranch out in the middle of nowhere, it sounded like it had a lot of amazing things. “I think that will be one of the first few things I try. Thank you.” 
 
    “And if you need a guide on the trails … we have lots of guides around. Just find one of the guys who isn’t busy. I’m normally in the office and can finish what I’m doing in there pretty quick. Every morning at 10:00 we have a trail ride. Breakfast starts at 8:00 and dinner is at 5:00. Since you and your friend are the only guests here at the moment, you’re welcome to join me and the boys instead of sitting in the dining room alone. If you would rather.” 
 
    His eyes locked on mine as he spoke, and my heart skipped a beat. I didn’t break eye contact this time, though. I didn’t want to be rude.  
 
    “T-thank you.” I’d have to talk to Natasha, but I was pretty sure she’d be more than happy to have dinner with the group of guys. It sounded like a damn good idea to me. “I’ll see if Nat would like that, and if so … I guess I’ll see you at dinner.” 
 
    A grin spread over his face. “I look forward to it.” He turned, stopped, and then turned back to me. “I’m Alex, by the way.” 
 
    Without another word, he stepped out of the room, closed the door behind him, and vanished. I stared after him. I wanted to tell him my name, but I wasn’t going to rush out there after him. Then again, he probably has a record of it, I reminded myself. I walked over to the bed and dropped my bag on top of the comforter. I unzipped it, pulled out a sweatshirt, and pulled it over my head before rummaging through the rest of my bag for nothing and finally deciding to pull my wallet out of my pocket and toss it into the suitcase. I pulled my black hair up into a thick bun on the top of my head as I headed for the door. Slipping out, I walked to my friend’s room and knocked. Without waiting, I entered.  
 
    “Hi,” she said, not looking over her shoulder.  
 
    “Hey. You want to relax for a while or do you want to see what’s around?” 
 
    “Let’s go for a walk.” Nat turned to me as she slipped into an oversized sweater. She skipped over to me. “I think dinner is still a little while away.” 
 
    “It’s at five. And we got invited to join the boys since we’re the only other guests here right now.” 
 
    Nat stopped. She raised an eyebrow. “The boys?” 
 
    “Yes. I guess they’re the workers?” I hadn’t thought much of it. I shrugged. “Alex, at least.” 
 
    “You got his name?” Nat crossed her arms over her chest and gave me a look. “What the fuck happened when he took you to your room?” she teased.  
 
    “He gave me a key and left, mostly.”  
 
    “Mostly?” 
 
    I knew what she was getting at. My heart skipped a beat just thinking about it. There was no doubt in my mind Alex was hot. And I wanted a piece of him, but I wasn’t stupid. That’s not how real life worked, and I knew it. So, I cracked my neck and gave my friend a smile.  
 
    “Well, he told me about the schedule and invited us to join them for dinner, too. Trust me, I wish more had happened, but it wouldn’t have been that quick.”  
 
    Nat laughed softly. “Fair enough. Come on; I’m excited to go for a walk and do some sightseeing,” she said. 
 
    “You mean, look for cowboys?” I teased.  
 
    “Yes,” she responded without a hint of shame. 
 
    We headed outside. It was late enough in the season that it wasn’t too hot, but it was still warm enough that I could have managed without the sweatshirt for a little while. I looked around for where we should go first, found a sign, and headed over to it. I stared up at a list of all the places we could go and a simple map marking them. I pointed to the spot that said “You are here.” “How about a trail?” I suggested.  
 
    “Sure.” Natalie stepped an inch closer to the sign and pointed to the one closest to us. “This one.”  
 
    “Sounds good.”  
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    I stared at myself in the mirror. I’d just applied some fresh makeup. Is Alex going to think it’s stupid? I wondered. The thought took me off guard. I mean, really, why would I care what he thinks? I liked makeup, and that was all that mattered.  
 
    I’d thought that way since I was a teenager.  
 
    The walk had been just what Nat and I needed, and it had been beyond gorgeous. I wish I could live here, I thought. I’d always been more of a country person than a city person. Growing up, I’d always go visit my grandma who lived in the country. It was so much fun to go out with her on walks, or just to sit on the front porch and listen as she and her friends talked.  
 
    Knock. Knock.  
 
    I turned to see my door opening. Nat stepped inside.  
 
    I looked her up and down carefully. She’d redone her makeup as well, which left me feeling a little less self-conscious about the fact I had, too.  
 
    “Ready?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded, and I crossed over to the door. We stepped outside together and headed for the building across from us. As we walked, we didn’t say a word; I think because we had talked ourselves out long ago. I guess that’s what happens when you’re stuck in a car with each other for so long. The way back home would likely be filled with music, and I was more than okay with that. At least Nat and I shared the same taste in our tunes.  
 
    The thing about Nat and me was that it didn’t matter when we didn’t talk to each other. It wasn’t like it felt strange, or like we were about to fight. There was no tension there; even when we’d been driving together, there hadn’t been tension— well, not a lot at least. We’d gotten past that point in our friendship.  
 
    I reached for the door to the building and pushed it open, stepping to the side and taking a look around at what was in front of me. The room was simple. A large hallway with gray carpets. Two doors on the left and two doors on the right. There was also a large door in front of us. Which way? I wondered as I walked into the middle of the hallway, looking into the first door on the left and the first door on the right. One looked like a rec room; the other looked like a sitting room with books and magazines. I’d seen the pictures of them on the website.  
 
    I looked into the second room on the left and saw a group of men sitting there. They all stared at me and Natasha. The room itself was pretty small, and a large round table took up most of the space. The walls were white, although one could argue about the color since they were so dirty, and the floor was black.  
 
    “Good evening, ladies.”  
 
    My head snapped towards the speaker. Alex.  
 
    His eyes sparkled as they caught mine. I looked away quickly.  
 
    “Evening.” Nat spoke, so I didn’t have to.  
 
    “Come in, join us at the table if you’d like.” 
 
    “We’d love to.” I noticed the way Nat stressed the second word. She pushed the small of my back gently, and I stumbled over my feet and into the room. There were four empty seats. Nat and I took two of them, sitting side by side. I looked around. Alex was standing by the oven, and there was someone else chopping veggies a foot away from him to the left.  
 
    “How are you enjoying your stay?” one of the guys asked.  
 
    “It’s been very nice so far,” I said, looking over at him. He gave me a soft smile. “I mean, we just went for a walk, but it was nice. Tomorrow we’re going to try to do some more sightseeing.”  
 
    We’d picked up some booklets on stuff to do around here. There wasn’t much, but there was a small town that sounded really cute, and we both wanted to stop by there and see what they had to offer.   
 
    Everyone’s attention turned to Alex as he opened the oven and pulled something out. The air filled with the scent of rosemary, and I sucked in a deep breath, filling my lungs. I closed my eyes, and memories of my childhood came back to me. A smile touched my lips, and I forced my eyes open as I heard Alex move something else. I stared at a large roast pan, and my stomach grumbled.  
 
    “So, what brings you out here?” Alex asked as he set the roast pan down and walked over to the table. He sat beside me.  
 
    “Just needed to get away,” I said with a shrug. I glanced over to see Natasha already immersed in a conversation.  
 
    “Crazy ex-boyfriend?” he teased.  
 
    “No, thankfully. What made you decide to work here?” 
 
    “I like being out in the country.” He shrugged. I could tell there was something more there, but I didn’t ask. After all, I wasn’t going to make him tell a complete stranger all his secrets. “Do you work?” 
 
    “No. I’m in school full-time. Vet Tech.”  
 
    “Really? When you graduate, you should come back and apply for the job. We’ve been looking for an on-hand vet. Assuming you can deal with a couple of horses.” For a split second, it didn’t sound like he thought I could.  
 
    “Well, I can deal with cows. Are they much worse?” Okay, so I didn’t have loads of experience with cows, but I’d treated them a couple of times. “That counts—right?” 
 
    A smirk spread over his lips. “Yeah, that counts.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Alex 
 
    I stared out the front window, not paying as much attention to my partner as I should be. Instead, I was focused on the girl outside. She and her friend were the only ones here, though that would change soon. There was something about her I couldn’t put my finger on. She seemed shy.  
 
    Normally the women I met here were much less reserved about their thoughts. They acted closer to the way her friend had acted towards me, but even more outgoing. Christy, on the other hand, had been nothing but polite. She hadn’t tried to grab me, or flash me, or anything—and, trust me, it had all happened before. Of course it didn’t surprise me it happened. After all, we marketed the ranch as a place for women to come get away. A place for them to have some fun. 
 
    And I normally had a lot of fun with them.  
 
    “I think we need to expand the media room to offer more. And that Yoga teacher could be a huge benefit to us in the busy season.”  
 
    I nodded. I was listening, but didn’t care much about what was being said.  
 
    Maybe it’s just that she doesn’t seem to want me. She had been nothing but kind over dinner, and a few things she’d said made me think I might stand a chance. After years of women who made it clear they wanted me, the idea of a girl who didn’t throw herself at me was appealing. That must be it.  
 
    “Alex? Are you even fucking listening to me?”  
 
    I glanced up and gave my friend a smile. “Sorry, I was a little distracted.” I glanced toward the window. The two girls were staring at a map.  
 
    Jeff followed my line of sight. “I see. Obviously she is a very understandable distraction. But, Alex, it’s not play time. It’s work time.”  
 
    I shot him a smile. “Okay, okay. You want to hire a Yogi, right? The one we already talked to at the beginning of the year?” 
 
    “Yes, ideally if he is still free to teach.” 
 
    “Get a contract written up. Email him and ask him to come out.”  
 
    He was right. The girls would love it, and a yoga teacher would be a good asset in the summer months. It will look great on the website, too, I thought.  
 
    The reason the ranch did so well, even though it was out in the middle of nowhere, was because we marketed it to be a fun place for girls over the age of eighteen to come and get away. Bridal parties, successful women needing a vacation, bored housewives and the like were the audience my friends and I marketed toward – and it worked out damn well for us. We got paid, they got laid, and there were no strings attached.  
 
    “I think we should hold off on the media room, though,” I said. “We should work on some landscaping instead.” The more beautiful the place is, the more we can expand. We could make this the perfect wedding ranch. “We also need to add more guest rooms.”  
 
    If we could build more rooms to fit an entire wedding, we could rake in the money during the summer weekends.  
 
    “Are you sure you want to do that? I can call the builders and have them come out and do an assessment. But you know it’s going to cost a lot, right?” 
 
    “We can afford it.” I shrugged. I glanced back out the window and saw the two girls get into their rusty car. It looks like the thing is about to fall apart, I thought, amazed they had been gutsy enough to take it down the dirt road to get here.  
 
    “It would help bring in some good business.” Jeff still sounded nervous.  
 
    I turned to my friend and gave him a smile. “What? Scared?” 
 
    “I know, I know. Go big or go home.” It had been my motto as we started the place and got on our feet. It had stuck, and it had made us do damn well for ourselves. I couldn’t think of anything else I’d rather be doing. 
 
    I tilted my head to the left and grinned without looking away from the window. The girls pulled out of their parking spot and headed down the driveway.  
 
    “Let me ask you something.” 
 
    Jeff waited, not saying a word.  
 
    I turned and crossed my arms over my chest. “What do you think of Christy?” 
 
    “What? Why? You want to do her?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    This was a normal conversation the two of us had during the busy time of year and almost any other time, to be honest. “Dude, are you crazy?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Take a look at her; she’s not the right type.” 
 
    I almost flinched. He’s not trying to be a dick. Jeff would never go out of his way to be mean to me. “What do you mean she’s not the right type?” 
 
    “She’s the type that gets attached. I thought you didn’t do that after …” 
 
    “Okay, okay. Fine.”  
 
    “She’s too young. She still thinks she’s going to get swept off her feet, and you two will fall in love, and you’ll give up your ways, and she can save you.” I could hear the way he almost cringed when he said it. Jeff couldn’t stand the idea of girls trying to save him. Honestly, I was way past that. I didn’t need to be saved; I needed to have fun. And damn she looks like fun.  
 
    Jeff was right; she was young, and she might be too eager to fall in love and find someone to spend the rest of her life with—someone who would be her perfect husband. I sure as shit wasn’t that. 
 
    “I’m going to give it a shot, I think.” Sure, she might try to get me to commit for more than a weekend, but as long as I was upfront about it – and I always was – then I could break things off when she left without a second thought. And, if worse came to worse, I’d just have to ban her from the ranch. It wouldn’t be the first time it happened, and it wouldn’t be the last.  
 
    Here, at this ranch, we provided the ultimate getaway for women. Men included—as long as they wanted to be.  
 
    Jeff settled into his chair by the desk. “I think it’s a bad idea, but I also know you don’t care what I think. You’ll give it a shot because you know you shouldn’t. You’ve always been like this. Don’t you remember Macey Hill?” 
 
    I scowled. “That was in first grade!” He still hadn’t let me forget about it.  
 
    A grin spread over Jeff’s lips. “And you haven’t changed a bit.” 
 
    I dropped the subject as I pulled my Mac over to me and opened it. He might be right, some aspects of me had never changed—despite thinking they would for a small amount of time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Christy  
 
    I grabbed the bags from the back seat. I could feel his eyes on me. At least I was pretty sure I could; I might have been making it up in my head. But … part of me wanted to believe I was making it all up; the other part wanted him to be watching me. My back arched as I grabbed the last bag and headed for my room, closing the car door with my foot.  
 
    I risked a glance at him. I was right; he had been watching me.  
 
    My heart fluttered in my chest. He’s damn cute. And after spending some time with him during dinner, I really liked him. He was fun and funny. And cute. Way beyond cute. I stopped in front of my room and shifted all the bags onto one arm. Once one hand was free, I reached into my pocket and pulled out the key.  
 
    “May I help?” I spun to see Alex standing there. He grinned widely, his eyes roaming over my body and stopping at my hands. “It looks like you’ve had quite an eventful day.” 
 
    “I have. Lots of shopping that was well worth it. And yes, some help would be awesome, thanks.”  
 
    He took the key from me, and I shifted the bags back to both arms as Alex unlocked the door and pushed it open, motioning for me to go first.  
 
    “Thanks.” I walked into the room, laid my bags on the ground, and turned to Alex. He stood leaning against the door frame, one hand on his hip.  
 
    “Are you going to be joining us for dinner tonight?” 
 
    “If we’re invited. I think Nat would love to come. You know, she has a thing for your friend.” I watched him carefully, trying to spot every minor detail of his reaction.  
 
    “My friend has a thing for her.”  
 
    I’ll be sure to let her know that. But I didn’t say my thoughts out loud. Instead, I gave him a smile and a nod. “Good to know.”  
 
    Alex’s head tilted to the left as he watched me for a couple of seconds. “Have you checked out the pool yet?” 
 
    “No. I wanted to this morning, but then we spent too long eating breakfast.” With all the options that were there, it would have been a shame to spend less than a half hour eating. We’d spent closer to an hour, but it was all so good, I didn’t even feel bad about how much I ate.  
 
    A smile touched Alex’s lips. “You should try it at night. It’s gorgeous. The sky is filled with stars and the moon has been so full these past couple of days.”  
 
    The idea of a nighttime swim sounded perfect, though I’d have to bring Natasha with me. I was too paranoid to go alone. “I think I’ll steal that idea from you.” 
 
    “Really?” He raised an eyebrow, and his grin widened. “Well, if you’re going to steal the idea from me, mind if I join you?”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat as I replayed his words in my head again and again. Four times. Shit. Another missed heartbeat. I could feel my pulse quickening. Say something! 
 
    “T-that would be nice,” I stammered.  
 
    Really? That’s what you went with? Out of all the things I could have said, I chose ‘that would be nice.’ Now I was left with him watching me. If he thought the answer was lame, he didn’t show it. Maybe he didn’t. The thought gave me hope. 
 
    “Chris!” Natasha’s voice cut through the air. My head snapped toward my best friend as she stood frozen behind Alex. “Oh. I, er … ah –” she stammered, closing her mouth and opening it again. This time, no words came out.  
 
    I felt my cheeks heat.  
 
    “Well, I’ll let you enjoy your spoils from shopping. I’ll see you later.” Alex’s eyes fixated on me.  
 
    “See you later.”  
 
    My heart raced as I watched him leave. My cheeks still burned hot, and I was sure they were colored red to match. It wasn’t until Alex walked out of sight that either my friend or I spoke.  
 
    Natasha turned on me. “What was that?” She crossed her arms over her chest, a wide smile across her lips. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    My friend’s mouth fell open. She rushed toward me, closing the door to my room with a quick flick of her wrist as she passed. I sat down on the bed and waited for the suspense to build. There was something I wasn’t telling my friend that I knew she would want to know more than anything. “His friend has a crush on you.” 
 
    It wasn’t what she was expecting. I watched confusion cross over her face. “What?” 
 
    I didn’t say anything. I watched the wheels turn in Natasha’s head as she bit her lip. “Really? He does?” She sounded giddy.  
 
    I hadn’t heard that tone in a long time. Not since Josh. “That’s what Alex said. If he lied, I can beat him up for you.” 
 
    My best friend sat down on the bed with me. “I could go for a nice little fling with a ranch hand, or cowboy, or whatever he wants me to call him.” She sighed softly, and for a couple of seconds she looked lost in thought. Then, it looked like she snapped back to reality. “What about you, Chris? Are you going to have a fling with Alex?”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I mean, it seems pretty clear he’s into you.”  
 
    I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. I wasn’t sure what to say. I wanted to tell her that was silly and he would never be interested in me, but I also really wanted to tell her that I wanted him to like me. I bit my lip.  
 
    “Do you really think he’s into me?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I see the way he looks at you.”  
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    Those words played in my head over and over as I got ready for dinner and we made our way to the same room we’d ate in the night before. ‘I see the way he looks at you.’ What did that even mean? I hadn’t realized he was looking at me in any way. But then again, I saw the way Jeff looked at Nat, and she hadn’t seen it.  
 
    God, I want her to be right. I wanted him to be interested, but I was scared he wouldn’t be; I wouldn’t deny that. Nonetheless, I put on one of the tops that flattered my body the most, despite the fact I didn’t need to change at all.  
 
    I looked around as we sat down. Not all of the guys were there from the night before. I forgot names, but it was Alex, Jeff, and one other guy. Younger looking than the rest of them. He gave a soft smile as they sat down.  
 
    “How are you ladies enjoying your stay?”  
 
    “I’m loving it!” Natasha piped up. She glanced toward Jeff who was staring at her. “It’s so nice out here, and there is so much to see. I think I’ll need to spend one of the days taking everything in.”  
 
    I didn’t need to say anything. Natasha, for now at least, spoke for both of us.  
 
    Alex sat down beside me. “Are we still on for tonight?” he whispered.  
 
    I gave him a single nod.  
 
    “Good.” He still spoke in a low voice. Does he not want anyone to know about me? I bit my lip. Was it not allowed? After all, I was someone staying at the ranch. But he owns the place; he’d never take a risk like that, I hoped.  
 
    “How was your day?” I asked.  
 
    “It was long. There were some fixes that needed to be done around the ranch. They took longer than expected, plus I had to draw up plans for some of the expansions we’re planning in the next few months, and then —” He stopped and laughed softly. His eyes locked on mine for a fraction of a second before I looked away. “It was a long day, but it’s probably boring to listen to. You, on the other hand, did a lot of shopping by the looks of it. How did you enjoy that?” 
 
    “Yes, we went into the little town just a few miles from here. It was … more than I expected.”  
 
    A tourist town is what some of the locals had called it. Busy in the spring and summer, then it would die down in the fall. They also said sales were doing better than ever since the ranch opened a few years ago. 
 
    I fiddled with the table, my fingers tracing over grooves in the wood. The locals had done a lot of talking. They said a lot of things about the boys at the ranch. Some of it I wasn’t sure I wanted to believe. What the hell am I getting into? I wondered. Nothing. I wasn’t getting into anything; after all, there wasn’t anything going on between us. It’s just a swim. Right?  
 
    All I had agreed to was going for a swim with him. Sure, it could easily get naughty, but that didn’t mean it had to. We could talk, have fun, and then be done with the night.  
 
    I snapped back to reality as I heard someone stand. “Looks like the food is ready,” Jeff said, looking at a slow cooker I hadn’t noticed before now. It was moved to the table before bowls and spoons were distributed.  
 
    Chili. It sounded good to me. Even though it was still warm enough to wear short-shorts, the idea of something warm in my belly was perfect right now. I reached for a bowl as it was handed to me, already filled. “So, tell me more about yourself.” I turned to Alex as I waited for my dinner to cool.  
 
    He shrugged. “Look around; this is me mostly. My work is the only interesting thing about me.”  
 
    But that’s you now. What about Alex before this? Before now? I hesitated, not bringing it up. Maybe he was just the type who was a little closed off. I’ll see if I can get him talking later. He probably just needs to get to know me a little more. After all, most people didn’t like telling random strangers about their life. I could understand that. I didn’t want to tell Alex every detail of my life.  
 
    “Why don’t you tell me about yourself?” 
 
    Urg. I never knew what to say when it came to this kind of stuff. I sucked in a deep, calm breath as I tried to figure it out fast. “Well,” I took a bite of chili to buy myself more time. Where do I even start? My head tilted to the left as I looked him up and down. I didn’t want to say anything about my age. People got so caught up in that kind of stuff. “I was born and raised a few hours away from here, but up until now, I’ve never been here. I’ve always wanted to come out to the country, though.” 
 
    “What are your hobbies?” 
 
    “I … like to read.” I almost cringed when I said it. How much more boring could I get? I wished I could have said something interesting, but honestly, I was boring. “I work most days, so I don’t have time for much else,” I said quickly, trying to justify being so blah. It wasn’t a lie. I worked seven days a week.  
 
    “Really? Where do you work?” 
 
    “In a kitchen.” It wasn’t ideal, but I really enjoyed it. I knew my family thought I should be doing something else, but it paid the bills. And I had fun. I even had friends there.  
 
    I made eye contact with Alex. He didn’t look like he thought there was anything wrong with working in a kitchen. “Really? While you’re here, you and Jeff should make dinner sometime. He’s a wonderful cook, but I’d love to see what you could come up with.” He shot his friend a look, and the two men grinned.  
 
    “I’d be happy to give up a meal for a night.”  
 
    “R-really? I’d love to.”  
 
    I was already going through a mental list of all the things I could make for them. I didn’t get much of a chance to cook outside of work, and even though I worked in the kitchen every day, I still loved being able to go home and do more cooking.  
 
    I took another bite of my chili, which I had to admit was better than the stuff I made. Soon the room was filled with the pleasant noise of all of us chatting, in a group, with everyone included.  
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    After dinner, I changed quickly and agreed to meet Alex out by the pool.  
 
    I hadn’t left my room after dark last night. After the trip here I just wanted to sleep, but now I stood in awe as I looked up at the night sky. It was clear of clouds but covered with small shining dots. And then there was the moon. Large and almost lighting my way completely. The lights making a path toward the pool weren’t even needed at this point, but they were gorgeous. I tried to take everything in as I made my way to the back of the rec building. There was a small greenhouse and beside it a large pool.  
 
    No sign of Alex, though. 
 
    I laid my towel and sweatshirt on one of the chairs and padded over to the pool. I sat down on the edge and dipped my toes in. The cool water sent a shiver down my spine and goose bumps over my skin, but it felt good. I smiled, lifting myself off the edge and easing in slowly, letting my body adjust to the temperature. I sucked in a deep breath and felt a bench under the water. I lowered myself onto it.  
 
    “You beat me.”  
 
    I turned to see Alex standing there. Even in the dark, I could see his muscles. My eyes locked on his abs. Wow. I had never hung out with a guy who was ripped like he was. Actually, never hung out with a guy who was ripped at all—suddenly I understood the appeal. I totally got why girls liked it so much.  
 
    “I guess you weren’t fast enough.”  
 
    “I’ll join you in a second.” He walked toward the back wall of the rec building, and I watched as he pulled open a cupboard. Suddenly, I felt something against my back and my butt. Warmth.  
 
    Alex turned and headed toward the pool. “It’s new, the pool. We just had it installed this year. We decided to go all out for it. It’s heated for the winter months so people can come out here all year round – if they are ballsy enough.”  
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “I’d like to think I am, but I haven’t had the chance to find out.”  
 
    Alex slipped down into the water next to me. I looked him up and down carefully. My head tilted to the left as I looked at the soft wrinkles around his eyes. How old is he?  
 
    Don’t get me wrong; it didn’t matter to me if he was older. But did it matter to him if I was young?  
 
    I bit my lip, trying not to worry about it. If he had an issue with age, we’d deal with it then. Right now, I wanted to see where this would go. Right now, I wanted to see if he was actually interested in me or if this was just something he always did. ‘There is a reason the ranch is so popular with the girls,’ one of the waitresses at the café had said. She warned both Nat and me not to go anywhere near any of the guys. There were lots of rumors about what might happen.  
 
    Am I a conquest? 
 
    I’d met lots of guys like that. Girls were just a hobby to them. Something that didn’t matter, feelings not included, and feelings ignored. It’s not like I expect him to fall in love with me or anything. I might be young, but I wasn’t stupid. That being said, there was a fine line between a fling with no feelings and a douche who didn’t care about the girl he was having sex with. I didn’t want anything to do with the last one.  
 
    “May I ask you something?” There was no point in putting it off.  
 
    “Anything.” As he spoke, his hand touched my knee under the water.  
 
    “Why did you ask to join me tonight?” 
 
    “Because I wanted to get to know you.”  
 
    I waited for more. That was such a simple, lame answer. It was so typical. But more than anything, it didn’t give away any real detail about why he had asked to join me.  
 
    We sat there in silence. I hoped if I didn’t say anything, he would give up more information. It didn’t work, though.  
 
    I rolled my eyes. I didn’t like being so upfront, but I wasn’t going to waste my time. “When we were in town today, we ran into a few of the locals. They were quite chatty.” 
 
    “Really?” I could hear a touch of nervousness in his voice. For a split second, our eyes locked. He looked away from me.  
 
    “Yes. They had a lot to say about you and the ranch.” 
 
    “I’m guessing most of it was bad.”  
 
    “Why would you think that?”  
 
    Alex laughed softly, and his eyes met mine. “I know exactly what the locals think of me and my boys.”  
 
    “They did say you’ve brought a lot of income into the town.” But that was the only nice thing they said.  
 
    “Because there is no denying it. When we first set up the ranch, there were two businesses in that place.”  
 
    Wow. There were over a dozen down there now. It was actually a really cute town to stop in, and I was sure living there would be amazing. A nice simple life in a small town had always been something I thought would be so cool. Growing up, I used to be so jealous every time I watched a movie that took place in a small town.  
 
    “That being said,” I paused. “They also seem to think you have a habit of … making your customers feel very welcome.” 
 
    “You mean sleeping with them, don’t you?”  
 
    His words shocked me. I didn’t want to beat around the bush, but I didn’t have the nerve to actually say it. And now here we were, the words were out there, and there was no backtracking. We couldn’t pretend it didn’t happen. 
 
    Alex 
 
    I felt rage boil inside me. I knew the people in town were always rude to me and the boys who worked here, even though we did so much for the community. It didn’t matter; they acted like we were outsiders, no matter how long it had been since we moved here. They didn’t like that we made money off being out in the middle of nowhere, despite how good it had been for the town.  
 
    “I … er … ah …” 
 
    I watched her stammer. I waited for her to say something. This was the conversation she wanted to have, wasn’t it? I had hoped to avoid it, but it looked like I wasn’t going to get that lucky. It would be best to just get it out there and deal with it.  
 
    I waited, but she still didn’t say anything.  
 
    “That is what you mean, isn’t it? I know how much they all gossip. I know what they probably say. And they aren’t wrong. I sleep with a lot of the women who come to the ranch.”  
 
    “You do?” She sounded mad. 
 
    “The boys and I provide a getaway for the people who come here. And yes, sometimes we sleep with customers. Are you really that surprised? I mean, didn’t you pick this place because of the shirtless men on the website?” It was just a guess, but lots of girls told me they had, so why would she be any different?  
 
    Most city girls were the same. They all thought a cowboy would be the perfect thing to get them off. I wasn’t one, but I did seem to do a damn good job at getting them off. And it was easy enough for them to just call me a cowboy and be done with their goal. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Christy  
 
    I had known the answer, but it still shocked me. I still couldn’t believe he had been so upfront and honest about it. Damn it.  
 
    Now what? I mean, did I really care that he had slept with a few girls? I had.  
 
    “Okay, so I guess we’re on the same page now,” I said. But what did that really mean? Where did it leave us? “So, I’m guessing you’re not into the whole ‘dating’ thing? I’ve heard the line a lot.” 
 
    “And what is your response when you hear that line?” 
 
    “Depends on the guy.”  
 
    “Well, here I am saying it. What’s your response?”  
 
    “Did you really think I expected this to be more than a fling?” Come on; I’d have to be stupid to actually think that. Didn’t he realize it? A smirk touched my lips as I watched his reaction. In the moonlight, I could see the shock on his face.  
 
    “I —” 
 
    “I’m only going to be here a couple more days. I didn’t expect you to suggest we try dating once I leave. Now, tell me, are you clean?” For someone who slept around a lot, it was important to know. 
 
    “Yes. Are you?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    There was a little silence. His hand, still on my knee, squeezed me gently, reminding me it was there. I moved closer to him. I wasn’t normally so upfront about how I felt, but I didn’t feel like wasting time on this. I didn’t have long to be here, and I wanted to make the most of it. Then make the most of it! my mind screamed. 
 
    I closed the small amount of distance between us. Alex’s hand moved up toward my thigh, and I felt my heart skip a beat.  
 
    This was it.  
 
    We’d had the talk; we both knew where the other person stood on hooking up, and we agreed. We knew this wasn’t going to last forever. We both weren’t stupid.  
 
    Without thinking long enough to talk myself out of it, I closed the distance between us.  
 
    “Are you enjoying the water?” Alex asked in a whisper, his lips inches away from mine, his words getting in the way of the kiss I wanted to give him.  
 
    “I am.” The warmth was still against my back, perfect contrast to the cool water. “It will be perfect for New Year’s Eve.”  
 
    “That’s what I thought when we put it in. I would have loved to have this while ringing in 2000. I remember it was such a big deal to everyone.” 
 
    I cringed. I knew he was older than me, but I hardly even remembered that.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    Apparently, I didn’t do a good job at hiding my reaction. “I was just thinking about New Year’s.”  
 
    “How did you celebrate the millennium?” he asked, tilting his head. 
 
    I pulled away, putting distance between us. “How old are you?”  
 
    “What? I’m forty-two. Why?” Alex paused. I saw it click and noticed a little more space fell between us. “How old are you, Christy?” 
 
    “Twenty-one.” 
 
    There had been heat on my back since Alex joined me, now I felt it on my cheeks, too.  
 
    “Oh …” was all he said. That was it. Nothing else.  
 
    We sat there as I waited for him to say something. I felt his hand move back up my leg to my knee, then leave my body. Well, that ended quickly. I had no clue where I was supposed to go with this. “So —” 
 
    Beep. Beep. Beep.  
 
    Alex jumped as he dried his hand off on the towel he’d brought to the side of the pool and reached for his phone. “Shit. I’ve got to go.” 
 
    “What do you mean you have to go?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Christy. Work. There is something I need to take care of.” He turned to me and gave me a smile as he lifted himself out of the water.  
 
    I sat there trying to figure out what I was supposed to say. Was I supposed to be mad? Thankful? Honestly, more than anything, I was just confused about how I was supposed to feel. I watched as he grabbed his towel.  
 
    “I’ll see you around. And again, I’m sorry.” 
 
    I watched as he left. Are you truly sorry? For all I knew, he had gotten a junk email and taken the opportunity to get away from me.  
 
    I hope I do, I thought. There it was, my stupid hope coming back. It always bit me in the ass.  
 
    I sighed and pushed myself up from the water. I suddenly wasn’t interested in the pool or even the beautiful night sky. I don’t know what was expecting. It had been years since I met a reasonable guy, and now the first guy I meet who is actually interesting, and nice, and way beyond hot, is way older than I am. How do I feel about that? I mean, he is old enough to be my dad. Thankfully, he’s not as old as my dad. But he is as old as my uncle. We just celebrated his 40th birthday last year. 
 
    I padded over to the chair where I left my towel and picked it up, wrapping it around me as I turned and headed back to my room. Disappointment stung the entire way. I glanced at Nat’s room. The lights were out, which meant she still wasn’t there. Maybe she managed to hook up with Jeff. It had been clear they were into each other during dinner. Even though we’d all talked among ourselves, they had spent most of the time talking together.  
 
    I let myself into my room and closed the door behind me. This fucking sucks. I hadn’t come here thinking I’d have a chance at a fun hookup, but then I saw it, and I wanted it—and he wanted me. I can’t believe he’s that old. He sure as hell didn’t look it. I’d figured he might be a little older than I was, but I thought it was only a couple years older.  
 
    I dropped down onto the bed doing a face plant. A groan passed through my lips. Why did this have to happen? Why did I have to be dumb and ask how old he was? 
 
    Damn it, Christy. I cursed myself.  
 
    There was nothing I could do now. I knew worrying wouldn’t make it any better, but that didn’t mean it was any easier to deal with. I rolled onto my back and ran my fingers through my hair. I could try to find him so we could talk some more. I liked the thought of it, but I knew it wasn’t really an option. There was no way in hell I was going to go seek him out and talk to him about what just happened.  
 
    He probably wants nothing to do with me, anyway. I sighed. The thought stung. 
 
    More than I wanted to admit.  
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    The next morning, I was still thinking about it. He didn’t want to see me. I knew that. I had hoped he would stop by the room last night so we could talk, but that never happened.  
 
    I dressed quickly, tossing on a pair of sweatpants and a tank top before heading to the kitchen area. I knocked on Nat’s door, but there wasn’t an answer, so I texted her instead to let her know I was going to breakfast. When I got there, the room felt empty. There was no one there except me.  
 
    The buffet had been filled with options nonetheless. And right now, I was the only one there to pick from them all.  
 
    I went for the hash browns and some eggs first, plus a little fruit. Then I made my way to a table and sat down.  
 
    What if I run into him today? I had no clue what I was supposed to say. Had he bailed on me because he thought I was too young, or did he actually have something important to do? Last night, before finally falling asleep, I had come up with a few dozen theories, and I had no clue which one was even close to the truth. Either way, I knew I’d probably run into Alex before I could get out of here, and then I’d have to deal with what happened last night.  
 
    I stabbed a forkful of hash browns and chewed. The silence in the room was almost unsettling. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Alex 
 
    I watched as she headed out of her room and toward breakfast. My stomach grumbled, but I ignored it. I wasn’t going out there and risk running into her.  
 
    It shouldn’t be such a big deal, I thought. And I was right. She was a full-grown woman. It’s not like she was a little girl. She was young enough to be my daughter, though. And that was what threw me off.  
 
    I glanced down at my phone, silently cursing the text I’d gotten last night. The timing had been better than I wanted to admit, but now I couldn’t work up the nerve to go talk to her. She almost looked happy when I’d been called away, and for some reason, I couldn’t get the image out of my mind. I couldn’t stop thinking the smile she had given me seemed honest. Like she was truly  happy I had to leave. No, that’s stupid.  
 
    But I couldn’t help feeling it might be true.  
 
    I’m old. There was no disputing that. I knew I was older than most guys she probably gave the time of day. I blew out a deep breath. Damn it. I was used to older women hitting on me. Some my age, some not. I wasn’t used to a young girl hitting on me, and more than anything, I wasn’t used to actually being interested in a younger woman. She was intriguing, smart, and fun to talk with. That wasn’t something I could say about most of the women I met here.  
 
    My gaze snapped toward the driveway as a black car pulled up to the check-in building. It stopped, and a woman stepped out. She looked around maybe 50 years old, with blonde hair and big boobs. They shouldn’t have been the first thing I noticed, but they were … very hard not to see. She reached into her car, grabbed her purse, and headed for the door.  
 
    I stood as she stepped inside. “Hi, ma’am.”  
 
    She closed the distance between the door and the desk where I stood. Her eyes roamed over my body as a grin flicked across her face. “Hi. I’m here to check in.” 
 
    “Your name?” I reached for my black book and started to flip through it.  
 
    “Smith.” 
 
    I nodded, letting her know I heard her as I flicked to the S’s. 
 
    “Just me.” 
 
    I looked up. “Pardon?” Had I heard her wrong? 
 
    Her grin widened. “I said it’s just me. As in, I’m here alone. All by myself.” Her eyes trailed down my body.  
 
    For the first time, I looked her up and down. She was hot. There was no doubting that; she was beyond beautiful, and despite the fact she had small lines around her eyes to show her age, she didn’t look old.  
 
    “I see.” 
 
    It was all I could manage. Normally, I would have been more forward with her. I’d ask if she needed any company after bringing her bags to her room. This time, it didn’t cross my mind until I realized I hadn’t done it.  
 
    I met her gaze. She didn’t look happy about the way I’d reacted, but I dismissed it quickly, looking back down at the book. “Samantha Smith.” Who the hell would name their child that?  
 
    “That’s me.” 
 
    I took one quick look at her hand and realized Smith wasn’t her last name when she was a child.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Christy  
 
    It finally came. The moment I had been dreading the entire time I ate breakfast, but knew was going to happen. Why couldn’t it have been later in the day? I sucked in a deep breath and tried to keep myself calm. I could already feel my heart pounding in my chest.  
 
    Thump. Thump. Thump. 
 
    I couldn’t help staring at the girl beside him as he carried her bags toward the room beside mine. I suppressed the cringe that threatened to crawl across my face as our eyes locked. 
 
    “Hi.” His gaze shifted away from mine quickly.  
 
    Does he sound nervous? I forced a smile over my lips. “Hi, Alex.” I couldn’t help looking at the woman beside him again. My eyes trailed to her breasts on their own. They were really out there. She’s so pretty.  
 
    I wished I had the confidence to pull off an outfit like that. A simple silk tank top with a pencil skirt. And damn, she looked like she should be on a red carpet, not on a ranch.  
 
    “Hi.” She smiled widely and extended a perfectly manicured hand to me. “I’m Samantha. Are you … Alex’s daughter?” She looked from me to Alex.  
 
    My stomach turned. She thought I was his daughter? God. See, this is why it would never work. He’s too old.  
 
    It was like a movie when a couple goes out to dinner and they get mistaken for family. For a split second, I felt like I was going to puke.  
 
    “No,” I finally said.  
 
    The woman raised her eyebrow at me, then looked me up and down. Her nose wrinkled for a fraction of a second, and I felt the shot.  
 
    Thump. Thump. Thump.  
 
    My heart was racing even faster than it had been when I first saw Alex. I cleared my throat, trying to hide just how much this woman had hurt me. Okay, not hurt, but there was a shot to my self-esteem, that’s for sure. 
 
    I forced another smile and turned my attention to Alex. “I’ve been meaning to see you after last night. Er … but I’d rather have the conversation alone. Could you please stop by my room once you’re done with … Sarah?” I said the last part like I honestly didn’t know it was wrong.  
 
    I saw her flinch when I used the wrong name; she opened her mouth, but Alex got words out first.  
 
    “Of course. I’ll be right there to help as soon as I have a free moment.” He turned to Samantha beside him. A smile spread over his lips, but he didn’t look happy. “Let’s get you settled in.”  
 
    I watched as the two of them headed toward her room. Alex put her bags down, unlocked the door, and motioned for her to step inside before following her in.  
 
    I felt jealousy tug at the pit of my stomach, but I tried to ignore it. I took a breath and turned to my own room, letting myself inside. I glanced over at the door Alex and what’s-her-face had stepped through. There was no sign of him coming out, and I have to admit it disappointed me. It doesn’t matter, I thought. I mean, it’s not like I was his girlfriend or anything.  
 
    I was just some random girl he’d spent a short time in a pool with. That’s it. There wasn’t any reason for me to get all jealous like I was. Not that it had stopped me.  
 
    Knock. Knock. 
 
    I spun toward the door and watched as it opened. My heart skipped a beat. Then, when I saw the face in front of me, disappointment overwhelmed me.  
 
    “Hi, Nat.” I forced myself not to sound as let down as I felt.  
 
    “Hi.” She sounded far too happy.  
 
    I raised an eyebrow and crossed my arms over my chest. “What has you in such a good mood?” I didn’t need her to answer, though. I knew that look. And she didn’t answer her door when I went over to see if she wanted to grab breakfast.  
 
    “You know those cowboys on the website?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, I can cross that off my list.” She closed the door as she came in and made her way to the bed. A soft sigh passed through her lips.  
 
    “So you and Jeff?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    I felt jealousy the second she said it, and I knew it wasn’t fair. I shouldn’t be jealous of my best friend; I should be happy for her. 
 
    Her eyes sparkled as they locked on me. “And what about you? You and Alex seemed pretty into each other last night.”  
 
    “Oh, I don’t think anything is going to happen between us.” I shrugged, not wanting to go into more detail for my sake more than hers. When I’m ready, I’ll tell her all about it. And I would. Maybe on the way home. Two more days. That was all.  
 
    I had to see him for two more days. I had to deal with the awkwardness for two more days, and then I could go home, be done with it, and pretend it never happened.  
 
    I could feel my best friend staring at me. Finally, I met her eyes. I could tell she was waiting for me to say more. She was waiting for all the dirty details she wasn’t going to get.  
 
    “So, what’s the plan for the day?” 
 
    I watched her cheeks turn a deep shade of pink, and my heart sank into the pit of my stomach. Oh, right that was stupid of me. I should have known better.  
 
    “I, um, I actually—” 
 
    “Right. That makes sense. I think I’m going to go for a hike today, anyway. It will be nice to be with my own thoughts for a little while.”  
 
    I tried not to let her know how upset I was. After all, it only made sense she would want to hang out with the guy she was crushing on, but I was upset to know she had better things to do than hang out with me.  
 
    Knock. Knock.  
 
    Nat turned to the door and then glanced at me over her shoulder. “Were you expecting someone?” 
 
    Shit. I’d forgotten about him coming over here. I’d been so caught up talking with Natasha.  
 
    Without any chance to try and get involved, the door opened. Alex stopped, staring at Nat. He looked from her to me, then away from both of us. I watched his cheeks get red. “You asked me to stop by your room. Is something wrong?” 
 
    That hurt. He wouldn’t even look at me, and then he acts all professional like nothing happened last night. Yeah, it stung.  
 
    “No. Never mind,” I said quickly.  
 
    I caught Natasha’s eye. She gave me a soft smile, but I could see the concern written on her face. I turned just in time to see Alex looking at me. Honestly, I knew I was supposed to be mad, and a couple of seconds ago I had been, but now I couldn’t give a shit. It was like someone flicked a switch. I stared at him, my eyes locking on his. I didn’t look away, even after his gaze shifted to the ground.  
 
    “Oh. Okay, well you have my number if you need anything.” He looked up, meeting my eyes and turning on his heel. He closed the door behind him.  
 
    Natasha spun to face me the second the door shut. “What the shit happened last night?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I said quickly. The look on my friend’s face told me it was too quick, and she didn’t believe me for a second. I sighed and looked away. “I don’t even know,” I admitted with a shrug.  
 
    “You don’t know?”  
 
    “Nope.” I gave a fake laugh, but one of my convincing ones. “I think I’m going to soak up some sun by the pool instead of hike. You go find Jeff —” 
 
    “I can stay.”  
 
    “No, it’s fine.” 
 
    “No, no. I can stay. We can do some girl time out by the pool.”  
 
    “Nat, go have fun. I’m fine, trust me.” 
 
    I walked toward my friend, grabbed her shoulders, turned her around, and shoved her toward the door. I knew how lucky I was to have a friend who was willing to ditch her hot date, but I didn’t want her to. I wanted to relax by myself and enjoy my own company. I liked it that way. At the door, I came to a stop.  
 
    “Thank you, Nat, but I don’t need you to babysit me. I’ll be fine, I promise.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    I could tell how hopeful she sounded. I knew how much she wanted to go. It had been a long time since she’d been on a good date, or whatever she and Jeff were calling this. To me it was basically a date.  
 
    “Yes, I’m sure.”  
 
    Natasha opened her mouth, then closed it and gave me a smile. “Thanks.” She hugged me and slipped out of my room.  
 
    I watched as she headed for the trails, pulling out her cell phone.  
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    After sulking for a little while, I put on some makeup, tied my hair up into a bun, and grabbed a good book, water bottle, and towel. I headed out of my room and toward the pool. The second I saw it, my heart tinged with pain. It’s stupid, I told myself. There was no reason for me to be upset about any of this. I mean really, it didn’t make sense for me to have any feelings toward Alex. Sure he was cute and fun to talk to, but that was it.  
 
    “Hi!”  
 
    Are you shitting me? 
 
    I put on my best ‘nice girl’ face and turned to see the woman who spoke to me. She smiled brightly as she looked me up and down.  
 
    “Hi,” I said flatly.  
 
    “You’re Alex’s daugh – oh, I mean, you’re the one I met earlier.”  
 
    “Yes.” I wasn’t sure if it was a question or a statement, but I decided to treat it like a question.  
 
    Samantha nodded, watching me for thirty seconds. “I have a friend who came here a year ago. She said it was a blast.” She paused as if waiting for me to realize something she wasn’t saying.  
 
    “I’m glad your friend had fun,” I finally said when I got sick of her staring at me.  
 
    “Yeah, she said the guys around here were … very accommodating.” 
 
    Yeah, Natasha knows all about that. I felt a little bit of jealousy. This time, I didn’t say anything. I waited. Just get to your fucking point so you can leave me the hell alone. Still, she stared at me for a few more seconds. 
 
    “I hope you understand this isn’t personal, but I came here for one reason. To fuck one of the men who works on the ranch. See, the things my friend told me about them, well … you’re too young to understand half of it, I’m sure. But I saw the way you looked at Alex, and I just want to let you know I’m very used to getting what I want.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Without issues.” She spoke over me as if she didn’t give a shit about what I said.  
 
    I opened my mouth, but no words came out. I just stared blankly, trying to figure out what I was supposed to say in return. What the fuck is wrong with this chick? I mean, really—what should I say? Should I be naughty or nice?  
 
    That was the big question.  
 
    I decided on nice.  
 
    A smile spread over my lips. “That’s interesting, and I hope you have luck with it. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I was just about to go hop in the pool.” 
 
    I watched as her mouth fell open. She must have expected me to be naughty; however, my mother raised me better than that.  
 
    I turned on my heel and followed the route to the pool. Is she going to follow me? If she did, I wasn’t sure I could behave.  
 
    Once I made it a few feet away, I glanced over my shoulder. Thank God she hadn’t followed me. Now I hoped she didn’t come harass me later. If she does, I’ll just report her. If she was going to harass me, I’d contact someone. Not Alex; I had no clue how that would end up if I called him about a customer harassing me. I’ll talk to the one Nat is into. That way, maybe he would actually care about it.  
 
    I padded toward the pool and, a few feet away, stopped. I spread my towel out on the pavement by the water and dropped down onto it, opening my book to the last spot I’d stopped reading.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Alex 
 
    I still felt bad about it. I knew it wasn’t my fault the way she had been treated, but I should have said something. I should have tried to let her know she wasn’t alone. And then when I’d gone to see her, she acted like she didn’t want anything to do with me. Not that I can blame her. I wouldn’t have handled it half as well if I were her. And here I am twice her age. 
 
    I shook my head as I looked down at the cameras as they panned around the ranch. I didn’t like having them, but it was the right thing to do to help keep people safe. If something ever happened, I wanted to have a record.  
 
    I stared down at the screen showing the pool. It wasn’t something I normally did. Since the cameras were so well hidden, a lot of people who stayed here would go for a dip late at night, without anything on. I figured it wasn’t any of my business, so I didn’t look at the pool very much.  
 
    But not today. Today I focused on it.  
 
    Christy was lying on her towel, the string on her bikini top undone.  
 
    Damn it. I should go try to talk to her again. But I thought about the way she had looked at me. The anger in her eyes.  
 
    Was it because I didn’t come say hi to her this morning, or was it because of the way Samantha had acted toward me? I couldn’t know the answer for sure unless I asked her, but I wasn’t sure I had the balls to do it. Damn it.  
 
    I concentrated on the screen showing her. I knew I should go say something. Do something. I could at least try to work things out with her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Christy 
 
    The cool water felt good against my body after lying in the sun for so long. I closed my eyes and blew out a deep breath. When I got home, I was going to the first yoga class I could find. No matter the price.  
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    My head snapped toward the voice. Shit. Alex stared down at me. I hadn’t even heard him walk over.  
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    He sat down by the poolside and held out a water bottle. “I thought you might need this.” 
 
    I took it from him. I had run out of water and hadn’t gone back to get more yet. “How did you know I was here?” Had he gone looking for me? The thought made me happier than I wanted to admit.  
 
    “I … er, there are cameras. Not that I was watching you or anything; I just saw you were out here.” The more he spoke, the faster he spoke, and the more his words ran together.  
 
    I probably should have found it creepy, but I didn’t. Instead, I cracked open the water bottle and took a sip. “Thank you for the drink.”  
 
    There was silence for a few moments. What the hell am I supposed to say? Were we supposed to talk about what happened last night? Or were we just going to pretend it never happened? Probably the easiest thing to do.  
 
    But hey, easy never was my kinda thing. I opened my mouth to say something, but Alex beat me to it.  
 
    “I was wondering if you’d like to join us for dinner again tonight.” 
 
    “Is Samantha invited as well?” It came out before I really thought about it, but I didn’t feel sorry. I didn’t like her, and I wasn’t going to pretend I did. “If so, I think I will have to decline.” 
 
    “You have something against Samantha?” 
 
    “Yes.” I did. I wasn’t going to lie.  
 
    “Oh. Well, you’re welcome to come if you’d like, but I can’t say for sure if she will be there. If that means you don’t want to have dinner with us, then, by all means, feel free to sit this one out.”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. Anger nipped at the pit of my stomach, and my brow furrowed. “I didn’t realize you were going to be so defensive of her. I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to offend you or attack your girlfriend. After all, I know Samantha gets whatever she wants. She made sure to tell me that.” I snapped the last part, all my sass coming out into those six words.  
 
    Alex stared at me, confused. “What?”  
 
    I sighed. “What, she didn’t tell you she stopped by to threaten me?”  
 
    “She what?” 
 
    I shook my head. “You should keep better tabs on your girlfriend.” 
 
    There was silence. Alex stared at me. I stared back at him, anger burning inside my belly. I refused to look away.  
 
    “Samantha … and I,” he paused. “There is nothing there, Christy. I’m not sure why you think there is, but I’m pretty damn sure there isn’t.” 
 
    “You should try telling her that.”  
 
    Alex’s eyes locked on mine. “I think I will.” 
 
    His words shocked me. I looked at him, unsure of how to respond for a few seconds. “So … there really is nothing going on between you two?” 
 
    “Um, yeah. Why would you think otherwise?” 
 
    Well, because she made it seem like there was. And because it didn’t seem like he was interested in me anymore. Yesterday he had gone out of his way to see me, but this morning … I mentally shook myself. It doesn’t matter. 
 
    “Just the impression I was given,” I finally said, remembering I should at least give him an answer to his question. I pushed myself out of the water. “Anyway, I won’t get in your way any longer. I’m sure you have a lot to do. Thank you for the water.”  
 
    I climbed out of the pool and headed for my towel. I wrapped it around myself and scooped up the water bottle and book beside it.  
 
    “Are you going to join us for dinner?” he asked. 
 
    “Probably not. You never did tell me if Samantha would be there.”  
 
    Without another word, I walked away. I didn’t want to talk about it anymore. I didn’t care if he said they weren’t together. Okay, well, I cared a little, and I was damn happy about it, but that didn’t mean I was going to sit in the same room with her after she’d threatened me the way she had today.  
 
    As I left, Alex didn’t say a thing. I think he just watched me. I didn’t dare turn to see if he was looking at me. I thought we were going to work things out, I thought. I thought when he invited me to dinner, he was actually trying.  
 
    Turns out I was wrong. It stung, but I told myself I didn’t care. And if I kept telling myself that enough, then it would be fine.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Alex 
 
    I watched her walk away, and I knew again I should have done something. I’m better off just leaving it alone. She was a young woman. Hell, she was barely an adult. Christ. And here I found her attractive.  
 
    No, not attractive. I found her hot. I wanted to fuck her.  
 
    Goose bumps covered my skin as I thought about it. I knew it was wrong. 
 
    “There you are!” 
 
    I turned to see Josh, and he gave me a wide smile. “I’ve been looking all over for you. I need you to look over this price estimate and sign off on it. Jeff said you might be too busy for that, though.” His grin widened. Clearly, the guys had been talking.  
 
    I held out my hand for the paper and took it from him the second I could. I looked it up and down as I took the pen from him without a glance. “Did he now?”  
 
    “Yeah. Something about a pretty girl.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything. I thought about that pretty girl, my heart sinking to my feet. I hated that she was so young. Maybe that’s why she keeps storming away. Maybe she wasn’t mature enough.  
 
    I signed the paperwork without really looking at it. I had faith in my workers. That was what years of working together did to someone. I looked up as I handed him the papers.  
 
    “Well?” he asked, ignoring the papers. 
 
    “Well what?”   
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    “She’s back in her room. Yes, she’s pretty but …” I trailed off, not sure I wanted Josh to know the truth.  
 
    “What is it?” Josh’s head tilted to the left.  
 
    “She’s … younger than me.” 
 
    There was silence for a few seconds. Josh stared at me. “Is she over 18?” 
 
    “Yes!” If she weren’t, there wouldn’t even be any question about it. She would be a minor, and I’d have sent her marching and been done with it. I wasn’t a creep.  
 
    “Then what is the issue?”  
 
    “I—” I paused. I didn’t want to admit the truth. I thought about the first time we’d had dinner together. About how much I enjoyed her company.  
 
    My friend grinned. “As long as you two can consent to having a good time, that’s all that matters. Don’t you get sick of always going for older women anyway? Maybe the younger ones know a thing or two us old guys haven’t heard of yet.” The grin widened even more.  
 
    I couldn’t help the smile that spread across my lips. “Thanks.”  
 
    He made a good point. I was going to go give it a shot—and we were going to have a good time. I needed to stop worrying so fucking much.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Christy  
 
    Nat hadn’t been back to my room at all. She must be having fun, I thought. I wasn’t sure if I was jealous or sad about what happened today. 
 
    “I was supposed to come out here and have a nice time,” I muttered. Frustration had been building and building practically since I’d been here.  
 
    Knock. Knock. Knock. 
 
    I frowned as I walked toward the door and grabbed the handle. I pulled it open, expecting to see my best friend.  
 
    Nope.  
 
    Alex stood there. “Hi.” He gave me a weak smile and his eyes met mine. “I was a dick. I’m sorry.”  
 
    I stared at him with wide eyes. “Y-you’re sorry?” Out of all the things Alex could have done, I didn’t expect him to say he was sorry for anything.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m sorry. I’d like to make it up to you. Will you give me a chance?”  
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, mostly because I wanted to know what he had in mind. I stepped out of the doorway and opened the door a little wider, motioning for him to come in. Alex stepped inside.  
 
    “Do you have anything warm with you?”  
 
    “Yes, why?” 
 
    “Put it on; I want to show you something.” 
 
    My brow furrowed with confusion, but I did as I was told. I walked over to my suitcase and unzipped it, grabbing my warm sweatshirt. I pulled it over my head and turned to Alex. “Are you going to give me a hint as to what is going on?” 
 
    “Nope.” A smile touched his lips as he motioned toward the door and headed for it. I followed.  
 
    We made our way outside and stopped. I stared at the big green thing. I’m pretty sure it was farm equipment of some kind. What the fuck is that? I didn’t say it out loud, though.  
 
    “Have you ever been for a ride on a tractor before?” 
 
    “No, I can’t say I have.”  
 
    “Well, I guess there is a first time for everything, and I look forward to being your first.” His eyes sparkled. “Come on; it’s fun. Trust me. I’ve got a plan.” 
 
    A plan? “Should I be scared?” I asked as we headed toward the thing. It was a good two feet off the ground, and I had no clue how he was expecting me to get up there. 
 
    Alex laughed softly and shook his head. He climbed up into the tractor and then turned to me, holding out his hand. “I’m guessing you don’t want me to pick you up, so this will be the best bet. Put your foot on that bolt there.” He pointed to it. I nodded, doing as I was told. “Now grab my hand.”  
 
    I looked up at him as I did so, and he pulled. My heart skipped a beat.  
 
    Without any issue, I was lifted into the air, and I stepped onto the tractor. “Wow,” I whispered as I looked around. I was so high up.  
 
    Alex pulled my hand, closing the distance between us in a fraction of a second. His eyes locked on mine. I looked down quickly, avoiding eye contact. We’re so close. What was he expecting from me? Don’t get me wrong; it wasn’t my first time being close to a guy. It had been a while, but that wasn’t it. It was Alex. I knew he was older than I was, but I didn’t want to care. What would dad say? What would my family say if they ever found out?  
 
    “Christy, I’m not going to kiss you.” 
 
    His words shocked me. My head snapped toward him, and I opened my mouth to question him, but nothing came out. Instead, Alex spoke. “Don’t get me wrong; I’d like to, but I’m not going to kiss you. Not yet. Not until the end of the night. Then … then I’m going to ask for so much more than just a kiss, but if you don’t want to …. I won’t pressure you.”  
 
    I stared at Alex, processing his words and trying to figure out what I was supposed to say. “You’re very forward.”  
 
    “I don’t want to waste any more time with misunderstandings. We’ve already lost two days.”  
 
    Alex pulled away from me and sat down in the driver’s seat. I took that as my cue to sit down in the other seat beside him. It wasn’t much, but it was reasonably comfy. I watched as he started the tractor, and we started to move slowly. I stared out the window, feeling taller than I ever had in a car. It didn’t move fast, but when we headed for the field, my heart skipped a beat. 
 
    “You’re going home in a couple days,” he said after a little while.  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    I was looking forward to it less than an hour ago, and now I wasn’t so sure. Damn it. I had no clue what I wanted. I wanted to have fun with Alex, but I didn’t want to leave knowing we’d never see each other again. I didn’t want him just to be a memory from when I was young. I didn’t believe in hooking up. I believed in dating to find someone you love.  
 
    “Are you looking forward to it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” I bit my lip. I glanced over at him, watching as he stared out the windshield. “Will you take Samantha out when I’m gone?” Yes, I let my jealousy slip through.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “You won’t?” I didn’t even try to hide the surprise.  
 
    “She’s not my type.” 
 
    “Did you tell her that? She seems to be under the impression she’s going to get you no matter what you try to do.”  
 
    “I guess I’ll have to cross that bridge when I come to it.” He shrugged, appearing not to care. He turned the tractor as if he knew exactly where he was going. I looked out the window, taking in the scenery around me.  
 
    The grass was tall except where we were running it over. The setting sun colored the sky in shades of pink, orange, and yellow along with the blue that was always there. It all looked like something out of the movies I used to watch growing up. I wish they were real. I always had, and my deep dark secret as a grown ass woman was I still did.  
 
    “It’s beautiful here,” I said.  
 
    “Not as beautiful as you,” he responded without missing a beat.  
 
    I turned to him, a grin spreading over my face. I knew he was probably trying to be romantic, but it made me laugh more than anything.  
 
    “Smooth.” I inclined my head to him, giving him props.  
 
    “I have my skills.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “What are they?” 
 
    “Well, I could tell you or, if you’d rather, I can just show you after dinner.”  
 
    My pulse raced at the thought. I felt lust tug at me. “I’ll put some thought into that.” Yes. Yes. Yes, please!  
 
    Even last night in the pool, I hadn’t seen this side of Alex. He was much more forward than I thought he would be. Not that I minded, but it was a big change. Speaking of dinner …  
 
    “Aren’t we missing dinner?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m sure your friend isn’t happy about it.” 
 
    “Natasha? I think she’s a little busy to mind me too much. She’s having quite the time with your friend.”  
 
    “I could say the same for him. I’ve never seen him make so much time for a girl before.” 
 
    I paused, thinking about that. So that means …. “He normally makes time for girls?” 
 
    Alex turned to look at me. Even in the setting sun, I could still see the expression he made. He looked … sad? “Of course he does. We don’t have a policy against … anything like that.”  
 
    “Oh.” I couldn’t help feeling a little disappointed. So this is normal for you? I wanted to ask, but I knew I wouldn’t like the answer.  
 
    “Christy, I don’t do relationships. I should have told you that upfront, and I had planned to last night, but I’d gotten that call, and I had to leave and then …” he trailed off.  
 
    “At least you’re honest about it.” 
 
    I tried not to sound as upset as I felt. Then why did you even bring me on this stupid date? You should have said something beforehand. I knew it shouldn’t be a big deal; I mean, I shouldn’t be expecting a relationship—but it just felt like he’d misled me in some way.  
 
    “Is that an issue?” Alex asked. 
 
    “No. I didn’t expect anything from you to begin with.” I should have felt bad for saying it, but I didn’t. I mean, I hadn’t expected anything from him.  
 
    “Good. I’m glad we have that figured out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Alex 
 
    Why did this girl have to be so fucking confusing?  
 
    I was trying to take her out on a nice date. Wasn’t that enough? She said it was fine, but I could tell by the tone of voice it wasn’t. It would be easier if she had just been honest. I could have offered to take her back to her room, and we’d be done with it. At least this way I have a chance to show her a good time.  
 
    After all, that’s what this ranch is about. People being able to have a good time.  
 
    I stopped and turned the tractor off. I knew it wasn’t the same as picking a girl up in an Audi or something, but I thought it would at least be unique, and I thought Christy would like that more than anything. Plus, it’s probably six times the price as one of those stupid cars that do nothing but look pretty.  
 
    I turned to Christy and reached behind her, grabbing some blankets and handing her one. “It will start to cool down soon.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    She took it from me and wrapped it around her shoulders, pulling it tight as she looked around. I reached for the bag behind my seat and pulled it out. The scent of food engulfed me, and I sucked in a deep breath. If nothing else, I’m going to give her one damn memorable date. Something she’d be able to think about for years to come. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Christy 
 
    “It’s nothing fancy,” he said as he passed me a plastic container of food and I opened it. “Stuffed chicken, mashed potato salad, and some bread.” He reached into the bag and pulled out another container, this one with some rolls in it.  
 
    “Wow.” I had to admit I’d never been to dinner like this before. The blanket wrapped around me was already warming my body as he handed me a fork. “Thank you.”  
 
    “I wasn’t going to make you eat with your hands.” He smiled.  
 
    “I mean for everything. Thank you for tonight. For bringing me out here and for dinner.” I knew he had his reasons, he made that clear, but it was still nice. And at least he was trying. I wasn’t into the whole ‘let’s meet up and hang out at my place’ thing. I still liked having a real first date. This isn’t a date, I reminded myself.  
 
    I felt the disappointment the second I thought it, but I tried to push it away. Don’t ruin it. Have fun. I took a bite of my chicken, and flavor exploded in my mouth. I let out a noise of approval as I nodded, looking at Alex. Once I chewed and swallowed, I spoke, “This is amazing.” 
 
    “Your friend made it.” 
 
    “She did?” I wasn’t surprised she made something that tasted this good. “So, she is really into your friend. Is he going to break her heart?” 
 
    “I think Jeff is just as into Natasha as Natasha is into him. I think they will both leave with broken hearts unless they are crazy enough to keep trying this. Which it sounds to me like he wants to do. He’s already talking about video chats and driving down to see her.”  
 
    My heart skipped. Hope filled my chest. Hope for my friend. I knew how long it had been since she had been with someone, and it had been even longer since she’d been with someone who made her happy.  
 
    “I didn’t like her last boyfriend,” I said. I took another bite, chewed, and swallowed. “He never treated her like she deserved and always wanted to make her pay for dates. He never even tried to take her somewhere nice. He just wanted … to sleep with her.” And she had known it too, but she had wanted to have a boyfriend for Christmas so badly she’d put up with it.  
 
    “So … all you care about is that he treats your friend right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Not that he is older than her?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Why would I care if he’s a little older than her? All that really matters is he cares about her and treats her right. And that they have the same goals, or at least they have the same understanding of the relationship.”  
 
    I took a bite of the chicken and turned to see Alex staring at me, fork halfway to his mouth. I waited to see if he was going to move. He didn’t. He just stared at me with wide eyes.  
 
    I felt my cheeks get warm. “What do you think about it?” Did I say something wrong? Maybe he thought they shouldn’t be together and was hoping I would be on his side. If that was the case, he wasn’t going to be so lucky.  
 
    Alex cleared his throat and put his fork down. “You’re very smart.”  
 
    “T-thank you,” I stammered.  
 
      
 
    We finished our meal without another word, then Alex suggested we go for a walk and I agreed. It was almost dark by then, and the mosquitos were out. Thankfully, Alex had come prepared. 
 
    “Close your eyes.” 
 
    I did as I was told and kept my lips as closed as well. I smelt it before I felt it. Insect repellent. It only lasted a couple of seconds before I heard the noise turn away from me. I opened my eyes and saw Alex spraying himself quickly, then he tossed the can into the grass and held his hand out to me. My heart stuttered.  
 
    I reached out and took it with a smile. We fell into pace with each other as I looked around. “It’s gorgeous out here.” 
 
    “That’s why I bought it.” 
 
    “Wait … you own this ranch?” I hadn’t realized he was the owner.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    I stumbled, shocked. He said it so casually, like it wasn’t a big deal to own a ranch. “All of it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You own it? It’s yours?” 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, I still have a few months left on the mortgage, but once the anniversary comes up, I can pay it all off and be done with it.”  
 
    I stared in shock, still processing the fact he owned the land we were walking on. “What made you decide to buy it?” 
 
    Alex shrugged. “It was something my grandma always talked about doing. We were going to do it together when I was little, and then she passed away when I was a teen, and I don’t know … I guess it just kinda stuck with me as something I wanted to do. When I had the money, I started looking around, and I found this. Then, I went to the bank.”  
 
    “That’s it? You just went to the bank?” 
 
    “Well, I went with my brothers—” 
 
    “Wait,” I cut him off. “You have brothers?” 
 
    Alex laughed. “Christy, Jeff is my brother.”  
 
    “Wait, what? But you’ve been calling him a friend all this time.” 
 
    “That’s because he is a friend; he also just happens to be my brother.”  
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered as I shook my head. It seemed so silly he hadn’t told me, but really, I shouldn’t have expected him to. “Will you tell me about your family? Please?” 
 
    “There isn’t much to say. My parents live seven hours away; my brothers and I work on the ranch, and my sister is the one with kids. Which is why my parents live close to her.” There was no hint of bitterness when he said it.  
 
    “Are kids something you’ll ever want?” 
 
    “Nope. Not for me.”  
 
    Even though I knew we’d never last more than another day and a half, I felt better knowing we both had the same view on kids. 
 
    Alex and I walked, not saying anything for a few seconds. It wasn’t awkward. In fact, the silence was nice.  
 
    “Do you want a family?” he asked, surprising me.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You don’t think that will change when you get older?” 
 
    “No, I don’t.”  
 
    I was sure of it. Everyone liked to tell me I would change my mind about kids, but I didn’t like them, and I never had. I didn’t want them. Luckily for my mother, she had another daughter she could count on for grandbabies.  
 
    Alex pulled me toward a small dirt path. “Come on; I want to show you something.” 
 
    Most of the time you’re not supposed to go off in the wilderness with some random guy and let him lead you around, but considering everyone knew we were staying at this ranch, I didn’t feel too worried about it. Natasha knew there was something going on between me and Alex – which meant her mom did, too – and I had found out there were video cameras. Truthfully, I didn’t feel worried because I trusted Alex.  
 
    He pulled me close to him, wrapping his arm around me. I could feel his heat, even through my sweatshirt. It wasn’t long until Alex came to a stop, just before some bushes. He turned to me, grinned, and stepped away. “Ladies first,” he said motioning toward a tiny pathway between the bushes.  
 
    I did as I was told and stepped through the path, coming to a stop as soon as I saw it.  
 
    “Oh my God,” I whispered. We were on top of a cliff looking down at three horses. In the moonlight, I could tell one of them was white. The other two were dark, but I had no clue what color. They stood by the edge of the water, all close together.  
 
    “This is part of their enclosure,” Alex said, touching the small of my back as he came to stand beside me. “We’re actually right by the rec building.” He pointed to the right, and I realized there was a building there. I had been so caught up in staring at the creatures in front of me, I didn’t even bother to look around.  
 
    “You took me in a big circle.”  
 
    Alex gave me a nod. “Yes, I did.” His hand against my back pulled me closer to him. He leaned toward me, and I felt his hot breath against my neck. “Can I walk you back to your room?” 
 
    My heart leapt. “Yes,” I whispered, almost losing my voice.  
 
    I felt his lips touch mine for a fraction of a second. Holy shit. I felt lust twist inside me as he pulled away. Yes. I was more than okay with him taking me back to my room, as long as he stayed with me.  
 
    It was my turn to lead the way. I didn’t know if I was on the right path, but I was heading for the rec building.  
 
    “Have you been for a ride yet? On the horses, I mean.” He added the last part quickly, and I laughed softly.  
 
    “No, I haven’t.” I hadn’t been up to much today. I’ll do that tomorrow before I leave. 
 
    “Let me take you tomorrow, please?” 
 
    “Okay.” Excitement overwhelmed me. It had been a long time since I was this excited to have a man back at my place and in my bed. Just relax, I thought. I wasn’t going to get my hopes up only to have them crushed. Our fingers tangled together as we made our way closer to the rec building. “Wait, what about the tractor?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry. I can walk over tomorrow morning and grab it.” He didn’t stop moving; he stepped past me and gave me a soft pull. I stumbled to catch up to him.  
 
    “Are you sure? What if …” 
 
    “Nothing is going to happen to it.” I could hear the humor in his voice as he turned to face me. “Trust me. It will be fine. No one is going to steal it, and even if they did, it’s insured and I could easily get a new one. Well, easily depending on who I would have to deal with at the insurance agency.”  
 
    “Okay, if you say so.” We stepped out into the parking lot of the ranch. We made our way in a circle, and I’d had a chance to get a good view of the landscape.  
 
    “Alex! There you are.” 
 
    Jealousy hit the second I heard Samantha’s voice. I wanted to walk over and punch her right in the face.  
 
    I felt Alex’s hand squeeze mine before letting go. “Was there something you needed?” 
 
    “Yes. There is … an outlet in my room that isn’t working.”  
 
    “You could have called the main office; I’m sure someone would have answered.” 
 
    I thought his phone was hooked up to the main office? I didn’t say it, though.  
 
    “Oh, it, er—just happened.”  
 
    I snorted. I didn’t mean to, honestly. It was just such a bad lie that I couldn’t help laughing. For the first time since we’d ran into her, Samantha turned her attention to me. My eyes locked on hers, and I gave her a wide smile I was hoping she could see in the dark. She turned her attention away from me quickly. 
 
    “Of course, if you’re too busy to look at it, I can just leave.” 
 
    “No. I’m sure I can spare a few seconds to look at the outlet in your room.” Alex sighed softly. I don’t think she heard it.  
 
    “Well,” I cleared my throat, bringing the attention to me, “thank you for walking me back to my room. I can take it from here.” I wasn’t going to act helpless like Samantha. If he wanted to come see me once he was done with her, then we could go from there.  
 
    I walked away without saying a word to Samantha. Knowing he had no interest in her made me feel way better than I felt earlier. I wasn’t worried about him going into her room; however, I still felt a little jealousy toward her —or maybe that was just the urge to hit her. 
 
    I wasn’t quite sure.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Alex 
 
    Of course, there was nothing wrong with the outlet. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. This wasn’t something new to me. 
 
    Just because I slept with most women who came here didn’t mean I slept with all of them. That meant there had been a couple of women who had acted like this before. They lied to get me into their room, then tried to get me into their bed. It hadn’t worked before now, and it wasn’t going to work tonight. Christy is waiting in her room for me. Now that was enough to get my blood flowing. Knowing she was waiting, that she wanted me in her bed. It was enough to send me on my way.  
 
    “Well, if it happens again, call the main office. I’m sure one of the guys will come look at it.” 
 
    “Not you?” 
 
    “No. I’ll be turning in soon.”  
 
    Samantha pursed her lips. “With that little girl?” She crossed her arms over her chest. Well, not actually over, more like under. It was too big to fit over.  
 
    “Excuse me?” That’s none of your business.  
 
    “Oh, please.” She huffed a sigh. Turning away from me, she shook her head. “She’s a child, and there you are trying to take advantage of her. I’ve met men like you in my day. I knew your lot better than I’d like to admit when I was her age. I don’t know what you see in a little girl, but I think it’s best you leave now.”  
 
    Her words shocked me. Hurt me. Scared me. She made it sound like I was a dirty old man. Am I? 
 
    Samantha crossed over to the door and pulled it open. “I wanted you until I realized what kind of man you are. I hope you take a good look at yourself and realize what you’re really like. If you do, I’d be happy to help you work through it.” I watched as she pulled a card out of her pocket and held it out toward me. She cleared her throat. “Now please get out of my room.”  
 
    I walked without thinking about it. My mind raced over the words she had just said to me. She was making it sound like Christy was a sixteen-year-old girl. She wasn’t. She wasn’t that young. She’s way more mature than her age lets on, I reminded myself. It didn’t help, though.  
 
    As I passed by Samantha, I looked down at the card she held. She’s a therapist. That’s why she had told me to come talk to her.  
 
    I didn’t take the card. I had no interest. I stepped out of her room without a word.  
 
    I didn’t turn around when I heard the door close. Christy is waiting. A few minutes ago that had excited me. Now, I wasn’t sure how to feel. Am I really a dirty old man? I walked to her room, but stopped, staring at the door. I raised my hand, but couldn’t bring myself to knock. A sigh passed through my lips. “I should just go back to my room,” I muttered. That way she wouldn’t have to feel like she had to spend time with me.  
 
    No.  
 
    I wasn’t going to give up this easily. I wanted to spend time with Christy. I liked her. Samantha was just trying to start drama. I wasn’t going to let her get in the way of this. I wasn’t going to let her control me. She just said all that stuff because she wanted me to come back and see her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Christy 
 
    I sat there, waiting.  
 
    He was taking longer than I thought he would. Maybe she did get to him. Maybe he was going to spend the night with her instead of me. Maybe he planned on that all along. I mentally shook myself, trying to tell myself it didn’t matter. That I didn’t care.  
 
    Knock. Knock. Knock. 
 
    My pulse raced as I rushed toward the door; my fingers curled around the handle as I ripped it open.  
 
    Comfort washed over me.  
 
    There he was, looking at me. He stared, and I stared back. He was here. I knew I shouldn’t be surprised, but I kinda was.  
 
    “I need to ask you something.” He sounded … scared? 
 
    “Anything, come in.” I stepped out of the way and watched as he came into the room. He looked away from me.  
 
    “Christy … do you feel pressured by me?” 
 
    “What? Is this something Samantha said?”  
 
    “Yes.” He walked over to the bed and sat down. He sighed as his fingers ran through his hair. “But she makes a good point. I’m old, Christy. I’m old enough to be your father.”  
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, you could go for a younger man. I mean, I have bad knees and a bad back, and—” 
 
    “You think guys my age don’t? You have a bad body because you work on a ranch.” At least that’s what I hoped it was. I knew guys who worked in the trades. I knew how hard they worked, and I hoped it was the same thing for a rancher, or cowboy, or whatever he was. I closed the distance between the two of us and stood between his legs. “I don’t give a fuck how old you are.” 
 
    “And what if I do?” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” I retorted without thinking about the question.  
 
    “Because I don’t want to care.” I reached out and took Alex’s hand. His fingers tangled between mine. “But every time I tell myself it doesn’t matter, something happens to remind me I should care. That I shouldn’t be doing this. That I’m old enough to be your father, and I don’t want you to think I’m just some pervy old man taking advantage of y—” 
 
    My lips crashed against his. I didn’t want to listen anymore. I didn’t want him to think he needed to care. “I want you to take advantage of me,” I whispered, grabbing his other hand and moving it to my ass. Just where I wanted it.  
 
    I felt Alex freeze. His eyes locked on mine, and I stared at him as my lips touched his softly. “So, are you going to take me, Alex?” 
 
    “Dammit,” he muttered. His fingers dug into my ass, and arousal ignited inside me. He grabbed me and pulled me onto the bed, his lips crashing against mine. “You make things difficult,” he murmured.  
 
    “You’re the one making things difficult,” I responded, nipping his lower lip gently.  
 
    Alex gasped as I crawled on top of him. I could feel his dick even with our pants between us. Our kiss grew more passionate, but it wasn’t kissing I wanted from him. I wanted more.  
 
    Alex’s hands traced over my body softly, slipping under my shirt and touching my skin. A soft moan escaped my lips. “I want you inside me, Alex.”  
 
    He rolled me onto my back, rested above me, and pulled away from our kiss. “Take your top off,” he ordered. I sat up just long enough to pull my top over my head and toss it onto the ground.  
 
    He grabbed the band of my sweatpants and pulled them off in one swift motion. He tossed them on the ground, his fingers wrapping around my ankle as his lips lowered to the spot just above my knee. I moaned, not sure how much more of this I could take.  
 
    “Alex … do you have protection?” I asked, totally killing the moment.  
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He smiled softly, reaching into his pocket and pulling out his wallet. Thank God. I didn’t have any and, even though I was young, I wasn’t going to suggest we use the pull out method. I watched as Alex unzipped his jeans. They fell to the ground, pulling his boxers down with them. His hard cock sprang free.  
 
    I sucked in a deep breath as my eyes locked on his thick cock. Until he grabbed his shirt and pulled it over his head, that is. My eyes made their way up his body, stopping at his abs for a few seconds. I reached out, grabbing him and pulling him down between my legs as I spread them wide.  
 
    I took the condom from his fingers and tore into it carefully. My hands shook as I placed the rubber over his dick. My eyes locked on his as I guided him toward me.  
 
    Alex’s hands traced over the curves of my body, then he thrust into me and I gasped, my back arching into him. His fingers dug into my skin, pulling me as close to him as he could. He thrust, fast and hard.  
 
    “Oh, fuck yes,” I moaned, grabbing his lower back with one hand. My free hand moved to my own body, my fingers softly massaging my clit.  
 
    The pace quickened. Alex’s lips pressed against mine. I moaned into them, my teeth grazing his lower lip as he caught my breath. His cock slid into me faster and harder. My fingers massaged my clit, keeping rhythm with Alex. His fingers pressed into my skin as he thrust faster and faster.  
 
    “I’m already so close,” I moaned, my fingers working faster over my clit. “Make me come, Alex.”  
 
    He thrust into me, faster and harder. His free hand grabbed mine from his back and pinned it down above my head. His lips touched mine for a fraction of a second. “Be a good girl and come for me. Keep playing with yourself just like that; I’ll take care of the rest,” he whispered, his cock thrusting in and out.  
 
    My eyes rolled back; his words were enough to almost get me there. I could feel the orgasm building. Alex thrust into me, and his fingers squeezed mine.  
 
    My eyes rolled back, and everything went a hazy white. My hips arched, and I gasped, pleasure crashing through my body in waves, one right after another. I let out a gasp, my hips bucking as another wave crashed through me.  
 
    Alex slammed into me, gasping. He slammed again and again.  
 
    Another wave of pleasure surged through my body. And another, this time softer than the rest. Then one more. Alex slammed into me a final time then fell, resting his head on my belly. My arms wrapped around his back, and I held him.  
 
    We stayed like this for a long time. I didn’t want to stop holding him. Damn it. I didn’t want to leave soon. I didn’t want to have to say goodbye to Alex. I knew I’d miss him. He doesn’t do relationships, I reminded myself. I felt my heart sink.  
 
    “I’m going to miss you,” he whispered against my skin, caressing the curves of my body.  
 
    “I’m going to miss you, too.” I didn’t know if he was just saying it to be nice, but I knew I wasn’t. I was going to miss him.  
 
    Alex pulled away from me. “You know, we could see each other again.” He stared down at me with those gorgeous eyes.  
 
    My fingers traced over his muscular chest. “I thought you didn’t do relationships.” 
 
    “For you, I might make an exception. How far away are you?” 
 
    “Far.”  
 
    “Then I can fly you out, or I can fly to see you. As often as you want.”  
 
    “Y-you’re going to pay for me to fly out here?” 
 
    “Yes.” He didn’t even hesitate before saying it.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I don’t like the idea of never seeing you again.” 
 
    His lips lowered to mine, pulling me into a deep kiss. My arms wrapped around him. I felt something move inside me and realized he hadn’t pulled out. A grin spread over his lips as he felt it, too. He pulled back, pushing away from me and removing the condom. I stared down at his cock, already getting hard again.  
 
    “You might be the oldest man I’ve fucked, but you’re also the best.”  
 
    “Why stop now? Looks like I’m almost ready to go again.” 
 
    His eyes sparkled as his lips lowered to my thigh. I gasped, my hips arching towards his lips as his mouth brushed against the part of my skin that was ticklish. A giggle escaped me as he pinned my legs down gently.  
 
    Oh, we were going to make the most of our night together. I’ll fly you out to see me whenever you want. Butterflies replaced the dread that had been building in my stomach. “I think I’ll stay a few days longer,” I said. 
 
    “Yes. But you won’t be leaving the bed the whole time you’re here.” I could hear the pleasure in his voice. 
 
    Good, I thought, pulling away from Alex just enough to make him look up so I could kiss him.  
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    Natasha  
 
    The second I saw the way she looked at him I knew he was off limits.  
 
    Sucks. He was freakin’ cute. I’d kill to get a piece of that ass, but I wasn’t going to kill my best friend for it. I loved her too much. So, here I was, sitting beside another guy instead. But he was cute. And he was the cook.  
 
    “I have to admit, it’s not too damn bad,” I said, locking eyes on his. He stared at me, a grin spreading over his lips.  
 
    “I feel like that should be a compliment.” His smile widened.  
 
    “It should be.” 
 
    What can I say? Christy was the more bashful of the two of us, but honestly, I was a talented chef and knew a good meal when I ate one.  
 
    I took a second to give this guy a good up and down. He was cute. Like, really cute. Blonde hair cut short, brown eyes. A nice smile, too. He had a little bit of facial hair going on. I could dig it.  
 
    I gave him a smirk. “I’m Natasha.” I held my hand out to him. He shook my hand, giving me a once over.  
 
    “Jeff.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Jeff. So, you’re the one who does all the cooking around here?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m happy to hear you don’t hate it. Then again, I haven’t met a girl I haven’t satisfied.”  
 
    My heart did a back flip. I had a very strong feeling he wasn’t talking about his food. Let me give it a shot, I thought. I would gladly see what he had to offer. Instead of making it obvious, because it was fun to tease, I pretended I didn’t catch on to what he really meant.  
 
    “Really? That’s impressive. Have you been cooking a long time?” 
 
    “Since I was 14 and started having to buck up. I had to cook for my brothers.” He said it with no hint of resentment; however, he did look away when he said the words. “What about you?” he asked, turning back to face me.  
 
    “Since I was 17 and I realized I needed to get my ass in gear. Mostly because my mom left my dad, and my dad had no clue what he was doing in the kitchen. I got sick of eating his crap food for dinner.” 
 
    I gave him a smile and a dry laugh.. By now it wasn’t something I was ashamed to talk about. I’d come a long way since then. I was proud of everything I’d done and all the ways I’d become a good cook in the past few years.  
 
    I shot a glance over to Christy. She was deep in conversation with Alex, and I could tell how much she was enjoying herself. It made me happy to see her smiling. There is no doubt she had been struggling a long time, which was one of the big reasons we’d come out here.  
 
    Jeff saw what I was looking at. “They look like they are having fun,” he said, lowering his voice.  
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed, watching to make sure they didn’t realize we were talking about them.  
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    “Thank you for walking me back to my room,” I said as we came to a stop in front of the door. I turned to look him up and down. I wasn’t naïve; I knew why he had walked me back to my room. “Would you like to come in?” 
 
    “I’d love to.”  
 
    I pushed open the door and we stepped inside. By now I was pretty sure there was no question why he was in my room, but I wanted to make myself clear. “I don’t have coffee or anything to offer you.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I don’t want coffee.”  
 
    I turned to face him. “Really? What do you want?”  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    He said nothing. His gaze locked on mine and he stepped toward me. I stared into those gorgeous brown eyes, not daring to look away. Are you going to have the balls to tell me? I thought. Yes, it was a bit of a test, and a bit of me making it clear I wanted him. More than anything, it was me trying to find out where this would go. I wondered. I wanted to know what kind of person he was.  
 
    “I’d like to kiss you,” he murmured. My heart tripped over itself. I loved that the man was honest. “If you’ll let me.” 
 
    “I would,” I said softly, my own lack of voice surprising me. He’d taken my breath away without me even realizing it. I guess he’s better than I gave him credit for, I thought as he stepped toward me, closing what little distance there was between us.  
 
    He reached out, his warm fingers gently brushing my cheek and tangling into my hair. Not pulling it though, thankfully. I hated having my hair pulled. He cradled my head and pulled me close, the space between us gone.  
 
    His lips were warm against mine. My pulse raced as I felt him against me. His free hand moved to the small of my back, pressing my body against his. I felt every inch of him. Arousal burned low in my belly as our kiss grew more passionate. My teeth grazed his lower lip, and he let out a deep breath, returning the graze.  
 
    I moaned.  
 
    Then it was all over. He pulled away from me. 
 
    I wanted to cry out. I wanted to protest, but I didn’t. I just stood there, staring at him, unable to do anything else. I took a deep breath. Breathe. Then talk. It was just a kiss; it shouldn’t have left you speechless. 
 
    I opened my mouth with every intention to say something, but nothing came out. Seems the kiss did leave me kind of stunned.  
 
    “I should ask right now,” Jeff said. “Do you have protection with you?”  
 
    Fuck. I closed my eyes and shook my head. “No.”  
 
    He held out his hand. “I’ve got some in my room.”  
 
    I wrapped his fingers with mine. “Let’s go then.”  
 
    We made our way to his room faster than I thought possible. There was no talking involved. There was no touching, except holding hands; otherwise I didn’t think we’d make it to the bedroom. The only reason we were going there was because we needed a condom. How could I have not brought any with me? It was stupid. I’d been wishing the whole time I could have a good hookup, so why didn’t I plan for it better? I’d brought my cute panties.  
 
    As it turns out, his room was on the other side of the rec building where we had dinner. It looked just like the rooms they rented out, except bigger.  
 
    “So … does everyone live in one of these?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he said as he opened the door. “Don’t worry; they’re sound proof.” A wide grin took over his face. I laughed softly as I stepped into the room. He flicked on the light and I was left staring at his place.  
 
    There was a huge TV and a leather couch. Along with the TV were shelves of video games and a few accessories for the gaming system he had. Right off the living room was a smaller room, and I could see the bed.  
 
    I walked over to it and flicked the light switch on the wall. Holy shit. A large bed took up most of the room except for a few feet on the left where there was a closet and a bookshelf crammed with books. I padded over to the bed, Jeff beside me for some of the way, until he left to go over to the closet.  
 
    Sitting down on the bed, I reached out and touched it with my fingers, my skin standing out against the black sheet. Nice. The bedding was so soft. Is this silk? It felt like it. The bed was damn comfy, to be honest. It made me want to sleep, not have sex. I can do that after we fuck.  
 
    I turned to watch him stand in front of the closet. I eyed some of the things he had in there. Mostly it was jeans and black shirts, but I saw a couple “toys” that weren’t something you’d put in the living room. A smile appeared on my face. I could dig a guy who was into that. Then again, I was a huge fan of my own toys.  
 
    He grabbed a condom and came over to the bed, so I figured it was best to be up front about a couple of things. 
 
    “I should just put it out there, I like to be pinned down,” I said. “But if I want to move, I expect you to let me. I like touching myself, and if that’s an issue I think I should just head back to my room right now.” 
 
    Jeff look confused. “Why would that be an issue?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Some guys don’t like it.” 
 
    “It gets me off to see a woman please herself.”  
 
    His honesty turned me on. I grinned. “Is there anything you like?” 
 
    “You. On your knees.”  
 
    Lust simmered deep in my stomach. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Your legs.”  
 
    I swallowed dryly, licked my lips to restore some moisture to them, and nodded. I pushed myself up and then settled down on my hands and knees. I glanced over my shoulder at him. “How’s this?” 
 
    He stared at me and reached out, his warm fingers softly brushing my inner thigh. A shiver ran down my spine.  
 
    “Perfect,” he murmured.  
 
    I watched as he pulled his shirt over his head. Oh God. I inhaled deeply as I stared at his perfect chest. I wanted to move so I could touch it. Just so I could be sure it was real. My eyes trailed down to where his hands were undoing his pants. He stood and let his jeans fall to the ground, shoving his boxers down with them, and climbed back onto the bed.  
 
    His hard cock stuck out.  
 
    It was all I could stare at. Lust grew inside my belly, no longer simmering. I watched as he slid the condom over his cock and settled down behind me. His hands traced over my body softly, heat from his skin sending shivers from my head to my toes.  
 
    He moved toward me, his cock pressing against me as his eyes locked on mine. He thrust into me gently. I gasped, my nails digging into the silk bedding that felt so good against my knees. A moan passed through my lips.  
 
    “Oh God, yes.”  
 
    Jeff pulled out and thrust back into me, his pace quickening as he grabbed my hips, pushing my skirt up just a little. His free hand still rested on my leg, his fingers pressing into my skin. I moaned louder as his pace quickened. Faster. Faster. Harder. Harder.  
 
    He grabbed my hair gently, his fingers tangling into my messy bun as his lips touched my neck.  
 
    I moaned louder and louder as he drove into me, filling me with every inch before pulling away, so close to slipping out.  
 
    “Harder,” I cried.  
 
    Jeff obliged, thrusting into me forcefully, his fingers digging into my hip. I moaned louder.  
 
    I reached between my legs with my free hand, my face resting against the soft fabric of the sheets. “I’m so fucking close.” I gasped for breath as he filled me and I touched myself.  
 
    Jeff thrust into me faster and faster. His fingers tightened against me, pulling my hair softly. “Come with me,” he rasped.  
 
    He slammed into me.  
 
    His words were enough to send me over the edge. I saw stars and let out a loud cry. Jeff slammed into me again and again as chills of pleasure surged through my body. Wave after wave. His hands loosened and detangled from my hair as another pulse of pleasure surged through me. And another. The last so soft I could hardly feel it.  
 
    I fell, slumping down onto the bed as I turned to look at the man who had just fucked me. He stood and disposed of the condom.  
 
    “If it’s all right with you, I was going to stay here,” I said. I’d rather not have to get up and go outside now. I was comfy.  
 
    “Stay as long as you like. I get up early most mornings for work, but you can stay longer.”  
 
    “Thanks.” I smiled as he came back to bed and settled down beside me. He pulled me into his arms and held me tight. His lips softly touched my cheek. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Jeff 
 
    Normally, if girls wanted to stay, I’d let them. But honestly, this time I wanted her to ask to stay. I was wondering if she was going to or if I was going to have ask her.  
 
    I pulled her close to me and closed my eyes. What was it about her? It doesn’t even make sense. This wasn’t the first time I’ve hooked up with a girl, but there was more … I liked her for her personality. Fear set in and I froze. I’d been so happy, but now here I was freaking the fuck out because I remembered this was something that only happened to me one other time. And it hadn’t ended well.  
 
    If I pull away now, she’ll think something is wrong with her. I didn’t want her to think that, but I didn’t know if I was going to be able to keep lying here.  
 
    I cleared my throat and slid away. “So, why did you come out to the ranch?” Maybe if I started a conversation, she wouldn’t feel like she had done something wrong.  
 
    “We needed to get away from shit. Why did you come out here?” 
 
    “I needed to get away from shit too and decided to move the fuck out here so it didn’t follow me.”  
 
    She smiled. “Did it work?” 
 
    “Yes.” In a way it had worked, but it also brought about more issues than I ever could have imagined. Issues even my worst nightmares couldn’t compete with. I decided to leave that part out.  
 
    I stared at the girl in front of me. She looked happy, but tired. I’m glad I tired her out. I hadn’t expected her to actually join me back in my bedroom once I realized I didn’t have a condom on me, but I was glad she did. I took her hand and our fingers tangled together. I wonder if she came out here to fuck a cowboy. Most girls did. Some wouldn’t admit it, others didn’t mind being honest about it. I liked it best when they were honest. “I should just put it out there, I like to be pinned down. But if I want to move, I expect you to let me. I like touching myself, and if that’s an issue I think I should just head back to my room right now.” 
 
    Just thinking about her words was enough to get my blood flowing back to my cock. Not sure I could manage it again. 
 
    Most women who came here only needed a good quickie. Most of them lacked foreplay or even sex at home, and that was why they came out here.  
 
    “Are you single?”  
 
    “Yes.” She spat the word, clearly offended I asked.  
 
    My cheeks flushed. “Sorry. Just … a lot of the women who come here … aren’t.”  
 
    I realized right then and there I’d given it away. I slept with the women who vacationed at the ranch. I felt my cheeks burn as I looked away from her. Please don’t ask.  
 
    “Oh. Well, I’m not one of those girls. Are you in a relationship?” she challenged.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    The look on her face made me pretty sure she believed me, and for that I was thankful. I didn’t want to get into the past relationship talk, and most of all I didn’t want to bring it on myself. I knew I wasn’t going to be good at facing the conversation. Which is why it is best kept private.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Natasha 
 
    I rolled over, squinting. I knew I should get up and leave. I knew I should get out of his place before he had to ask. I understood hookup etiquette. I sighed and forced my eyes open, pulled the blankets back, and sat up.  
 
    Fingers curled around my wrist, and he pulled me back down beside him. His arms wrapped around me and pulled me close. “Not so fast,” he murmured, holding me tight.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I have to admit, it was really nice to cuddle with him. Don’t go getting attached, I reminded myself, taking a deep breath. The breath was a bad idea. Breathing, good; deep breathing when you can get a good smell of him, bad. Not because he smelt bad, but because it made me feel good.  
 
    It made me happy to be in his arms. 
 
    The reason I understood hookup etiquette so well was because I had sworn off relationships for a reason, and right now I saw the warning signs of feelings. Feelings were bad news. Still, I was stupid and didn’t move. I knew I should, but I didn’t.  
 
    Instead, I closed my eyes and tried to ignore the fact I knew it wasn’t going to end well. I’m just here for a couple days, not enough time to get emotionally attached. One of the major reasons I was out here was to relax. I wanted to enjoy myself and one of the best ways I knew how to do that was with a hot man in my bed. So I didn’t move, and I loved every second of not moving. His warm body against mine made my tension disappear.  
 
    “Are you going to do anything special with your friend today?” Jeff asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “I think we were going to go see what that little town is like.”  
 
    I felt him stiffen.  
 
    What’s going on there? I wondered. I bit my lip. Should I ask him about it or should I just let him be? I’m not turning over any stones I don’t need to turn over. I wasn’t dealing with bullshit someone else could deal with. After all, this wasn’t going to turn into a relationship. Maybe I should clear that up. I chewed my lower lip softly. I didn’t think I needed to. I mean, he wasn’t crazy enough to think we’d end up dating, was he? 
 
    Of course not. 
 
    I relaxed further into his arms and just enjoyed being there. It had been a long time. On the plus side, my biggest goal for this trip had been accomplished within 24 hours. I grinned and reached out for his hand, my fingers tangling into his.  
 
    “Then are you going to be free tonight?” Jeff asked. “I’d like to see you again.”  
 
    My heart dropped to my toes. I knew those lines and I wasn’t sure I liked them. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m free,” I said without thinking about it. I wanted to see him again, and I wanted him to make an effort to see me. I mean, it was only a couple days. It shouldn’t hurt. I hope. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Jeff 
 
    I grabbed the bag of feed and slung it over my shoulder without much effort. After years of doing it, the weight had become normal.  
 
    Unlike normal, I was feeling excited about tonight. I normally didn’t ask to see the girls again. I usually only needed one night with them, but with Natasha I needed more. Okay, needed was a strong word, but I really, really wanted to spend time with her again. Maybe I’ll do something special for dinner, I thought.  
 
    I stopped mid-step on my way to the stables. Wait. Wasn’t this getting out of hand? I mean, sure, I wanted to see her again and that was fine, but I knew she was only going to be here a couple more days. She was a nice girl, but there was no reason to impress her. I’d already done that, and quite frankly I’d never gone out of my way to impress a girl. I didn’t need to. 
 
    I mentally shook my head and headed toward the stall where I needed to drop off the feed. It’s stupid to think it could be anything more than hot sex. And the sex was hot. Maybe that was why I wanted to see her again.  
 
    “You weren’t around last night.” 
 
    I turned to Ken. He was the baby of us three. A smirk spread over his lips. “I’m guessing both of the girls who just arrived are already off limits.”  
 
    “I don’t know about the one, but Natasha is.”  
 
    “I guess I won’t go after her, then,” he teased. 
 
    We made a deal a long time ago that we wouldn’t go after a girl once one of the guys had already slept with her. It made things less complicated and, even though we had all become used to this sort of stuff, it made sure there was never any jealously involved. It was up to the girl to pick the one she wanted and then that was that. No hard feelings for the guys. It was how we kept things sane between us.  
 
    Ken stepped past me and headed for the truck. He grabbed a bag of feed and hoisted it onto his shoulder.  
 
    “There’s supposed to be a few more bookings coming up; you’re welcome to get first pick at whoever checks in,” I said. “That is, if they don’t decide they’d rather have me first.” The last part was meant as a joke, and thankfully my brother realized it. He laughed.  
 
    “I hope they are as beautiful as the girl you picked up last night.” 
 
    With good reason. Natasha was gorgeous, and not in the typical sort of way. There was no doubt she probably had a few flaws, but she was one of the prettiest girls who had ever been up to the ranch. And I wasn’t just saying that because I had a bad memory. I remembered the pretty girls, and the sexy ones, and the sweet ones. Overall, we tried to remember who came to the ranch, in case they ever came back. But she’s different. It was like when I’d first met Jamie.  
 
    The thought shocked me more than I wanted to admit. It didn’t make sense. There was no reason for me to think about her. More than anything, I never wanted to think about Jamie again. I’d wasted too many years on her.  
 
    Of course, that didn’t stop me thinking about the girl who had broken my heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Natasha 
 
    I didn’t miss the tone the girl used. It was close to disgust. I opened my mouth to say something, but my best friend cut me off.  
 
    “Yes. It was about time we had a girl’s trip.” I could tell how uncomfortable Christy felt by the way her voice sounded.  
 
    “And how are you enjoying it?” 
 
    “It’s been nice so far. We’ve just stayed the one night.”  
 
    My brow furrowed. Why did the lady at the store give a shit about how we were enjoying our stay? What isn’t she saying? I wished she would just come out with it and say what was on her mind. That way I could get out of here.  
 
    “Anyway, thank you.” I grabbed my plastic bag and glanced at Christy. Our eyes locked for a fraction of a second and I gave her a grin. “Ready to hit the next shop?” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    I turned on my heel without saying goodbye to the lady behind the counter and headed out of the store where I had just gotten some new sunglasses.  
 
    It felt odd to use someone else’s money, but when Jeff offered me some cash, I wasn’t going to turn it down. I mean, it’s not like he had paid for anything. Right? Of course not. It was just … an odd way for him to show me he wanted to see me again. Or something. The truth is I still had no clue why he had done it. Every reason I came up with just didn’t make sense. But it’s not like I was going to turn it down. I mean, it was only fifty bucks, and it was a nice gesture. Plus, I was fucking broke, and I learned a long time ago not to object if someone wanted to give you money for no reason. I might be starving some nights, but I wasn’t stupid.  
 
    “So, she was kinda …” I trailed off not willing to finish my sentence as people passed us.  
 
    “Yeah, she was. Did you notice her reaction when we said we were staying at the ranch?” 
 
    “Yeah.” At first, I thought it was all in my head. I frowned. “It was almost like she was worried.”  
 
    “I don’t know why she would be.” Christy sounded nervous.  
 
    “Maybe the guys who own the ranch are serial killers?” I teased.  
 
    “Somehow I doubt that.” She didn’t laugh.  
 
    We headed into the next store. The truth is, I wasn’t paying much attention to the signs. We just went into each store as is and wanted to get a feel for everything. Plus, there wasn’t much here, so to make our shopping trip last longer, we’d have to go into every little shop and boutique.  
 
    I looked around. Books, pottery, junk food. It was a knick-knack kind of store. Just the kind of store that would screw me over.  
 
    “Hello.” A woman at the front of the store gave us a large smile as she folded scarves. We both smiled in response.  
 
    We walked to the back where there was a sale going on. I glanced over at Christy. “You like him, don’t you?” I whispered.  
 
    I was utterly aware of the woman watching us. Christy’s cheeks turned a deep shade of pink. That was enough of an answer for me. She gave a small nod.  
 
    “He’s nice. I mean, I know it’s silly to get involved with someone when it just for such short time.” 
 
    “Not silly. Fun.” It was perfect. I’d done lots of thinking about it. “No feelings. No strings. No worries.” It was something I was used to by now, and it was something I was a huge fan of. No feelings made things so much easier.  
 
    “Fun, yes. But I don’t know. What if … something happens?” 
 
    “Like what?” I asked as I reached out and touched a blanket on display. It was the softest blanket I’d ever touched. I should get it for mom, I thought. If I knocked out some of my Christmas shopping now, it would be much less hectic later. Then, I’d have less to worry about. Plus it would be unique, I thought as I mulled over the idea.  
 
    “I don’t know … something.”  
 
    I turned to my friend. I’d known her for a long time now and I understood what was going on.  
 
    “You’re scared.” It wasn’t a question, it was a statement. I watched my friend’s cheeks turn a deeper shade of pink.  
 
    I glanced over her shoulder to see the woman had moved. She was closer now. I wasn’t sure if she could hear us or not, but I noticed she wasn’t doing anything. She was just standing there, holding a pile of books in her hands.  
 
    I frowned.  
 
    “I -” 
 
    “We’ll talk about it later. I’m sure you can get over this fear.” I cut my friend off so she didn’t say anything the woman didn’t need to know. I didn’t look back at Christy the entire time I spoke. “Let’s go to the next store,” I said, finally looking away from the woman standing there.  
 
    I stepped past Christy and headed for the door that was open, letting in the breeze. Without paying any attention to the woman, we left.  
 
    “Have a good day!” I heard her call after us, but I was already uninterested. I couldn’t blame her for trying to listen in on two out of towners, but I could hold it against her that she did such a shitty job at eavesdropping.  
 
    Christy and I headed down the street. Well, it wasn’t really a street. The whole town itself consisted of five roads. The one we were on was Main Street. Still, there wasn’t much to it, and the street itself was more like a pathway that could fit a few cars. All gravel, just like the drive up here had been.  
 
    “Whatever your fear, it could be worth trying to get over if you actually like this guy. And Chris, it’s been a long time since you had someone. I don’t think it would hurt you to have a little fun.” 
 
    “It’s been a long time since you had someone,” she reminded me.  
 
    Yes. Four years.  
 
    “But I have a lot of fun.” I grinned. Just because I hadn’t had a boyfriend in years didn’t mean I didn’t see lots of guys.  
 
    “I don’t know if fun is a good idea for me.”  
 
    I shrugged. I couldn’t convince her to loosen up, but I would love to see her do it, like she had in the old days. “Say what you will, you know I make a good point. After all, we’re here to relax. And clearly he likes you.” 
 
    I stopped in front of a small café and looked inside, but there was nothing I really wanted. I had a bottle of water in my purse and it would tide me over until we got back to the ranch. “Do you want to go in there?” 
 
    “I don’t need to.”  
 
    “Good. Same.” We kept walking along. The next building was a bright purple one and I was excited to see what it might be. 
 
    “And what do you mean he likes me?” 
 
    “I mean I can tell. The way he looks at you; he’s obviously into you.” I saw the way they were at dinner last night. Just because I was a little busy with someone being into me didn’t mean I wasn’t keeping tabs on my friend. After all, she was my bestie.  
 
    “What makes you think that?”  
 
    I just know. I shrugged. She hated when I said I just knew.  
 
    “I’m not normally wrong when it comes to boys who like you. Remember, your past four boyfriends I predicted the first time you met them.”    
 
    We came to the purple building. Turns out it was a clothing store. I pulled the old door open and Christy stepped through.  
 
    Looking around, I tried to take everything in. There was some damn cute stuff in here. Oh these could easily leave me broke, I thought as I headed toward the dresses. There were a whole bunch of them on sale. I reached out and touched one of the blue lace ones. A grin spread over my face as I pulled it down from the sales rack.  
 
    “Good afternoon, ladies. How are you doing?”  
 
    I turned to the girl looking at Christy and me. “I’m good, thanks. Yourself?” 
 
    “I’m not too bad. Anything I can help you with?” 
 
    “Just browsing,” Chris and I said in unison. I caught her eye.  
 
    “Okay, if there is anything I can help you with just let me know.” She walked away, heading for the checkout desk.  
 
    She was the kind of sales person I liked. She came over and offered help, but didn’t push it on us. I looked the dress over carefully. It was really cute, but I’d have to try it on. I wasn’t really looking forward to that. It always made me a little nervous.  
 
    “That’s cute.”  
 
    I looked up at Christy, saw she was staring at the dress, and then everything clicked. “Yeah, I thought I might try it on.”  
 
    “You should!”  
 
    “Are you going to try anything on?” I wanted my friend to have fun, too. I wanted her to spoil herself. I wanted her to treat herself to more than just a ranch hand or two. This trip had been about getting away and being free for a couple of days with everything going on back home.  
 
    “Well …” I could hear it in her voice; she was already trying to come up with reasons not to try something on. “I do really like this.” She grabbed a plaid skirt off one of the racks near us.  
 
    “Oh, that is so cute,” I gushed.  
 
    “Yeah. I thought I might try it on, but …” 
 
    “But what? What harm can trying it on do?” I could see it. She wanted to listen but she was too busy thinking about the cost. I tried to catch the price tag, but didn’t have any luck. “I’m going to try the dress on. You should come.”  
 
    I knew with everything she was going through it was hard to think about spending money on a stupid skirt. But I wanted her to feel like she could. I wanted her not to worry about something like the price of the skirt. I just hope it’s cheapish. It didn’t have to be super cheap, but if it was reasonably priced …  
 
    “Are we allowed to just go into the dressing rooms?” I heard Christy ask the girl behind the counter.  
 
    “Yes. Take whatever you like.” She gave us a wide smile, then eyed Christy’s skirt. “That is so cute.” 
 
    I heard Chris thank the girl as I headed toward a changing room, slipped inside, and closed the door. I stripped quickly and pulled the dress on. Yes. It was perfect. I touched the small curves of my body. It just seems fitting, I thought. I mean, I knew it would probably be a surprise.  
 
    I stripped out of the dress and pulled my clothes back on before stepping out of the room.  
 
    “How’s the skirt fit?” I called to my friend.  
 
    “It … it’s nice.” My heart skipped a beat. That was her happy voice. That meant she liked it. She was happy with it, and that was what I cared about.  
 
    I waited a few seconds as I heard clothing shuffle. Christy stepped out of the room, holding the skirt in her hand.  
 
    I frowned looking down at it. I reached out my hand. “Can I see it?” 
 
    “Sure. What’s wrong?” 
 
    She handed the skirt over to me, worried by what she thought she had missed. I took it. I caught sight of the price tag. Yes. I was lucky.  
 
    “Nothing.” I spun on my heel and headed for the counter, leaving my friend behind me. I dropped both the dress and the skirt onto the counter.  
 
    The girl behind the counter smiled.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Christy asked behind me.  
 
    “I’m paying for the clothes.” I said watching the girl ring in both items. I didn’t look at my friend, but I made sure to stand in her way of giving money to the cashier. 
 
    “You’re not buying me -” 
 
    “Yes. I am.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “It’s cute and you like it and I’m buying it for you.” I turned to my friend and smiled. Our eyes locked and I could see how conflicted she was. She wanted to let me, but part of her wanted to protest.  
 
    I turned my attention back to the girl as she placed the second item in a bag and clicked a button on the cash register.  
 
    “$42.73.” She smiled widely.  
 
    I pulled my wallet out of my purse, opened it, and pulled out the cash. I handed over a fifty dollar bill and waited for my change. She gave it to me with the receipt.  
 
    “Thank you.” I tucked my change into my wallet and took my bag.  
 
    “Have a good day,” she said as I turned and headed for the door.  
 
    “You too!” Christy and I said in unison. 
 
    I reached the door first and stepped out into the fresh air.  
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that.”  
 
    “I wanted to. The skirt is fucking adorable, and it will look awesome on you. Plus, I knew how much you wanted it. You might be able to trick yourself, but you don’t trick me very well.”  
 
    I turned to look at Christy. She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. She closed it, and I turned back to the street before I ran into anything, which honestly was super unlikely to happen.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said.  
 
    “Anytime.” 
 
    And I meant it. She had done so much for me in the past, and I wanted to do as much for Christy as I could. After all, that was what friendship was all about.  
 
    Christy reached for the door of the next place. The second the door opened I knew what was inside. I could smell the coffee and the baked goods. My stomach grumbled a little. It hadn’t been long since we passed the last cafe, but as I realized how hungry I was, I wanted nothing more than to go in and get something sweet to eat – even if I was going to have to limit myself in order to save room for dinner. Jeff is a damn good cook.   
 
    I looked around. It was something right out of a movie. There was a small bakery area and a few booths where you could order a coffee, but mostly this place served ice cream. With red tables and black and white floors, it almost looked like we’d jumped back in time. It’s so cute, I thought looking around. 
 
    There was a large sign listing all the ice cream flavors they had. I went up to the counter where a woman who looked like she might be in her mid-forties stood. She gave me a wide smile. “You’re not from around here.” It wasn’t a question.  
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “So … you’re staying at the ranch?” She looked me up and down. This had a little bit more question to it, but still not quite a question.  
 
    “Yes,” Chris said beside me.  
 
    The woman frowned. “Well, what can I get you? It’s on the house.” 
 
    “O-oh. Um,” my mind raced to decide what I wanted.  
 
    “Bubble gum, please,” Christy spoke first.  
 
    I stared up at the board, trying to decide as the woman got my friend her ice cream. I waited until Christy had been handed a cone. 
 
    “I’d love mint. Thank you.” 
 
    She nodded and scooped out my order. “So … are you two enjoying the ranch?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if she tried to hide the fact her nose wrinkled or not, but if she had, she did a horrible job. 
 
    “I am so far,” I said as Christy took a lick of her ice cream. We eyed each other. What the hell is going on? I wondered.  
 
    “And you’ve been there long?”  
 
    “Nope. Less than a full twenty- four hours,” Christy piped up.  
 
    The woman nodded as she handed me my ice cream. “Look, I should probably mind my own business, but I feel responsible to let you know … the men there are dogs. There is no other way to put it. Girls come and go from there, and it’s not uncommon for the boys working to … you know.” 
 
    She wouldn’t say it. She just raised her eyes at us, but we knew what she was getting at. I felt my cheeks burn a little and hoped it wasn’t showing. 
 
    “You two seem like nice girls who wouldn’t get taken advantage of dirty old men, but I figured I should let you know.” 
 
    Ha! “Um, thank you,” I stammered.  
 
    I turned to Christy, and she just stood there looking horrified. “That’s good to know,” she finally said.  
 
    If only this poor woman knew what I’d been doing last night. A grin spread over my face. “Well, thank you for the ice cream. We’d better get going.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Jeff 
 
    I watched as she and her friend pulled into the driveway. I tried not to stare, but I couldn’t help it. I thought about the girl that had come before her. She had probably been twice Natasha’s age, but she hadn’t given me the same feelings Natasha did. She hadn’t made me want to see her again. She hadn’t made me feel like I had to see her again. 
 
    The last time I’d felt like this … well, I didn’t even like thinking about where that had gotten me. I shook my head, trying to forget the past. I’ve done it before. It’s been a long time since I thought about her. I would be fine. I just needed to get her out of my head again. Not that hard.  
 
    “Don’t let what she said get to you,” I heard Natasha say. They had grabbed their first load of bags and were headed back for the second. “She’s just an old lady who doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”  
 
    “Yeah.” But her friend didn’t sound convinced. My brow furrowed.  
 
    They went to town? And some old lady had been saying stuff. My heart stopped for a fraction of a second as I wondered what the townsfolk had been saying about us again. I tried not to let it bother me, but it did.  
 
    I turned and headed for the kitchen. It was just about time to get started on dinner, and I didn’t want it to be late. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Natasha 
 
    “I have something I’d really like show you.” 
 
    It had taken most of the night to work up the courage to say it, but now it was out and here I was sitting, waiting for him to say something. Anything at all.  
 
    “I’m interested.” He grinned.  
 
    My heart skipped. Oh thank god. I had put myself out there and for a split second I didn’t think anything was going to come of it. I had no clue if he even wanted to see me again. He had made it sound like he did this morning, but maybe that had changed.  
 
    Since we’d sat down for dinner he’d been … off. Or maybe I was just reading into things too much. No, I thought as I stood up. I’m not. He’s hardly been talking to me. He barely said anything to me during dinner, despite the fact we were sitting beside each other the whole time. Instead, he seemed more interested in a group conversation, and it was hard for me to try and rationalize it without feeling like it was somehow my fault. However, I was trying.  
 
    I turned, and with Jeff behind me, headed for the door. We didn’t say anything for a while as we made our way out of the building and into the warm air. Despite the setting sun, it was still warm enough for me not to need a sweater.  
 
    “Did you get up to much today?” I asked as we headed for my room. I wasn’t sure if I was just super nervous, or if it was actually awkward as we walked. It’s just because I’m nervous, I told myself. It was what I wanted to believe, so I chose to believe it.  
 
    “Not really. I just got work done around the ranch.” 
 
    “Like what?” I honestly had no clue what kind of work ranchers did.  
 
    “Mostly unloading trucks that came in today. Then I had a couple repairs to do. A few fences that needed to be fixed, a few of the farm trucks needed an oil change, stuff like that.”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat as we entered my room. I opened the door; I hadn’t bothered to lock it. I didn’t realize he was so handy. I shouldn’t be surprised, but it was more hot than anything else.  
 
    “Okay, close your eyes.”  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to make sure he did it before stripping out of my clothing and heading for the bag with my dress. Thankfully it was a fast on, fast off kind of dress, so it didn’t take me long to change. I spun to face Jeff. His eyes were still closed and I had to give him credit for that. I would have tried to peek.  
 
    “You can look now.”  
 
    His eyes opened. He looked me up and down slowly. I watched his eyes widen. Yes, the blue lace dress was a little shorter than I would normally buy, but it was damn cute. The fabric covering my body ended just below my butt and the lace took over, the skin under the lace clearly showing through.  
 
    “Damn,” he muttered, closing the distance between us.  
 
    “I thought you might like to see what your money got me,” I whispered, wrapping my arms around his neck and kissing his cheek softly. My lips made their way to his ear and then nibbled his earlobe. 
 
    His hands touched my hips gently; his fingers pressed into my skin. I moaned, pulling myself closer to him. 
 
    “So you like it?”  
 
    “I love it,” he whispered next to my ear.  
 
    My pulse raced, excitement overwhelming me because he liked my dress. I would never admit that to anyone, though. I didn’t want anyone to think his approval mattered or something like that. Even though it does.  
 
    The thought almost killed me. I never wanted to be that kind of girl. I had been when I was younger and I knew better now. 
 
    Jeff pulled away from me. He looked over my body, then toward the floor. “You bought that in town, then?” 
 
    “Yes.” I felt him tense again, like he had this morning. I bit my lip. “Is it an issue we went to town?” Had he expected me to spend the whole day with him or something? Or is there more to it than that? 
 
    “No,” he said quickly.  
 
    I didn’t believe him, so I didn’t say anything. I just raised an eyebrow and watched him. He still wouldn’t look at me. “Really?” I sighed. “Because it seems like you’re lying to me. I’m not dumb, Jeff.”  
 
    He turned away from me. “It doesn’t matter. Whatever they said is probably right.” He stepped toward the door.  
 
    “What do you mean ‘whatever they said’? What do you think they said to me?” Why would he even think they said something?  
 
    “We’re not oblivious. We know what they say about us. And you … you’re young and pretty and …” he trailed off. Jeff turned to me and I could see how sad he looked. “I wish you hadn’t gone. I wish you hadn’t heard whatever it was you heard. I wish I could have given you a chance to show you we’re not like that.” Still, he wouldn’t meet my gaze.  
 
    “What if I don’t believe what they say?” I stared at him, waiting to see if he would meet my eyes. Wait. What was that about me being young? How old was this guy? I took a deep breath. One thing at a time. Not that I minded an older man.  
 
    Jeff didn’t say anything for a long time. I watched him try to process what I had just said. The challenge I had given him that, maybe, I was willing to take his side. I was willing to bet it wasn’t something he was used to.  
 
    “Why wouldn’t you believe them?” 
 
    “Because I don’t know them. Why the fuck do I care what your personality is or if you’ve slept with other girls who stay here? It’s not like you seduced me or anything. I made the choice to sleep with you. It’s not like I thought for a second we’d have a future.” As I said it, I couldn’t help feeling a little sad.  
 
    Stupid, I thought. I’d known all along this was something fun to do while we were here. It doesn’t even make sense. I’d been hooking up for a long time, so what was it about this guy that made me feel more than I had for others? 
 
    “It’s not that simple. There is a reason why they hate us.”  
 
    “Why? From what I heard, if it wasn’t for you guys buying this place, their town wouldn’t be doing half as well as it is.” 
 
    From what we were told, even though most of the people seemed to hate the guys who ran the ranch, they were willing to admit that if it hadn’t been for them buying the place, no one would stop in that town. When they first bought the ranch the town had less than half the buildings they have now. “So why do you say they hate you?” 
 
    “Because.” Jeff turned away from me again. He walked over to the bed and sat down, staring at the floor. “Because I fell in love with a local girl.”  
 
    My heart sank. He was in love with someone? Now? I felt my knees get weak.  
 
    “I broke her heart and she broke mine. I hurt her more than I can ever put into words.” 
 
    “But that is in the past,” I rationalized. “I mean, if it’s in the past they should forgive you. It’s not like you meant –” 
 
    “She killed herself.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Jeff 
 
    I hadn’t meant to let it out. I had promised myself I would never talk about it. But there it was, out in the open.  
 
    Natasha stepped toward me, closing the distance in a couple of quick paces and sat down beside me. “That couldn’t have been your fault.” 
 
    I understood her point, but it didn’t matter. I still felt like it was my fault. Despite her and all the guys here saying it wasn’t. 
 
    “Obviously the townspeople think it was.” And how could they not? It happened less than a month after I broke things off with her, all because I wanted to get another piece of action. No. I’d broken things off with her because she was young. But I moved on fast. I moved onto girls who were coming to the ranch.  
 
    And I still did. Meaningless sex was fine. Sex with no feelings was fine. But Jamie hadn’t been meaningless sex. I’d loved her.  
 
    “Why did you break things off with her?” Natasha reached out and put her hand on my knee. I’d never told a girl this before.  
 
    “Because we were on different pages. She hadn’t even gone to college, she didn’t know what she wanted out of life, she … she was still a little girl.” Like you.  
 
    “How old was she?” 
 
    “Nineteen. I was younger then, too. But still, I wasn’t in the same place as her. She thought we could make it work, and I knew we couldn’t.” 
 
    Natasha moved closer to me. My body tensed. “And how old are you now?” 
 
    I looked over at her, my brow furrowed. “How old are you?” I didn’t answer her question. I felt my stomach turn. Sure, she was younger than me; I was pretty sure of that. But I was certain she was past twenty-five.  
 
    “Twenty-two.”   
 
    I opened my mouth to say something, but words wouldn’t come out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Natasha 
 
    I felt my cheeks burn as I stared at him. “But none of that matters,” I said quickly. “I mean, we’re not going to fall in love, right? So it shouldn’t matter. I’m of legal age.” Anger, fear, hurt. All of it collided inside me and I had no clue which one I should be feeling.  
 
    Anger at the people who held it against Jeff that a girl had killed herself.  
 
    Fear he’d just get up and leave. 
 
    Hurt I wouldn’t be able to blame him if he did.  
 
    I tried to push it all away and ignore it. I sucked in a deep breath. He still hadn’t answered me. “Right?”  
 
    He shrugged. Not much more of an answer than I already hadn’t been given, but I took it.  
 
    I rested my head against his shoulder and stared down at my hand on his knee. I’d brought him in here so we could have sex. Now here I was trying to comfort him. I sighed. This was not what I had in mind, but I wasn’t going to say that out loud. Instead, we just sat there in silence. This time, it wasn’t awkward, even though it probably should have been.  
 
    “So what now?” he finally asked.  
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I lifted my head from his shoulder and looked at him. 
 
    “But I don’t just want to fuck you, Natasha. I want …”  
 
    He trailed off and I let him. I didn’t want to know what he wanted from me. I didn’t want to face that, so I ignored it. I moved, straddling his lap. My lips touched his.  
 
    “Let’s work on one thing at a time, okay?” I whispered against him.  
 
    His arms wrapped around me, pulling me into a kiss.  
 
    Our kiss grew more passionate as the seconds ticked by. My hand reached into his hair, finding a place to call home for now. I wonder if he likes his hair pulled, I wondered. Most guys didn’t, but I’d met a couple who were really into it.  
 
    His hands caressed my body, slipping down to my butt, then lower to my thighs. He guided me down onto the bed and rolled on top of me, his lips touching my neck softly, his teeth nipping lightly as a moan escaped my lips. I caught his eyes as he grinned down at me. His lips touched mine.  
 
    “Would you just fuck me already?” I teased. “You said you wanted to, so what’s stopping you?” 
 
    Jeff laughed as he pulled away from me. He undid his jeans and shoved them down to his knees along with his boxers. I inhaled sharply as I stared at his hard cock. My mouth watered. I watched as he reached for his pocket and pulled out a condom. I grinned as he met my gaze. 
 
    “I didn’t want to be unprepared again,” he explained.  
 
    I laughed softly. “Good. I don’t know if I could take it if we had to get up now.” I watched as he rolled the condom over himself. My heart raced.  
 
    He grabbed my legs and spread them as he settled down between them. My eyes met his. Jeff grabbed my hips and pulled me toward him. I gasped, my hips arching as he thrust into me. My nails dug into the bedding.  
 
    Jeff brushed the skirt of my dress up and out of the way as he pulled me closer to him. One hand traced over the fabric as the other held my thigh.  
 
    “Do you like it?”  
 
    “Love it.” He thrust into me faster and faster. His hand tightened against my leg. “Very country-girl-inspired. It’s cute, but only because you’re not trying to be a country girl.” 
 
    I snorted. I didn’t mean to; it was totally unsexy and I knew that, but it came out before I could stop it. “I have no interest in trying to be something I’m not.” Though I was beginning to like it out here more than back home in the city, I knew I was far from a country girl. “Now shut up and fuck your country girl good.”  
 
    He slammed into me. I gasped, my hips arching. His fingers dug into the fabric of my new dress as he pushed in and out of me, faster and faster. Harder and harder.  
 
    I moaned, grabbing his arm, my nails digging into him. He thrust again and again.  
 
    “Oh fuck, yes.” My eyes rolled back and my head felt light. I could feel my orgasm coming. He slammed into me. Faster and harder with each thrust.  
 
    I gasped as my orgasm flooded my body, waves of pleasure crashing through me. I cried out, my hips bucking against him as he pinned me down, thrusting into me faster and faster. I moaned, wave after wave of pleasure consuming me. The next wave was so soft I hardly felt it. I opened my eyes and stared up at the man above me.  
 
    His fingers tightened around my thigh. I watched his eyes roll back as he slammed into me again. He groaned, his body quivering as he hammered into me. Harder. Harder. 
 
    “Oh yes,” I moaned, my nails digging into him as he thrust into me again. Once more.  
 
    His eyes opened and he stared down at me. His lips touched mine as he slid out of me and off the bed.  
 
    I sat up and watched as he headed for the bathroom and threw the condom out. Slipping out of the dress, my mind raced. I felt light headed and tired from the intensity of my orgasm. I crawled under the blankets as Jeff came over to the bed and joined me. He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me close, kissing the top of my head. I pulled away and rested against the headboard, closing my eyes. 
 
    I sat there on the bed, the blankets around me and Jeff beside me. He looked happy. Not that I blamed him. I might be a little offended if he didn’t look happy, or at least if he looked sad. I dropped down and leaned against his bare chest, taking a deep breath as my face rested against his muscles. I closed my eyes.  
 
    Thump. Thump. Thump. Slow and steady, his heart beat. I could hear it perfectly. I could hear every soft movement.  
 
    His fingers tangled into my hair, massaging my scalp softly. I took a deep breath. It was almost enough to make me fall asleep right then and there.  
 
    See, this is why cuddling isn’t a good idea. Cuddling led to feelings. But they were already there, weren’t they? Let’s not be stupid. I had feelings for him. No. No, no, no. I tried to deny it, but I knew it was a lie. I’ll get over him. It wouldn’t be hard. I could easily get over him whenever I wanted.  
 
    Still, the scalp massage felt fucking good.  
 
    I smiled as I let myself relax in the arms of a man. It was different than it normally was. Normally it was just a quick curtesy cuddle. You know, just to make it seem like I wouldn’t ignore his phone call if he ever called me, which they normally didn’t.  
 
    “Do you and your friend have anything planned tomorrow?”  
 
    “Nope. Christy and I haven’t made any plans yet.” 
 
    “Does that mean I can steal you?”  
 
    Yes. I opened my mouth to say it, but there was just one issue. The whole getting attached thing. I had already gotten attached. “Sure.” I thought about what we had talked about before having sex. It was clear we both knew this could only last for a few days. But it’s not a bad idea to make the most of it. “Sure, if you have plans for me.”  
 
    A wide grin spread over Jeff’s face. “Well then, I guess I get you for the day tomorrow.” 
 
    He pulled me down into his arms and held me tight. I reached up, turned out the light, and closed my eyes.  
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    I sat on top of the horse. It was my first time and I had no fucking clue what I was doing, but he wanted to take me horseback riding. So here I was agreeing to it. He sat beside me on a horse of his own. He had a backpack behind him and a grin on his face. 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    I still felt bad for making plans with him. Even though Christy said she understood, I could tell she was upset about it. I hadn’t meant to make her feel ditched, and I was pretty sure that’s exactly what I had done. I thought about staying behind after I told her I was going to be busy, and Jeff suggested it, but I knew she would just tell me to leave and go have fun. She’s too nice some days. Not that it didn’t mean a lot to me she was considering my feelings.  
 
    Jeff stepped out in front of me with his horse and we started the trail ride. He said there was going to be something special. I had no clue what ‘something special’ meant, but I was a mixture of nervous, excited, and worried.  
 
    The horse I was riding fell into stride behind Jeff’s and seemed to follow him as we went over the hills along a small path. Luckily for me, I didn’t have to do too much, so I was able to take some time and look around as much as I wanted. Wow. It was gorgeous out here. The pictures on the website weren’t fake, or if they were, it didn’t matter because the scenery out here was better than what we’d seen online. And that’s including the shirtless cowboy. I grinned for a fraction of a second. The sky was open and today there were only a couple clouds. The land stretched out in front of us. There were a few hills and a little bit of a forest, which looked like where we were headed.  
 
    The horses traveled down the faint outline of a path and toward a river. As we made our way along the edge, I stared down into the water and watched the fish. Some were little, some were big. They swam around without paying any attention to us or the horses. It was still cool enough I could wear my sweatshirt, but I was pretty sure that would change soon. Not that I minded.  
 
    I stared in front of me for a few seconds, my body weight shifting as the horse walked. I focused at the man in front of me. It must have been so hard. We hadn’t talked about the girl he fell in love with since last night. I didn’t want to say anything about it; after all it wasn’t my place. But I wanted to know everything there was to know about him and his relationship with her. He doesn’t deserve to feel like it’s his fault. And he didn’t deserve to be treated like it was. 
 
    I wanted to say something to let him know I didn’t think it was his fault, but I knew it would be a bad idea. So, here we were in silence as I took in everything around us. It was gorgeous. 
 
    The horse ride was slow going along the creek as we headed up a hill. “Lean forward; it will help the horse a little.”  
 
    I nodded, even though he didn’t see it, and leaned forward. I wasn’t sure how long it had been since we’d been out here, but it was starting to feel like a while, and it was starting to warm up. I could feel the heat against my back now. Against my black sweater. I’ll take it off the second I get a chance.  
 
    “Are we going much further?” I called ahead of me.  
 
    “Nope. Just a little longer.”  
 
    Good. I liked riding the horses, but I wanted to get off. I wanted to stop and be able to get a good look around.  
 
    We made our way up the hill. I gasped at what I saw. I hadn’t realized just how high the hill was as we made our way up it, but at the top I felt like I could see miles around us.  
 
    “Wait … is that,” I pointed towards a group of buildings, “is that the town Chris and I went to?” 
 
    “Yup.” Jeff hopped off the horse. He turned to me and strode over. I dismounted carefully, yet still managed to stumble when my feet met the ground. Jeff caught me, his hands against my hips. He grinned as he looked me up and down. His lips touched mine for a fraction of a second. “And that over there is the ranch.” He pointed towards another group of buildings, this one much smaller.  
 
    “Wow.” I shook my head, trying to take everything in. It was crazy. I felt like I was on top of the world.  
 
    My head snapped towards the sound of hooves walking away. The horses were already a few feet from us and heading down the hill. “Sh –” 
 
    “It’s fine.” He cut me off.  
 
    “But they’re going to run away, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Nope, this is all fenced in. They will be fine. We’ll just have to walk home if we don’t find any along the way.” He didn’t seem to mind, but I wasn’t sure I’d be able to make it. I wasn’t going to voice it, though.  
 
    “It’s gorgeous up here,” I said, stepping away from Jeff so I could look around. I’m so lucky he brought me up here. And then the thought hit me. Maybe I wasn’t all that lucky. Maybe this was the norm. My brow furrowed.  
 
    I hated the idea of being a notch in his belt. I hated the idea he did the same thing with dozens of other women. Not because I didn’t like knowing he’d been with other women, but because I didn’t like feeling played. And if this was some sort of routine he had worked through billions of times, that wasn’t going to work for me. I didn’t want him to use his play book on me.  
 
    On the other hand it might be nice to just go back to the ranch. Maybe I could spend some time with Chris. I could ask.  
 
    I should. I knew I should. But … what if it didn’t go well? I knew this probably was a routine and I knew it would be a hard topic to discuss if he was going to be honest, so why ruin a good time, right? 
 
    I turned back to him and my jaw dropped.  
 
    I stared at the ground where he sat. A blanket was laid out and food was sitting on the blanket. He’d kicked his shoes off and was stretched out. “Well, are you going to come sit with me or just stand there the whole time?” 
 
    I stared. I just stood there and I stared. Not because of the blanket and the food, but because he had his shirt off and oh good God, it was a sight to see.  
 
    I’d already seen it, of course, but somehow seeing it in the light just made it so much better. It was like … like a real cowboy, I thought. A grin spread over my face.  
 
    “Yeah, I’ll come sit with you.” I skipped over to the blanket, kicked my shoes off, and stretched out.  
 
    “Water,” I said and he handed me a bottle. I took it from him and cracked it open. “You really have this down pat.” The second I said it I regretted it. I said I wasn’t going to bring it up. I said it wouldn’t make anything better. I said there was no point. I cringed as I saw the look on his face.  
 
    He blushed. “Down pat?” I could tell the comment took him off guard. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Nothing bad,” I said as quickly as I could. I took a long swig of my water hoping he would fill the silence. He didn’t, and when he didn’t, I felt like I should say something. “Just … you know, I’m not naive. I mean, you do this every time don’t you? With all the girls? And it’s nice. I’m not saying it’s not, I’d have it as a go-to if I were you, too.” 
 
    “Actually,” I was thankful he cut me off before I dug myself into a deeper hole, “I’ve never brought anyone up here until now. Well, except Jamie but … other than her … no one. I thought you might like it, though.” 
 
    “Oh.” It was just about the stupidest thing I could have said, but it’s what came out of my mouth. The second it came out, I regretted it. I closed my eyes. “I mean, it’s really nice. It is gorgeous and I do like it.”  
 
    A smile touched his lips. Not much of one, but a little one at the very least. “I’m glad to hear it.”  
 
    We sat there in silence.  
 
    I didn’t know where we were supposed to go after that, so I just sat there. Eventually I took another sip of water so I didn’t feel like I had to speak.  
 
    “Just so you know, I’ve never actually spent more than one night with someone at the ranch.”  
 
    His words took me off guard. I didn’t know if I was supposed to be happy or confused, but my body decided to go with both. “But … we …” Yes, we’d slept together more than once. So why was he saying he didn’t normally do it? 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But … I’m a guest at the ranch. I’m –” 
 
    “Not normal, I guess.” His eyes locked on mine.  
 
    I stared. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do or say, so I just stared at him. My mouth fell wide open, and I finally forced it closed.  
 
    “Oh. Okay.”  
 
    I knew it was pretty lame, but I didn’t have anything else to say. He dumped a lot on me.  
 
    “Would you like something to eat?”  
 
    His question shocked me almost as much as his last statement about me not being like his normal girls. Was that it? He was just going to change the subject to food? Sounded fair to me.  
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    Together we started to go through everything he had brought. Cookies, bread, salads, chili, cake, and a couple different types of drinks. The man had come ready, that was for sure.  
 
    I took a cookie from the container and looked at Jeff. He closed his eyes and smiled as the sun beat down on him.  
 
    “Jeff, tell me about yourself.” I couldn’t believe I was going to do it, but there I was asking the man to tell me things about him. And I wanted to know. This was one of those things I always said I would never do, because it lead to feelings.  
 
    Feelings have gone out the window now. Let’s face it, this was more than just sex. We’d shared secrets with each other. We’d shared ourselves. And once that happened there was no room for pretending that it was just physical. There are feelings involved now. Why not make the most of them? After all, it wasn’t long until I would be leaving. How attached could I get? 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “All the interesting stuff?” I offered, never knowing how to answer that question. At least it got a soft laugh from Jeff.  
 
    “Well, I grew up not too far from here, a few hours depending on which one of us is driving. My brothers and I worked hard our whole lives. We got it in our head we wanted to be able to afford whatever we wanted. I went to law school and I worked as a lawyer for a little while until Alex saw this place. We went to look at it in person and then … well that was that. We fell in love with it.”  
 
    I was confused. Wait, wait, wait. I held my hand up to stop him. “Hold on. You own this place? And Alex is your brother?” 
 
    I felt like I should have known that, but really why would I? My mind raced to process everything.  
 
    “Oh, yes. We’re brothers and, along with our youngest brother, we own the place. Then we employ a few others just to keep things running smoothly.”  
 
    “Wow.” I had no clue. Wait… That brought me back to something he said last night. I chewed the inside of my lip. Did I really want to know how old he was? He knows how old I am. The thought hit me. Maybe I should know.  
 
    “I’m sorry; I didn’t even think to tell you. It’s just such a norm for me. Plus, let’s face it, most of the girls don’t really care. It’s been a very, very long time since someone asked about me.” 
 
    I knew what he meant by that. I knew he meant the last girl to ask him was Jamie. He didn’t need to say it. I saw the look on his face and I put two and two together.  
 
    “How long have you been at the ranch?” 
 
    “A long time, honestly.” 
 
    “And you like it?” 
 
    “I love it. There is nothing I’d rather be doing. It took a lot of money up front and a lot more time and even more learning, but it’s been worth it.”  
 
    I smiled listening to him talk about it. I could tell how passionate he was. I liked it, honestly. It was nice to hear. Better than any of the dates I’d been on in the recent past.  
 
    “Hey … I gotta ask …” I trailed off. I was nervous, but if I didn’t ask I’d just be wondering for the rest of the time we were together. “How old are you?” 
 
    “Thirty-seven.” He looked away from me when he said it. I felt my heart do a backflip. He was that much older than me? Wow.  
 
    But it didn’t matter. I shrugged. “You’re not the oldest guy I’ve slept with.” He was the oldest I had feelings for. Feelings.  
 
    The thought still freaked me out more than I was willing to admit, but there was no denying it. I had some sort of feelings for the man. I wanted to know about him, I wanted to chat, I wanted to spend time with him, and do more than just have sex. Yup, there were feelings somewhere in here.  
 
    “I’m not?” I felt and heard the jealously in his voice. My cheeks flushed a little. 
 
    “Am I the youngest girl you’ve slept with?” I knew the answer without having to ask. I watched his cheeks flush. “Anyway, let’s not beat around the bush. You’re the kind of guy who has slept with lots of girls and I’m the kind of girl who has slept with lots of guys.”  
 
    Jeff stared at me. “But you’ve slept with someone older?” 
 
    “I think so.” I shrugged. I wasn’t quite sure, but the guy definitely looked older than him. He acted like it, too. “I don’t normally get the age of guys I sleep with,” I admitted. I mean, it’s not like I had much time to get to know them. Not like with Jeff. It wasn’t normally more than one night. I gave him a small grin; one he returned.  
 
    Jeff leaned over and kissed me softly. “But am I the best?”  
 
    “Oh, are you sure you want the answer to that question?” I teased.  
 
    “Yes, because if there is something I’m not doing that other guys are, I want to know their secrets.”  
 
    I barked out a totally unsexy laugh. I loved his answer. I loved his honesty. “Well, if it makes you feel better, you are the best I’ve slept with.” 
 
    “A little disappointed, to be honest. I was looking forward to some good tips.” His grin widened.  
 
    I laughed.  
 
    Is this a date? I wondered. It had been a long, long time since I had been on a date, and I didn’t quite know how to feel about it. Damn it. Things had to get complicated. I was here to have fun, and I wanted to do more than have fun. I wanted to be with Jeff. I wanted to spend my time with him and have fun and go on more dates. I bit my lip trying to clear my mind. It didn’t matter, right? It was just a couple more days and then it was over. I’d have to get over him. If I had left feelings out of this I wouldn’t have to worry about that last part.  
 
    I took a cookie as I looked at him.  
 
    “Will you make dinner with me tonight?” he asked.  
 
    “Um, sure.” I loved the idea of it. We’d talked about my cooking while I was here, but I hadn’t expected him to ask me to cook with him. Actually, I had just assumed he was being polite when he said I should cook. I hadn’t expected him to go for it at all. “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Do you have anything you like making?” 
 
    “Well, I’m more of a baker than anything else, but I can whip up a mean chicken dinner.” It was what my family always requested.  
 
    “We’ve got a ham in the freezer and you’re welcome to it.” Jeff smiled as he reached for his own cookie.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Jeff 
 
    I knew it was risky to do this today, and I knew it was stupid to ask her to join me for dinner. I knew it was dangerous to get attached to her like this, but come on, I already had. I knew I had feelings for her and I wanted to pretend I didn’t, but what was the point? I missed her when she wasn’t around.  
 
    So, I’d spend as much time with her as I could. And then she’s going to leave and it’s going to crush you. I hated the thought.  
 
    “You know, if you’re that good of a cook, we could always use another one during the summer months when things get busy.”  
 
    I watched her cheeks turn red. She looked away from me. “I don’t know if that would be a good idea.”  
 
    My brow furrowed. “It’s good money.” We paid better than most people around here.  
 
    “And I’m sure it’s very busy and would be a great experience. But …” she trailed off.  
 
    I didn’t get it. It sounded like she understood how good it could be for her, so why wouldn’t she take the job? I opened my mouth to ask, but maybe I didn’t want the answer. Maybe she was looking forward to not seeing me. No.  
 
    That’s not how she acted. But maybe she’s a really good actor. I had no clue how to feel. I tried not to bother worrying about it, but I couldn’t help it. “It’s just a thought. Keep it in mind, and if you decide to do it, you can call me. I’ll put in a good word for you, and Alex will be more than happy to hire the extra help. With us adding yoga to the schedule this summer, it’s going to be even busier than normal.” 
 
    “Yoga?” Natasha turned to me and raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh … well, that sounds interesting. You’ll have a yoga instructor here? I’m sure she will be very popular.” 
 
    My brow creased. “Actually, we’re hiring a male one. After all, we appeal to female clientele. Once we expand and focus on wedding parties, we’ll consider hiring a female one as well. But, let’s face it, most guys won’t go to yoga just to see a pretty girl. We’d be better off hiring a female ranch hand.”   
 
    “You sure do look at it from a business perspective.” 
 
    She didn’t sound offended, which I had to give her credit for. Most girls would have blasted me for saying we’d basically hire a girl for eye candy. But it was the same with the yoga teacher. We had already found him. He was a mix of insane talent with a little dash of ‘hot’, and we knew the girls would love him. That was our job here. To make girls happy while they were on vacation.  
 
    “It is a business to us. Don’t get me wrong, it’s fun –” I paused, realizing the hole I’d just dug. “Er, you’re not about business. Just so you know. You’re… you’re what I want.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Natasha 
 
    He said that now. But during the summer months when things were super busy, I guessed that might not be the case.  
 
    I bit my lip. I wanted to say yes. I wanted to take the job, and I wanted to have a reason to be around him. But how long would it last until he slept with someone else? I wasn’t dumb. That was what he was into, and it wasn’t going to change.  
 
    Lying down on the blanket, I stared up at the sky. What am I doing? This was stupid. It was crazy and if I wasn’t careful, I was going to get in way over my head. 
 
    You already are in way over your head. I didn’t like admitting it, but I did. I should be able to take the job offer, but I couldn’t stand the idea of him being with other women while I watched.  
 
    “If you do take me up on that job …” I wouldn’t. “We’d have to sort out some sort of living arrangements, but I mean… you could always stay in my living area.”  
 
    My head snapped toward him. “What?” I said quickly.  
 
    His cheeks turned a deep shade of red. “I mean –”  
 
    “With you?” 
 
    “Uh, yes. That is kinda what I meant.”  
 
    “Oh.” I got it. I looked away. “Because you spend so little time there, right?” 
 
    “Trust me, if you were there, it would be the only place I’d want to be.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I couldn’t believe what I had just heard. 
 
    “I’m asking you to come stay here because I want to see more of you, Natasha. I want more than to fuck a couple of times. Haven’t I made that clear?”  
 
    I opened my mouth but my voice wouldn’t work. I was beginning to wonder if there was something wrong with me. This whole speechless thing didn’t happen very often –  until now.  
 
    I had no clue what I was supposed to say. Do I want to give it a chance? Did I want to give me and Jeff a shot? I had spent a long time deciding relationships weren’t good for me. But that had been years ago. Maybe I had changed. Maybe it would be worth it with him. Maybe … “I don’t know what to say,” I finally admitted.  
 
    “Well, you know where I stand. You can decide if you want to try or not.” 
 
    He didn’t sound angry, which made me feel even worse for not knowing what to say. I sighed. This wasn’t anything I was used to, and I didn’t know how to react. I sucked in a deep breath and tried not to let it get to me. I’m scared. What if I decided to trust him, and he proved he was just like every other guy I’d met? If I gave someone a chance, I needed to know they weren’t like everyone else.  
 
    “And what if things don’t work out?” I voiced the question I couldn’t stop asking myself.  
 
    “Then they don’t. But at least we know we tried. That’s worth something. Isn’t it?” 
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    I thought about that for a long time. Even though the conversation turned to lighter topics, I could tell it was still there in the back of his mind. It was for me, too. I wanted to say yes. I wanted to give it a shot. But … was I really tough enough to risk getting my heart broken? I was pretty sure I knew the answer to that question, and I didn’t like it. 
 
    We ended our date and walked back to the ranch. By the time we got there, it was about time to get started on dinner. I hadn’t seen Chris at all today, and I was a little worried. 
 
    “Could I get mine to go?” Alex asked as he walked in to the rec center. I nodded, not turning to see him, too focused on stuffing the chicken in front of me. “And, um, Christy’s as well.”  
 
    I stopped and spun to look at the man in front of me. “You’re having dinner with her?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    I nodded. “Good. Make sure you show her a good time. She deserves it.”  
 
    Alex gave me a soft smile. “I’m trying, although she’s making it a little hard. I can’t quite break through to her.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t know anything about that,” Jeff muttered.  
 
    I stood there, frozen for thirty seconds, then mentally shook myself and paid attention to Alex, ignoring Jeff. “She’s been through a lot; I’m sure you understand that. It’s hard to break her shell. But if you didn’t stand a chance, she wouldn’t have agreed to dinner.”  
 
    I shot a glance at Jeff. He should know all too well how hard it can be to move on from the past. He didn’t make eye contact with me, but I hoped he considered my words carefully. I turned back to the chicken and continued prepping.  
 
    “You really think I stand a chance?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m very sure of it.”  
 
    I glanced over just in time to see his body relax a little. He sat down at the table. “Thanks,” he sighed. 
 
    I shrugged. I hadn’t done anything, not really. I just told the truth. I saw the way she looked at him. 
 
    I spooned stuffing into the chicken breast in front of me, closed it up, and put it in a pan. Jeff was working on the veggies to go with dinner. True to his word, he’d let me handle most of it, and he was even making the veggies how I wanted them made. I had to admit I was impressed with him, since I still wasn’t sure what would come of all this.  
 
    He says he wants us to be more than just a fling, but is he saying that to make it seem like he’s not playing me? I don’t know … it would be more of a hassle to pretend he’s not when I’ve pretty much told him it’s fine if he’s going to.  
 
    I bit my lip and let my mind wonder. As I worked on stuffing chicken breast, the two men talked about the ranch, but I didn’t fully listen. I was off in my own world and I was fine with that.  
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    After dinner Jeff walked me back to my room. “You’re leaving soon.”  
 
    “Yes.” It wasn’t a question. I guessed he’d already looked at the books.  
 
    “I want to come with you.” 
 
    “What?” I snapped.  
 
    “I want to come with you. I’d like to spend more time with you, and I have a few vacation days. I know you still think you’re a game to me, but you’re not. I want to prove it.”  
 
    I stared at him. Was he crazy? “And what happens after you leave?” 
 
    “That depends on if I have to keep proving you’re not like the other girls I’ve been with.”  
 
    I was confused, but hopeful. “Fine. You want to come with me? I can’t stop you.” I shrugged as we came to a stop in front of my room. He watched me for a couple seconds. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”  
 
    A grin spread over his lips. “Good. I’ll start packing right now.”  
 
    Why the hell did he sound so excited about this? 
 
    Jeff grabbed my hips, closed the distance between us, and gave me a quick kiss. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”  
 
    Without another word he walked away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Jeff 
 
    I’d talked to Alex about it and he made a good point. If this girl meant a lot to me, I should go for it, even it took a little bit of work. It had been a long time since a girl meant anything to me. Well, it had been a long time since I let a girl mean anything to me, honestly.  
 
    I tossed a few pairs of jeans into my duffle bag along with some shirts, boxers, and lots of socks. I even packed a pair of shoes that weren’t my work boots. Finally, I put a couple of books in my bag and zipped it up. It didn’t take long for me to get ready. 
 
    Christy was staying a little longer from what Alex told me this morning. I wonder if she’s told Natasha yet. I didn’t call to ask. I wanted to give her time with her friend. And, on the plus side, I could drive my car and Natasha wouldn’t have to worry about getting back.  
 
    To tell the truth, I liked the idea of giving her a ride home. I can’t wait to see her place. I knew it would be a way of getting to know her. I wanted to be part of her life. It’s just going to take a little while. I thought about what she said to Alex yesterday. If Christy made time for him, it was a good sign, and Natasha was making time for me.  
 
    I walked through my living quarters. It wasn’t much, but it worked for me. I spent most of my time outside to begin with, so this was mostly for showering and sleeping, which suited me just fine. It was a simple life when it came down to it, but it worked and I couldn’t ask for anything more. It was nice to run a business with my brothers, and it was even better that I got to be outside every day. This life wasn’t for everyone, but it had been good to me and it made me happy.  
 
    I made my bed, cleaned up in the bathroom, and paced around a little more before finally heading out of the small space and heading toward Natasha’s room. I came to a stop at her door.  
 
    Knock. Knock. Knock. 
 
    I waited. Ten, twenty, thirty seconds before she opened the door.  
 
    “Oh. Hey.” She bit her lip as she looked at me.  
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “Not too much. I was starting to pack, but I’ve been meaning to ask you … do you still want to come back with me? I guess Chris is staying a little longer, so I’ve been looking into flights so she can keep the car. It’s a little pricier than I’d like, but –” 
 
    “I was going to drive back with you. Alex mentioned Christy was staying, so I thought we could take my car.” 
 
    I watched the tension leave her body. “Oh. You … that would be okay? I mean, I don’t want you to feel obligated.” 
 
    “I want to.” I wanted to go back with her, and I wanted to take her home. I wanted to show her she could count on me. 
 
    A smile touched her lips as I watched what was left of her tension vanish. “Oh, that will work then.”  
 
    I grinned. “Good. Should I go get my bag and start loading up the car?” 
 
    “Are you sure it will be all right if you come with me? I mean, you won’t get in trouble or anything?” 
 
    “It’s our off season. I’m sure the guys can manage without me for a couple of days.” 
 
    Natasha’s smile widened. “Okay, then. Go get the car ready and I’ll be good to go in a few.”  
 
    “Sounds perfect.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Natasha 
 
    I kind of wished I’d called him first thing in the morning when I found out. It would have been a lot less stressful, but I honestly hadn’t had a clue how I was going to get home.  
 
    I packed quickly, leaving the door open for Jeff to come back in after he got the car ready. It felt odd to leave my best friend, but I could see how much she wanted to stay. I knew if I stayed as well she’d feel like she should spend time with me. No. I wanted her to spend all her time with Alex.  
 
    If she was willing to stay a little longer to be with him, that meant he was really important to her. And I wanted my friend to have that in her life. She doesn’t seem as pessimistic as I am about it all. I felt guilt tug at me. I wasn’t trying to be a downer, I just … 
 
     “Hey,” Jeff said behind me. 
 
    I turned to face him. He grinned and looked excited. “Are these the only bags you have?” he asked, pointing to the ones on my bed.  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “I’ll get them packed up. I texted Alex to let him know we were heading out soon; he said he and Christy were going to stop by to say goodbye.”  
 
    My heart stuttered. I had no clue how I was supposed to feel about this. Christy was staying here and I was going back home without her –  with a man. Excitement is what I did feel, but I knew I should be nervous as well. I wasn’t. Not yet. It will probably happen when we get on the road.  
 
    I watched as Jeff walked over to the bed, grabbed the suitcases without any effort, and carried them out to the car. I followed behind him.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I said before even thinking. I stood there staring at the bright red car. It read BMW, and I couldn’t get over it. I stared at the hood where those three letters were staring back at me. He drives a BMW. I knew guys who would kill to be able to drive one. “You’re going to take that car down those roads?” I asked, remembering how bumpy they were.  
 
    Jeff shrugged. “She’s my beater car more than anything.” 
 
    All the breath left my body. Was he for real? He considered that his beater? “I’d love to see what you don’t consider a beater car.”  
 
    “I’ll take you for a ride in it the next time you come up here.” His eyes sparkled as he glanced over at me, tossing the suitcase into the trunk.  
 
    My pulse raced. Next time. Yes, I was pretty sure there was going to be a next time, and I was even willing to admit it. Not quite yet, though. Instead, I just nodded.  
 
    “I’ll show you all the cars and the trucks. But mostly the trucks are for work. I mean, they’re normally good trucks, but we’ve got a few here that we bought when we first started on the ranch and could only afford a truck under three grand. The one we got was a damn good one and she hasn’t let us down yet.”  
 
    I shook my head. He was unbelievable. I wasn’t even sure what to say.  
 
    “Are you guys leaving already?!” Christy called. 
 
    I spun to see her wearing the skirt I bought her. She was carrying a plastic bag. “We brought you some stuff for the trip home.” 
 
    I crossed over to my friend. “Thanks.” I took the bag from her and pulled her into a hug.  
 
    “I’ll see you when I get home,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah.” I turned to Alex. He gave me a smile and I returned it. “See you around.” 
 
    He gave me a nod, his eyes sparkling.  
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    “This is home,” I said, suddenly aware he was going to judge everything about the way I lived.  
 
    I took a deep breath and tried not to worry. If he doesn’t like it that’s just too damn bad, I told myself. After all, this was my place and he’d been the one who wanted to come.  
 
    The trip home hadn’t been bad, but I had to admit I was looking forward to getting out of the car. Despite the fact his car was nice – way comfier than the one I’d ridden in when we arrived at the ranch –  my legs still cramped and I was looking forward to standing up whenever I wanted.  
 
    Home for me was a small place; it was about all I could afford. “Do you want me to put theses right into the bedroom?” Jeff asked. 
 
    “No, just leave them here for now.” 
 
    He’d insisted he bring in the bags. I caved, but it wasn’t something I was always planning on letting him do. I turned to Jeff as he carefully dropped the bags on the ground. I grabbed him and pulled him close, my lips crashing against his. “What do you want to do now that you’re here?” 
 
    “I want to take you out.” 
 
    I hadn’t been expecting that. “Oh ... um, where?” 
 
    Jeff shrugged. “Wherever you want. Let’s go for a walk and see where that goes. Sound good?” 
 
    I nodded, grabbed my purse and one of the full water bottles from our trip home, and followed Jeff out of my apartment, back down the stairs, and into the parking lot where his red BMW was parked. I watched people stare at it. My cheeks flushed.  
 
    He didn’t seem to notice. “Which way?” 
 
    “Well … we could go downtown. It’s a long walk to most people, but we can make our way there and then see where to go. If you want to head back, we can just turn around any time.” Although based on the hike we’d taken yesterday, I didn’t think he was going to mind the walk down to the lake and the downtown core.  
 
    Jeff nodded, took my hand, and we started walking. We’d passed the point in our relationship where we wanted to talk all the time. Being stuck in a car with someone does that. We’d gotten all the talking out. Mostly, our conversations had been light, but when it came to Christy and Alex, it wasn’t hard to tell we were both worried about them getting hurt by the other person. It was clear Jeff really did care about his brother, though. And that was important to me. I wanted to be with someone who cared about the people around him, so at the very least I’d learned that and I was happy about it. 
 
    Jeff’s fingers tangled into mine, adjusting how we were holding hands. He squeezed my hand softly. I glanced over at him. He smiled and I squeezed his hand back. “Is there anything you want to do while you’re here?”  
 
    Jeff mulled it over carefully. “Well, I’m going to assume it’s too early to meet your parents, right?”  
 
    Hell, fuck yes. I nodded. Meeting my parents would be a big deal for me, and it was going to have to wait a long, long time. If he wasn’t up for it, then that was his issue, not mine.  
 
    “Then … can I meet some of your friends?”  
 
    My cheeks flushed. “You’ve met the only one I have.”  
 
    “Oh.” I could hear how disappointed he sounded.  
 
    I felt bad, but there was nothing I could do about it. I just didn’t have friends. I could let him meet my family. I chewed on my lip. I didn’t want to do it. If I brought a guy home to my family, there would probably be at least two heart attacks. My mom and grandma had stopped fussing about when I was going to get married. I didn’t want to bring that back up again.  
 
    “Do you have much family?” I asked, turning to Jeff. I had no clue what I was going to do about my family, but I could at least get to know the man a little better.  
 
    “My two brothers and an aunt.”  
 
    My gut twisted with pity. That was it? “But you’re close to them, right?” 
 
    “My brothers and I are very close. It’s one of the reasons I’m so happy to see Alex with Christy. I think she’s really going to make him happy.”  
 
    A smile touched my lips. I liked hearing him talk about his family. I liked that he was close with his brothers. “What about your other brother? Did I get a chance to meet him?” 
 
    “Not really. He was only at dinner one of the nights. Kenny.” 
 
    “Oh.” I vaguely remembered who he was talking about. Kenny had seemed nice, though quiet. There was nothing wrong with that; it just meant I hadn’t had much of a chance to get to know him. “I didn’t get a chance to talk to him. Next time I’m out there I’ll have to make sure I do.”   
 
    “Next time?” 
 
    I could tell he was having a hard time believing I’d said it. I moved closer to him, lightly hip checking him. A soft laugh passed through his lips. “Yes, next time.” 
 
    “When will that be? If you don’t mind me asking.” 
 
    “That’s going to depend on when I can afford to come out.” I was still working crappy jobs and it had been a lucky break I’d managed to get out there this time around. “But … that summer position might be nice. If it’s still open.”  
 
    We walked in silence for a couple of seconds. Still, it felt like forever. Like way more than just seconds. I felt nervousness creep up in my stomach. Suddenly, I felt like I might be sick.  
 
    “It will be open as long as you want it to be.”  
 
    His words took a weight off my shoulders I didn’t realize was there. “Well, I might be considering it for a long time. It would be really nice to be able to make it out there. I’m just not sure my current jobs would let me off for the summer.” It was worth a shot, though.  
 
    “Jobs?” 
 
    “Yes. Two.”  
 
    “Oh … am I getting in the way of you working?” 
 
    “No. I have to work tomorrow, but I was going to let you have some time to yourself while I go in. It’s not a long shift.” 
 
    “You know, if you like working in the kitchen at the ranch, we could hire you full time.” 
 
    My heart did a backflip. That would be one job. Something I hadn’t had the pleasure of since I was eighteen years old.  
 
    I pulled my lower lip between my teeth, mulling it over. But that would mean I have to trust Jeff. And I hardly knew the man. My eyes narrowed a little. I knew what would be in it for him if he got me a job. He’d have full access to me, and on the surface that seemed perfect, but what about once things got rough? What about our first fight?  
 
    “I’ll consider it.” There were still several months until I had to give an answer. For now I could keep thinking about it.  
 
    I pulled Jeff left and felt the breeze hit my face. The downtown core was right by the waterfront. It was gorgeous, though becoming overpriced. “See that over there,” I pointed towards the park. Jeff nodded. “That’s where we’re headed.” 
 
    “It’s not too far away.”  
 
    Most people probably wouldn’t have thought it wasn’t far away. A smile touched my lips. I’m glad you’re not like most people. I didn’t want to say it out loud because that would be creepy. If I could get my own car, it wouldn’t be an issue to stay out there full time. I could come and go as I pleased, and I wouldn’t have to worry about him trying to control me.  
 
    For a second, my fears took over. I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t help worrying he would control me and keep me away from the people I loved and from meeting new people. There was a reason I only had one friend after all.  
 
    I shook my head. No. Jeff wasn’t like that.  
 
    His arm wrapped around me and pulled me closer to him. His lips touched my cheek softly.  
 
    As we started to make our way closer to downtown, the shops started to pop up more and more. Coffee shops, restaurants, and cafés became common.  
 
    “Is there anywhere you want to go?” I asked, trying to figure out what we’d do downtown.  
 
    “I want to go into the stores you like. I mean, they are all clothing stores, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Mostly, yes.” 
 
    “Designed for women.” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    I got what he was getting at. There wasn’t much here for him to do, and I totally understood. So he wanted to hang out with me as I looked at all the clothes I couldn’t afford as I wished I had better jobs. Or at least a roommate to help cut the cost of living. I’d thought about it for a long time, but Christy already had a good set up and I didn’t know how I felt about having random people move in with me. But if I took that job … No. I didn’t want that to be a saving grace. I didn’t want to bank on the job for all the benefits it might have. I would just settle with seeing where things went. I was making ends meet right now, and that was all that mattered. So, I would keep doing it. And if that meant I couldn’t afford new jeans for a couple months, then that was fine.  
 
    “Then I doubt I’ll be doing much shopping for myself,” he teased. His lips touched mine. “But really, I want to take you out shopping. I want you to buy whatever you want, and I want you to have fun.” 
 
    I snorted. “Whatever I want? These are the kinds of stores that have seven hundred dollar jeans in them.” 
 
    “And you can buy as many pairs as you want.” 
 
    “I would never do that! I don’t want to put you into debt.” I said it like I was actually considering it, but I wasn’t. I would never make him buy me stuff.  
 
    “Natasha, it would take a lot more than a new closet full of clothes to put me into debt.” He laughed.  
 
    He laughed at the statement.  
 
    I stumbled over my own feet. “It would?” 
 
    “Oh yes.” He grinned widely as he turned to face me. His eyes met mine for a fraction of a second. “Now, may I please take you shopping?” 
 
    “O-okay.” But I wasn’t getting a whole new closet.  
 
    I didn’t care how much money he thought he had, I was sure these stores could put him into debt, even if he didn’t realize it. I wouldn’t be responsible for something like that. Plus, I didn’t want him to later decide his spending was a mistake and then feel like he couldn’t ask for the money back. I bit my lip as we came to one of the stores I loved. I know it’s overpriced, though, I thought as my feet stumbled and I turned to look at it.  
 
    Jeff stopped. I was pulled to a stop as well. I opened my mouth to ask what was going on, but he cut me off.  
 
    “You want to go in, don’t you?” 
 
    “I …” 
 
    His smile widened. “Come on.” 
 
    He pulled me toward the store and opened the door for me. I couldn’t say no. I would have felt silly standing there with the door open and the sales girls staring at us while I turned around and ran. So, I stepped into the store and headed for the back where the sales racks were. I knew the store well enough. I came in here often. 
 
    “Which ones do you like?” Jeff asked, pressing his ear against mine. 
 
    I hesitated. All of them. 
 
    I wanted to find a balance, though. I didn’t want him to think I wasn’t grateful. Plus, I really needed a new pair of jeans. Like, I was on my last pair, and I could feel the fabric getting thin in the thigh area. I reached for a pair of jeans. The sides were covered in black lace. I glanced down at the size. Yup, these were right. I’d tried them on before.  
 
    “Those ones?”  
 
    “Yup.”  
 
    Jeff took them from me and held them. “Okay, what else?” 
 
    “I don’t need –” 
 
    “Need and want are very different.” He grinned as he reached for a black baggy top. He held it up to me. “I like this one. What do you think?” 
 
    “I think it’s cute,” I admitted.  
 
    “Good, we’ll get it as well.” 
 
    I stared at Jeff. He looked so happy, but I felt so bad. Was it worth fighting with him about if it made him happy? I already can’t do two of the things he wanted most. I wasn’t taking him to meet my family, and I wasn’t taking him to meet friends. I felt bad to begin with, could I take away another thing he wanted to do while he was here?  
 
    I want him to feel happy about the trip, too. And really, I did need a new pair of jeans. A few tops wouldn’t hurt me, either.  
 
    “Hi, is there anything I can help you with?” 
 
    I turned to see one of the sales girls quickly closing the distance between us. I opened my mouth to say we didn’t need her help, but she cut me off. 
 
    “I just wanted to let you know we have a few sales going on. All shoes are buy three pair, get the fourth fifty percent off. The summer dresses are all an additional twenty percent off as well, and we’ve got some new arrivals in just yesterday. A few of the dresses are one of a kind.”  
 
    She held up something I hadn’t noticed she was holding, a red dress with a black lace belt around the smallest part. My brow furrowed. I’ve seen that somewhere before.  
 
    “It’s inspired by the most recent red carpet trends, and I honestly think you would look amazing in it. I’m not supposed to say that to shoppers, but it’s the truth. You should try it on.”  
 
    I stared at the girl for a couple of seconds, trying to get a read on her. Was she just trying to make more sales? Or was she actually being honest? 
 
    “Thank you, but I would never have anywhere to wear it. It is gorgeous, but I wouldn’t want to take it from someone who actually would use it. If it is one of a kind, that wouldn’t be fair of me.” 
 
    The girl opened her mouth, but nothing came out. I gave her a wide smile. She closed her mouth, opened it again, and nothing came out for the second time.  
 
    I turned to Jeff and smiled. I was tempted to put the jeans back, but I really wanted them and I had for over a year.  
 
    “You done shopping?” he asked, as if reading my mind.  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “All righty. Let’s go pay for this stuff.” 
 
    He stepped past the girl who was still holding the dress with her mouth open. I followed Jeff up to the counter, not bothering to look behind me at the girl who still stood there.  
 
    Apparently Jeff wasn’t interested in the dress either, and part of me was thankful for that. I hated pushy sales people, and I hated when they tried to sell you things. It made me want to leave right then and there. There is a difference between trying to sell something and trying to help the customer find something. 
 
    I cringed when I heard the total after my clothes were rung up. I glanced at Jeff, feeling bad. If he wants to say fuck it and leave, that would be fine with me.  
 
    “Debit.” He pulled a card out of his wallet without batting an eyelash. I couldn’t believe it. He sounded so calm, like it didn’t matter. Like the price wasn’t a big deal. 
 
    He tapped his card against the machine and then took the bag and handed it to me. “Ready to hit the next shop?” he asked. Without waiting for an answer, he turned and headed for the door.  
 
    I followed him outside. “Are you sure … I mean, I don’t want to go spending all your money. I don’t want you to feel like I’m taking advantage of you.” 
 
    “I don’t. I want to spoil you, Tasha.”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I wasn’t sure if it was because he called me ‘Tasha’ or because he wanted to spoil me, but I was willing to bet both had something to do with it. “And you’re sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay, but if you change your mind, I’ll return everything.”  
 
    “Sounds fair.” He took my free hand in his and we made our way down the street. “Now, I’m guessing shoes are always a good option for you?” His head motioned toward the shoe store.  
 
    “Oh, yes.” I grinned as we headed for the door. I reached for the handle with the hand holding the bag from the last store. “Maybe you could help me pick out something to wear tonight,” I said softly, sure he’d be the only one to hear.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Jeff 
 
    I’m not going to lie, it was enough to give me a boner. Not that it took much to give me one. Her words replayed over and over in my mind.  
 
    “I could offer you a few ideas.” I was sure of it. And I was sure I’d be putting down a large chunk of money in this store.  
 
    I looked around at the shoes and boots. Yup. I could easily do that. I pulled her over to the thigh high boots. “What about some of these?”  
 
    She let go of my hand and reached for the tallest black pair. They had a very thin heel. “I like these.” She turned, looking around. I watched as she made eye contact with a sales person. “Could I get these in a size seven, please?” 
 
    “Sure thing.” The girl walked over to us and took the boot. She frowned. “If it’s all right, I’m going to grab another pair in a size seven as well. They are over there on the sales rack; they’d be about half the price of these.”  
 
    “Oh. Sure, I can try them on.” 
 
    It was the same as the last girl who had tried to sell us something. This girl honestly seemed like she wanted to help us, though. A wide smile spread over her lips. “Okie dokie. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I watched as she headed to the backroom before turning back to Tasha. “So, what else do you like?”  
 
    I watched her take a deep breath. “Oh, that’s a dangerous question.” She grinned as she walked among the shelves, pointing to each pair of shoes she liked.  
 
    I could see what she meant. There were a lot of shoes here she liked. And she should try every single one of them on, I thought.  
 
    I was guessing this wasn’t something she normally got to do, so I was going to make sure she made the most of it. “Pick five other pair and try them on.” I was starting off slow. She would need a little warming up, that much I could tell. I closed what little distance there was between us. “Just the idea of you wearing some of these with nothing else makes me hard.” 
 
    I watched her cheeks flush. Her eyes sparkled as she met mine. “I’ll have to try some of your favorites on.”  
 
    “You tease.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Natasha 
 
    When we made it back to my place, we had more bags than I thought possible. I had fun. I got carried away and I let him buy me more than I’d intended. Although, he had made a pretty good argument for most of the shoes, which I quickly realized was something he liked. I was even pretty sure I could see a bit of his boner in the store.  
 
    We dropped the bags off on the couch and I turned to the man who had just taken me shopping. I flung my arms around him, my lips crashing against his. “Thank you,” I whispered.  
 
    “You … er, welcome.” His arms wrapped around my hips. He pulled me close, our kiss growing more passionate.  
 
    “I mean it, though. Thank you for taking me out and spoiling me and buying me lots of pretty things.”  
 
    “Well, you didn’t make it easy,” he teased, nipping my lips gently. 
 
    I grinned. I hadn’t meant to make it hard for him, but I wasn’t used to having stuff bought for me.  
 
    “It wasn’t easy,” I admitted.  
 
    He pulled me closer. “Next time it will be easier.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. There was going to be a next time? I liked the sound of that, actually.  
 
    My lips touched his for a split second. We’d gotten dinner while we were out which meant we could come home and relax. Or do something else.  
 
    I pulled away from him, grabbed his hand, and looked down at the bags and bags of shoes. I pulled out a box and glanced at them for a quick second to see which ones they were. They were a pair of high heels, the blue ones with the lace along the front. 
 
    I turned to Jeff, and my grin widened when I saw the look on his face. It looked to me like he knew just what I was about to say. I headed toward my bedroom, pulling him along behind me – not that it took much effort.  
 
    When we got to my room, I was thankful it wasn’t a mess. I’d actually decided to clean it before we went away so I wouldn’t have to come home to a messy place. I hadn’t thought for a second I’d be coming home with a man beside me.  
 
    I turned to him, flicking the light on as I let go of his hand.  
 
    “What do you say we break these shoes in?”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Epilogue  
 
    After a month and a half, things were still going well. To show it, Jeff had come out to see me. Of course, this time, I had to let him meet my parents, which they loved.  
 
    I sat on top of him, alone in our bedroom. My lips raced over his muscular chest. His fingers tangled into my hair.  
 
    “God, I missed you,” he whispered.  
 
    “I missed you, too.” 
 
    The time was getting close. I was going to quit my jobs soon and head out to the ranch for a trial month. My heart raced just thinking about it. It was going to be interesting to say the least. I had no clue what to expect. I just knew it would be a whole new world for me and Jeff. 
 
    “Are you going to get sick of me?” I asked, almost teasing.  
 
    He laughed softly as I pulled away. I was glad he thought I had been joking. “I doubt I’ll ever get sick of you.” 
 
    I snorted. Such a line. But it did make me feel a little better. 
 
    “I mean it. Sure, there might come a time when I see so much of you for a day or two, but I don’t think I will ever be able to get sick of you, Tasha.” 
 
    His words made my heart do a backflip. I lowered my mouth to his. “What did I do to deserve you?” I asked.  
 
    He laughed softly against my lips, our kiss growing hungry. “I wonder the same all the time.” 
 
    The truth is, I knew exactly what we had done that allowed us to be lucky enough to find each other. Despite the fact it had been hard, we had done it. Even though when I first met the man I love, I hadn’t wanted to risk my heart, but I did. He was scared I would end up hurt, and even though he sworn he would never fall in love again, he did.  
 
    We both took a chance.  
 
    A chance on us and a chance on love. And now, here we were. My fingers tangled together with his, pinning his arm above his head. The sex was over, now this was playful. This was about being together and cuddling.  
 
    I laid down beside him. “When I get back, I’m going to learn everything about the place,” I promised.  
 
    “When you get back, you’re going to get put to work in the kitchen to see if you’re a good enough cook for us.” 
 
    “I will be.” I had total faith. No fear.  
 
    Jeff already seemed to have faith in my ability, which was all I needed to know that the rest of them would, too. 
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 Vol. III 
 
    Sarah J. Brooks 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ken 
 
    “Sarah, is that really you?”  
 
    I stopped what I was doing and looked up. Whoa. I hated myself for knowing her the second I saw her. But how could I forget? She still had wavy blonde hair. My heart skipped a beat as I thought about all the time I had spent crushing on her when I was fourteen years old.  
 
    I sucked in a deep breath. She was still gorgeous.  
 
    I forced myself to look away.  
 
    “Yes,” she said.  
 
    “So, it’s true? You’re back in town. You …” 
 
    The woman behind the counter trailed off. Damn it. What was the point of eavesdropping on gossip if you didn’t learn anything from it?  
 
    “Yes. I’m back home for a while. I’m getting some stuff sorted out and then I’ll be looking for a place.” 
 
    “Here?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I could hear it in her voice. The last thing she wanted was to stay here. I smirked.  
 
    I’d felt that way once. What most people didn’t realize when they came to the ranch is that my brothers and I spent some of our time here when we were younger. It was one of the big reasons we thought about buying the ranch here. Plus, it was cheap, and we knew the good it could bring to the small town.  
 
    I mentally shook myself and grabbed the flour I was told to pick up. I headed for the checkout. Standing behind Sarah felt so strange. I wonder if she remembers me.  
 
    The girl behind the counter looked at me. I watched her brow furrow. “Oh. Hi.” 
 
    She didn’t sound pleased to see me. I bit my lip and forced a smile. “Hi, Bunny. How are you doing today?” 
 
    “Fine. You?” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    I plopped the flour down and she scanned it. Sarah glanced over at me, and I caught her eye. My heart pounded as I looked away quickly. 
 
    “Sarah, have you met Ken before?”  
 
    This was it. The moment of truth. Did she know me? What if she remembers me? Did I really want her to? 
 
    “I don’t believe so.” 
 
    Crushed.  
 
    Those four words were enough to crush me as I heard the answer to my question. Yes, I wanted her to remember me. I wanted her to know who I was. I opened my mouth to tell her we went to school together, but instead I just held out my hand. “Hi.”  
 
    We shook. “Are you from around here?” she asked. 
 
    “My brothers and I run the ranch a few miles back.”  
 
    “Oh! I’ve heard lots about it.” 
 
    Crap. I always hated hearing that because I knew what the townsfolk said about us. Some of it was probably justified, but the truth was I was sure a lot of them didn’t realize we’d lived here before. I couldn’t expect Sarah to remember someone she had met when she was a teenager.  
 
    “You should stop by some time. We’ve got lots of daily activities. Horseback riding, hiking, a pool.”   
 
    I watched her eyes light up. “Really?” There wasn’t a clean body of water around here for miles. “Maybe I will stop by sometime.”  
 
    I had no clue what to say. I was excited. I couldn’t wait to see if she’d actually stop by. If she does I could – 
 
    “That will be $23.11.”  
 
    I spun to see Bunny standing there. She watched me carefully, her eyes narrow. I forced a smile, despite the fact I wished she had kept quiet while Sarah and I talked.  
 
    I pulled my wallet out of my pocket, handed her the bills, and waited for my change. I tucked it away and grabbed the ten pound bag of flour like it was nothing. After working at the ranch, it kinda was nothing.  
 
    I turned to Sarah and she said, “You make that look so easy.” 
 
    I shrugged. It was, but I didn’t want to sound full of myself and say so. “I’m used to heavy lifting.” 
 
    “Really? So if I needed someone to help me with moving some stuff …”  
 
    “You know how to get a hold of me. Just make sure you ask for Ken when you call the ranch, or if you stop by, just have one of the guys find me.” 
 
    I jumped at the chance to help her out, but I didn’t want to seem too desperate. I mean, really, she just got back into town; I’m sure she was getting hit on enough to make her want to shoot someone by now.  
 
    A smile took over her features. “Thanks.”  
 
    I nodded and headed out of the store. I had no clue what else to say, and I didn’t want to make her feel uncomfortable.  
 
    My heart raced as I headed back to the old black truck. I tossed the flour in the passenger seat as I climbed into the driver’s side. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sarah 
 
    I dropped my stuff in the bedroom I had once called my own. Now I’m back here and I’m stuck. I shook my head and sighed. I didn’t want to admit it, but I already hated being home.  
 
    The pink walls were a constant reminder of what it was like when I was younger. And now it was worse, because everyone knew what had happened and they were all trying to pry, but they weren’t ballsy enough to just come out with it. Of course just about every man I’d seen had taken a shot at hitting on me, even some of the married ones. I’ll be sure to mention it to mom so she can bring it up at coffee tomorrow. Some of those men deserved the wrath of their wives.  
 
    I sighed as I sat down on my bed and pulled out my phone. Social media sucked right now. I got to see all my friends still in their homes and totally happy. Some married, some not. But they were in their own place, not moving back in with their mom.  
 
    Even though everyone had been nice since I got back, it was different. Most of them were being polite so they could get the inside scoop. Ken seemed nice. I tried to ask about him after he left, but Bunny only suggested I shouldn’t go to the ranch. I don’t get why. I’d have to bring it up to mom. She still knew all the gossip, and she would know the details.  
 
    I pushed myself up and walked over to the window. It wasn’t any different than when I had lived here as a teenager, and that was scary to me. It was all the same in a way. Not much had changed. A few of the girls I went to school with had kids, and a few of them left this small ass town. I used to be one of those girls. It killed me to know I wasn’t anymore. But I will be again, I promised myself. It was just a matter of time.  
 
    Heading down the stairs, I checked to see if my mom was home yet. She wasn’t. I hate this. I felt lonely and it wasn’t something I was used to. With both me and my now ex-husband working from home, I had gotten used to always having someone there. It will be good for me to not to be around others. I needed to get used to that again. When I was younger, I used to love being alone. I used to love having the house to myself.  
 
    I shuffled over to the screen door and opened it, stepping outside. Our house sat on the edge of town. The heat from the sun beat down on my skin as I looked out over the field around me. My eyes narrowed as I saw buildings that hadn’t been there when I grew up. I wonder if that is the ranch where Ken works.  
 
    I frowned. I knew I had just thought about how good it would be for me to be on my own, but … I turned and headed back into the house. I’m not ready to be all by myself. I knew it was a bad thing to admit, but at least I was admitting it, right?  
 
    Grabbing a water bottle from my mom’s fridge, I headed for the door again. I was pretty sure I wouldn’t need water, but I was taught never to go for a walk without it because out here you could easily get lost. You never wanted to be without water. Then again, I had good cell reception, so I’d be fine if I got a little lost.  
 
    I jogged down the porch stairs and headed for the field between me and what I assumed was the ranch. If I’m wrong … well, I’ll just backtrack.  
 
    He had seemed nice. I wanted to see him again, and I wanted to get to know him. There was something about him … It was like we’d met before, but I had no clue how we could have. He’s cute. I’d remember him if he’d been around when I lived here. Hell, I probably would have dated him. I don’t remember ever dating him.  
 
    No, we didn’t date. So, I’d go up there and see what the ranch was all about. Maybe I could go horseback riding. I used to love that, but when I moved away there wasn’t anywhere to ride. I’d forgotten all about my love for it. Life had gotten in the way. Work, relationships, commitments. I’d stopped paying attention to the things I loved. And the people I loved stopped paying attention to me. That was one of the downfalls to a career, though. Sometimes people thought their work was more important than the person they loved.  
 
    Guilt tugged at my stomach.  
 
    He’d insisted it was my fault all through the divorce. He said it was me. I had been the one who stopped caring about him.  
 
    I shook my head. “Enough,” I muttered to myself as my pace quickened and I started to jog.  
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    By the time I came up to the ranch, I had run myself out. I was tired and had almost drank all my water.  
 
    “Impressive.” 
 
    It was gorgeous. The buildings were clean and looked new, and the main office was painted white and made out of something that looked like wood. Very ‘old west’ style. I bet it goes over damn well, I thought with a smirk.  
 
    “Sarah.” 
 
    My own name made me spin to the left. My heart jumped. I saw blonde hair and blue eyes. His hair was tied back; it hadn’t been earlier. His beard had dirt in it, but I kinda thought it was hot. Or maybe it was his bare chest I couldn’t tear my eyes from. 
 
    “H-hey,” I stammered, rolling my shoulders, trying to relax my body. “I figured I’d come see what this place was all about.” 
 
    He stared at me for a few seconds, not saying anything. After what felt like hours, he finally said, “I’m glad you did.” He crossed over to me, wiping his hands on his jeans. “I’d be happy to give you a tour of the place.” 
 
    “That sounds awesome. Mind if we start with the horses?” 
 
    His smile widened. “Right. Of course, come on.”  
 
    He said it like that made sense to him. My brow furrowed as he turned and headed toward a red barn.  
 
    “Red barn and all, huh?”  
 
    He shrugged. “The clients who come out here have something in mind before they even arrive. We cater to that.”  
 
    “And what is it your clients want? A simple-life-small town-American experience?” 
 
    “That, or something a little more X-rated.”  
 
    My pulse stuttered. What did he mean? I opened my mouth to ask, but I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to word my question. “So … uh …” I trailed off before being able to finish the sentence.  
 
    Ken glanced over at me. “Most girls who come out here want to fuck a cowboy.”  
 
    “But you’re not –” 
 
    “Nope.” He cut me off with a soft laugh and shrugged. “But they don’t care. They just know what they want.”  
 
    My frown deepened. That happened when I moved, too. People wanted to daydream about what my life was like back in a small town. They wanted to think I was some cute country girl. It was one of the issues that finally came between me and my husband. He thought I was something I wasn’t, and it finally showed. He thought I was going to be a housewife who came from a small town, even after we opened our business together. I mentally shook myself. There is no point in thinking about it now.  
 
    When I saw the horses I smiled, no longer caring about the past. My pace quickened as I made my way over to them and reached out, wanting to touch them. One of the brown ones came toward me; the rest were too busy eating to bother.  
 
    My heart raced as happiness filled me. I took a deep breath of the horse, the sun, and the air, and everything felt better for a split second. Then, I remembered I wasn’t alone. I turned to Ken and he watched me, not saying a word.  
 
    I forced a smile over my lips. “Thank you,” I said as I stopped petting the horse. 
 
    “You’re welcome. So, you moved back to town?” 
 
    “Yes. I grew up here and then moved. I’ve been going through a divorce and …” I trailed off. I didn’t know what else to tell him. I didn’t want everyone to know all the dirty details. Would he actually tell them? Maybe he wouldn’t, but other people would.  
 
    Ken nodded. “It’s not as bad as it seems. Do you fish?” 
 
    “Of course.” I’d grown up here. Just because we didn’t go swimming much didn’t mean we didn’t take advantage of the water. 
 
    A grin broke over Kens face. “May I take you fishing one day?”  
 
    My heart skipped. “Like a date?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Whatever you want it to be.”  
 
    Yes! I wanted to go out with someone. I knew a date was a bad idea but … “Well … it would be nice to have some friends again.” 
 
    “I’m sure everyone wants to be your friend right now.” He smirked. I laughed.  
 
    He wasn’t wrong. Everyone did want to stop by and chat with me. I told them all the same thing, knowing they would go to coffee row and try to dish the same dirt. Of course, my mother would be the only one there that actually knew the truth, and she’d promised me she wouldn’t tell anyone. Even her best friend.  
 
    “That sounds really nice,” I admitted.  
 
    “Good. I’ll take tomorrow off, if that’s all right with you.”  
 
    “Yes. I’d rather not go fishing in this.” I motioned toward my jeans that cost me three hundred dollars. “I’ll wear something I don’t mind getting wet.” Just in case. After all, I wasn’t going to be able to afford these ever again. Lucky for Brad, his best friend was a lawyer, and he was trying to screw me out of everything.  
 
    Ken laughed softly, leaning against the fence. I took a few seconds to look him up and down. “Sounds like a plan,” he said. “I’ll even bring something to munch on. Not a date, though,” he promised me.  
 
    “Thank you.” I couldn’t tell him how much I meant it. I propped myself up against the fence and looked up at the sky. “You’re the first man who hasn’t hit on me since I’ve been home.” 
 
    “I woulda’, but I figured that might be the case,” he teased. 
 
    I laughed. Does he really mean it? I couldn’t help wondering if he would have hit on me. I might not have minded if he did. I might have even been okay with it. I chastised myself. That’s dumb. He’s respectful enough not to hit on you and you want him to.  
 
    Geez. I was all over the place right now.  
 
    “You really don’t remember me, do you?”  
 
    His words shocked me. “Why would I remember you?” I gave him another once over. I hadn’t met him before. I don’t think. He looked slightly familiar, but that happened a lot out here. If he had any family in this area, or knew someone who dated someone in this area, I probably saw pictures. “I know you didn’t go to school with me. I’d remember you.”  
 
    “I’m one of the Winsten boys.”  
 
    My mouth fell open. “No.” There was no way I had gone to school with him. My mind raced to remember them. “You … they moved here just before high school. You’re one of them?” 
 
    He laughed. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”  
 
    “No,” I said quickly. My mind still raced to remember them. There were three brothers, all really close. The oldest one was older than me. Oh, and he had been cute. I remember that. All the girls had crushes on him. 
 
    “I … I just can’t believe I didn’t realize it,” I stammered to come up with something. Anything. “I normally have a good memory when it comes to people I meet.”  
 
    I turned away from Ken. At least I knew why he looked familiar to me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ken 
 
    I couldn’t help my grin. I was excited.  
 
    “Kenny’s got a daaate,” Alex teased around the dinner table. I didn’t care. I was too hyped to care.  
 
    “And I’m taking advantage of the vacation time I never use.”  
 
    The guys around the table laughed, even Alex joined in. “Okay, but only because Jeff is back. If he wasn’t, you’d have to call that date off.” 
 
    I snorted. Like I was going to do that. I had a chance with Sarah. Something my fourteen-year-old self would have killed for. I was going to make the most of it.  
 
    I’ll make my teenage-self proud, I thought. But I knew there was more to it. She had been married, and she was going through a lot of shit. It wouldn’t be as simple as when we were kids. It would have been so much easier back then, when the people in town didn’t hate us.  
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    When the time came, I sat outside, waiting for her.  
 
    Maybe she’s not coming. I tried not to think like that, but it was ten minutes past when we were supposed to meet. Disappointment overwhelmed me, even though I tried not to let it. This isn’t high school. It wasn’t like people went out of their way to make a date and then stand you up. I closed my eyes and tried not to worry about it. Just my luck. I think for a second I might actually have a date and then … this happens. No. Here my brothers were with girlfriends and relationships they couldn’t stop talking about, and then there was me … maybe I jumped into it too fast. Just because I said it wasn’t a date doesn’t mean that’s how she feels. I couldn’t blame her for just dropping out. She was probably having trouble moving on from – 
 
    “Hey! Sorry, I’m late.” 
 
    I jumped to my feet and turned around. “No worries.” 
 
    Relief washed over me as I saw her. I grinned widely. See, not high school, I reminded myself as I walked over to her.  
 
    “Did I miss the fishing?” 
 
    “Of course not. Ready to head out?” I grabbed my backpack as she nodded, and we started toward the trail that led to the ranch’s fishing spot. It wasn’t a very popular location for anyone but us and a few guys who came out here. Then again, most wives didn’t bring their husbands here. I grinned as we walked in silence. I didn’t know what there was to say, and I didn’t care. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sarah 
 
    It felt nice to be out of the house again. It was even nicer to know this wasn’t a date and he wasn’t going to ask me for all the gossip.  
 
    I hadn’t told my mother where I was going today, just that I was going to do some fishing. She hadn’t questioned it. Thankfully. I knew as soon as word got out that I was spending time with someone of the male sex, the whole town would have their own stories about what was going on.  
 
    We walked in silence for a while until I couldn’t take it anymore. I wanted to know more about him; I was nosey. I couldn’t help it. “So, how do you like working here?” 
 
    That wasn’t what I wanted to ask. He hadn’t lived here when I moved away, I didn’t think. Although, after going home last night, I dug out my old school yearbook and found him in there. It was hard to believe he was the same person as the guy in the picture.  
 
    “I like it just fine most days.” He shrugged, but didn’t expand on it any more. I had been hoping he would so I didn’t have to ask the question I was really wondering.  
 
    “Why did you come back here?”  
 
    He glanced over at me for a couple of seconds. “My brother found the place. He was the one who suggested we buy it.”  
 
    Oh. I should have done a little research. “I didn’t realize you owned it.” 
 
    “I do, along with my brothers.”  
 
    “That’s amazing. The ranch is gorgeous. It must have taken a lot of work.” 
 
    “It’s still a work in progress, but yes. We’ve been putting a lot of sweat into it, and it’s paying off.”  
 
    I could see why. The place looked great. The horses looked well-tended, there was a lot of land as far as I could tell, and the rooms looked nice –  well, at least the outside of them.  
 
    “From what I’ve heard, the town says you’ve brought in a lot of income for them. Plus, when I lived here, there was, like, two shops.”  
 
    “Is that all you’ve heard about us?” His laugh sounded a little too forced.  
 
    We headed down a small dirt path and up a hill. I nodded. “What else would they say about you?” 
 
    It was a bit of a lie. I’d heard a couple of other things, but I didn’t want to tell him. Nothing bad. Just that I should avoid the place. As it turns out, when people tell me I shouldn’t do something, it just makes me want to do it.  
 
    Ken was quiet for a little while. I watched as his jaw tensed. “When we moved out here … some stuff happened with my one brother. The people in town really held it against him.”  
 
    Hmm. I made a mental note to ask my mother about it, even though I knew it was the wrong thing to do. 
 
    When we reached the top of the hill, I felt calm wash over me. The view was gorgeous. Holy cow. The river bank looked clean, and a small well-kept shack stood there. I guessed it had all the fishing stuff in it.  
 
    “Do you come out here often?” I asked.  
 
    “Not as often as I’d like, but during our down time I get out a few nights a week.”  
 
    “When is your down time?” 
 
    “Normally the winter. Although, this year has been pretty slow. We haven’t had too many people since the fall hit and the summer campers have gone back to school, or work, or whatever.” 
 
    “Does it slow down much when people stop coming?” 
 
    “Not these days. There’s less food to cook, less laundry to do, all that sort of stuff. But we’ve been working on some renovations.” 
 
    We made our way down the hill a little faster than we made our way up. As we neared the river bank, we headed off the trail toward a small paddle boat. Ken stepped in front of me and grabbed the boat effortlessly.  
 
    “Looks like you’re used to doing it on your own.” 
 
    “Most of the girls who come out here aren’t able to pick it up; they normally ask one of us to help. Which, I’m not always sure it’s that they aren’t able to. It’s more that they don’t want to.” He carried it to the water as I watched.  
 
    I turned away and walked over to the shed. It wasn’t locked. I opened it up and pulled out two paddles and two fishing rods. It was a bit of a struggle, but I managed to grab the fishing bait as well and make my way over to the river bank where Ken sat. He took one look at me and snorted. 
 
    “Do you need a hand?” 
 
    “No,” I said, faking offense. A grin took over my lips. My eyes met his and for a split second, I felt like I was a fourteen year old girl getting her first crush. I pushed the thought away as I reached the river bank.  
 
    “Hop in.” Ken motioned towards the boat. I did as I was told, climbing in with the paddles, the fishing rods, the bait, and my own backpack.  
 
    Ken jumped into the boat with me as he pushed the boat out into the water. We didn’t talk as we paddled. It was nice, like it had been back in the old days when I grew up here.  
 
    “I used to go fishing every weekend.” I wasn’t really sure why I said it. I mean, he probably didn’t care.  
 
    “You did?” He sounded shocked.  
 
    “Yeah,” I laughed as I reached for the fishing lines.  
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    It took a long time for us to get to the right spot and drop the anchor. But it was totally worth it. It was kinda like meditating to me. I missed this, I thought as I closed my eyes. Back where I was living, I didn’t have the chance to go fishing. I’m going to make this happen more often. 
 
    I glanced over at Ken as we waited for the fish to bite. “Where are your grandparents these days?” 
 
    “They moved back to Brighten. The place where we lived before we moved here. They had a house that was theirs and when they saw it back on the market … well, gram couldn’t let it go.” Ken chuckled.  
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “They’re really happy to be there. They aren’t able to come out very often, but they do love visiting when they get the chance.” Ken sighed as he stared out into the water. He shook his head. “Are you staying with your family right now?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Do you like it, or are you already trying to find a new place?” 
 
    Was that disappointment I heard in his voice? “I don’t like being back here, honestly. It’s … too much like it was when I was younger. I don’t think my mom remembers I’m a grownup and she can’t boss me around. And the people … well, I don’t know. They all want to know the dirty details of my life. I like the small town, though. It’s been nice. It’s been more relaxed than it was where I was living before. I like being out in the country and being able to see the moon during broad daylight.” 
 
    He laughed. “The scenery is nice out here. I’m guessing it beats any city.”  
 
    “For me, oh yes. Of course a lot of people don’t agree. A lot of them seemed to think it was crazy I was moving back, like the city was the only place they could be. Otherwise they wouldn’t survive.” 
 
    Ken and I sat there for a long time in silence, like my granddad and his friends used to do when they were fishing. I hadn’t thought much of it back then, but now I totally understood how peaceful it was. I closed my eyes as I got comfy in the boat and let the sound of the water fill the silence Ken and I created.  
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    “Thank you for this. It was what I needed.” I was being honest when I said it.  
 
    I needed a day out like this. It had really put me at ease. And on the plus side, I had fish to fry up when I got home. My mom would be thrilled. She loved fried fish, but she didn’t fish herself. So when I wasn’t around, she didn’t get it.  
 
    “I’d like to do it again some time.”  
 
    “I would love that.”  
 
    My heart did a backflip as I tried to make it seem like I wasn’t totally nervous and excited and a billion other things. I caught Ken’s eye and gave him a grin. He closed the distance between us. 
 
    “Maybe next time it could be a little closer to a date? If you’re ready to get back into the dating game.” He added the last part quickly.  
 
    “I …” I wasn’t sure what to say. I knew I shouldn’t get into the dating scene yet; I knew I should spend at least a year or two alone. But I want to say yes. In reality, it had been two years since my husband and I had been in love. It was just now that he had found someone else and he wanted to go through everything formally. 
 
    “Maybe a little closer to a date,” I conceded. Even if it wasn’t a date, it could be closer right? It could be a little more than just friends fishing together.  
 
    Ken grinned. “Okay. Just a little closer.” 
 
    He didn’t sound mad, and he didn’t seem like he was making fun of me. He actually seemed okay with it, and for that I was thankful. I smiled widely.  
 
    “Thank you, Ken. I guess I’d better get home, though.” I glanced up at the sky. It would be dinner time soon and I wanted to get this fish home before my mom started on everything.  
 
    “Did you walk?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to give you a ride home.” I opened my mouth to protest. I don’t want to be a bother. “Please,” he added, his smile getting bigger.  
 
    “Are you sure I won’t be getting in the way?” 
 
    “I’m sure.”  
 
    “Okay, then.” I nodded and let him lead the way toward the garage.  
 
    It was one of those huge ones, almost like a barn but much newer looking. It was so big that there was a regular one man door and another door you had to open with a button. There was no alternative option to open it from the outside using your hands. Ken pressed a large grey button and the door slowly started to fold up.  
 
    I shouldn’t have been so shocked to see the inside of it, but I was. Honestly, it wasn’t the four rows of cars. I guessed there were a lot of guys here who kept their cars in the garage. It was the farm equipment. Wow. It all looked so new and there was so much of it. My granddad was a farmer; I knew how much that could cost. It wasn’t cheap to own farm equipment.  
 
    I followed Ken into the garage. “All right, which one?” he asked.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    Ken pointed to six cars. “Which one do you want to take?” 
 
    My jaw dropped. All six of those were his? Damn. I wonder if he’s the only one with that many or if there are a lot less guys working here than I thought. I shook my head. “Whatever one you want.” It didn’t really matter, although the bright blue one was nice. It looked like it was from the 1940’s or 1950’s. I stared at its shiny paint job.  
 
    “Let’s take the hot rod,” he said, crossing over to the car I had just been staring at. “I don’t get a chance to take her out as much as I’d like to.” 
 
    I followed him over to the car. He looked excited as we climbed into it. “I’m pretty anal about her. She’s the only car I care about. The Jag and the Audi, even the BMW’s I don’t care about damaging too much, but this one took me years to put together.” He gunned the engine.  
 
    “You put it together yourself?” 
 
    “I did all the work except the paint job. I almost considered it when I saw the quote they gave me, but after so many years of putting so much work into it, I figured it was worth it to splurge and get a paint job I really wanted instead of cheaping out. Anyway, I could afford it without any issue, I just didn’t want to. I’m glad I did, though.”  
 
    I could hear how excited he was when he talked about it. He pulled out of the garage and headed down the dirt driveway. 
 
    “I think it’s really nice.” Then again, I currently was driving my mother’s car, so I wasn’t one to be very judgmental about vehicles. I stared out the window as we made our way back into town. 
 
    “Is your mom still at the same place?” 
 
    “Yes.” My brow creased. “I didn’t realize you’d been there.” 
 
    “My brothers and I went over to help when we first bought the ranch. There had been some stuff left there she was interested in. So we delivered it and helped her with a couple things we thought she might have a hard time with. Like moving a couch up from the basement.” 
 
    I noticed that had been moved. I barked out a laugh. “I wondered how she did that and she never would tell me.” A wide grin stayed plastered to my face the rest of the way back to my mother’s place, which was all that long to begin with.  
 
    As Ken shifted into park in my driveway, he turned to look at me. “Thanks for today,” he said.  
 
    “No. Thank you. It was just what I needed and I can’t wait to do it again.”  
 
    “Well, how about tomorrow?” 
 
    “Don’t you have work?” I didn’t want to get in the way of it.  
 
    “I can get it done in the morning and then we can meet up in the afternoon. Say, two o’clock? Does that work for you?” 
 
    “Yes.” That would be perfect. I should get some of my own work done. “I’ll see you around two, then.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll pick you up.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to protest, but decided against it. I didn’t want to be rude. “Thank you, Ken.”  
 
    He shrugged, his cheeks turning a deep shade of pink. I smiled but didn’t say anything else as I popped the door open, stepped out with my fish, and closed the door behind me. I waved over my shoulder as I headed toward my house.  
 
    Glancing toward the kitchen window, I saw the curtain shift as my mother quickly tried to make it look like she hadn’t been watching. Well, I guess there goes not telling anyone, I thought.  
 
    Although I didn’t mind my mother knowing, I liked the idea no one knew what was going on quite yet. I made my way up the stairs onto the porch and then into the house.  
 
    “I brought home fish for dinner!” I called, kicking off my shoes and then walking into the kitchen. My mother smiled, but it wasn’t her happy smile.  
 
    “I wish we could have them tonight, but we … er, got invited over to Stephanie’s.”  
 
    I cringed. “Really? And we have to go?” 
 
    “I’ve been making up excuses for you since you got home. Do you really want to keep putting it off? They all think you just sit at home and cry every night.” 
 
    My cheeks flushed. I wish I could say I didn’t give a shit what they thought. But in a small way, I did. 
 
    “Anyway, if I keep putting it off, they will just keep trying.” 
 
    I sighed, running my fingers through my hair. “Fine, we can go. But I’m not making this a regular thing. I don’t want to start having weekly dinners with them.” I turned, heading for the staircase so I could go put some different clothes on.  
 
    “And weekly meetups with that Ken boy? Is that a different matter?”  
 
    I froze, my back to my mother. I inhaled a deep breath and tried to calm my racing heart. “Actually,” it took everything I had to make the words come out, “it’s a daily thing.”  
 
    There was silence for a couple of seconds. My heart raced trying to figure out what she would say. I didn’t dare turn to look at her. I didn’t want to see the look on her face.  
 
    “Good.”  
 
    “G – good?” 
 
    “He and his brothers seem like nice boys. They helped me a lot when they moved back here, and they were nothing but polite. Although, they wouldn’t take any money for all the work they did.” The last part was the only thing she sounded angry about.  
 
    I should ask her.  
 
    No. It wasn’t worth asking. It wouldn’t be fair to Ken. I wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt. But I really want to know what the deal is, I thought, forcing myself to head up the stairs and to my room. I was nosey; I wasn’t going to deny that. But was it my business to know? Not really. But I wanted it to be. I’m not going to be like everyone else. I wasn’t going to try and find out stuff that wasn’t my right to know. I let out a breath and headed for my closet. It didn’t take long for me to find an outfit to wear tonight that wasn’t dirty and stained with fish blood.  
 
    “We’re leaving soon!” my mother called as I ran a brush through my hair. 
 
    I dropped the brush on what used to be my desk and grabbed my lipstick, applying a small amount and then finally touching up my eyeliner. I grabbed a pair of black flats, slipped them on, and rushed out of my bedroom, jogging down the stairs to stand at the door, my arms crossed over my chest. “I’m ready!” I called back to my mother, leaning against the door.  
 
    I waited for her to hurry up, tapping my foot like I used to as a teenager, but as soon as she came into view, I couldn’t help the wide grin that appeared on my face. She grinned back.  
 
    “You’re as much of a pain in the ass as you were when you were younger,” she teased.  
 
    I snorted as I turned and grabbed the door, pulling it open and stepping out onto the porch. “You know all about it. Who do you think I got it from?”  
 
    My mother and I made our way to her car. “So, you said this was going to be a daily thing?” she asked as I circled around to the passenger side.  
 
    “Yes. I’m going fishing again tomorrow.” 
 
    I reached for the door and pulled it open, sliding into the car. Really, we could have walked to Stephanie’s if we wanted to, but my mother always opted to take the car. Knowing the dinners, there would probably be leftovers, and I was pretty sure the boxes in the back seat were for people who were going to be there tonight. 
 
    “With Ken?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said tentatively as my mother started the car. I glanced over to try and get a feel for her reaction, but couldn’t figure it out.  
 
    She nodded, not saying anything. I swallowed dryly, trying not to feel nervous. It would be so much easier if she’d just tell me what she thought.  
 
    “I will have lots of fish to cook up, then.” 
 
    “You can always freeze some for when I’m not …” I drifted off. I knew she was happy to have me home and she was going to hate when I left, but I didn’t want to stay here. She would rather I did. Hell, she even talked about getting the house transferred over to me so it could be my place and she could just “rent” out a room from me.  
 
    “I’ll have to clean out the deep freeze,” she finally said. She didn’t sound upset. Actually, she sounded kind of happy about it. When I leave, I’ll have to ask Ken to bring her over some fish. 
 
    And that’s when it hit me. I’d be leaving. And Ken would still be here.  
 
    I tried to clear my thoughts as the car slowed down and we came to a stop in front of a large, newly built house. My head tilted as I looked at it. I knew it hadn’t been around when I was here, that was for sure.  
 
    “Steph and her husband did well after the boys bought the ranch and the town boomed,” my mom said, feeling the need to fill me in.  
 
    “Oh.” I nodded, making a mental note in case Steph said anything against the ranch. I’d be sure to bring up her house. I didn’t like being bitchy, but if someone was going to be rude to someone I cared about, I was going to bring out my claws.  
 
    I opened the car door and stepped out, waiting for my mother. I wasn’t in the mood to walk up to the door alone. My mother and I fell into step together.  
 
    “Are you going to be nice?” she asked me.  
 
    “Probably.” I wasn’t going to make any promises. I wasn’t going to pretend I could be nice no matter what. If someone was a jerk, I was going to put someone in their place. It’s been a long time since I got into a fist fight. I smirked, thinking about it. Of course, I’d been a teenager then. I had actually managed to win the scrap, too.  
 
    Something I’d always been a little bit proud of.  
 
    My mother and I stood on the doorstep as the doorbell chimed. I watched through the curtains as someone came to the door. I heard it unlock and watched the handle turn.  
 
    “Ohmygod, Sarah. It really is you.” 
 
    I cringed as the girl in the doorway jumped out of the house and pulled me into a hug. She squeezed me tightly. “I was beginning to think your mom was making it up when she said you were back home.” 
 
    I sucked in a deep breath. Well, I tried to. It’s not home, I thought. This wasn’t my fucking home. Not anymore. Not since I left when I was a teenager. And I’d never call it home again. Still, as she pulled away from me, I forced a smile.  
 
    “Hi, Stephanie.”  
 
    I forced myself to remain nice. I told Mom I would try. Stephanie looked me up and down a little too long for my liking.  
 
    “Come on in, let’s sit down. I know the girls are so excited to see you again. You should come to coffee row with your mother more. It would be so nice to catch up and actually chat about everything.”  
 
    She stepped out of the way, and my mother and I entered the warm house.  
 
    “So it’s true!” 
 
    I turned to see the man who said it. My jaw almost dropped. John. My first boyfriend.  
 
    Oh, nasty. I suppressed the shudder I felt at the thought of my middle school best friend and my first boyfriend now being married. Without another word, he closed the distance between us and pulled me into a hug that lasted longer than his wife’s had.  
 
    He backed away and looked me over, again longer than his wife did. I stepped out of his sight and slipped my shoes off.  
 
    “You look great, S.”  
 
    His old nickname for me almost brought on flashbacks.  
 
    Stephanie cleared her throat. “John, will you get some wine for our guests? Mom is just dying to see you two.” 
 
    She did a good job at sounding normal, but I could still tell she was annoyed. For a fraction of a second, I felt bad for her. I wonder what issues they have. But again, it wasn’t my business. I followed her into the room where her mother and three other girls were sitting.  
 
    Cindy: The popular girl in high school. Last I heard, she’d left here to become an actress.  
 
    Jenna: The girl everyone hated in high school. Mostly because she was pretty, smart, and all the boys had a crush on her, even though she was a ‘one of the guys’ kind of girl. 
 
    Kelly: She was the smart one. But not only the book smart one, the really smart one.  
 
    They all stared at me, their eyes wide. Then, as if they timed it, all three of them jumped to their feet and rushed over to me.  
 
    “Ohmygod!” they squealed, pulling me into a hug. I felt a little smothered surrounded by them, but they eventually let me go. I took a deep breath and refilled my lungs.  
 
    “Drink?” 
 
    I didn’t think I would ever be thankful to see John, but I was as I took the wine glass from him and made my way to one of the chairs in the room so no one could try to sit beside me.  
 
    Once everyone sat down and my mom had her own glass of wine, all eyes were turned on me.  
 
    “So …” Stephanie paused. “Tell us how you’ve been.” 
 
    “I’ve been fine, thank you.” I took a sip, trying to figure out what I was supposed to tell them. I didn’t want to give them too many details, and I didn’t want them to feel like I actually thought they were my friends. 
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    “You know,” Stephanie said, “we’re having dinner tomorrow with the girls. Just a few of us, but we’re going into town and taking advantage of a spa day. You should come with us.”  
 
    We all sat around the living room after a damn good dinner. I smiled. “That would be really nice, but I won’t be able to make it.”  
 
    “Oh? Do you have a date?”  
 
    I could tell Jenna was trying to get details. “It’s not a date. Just two friends going fishing.”  
 
    “With who?” Kelly piped up.  
 
    “Ken.” I said it like it didn’t matter, even though I knew it would. I knew these girls well enough; at least I had when I was younger. Based on the look they currently had on their faces, I was still right about them.  
 
    “K – Ken?” 
 
    “Yes. Do you remember him? He used to go to school with us. Him and his two brothers. They bought the ranch just a few miles outside of town.”  
 
    I watched everyone take a collective gasp and almost couldn’t keep my laugh in. 
 
    “Sarah,” Stephanie’s mother started. She was pretty nice, a little on the racist side, but as long as you were white she was sweet, I guess. “I can’t believe your mother didn’t tell you to keep away from there.” 
 
    “Well,” I cut her off, “my mother doesn’t treat me like a little kid. I would hope she wouldn’t think so lowly of me to try and control what I do.” I was not impressed with her attitude. 
 
    The entire room fell silent, including Stephanie’s mom. No one said anything for quite a few seconds as I looked around the living room. “You know, this is such a nice house.”  
 
    Stephanie looked relived to have something else to talk about. “Yes. John and I bought it last year. Well, actually, we had it built for us.” I could hear her pride. 
 
    “Really? That’s amazing.” I turned to John. “What do you do for a living?”  
 
    “I own a few of the clothing stores in town. And the boat rental down by Lake Micky.”  
 
    “Hmm.” I paused, pursing my lips. “I’m so glad to see you doing so well for yourself.” 
 
    I stopped talking, catching my mother’s eye. She looked worried, and I didn’t blame her. 
 
    “It’s awesome how much this town has grown,” I continued. “I remember growing up we thought for sure this place was going to go under. We hardly had any stores. Now we have multiples of almost everything. And you,” I pointed to John, “own a boat rental? That’s …” I shook my head trailing off. I looked down at my glass of wine, then looked up from under my lashes. “I remember my Gran saying she always prayed for the town to be able to come back from the recession. I’m so glad to see her prayers have been answered.” 
 
    There was no mention of Ken or his brothers. No mention of the ranch, but everyone knew what I implied. Everyone knew the ranch was the only reason things had boomed here. If Ken’s family hadn’t bought the ranch and done half as well as they did, no one would ever bother coming here.  
 
    I took a sip of my wine as everyone sat in silence. My mother caught my eye, taking a sip of her own wine. 
 
    “Your grandma would be so proud,” she said, and I was pretty sure she wasn’t just talking about the town. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ken 
 
    I sat outside at one of the tables, a cold beer in my hand and a grin on my face.  
 
    “What are you so happy about?” 
 
    I glanced over to see Jeff. He made his way over to me, and I shrugged. “Nothing. What do you want?” 
 
    “Let me guess, you have another date.” 
 
    “It’s not a date. She’s not ready to date, so it’s a sorta date.”  
 
    “A sorta date?” My brother raised an eyebrow as he sat down beside me. “What do you mean she’s not ready to date? What does the rumor mill say about her?” 
 
    “It’s not what the rumor mill says. It’s what she says. She’s divorced.”  
 
    “Oh, ouch.” Jeff grimaced. 
 
    I nodded. I was sure it was rough on her. I hadn’t brought it up more than a couple times because I didn’t want it to seem like a big deal. 
 
    “How’s she dealing with it?” Jeff asked. 
 
    “Really well. Like, surprisingly well.” She didn’t seem upset about it at all, honestly. My brow furrowed. Should that be a red flag? I wasn’t sure at this point. “Anyway, enough about her. How’s your girlfriend doing?” 
 
    “She’s fine. She’s excited to be coming out here for the summer.” 
 
    “Good!” 
 
    We’d brought up Tasha at the last meeting, and we all agreed to give her a weekend test to make sure she was going to be a good fit for our staff; mostly just to make sure these two could handle being in the same kitchen together. After that we’d move on to a month, and then if they were both still happy with their relationship, we were going to hire her full time. We had plans to expand the place, so it would be important to have more than one cook on site. Once we got the place renovated, we were going to reach out to radio stations, traveling groups, and anyone else we could think of who might be willing to book our rooms if they got a bulk rate.  
 
    “It will be nice to see her again.”  
 
    “I bet.” I grinned. Jeff had been to see her three times already, including the first time she left the ranch. He decided to go home with her because he wanted to spend more time with her. I’m glad Sarah lives so close. I watched my two older brother’s struggle over the distance in their relationships. As much as they loved the girls, they disliked it and I could tell.  
 
    But they really do love them. I watched my two brothers – who for years had been jumping at the hottest piece of ass they could find – turn down girls who could be models because of the women they were in love with.  
 
    I gave my brother a smile. He glanced down at his cell phone. “I, um … she’s about to call. Is it okay if …?” 
 
    “Go.” I didn’t make him finish his sentence. It wasn’t a big deal if he wanted to talk to his girlfriend. I totally understood, and I didn’t want him to feel bad. “Tell her I say hello and that we can’t wait to see her when she comes out.”  
 
    My brother smiled as he lifted himself off the bench and headed for his room, his phone ringing just as he was about out of sight.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Sarah 
 
    I dropped down on the couch and let out a loud sigh. “If I never have to do that again, I will be happy.” I closed my eyes and tried to de-stress from the night. Trust me, it was hard. I inhaled a deep breath remembering how all my friends had practiced meditation and sworn by it. We’ll see about that, I thought.  
 
    “You were quite the dinner guest tonight,” my mother said, sitting down beside me.  
 
    I brought my feet up onto the couch, bending my knees and wrapping my arms around them. “I didn’t like the way they were talking about Ken and his brothers.” 
 
    “I could tell.” My mother grinned. She watched me for a couple of seconds. “And I’m sure they just about shit themselves when you said you had a date with him tomorrow.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to protest. It wasn’t a date. But nothing came out. I stared at my mother, my eyes wide. She just said ‘shit’. I sighed. “I don’t really get why they all seem to have this hate for him.” 
 
    “Because you know what small towns are like. Once one bad thing happens between someone and –” 
 
    “What bad thing happened? What could they have done to make the whole town hate them?” 
 
    My mother pursed her lips. She shifted to face me dead on. “When they moved here … one of them, I don’t remember which one but not Ken, started dating a young girl.” 
 
    I already didn’t like where this was going, but I stuck through it. I waited for my mother to tell me all the details. 
 
    “I’m not sure what happened and I’ll probably never know, but they broke up. And … she took it really bad. Little Jamie. Do you remember her?” 
 
    My heart dropped into my stomach. I knew where this was going. I remembered my mom telling me when the girl killed herself. I remembered sending flowers to the family. “Oh god.”  
 
    But how could they blame the brothers for it? It was a stupid thing to think. I knew how they could, though – by banding together and picking the one thing they could hold against someone to make themselves feel better.  
 
    “The truth is, I don’t think a lot of people in town hate them. They just hopped on the bandwagon.” 
 
    “And did you?”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    I felt relief the second my mother said it. I was glad she didn’t hold it against them; I was glad she wasn’t like most people in town. I had been when I was younger, but these days I was a very different person than I had been growing up here.  
 
    “So that was it?” The way everyone looked when they talked about the boys up at the ranch, I would have thought things were much worse. “I mean,” I added quickly, “they didn’t hurt her or anything? She just had a broken heart?” 
 
    “As far as I know, yes.”  
 
    I nodded, taking it all in.  
 
    I pushed myself up and stretched my arms over my head. “I’m going to bed,” I said, turning and heading for the stairs. I took them slowly, thinking about everything my mother had said to me. The truth is, I wanted to talk to Ken about it. I wanted to know what he thought about everything. Maybe I should invite the brothers over for dinner, I thought. It might be nice for them to know that there were at least two people in town who didn’t hate them. Hell, two people in town who liked them.  
 
    I made my way down the hallway at the top of the stairs and then into my room, closing the door behind me. I shed my clothing quickly and pulled on a pair of yoga pants that were older than I’d like to admit. I crawled into bed and pulled the blankets over me, closing my eyes. 2:00. That was when I was going to meet him. Then, I’d tell him the truth. I’d found out why people hated them in town. I wouldn’t hide it, but I would hide who told me. And I’d tell him right off the bat I didn’t care. That I wasn’t going to hold anything against his brother.  
 
    I just hope it’s the right call. Some people might get mad about it, but I wanted to be honest. 
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    I was pacing by the time he said he’d come pick me up. Just take a deep breath, I thought, trying to calm myself. It didn’t work.  
 
    My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I grabbed it as quickly as I could. Not that it would be him. He didn’t have my cell phone number, which was stupid of me to forget to give him.  
 
    I stared down at my phone. There was a text from one of my friends. She had found a place she thought I should look at. When are you coming back? I read those words again and again. They replayed in my mind.  
 
    I glanced up to the sound of tires against gravel. My heart did a backflip as I saw him through the windshield. Then it crashed. When are you coming back? I couldn’t stop thinking about those words as I stepped out of the house.  
 
    “Hey!” he called, getting out of the car and resting against the door frame. “You ready?” 
 
    “Yes.” I felt as if I’d been kicked. All the air was sucked out of my body as I walked over to his car and slid into the passenger seat.  
 
    He looked at me, his brow furrowing. “What’s wrong, Sarah?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I said quickly. I’m pretty sure it was too quick and he realized there was something up, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t focus enough to actually pretend to be okay. I stared out the window as we made our way down the driveway and to the ranch.  
 
    “How was the fish last night?” 
 
    “I didn’t get a chance to have it, sadly.” I paused as I glanced over at him. I don’t want to tell you right off the bat … But now was the time, right? “I got invited to dinner by Stephanie and her husband.” 
 
    I watched his entire body tense. “Oh. How was that?” 
 
    “Burning, mostly. Although I did find out a couple of interesting things. Like how beneficial the ranch has been to them.”  
 
    Ken nodded. I watched as he stared out the windshield as if we were navigating in New York, not in some small town where the population was 432. “I see.” 
 
    “And yes, your family was brought up at one point during the night.” I decided to cut right to the chase. “Yeah, I know why they all hate you guys. At least, I think I do. I know some of it.” 
 
    “Which part?” 
 
    “About … your brother and Jamie.” 
 
    I watched all the color drain from his face. “Oh.”  
 
    “Just for the record, I think they are all stupid for acting the way they do. It obviously wasn’t his fault.” 
 
    Some of the color came back, but he still looked pale. “Thanks.”  
 
    I shrugged. It was the truth.  
 
    “And what else did they tell you?” 
 
    “Nothing. I shut them down pretty quickly when I reminded them that your ranch is the reason they can afford the house they live in.”  
 
    Ken snorted. “You actually said that?” 
 
    “Not outright.” I knew better than to do that. I wasn’t interested in starting any huge feud. I just wanted to remind them they shouldn’t be rude. I wasn’t sure if I had managed that, or if there would just be more rumors about me than there would be about the ranch. Either way, I didn’t care. I’ll be out of here soon.  
 
    A twinge of pain shot through my chest. I shouldn’t feel hurt when I thought of leaving. So why did I? 
 
    It doesn’t make sense, I thought as we pulled up the driveway to the ranch. I’ve known all along I was leaving. I couldn’t wait for it a few days ago. It had never been the plan for me to stay; well, at least not my plan. My mother wanted it, but that was just her being hopeful. I cracked my neck as we came to a stop. 
 
    “Just for the record,” Ken turned to me, shutting off the engine. “It would mean a lot if you didn’t mention to Jeff that you know about him and Jamie.” 
 
    I wanted to frown, but I gave the man beside me a smile. “I’m not stupid,” I reminded him, my smile widening as I slipped out of the car. “So, more fishing today?” 
 
    “Yes. This time a little different, though.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I actually just came back here because I forgot something. You stay, I’ll be right back.”  
 
    I stared at him, confused as he turned and headed into the check-in building.  
 
    Through the window, I watched as he talked to someone else there. He glanced out at me and smiled, waving. I waved back. Is that Jeff? I hadn’t seen his other two brothers in a long time. I wasn’t sure who was who. I hadn’t even realized it was him when I first met him, I reminded myself.  
 
    Ken grabbed something. A backpack. I knew because he slipped it over his shoulders and then came out. “You ready?” 
 
    “Yes. Where are we going?” 
 
    “Back in the car,” he said as he crossed over to it, opened the driver’s door, and got inside. I got into the passenger’s seat and glanced at him as he put the backpack in the backseat.  
 
    “Okay, and now where?” 
 
    “That’s a surprise.” He grinned.  
 
    My brow creased. Why would he be taking me somewhere else to go fishing? I mean, he had a lake right by his place. This didn’t make sense.  
 
    Still, I didn’t say anything for a while as we made our way down one of the dirt roads. When I did finally say something, it was just chitchat. We talked about what we’d been up to since high school; we talked about our family. We talked about everything except where we were headed.  
 
    As the car slowed down, I was beginning to wonder where the fuck we were going. 
 
    “I noticed the fishing was a little dry yesterday,” he said, finally giving me a hint I might get to find out more about his plans.  
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I decided to fix that.”  
 
    I stared out the window as we drove up a narrow driveway. I raised an eyebrow and glanced back over to Ken. “You’re taking me to someone else’s’ house?” It was the best I could guess.  
 
    “For now.” 
 
    “For now? What the hell does that mean?” The man wasn’t making any sense and I was beginning to wonder what I’d gotten myself into. I knew now there was no backing out, but still. I had no clue what to expect and it kinda freaked me out. 
 
    I could feel my heart rate increase.  
 
    The car came to a stop and Ken pulled the keys from the ignition before slipping out of the car and grabbing the backpack.  
 
    “Hey, there!” a man called. “You’re the one who booked the plane?” 
 
    Wait, what?  
 
    I tripped over my own feet as I heard those words.  
 
    “Yes, is it ready to go?” 
 
    “Sure thing, come this way.” The man motioned for us to take a small dirt path. I grabbed Ken’s arm. “Plane?” I hissed.  
 
    “I hope heights don’t scare you,” he said with a wide smile.  
 
    Oh, they didn’t. “But … how?” 
 
    “Easy. I just made a couple of phone calls.” 
 
    He laughed softly and my jaw dropped. Was he for real? He made a couple phone calls. That was how he was going to explain this? 
 
    “Come on, you’re making us trail behind.” He grabbed my hand, our fingers tangling together, and he pulled me along with him. We fell into pace with the man who would be flying the plane.  
 
    “All the information went through, I assume?” Ken asked.  
 
    “Sure did. Thank you for your speedy payment. I can’t say I’ve ever had someone ask me to rent out the plane for a pleasure ride. Normally, it’s for their crops.” 
 
    “Well, you’re the one closest to us, so I figured I’d start with you and see where it went.” Ken smiled. He squeezed my hand gently. “Turns out, it went pretty well.”  
 
    The other man laughed as he adjusted his baseball cap. 
 
    All in all, he looked like the typical farmer. Dirty jeans, dirty shirt, and sun weathered skin. He turned to me. “You must be a very special lady.” 
 
    “I feel it,” I admitted, unsure of what else I was supposed to say. I bit my lip, trying to process everything. What had he said to the farmer? I wondered.  
 
    “Well, there she is.”  
 
    He pointed to the left and we saw the airplane. It was small compared to some of the ones I’d been on, but it still looked huge up close. “Wow,” I whispered. 
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Okay, here ya go. Give me a shout when you’re ready to come back, and I’ll come get ya.” The man, Erle, handed Ken a walkie-talkie.  
 
    “Thank you. We’ll be sure to let you know as soon as we’re finished.” 
 
    We watched as he made his way to the plane. I looked out over the place where we’d been dropped off. It was gorgeous. A very remote location; after all, we had to be flown in. There was a small waterfall that opened up into a river. The water was so clear I could see all the fish swimming in it. I held the fishing rods that had been waiting in the plane.  
 
    “Are you ready?” Ken asked me as the plane took off. He reached out and touched the small of my back.  
 
    “Ken … this is amazing,” I whispered, letting him guide me to the edge of the water.  
 
    “Like I said, I noticed the lake up by the ranch was pretty bare.” He shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal. Yeah, no big deal at all. “I’ll have to get some fish to put in there, but until then I thought this might be a neat surprise.” 
 
    “Neat?” I laughed. “This is so fucking cool.”  
 
    We came to a stop by the riverbank, and Ken slipped the backpack off his shoulder. Opening it up, he pulled out a blanket. “I’m glad you think so.”  
 
    I sat down on the blanket and kicked my shoes off, putting them to the side before I slid down to the edge of the water and slipped my toes in. It felt cold and refreshing.  
 
    “I brought some lunch, in case you get hungry during the day.”  
 
    “You really did think of everything.” I smiled as he sat down beside me and unlaced his work boots. His cheeks went bright pink. I smiled widely as I reached out and touched his shoulder. “Thank you.”  
 
    When are you coming back? 
 
    The text was still fresh in my mind. If I went back, Ken and I would never be able to do this again. Would I be okay with that? 
 
    Would I be okay never seeing him again? 
 
    I stared out at the waterfall. I’m totally going under that before we leave, I thought. But no matter what I tried to think about to distract myself, I couldn’t help thinking about my future. I’m sick of worrying about it.  
 
    “Ken,” I had to ask, “would you ever move away from the ranch?” 
 
    I didn’t dare look at him. I waited in silence for what felt like ages. Please say yes. I knew it was unlikely, but if he said yes, even if he said there was a chance, then … there could be a chance for us. For us to be more than just friends.  
 
    Still, he didn’t say anything. The sound of the water was the only sound that I could hear.  
 
    “No,” he finally said.  
 
    I felt my heart drop. I should have known that would be his answer. And I shouldn’t have been surprised. But the truth is, I don’t even think it was that I was surprised. I was just sad it was out there. Sad I’d bothered to ask a question I knew I wouldn’t like the answer to.  
 
    I nodded, not trusting my voice to say anything. There you have it. My answer.  
 
    “When are you moving away?” 
 
    His question shocked me. Confused me a little, too. I turned to him. “I don’t know,” I admitted. His lips were closed and the corners sagged down. He didn’t meet my eyes. “I had a friend let me know about a good deal on a house, but the truth is I don’t even know where I’m going to live.” There was nothing that said I had to move back there.  
 
    “But you won’t stay here?” 
 
    No. I opened my mouth to say it, but I couldn’t. It’s a possibility.  
 
    I mean, really. Why not consider it? My mom would love it if I did. I shrugged. I didn’t know if I was willing to tell him I might consider staying here, so I decided it would just be best to not say anything.  
 
    I looked up at the sky. The clouds had started to roll in. “Do you think there will be rain?” I asked, trying to change the subject. I knew I had been the one to start the conversation, but it had been a dumb idea. I shouldn’t have even bothered with it. No more asking stupid questions, I thought.  
 
    “I hope not. The weather said it would be fine, otherwise I would have rescheduled with you.”  
 
    I risked looking over at him. He didn’t seem unhappy, though he wouldn’t meet my gaze. I bit my lip. Did I just screw this whole thing up? 
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    I felt something tug at my fishing rod as Ken pulled the walkie-talkie out of his pocket.  
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    I ignored the fish on my rod as I turned to watch him.  
 
    “You two had better pack it up. There’s a bad storm coming in.” 
 
    I felt goose bumps rise on my skin. A storm? But we were out in the middle of nowhere. What were we going to do? I don’t want to get in a plane if there is a storm! 
 
    “A storm?”  
 
    “I’m not going to be able to get out there in time. You two are going to have –” 
 
    “What do you mean you won’t get out here in time?” Ken sounded like he was going to kill someone.  
 
    “There is a cabin a few miles away. You two are going to have to bunk down there. It’s got everything you’ll need. I keep the place stocked in case something like this ever happens.”  
 
    Ken sighed. I could tell he was angry. “Okay, fine. Where is it?”  
 
    “Do you still have the map I gave you? It’s just over a mile west of where you are now. The map has the path on it.”  
 
    I could feel my heart racing.  
 
    My head shot up into the sky as I heard the sound of thunder. There was no sign of lightening, though. I sucked in a deep breath. It’s fine. It’s just a storm. It wouldn’t be the first one I got caught in, and it wouldn’t be the last. I just wasn’t used to it.  
 
    Damn it, Sarah! React. I forced myself to stand as Ken put the walkie-talkie away. I’d stopped listening. “Did he say anything else?” I asked as I pulled my fishing line in as quickly as I could, no longer caring if the fish was there or not. It wasn’t.  
 
    “Just that we could use whatever was in the cabin and the blankets were clean.” He shrugged as he pulled his own line in. I dropped do my knees, laying the fishing line on the ground as I started to put lids on everything we had open. The last thing we needed was to have cookies all crushed up in the back pack.  
 
    Ken joined me and together we had everything closed up in no time. As he folded up the blanket, I put the containers into the backpack he’d brought with him. Something cold and wet touched my hand as I passed Ken the pack. My head shot up into the sky. No sign of water yet. My brow furrowed.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I felt water.” I shook my head and gave him a shrug. “Let’s get walking.”  
 
    Ken nodded and we fell into pace together as we headed toward the cabin. I didn’t dare double check with Ken that we were going in the right direction. I figured I should have enough faith in him to get it right.  
 
    Boom. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I glanced up at the sky. It was covered in dark grey clouds now. I’d been so busy getting ready I hadn’t noticed the sun vanish. My pace quickened behind Ken as we stepped into a wooded area. Yeah, this is safe. 
 
    Ken glanced behind me.  
 
    Drop. Drop. Drop. I heard the sound of the water falling against the trees before I felt it on my skin.  
 
    “Shit,” he muttered. His pace quickened and I followed him. We weren’t quite running, just a fast walk. “I see it.”  
 
    “Thank god,” I said.  
 
    Ken reached behind him and grabbed my hand. Crack. I didn’t need to look up to see the lightning strike this time. It lit up our surroundings. His fingers tightened against my hand as he pulled me into a jog. Our jog quickly turned into a run.  
 
    The rain came down in large droplets, the trees no longer protecting us from it. “Watch your step!” he shouted. 
 
    I glanced down, jumping over a large tree root and landing a little too close to Ken, but it didn’t matter; we kept running. I saw it now, too. It was small. The rain pelted down on its roof. I hope the inside is dry. I glanced down at the ground again, just to make sure there was nothing in my way.  
 
    Crack. The lightning lit up the sky again. Then there was the boom of thunder and more lightning. I stopped dead in my tracks as I saw the lightning land way too close to us. 
 
    Thump. Thump. Thump. I felt my heart pounding in my chest so fast and so hard I thought it might actually pop out. Just a few more feet, I thought as we drew closer and closer to safety. The rain pelted us as we made our way to the cabin. 
 
    I jumped up the few stairs that were there, running into Ken from behind as he stopped at the door. His body slammed against the wood. “Sorry,” I muttered, stepping away from him.  
 
    He didn’t say anything. Instead, he jerked the door open and headed inside. I followed quickly, gasping for breath.  
 
    It was dry in here. Thank god. I shook my wet hands and looked around. It was actually really cute. The walls and floor were all wood, and it didn’t look like it was anywhere near new. But it was warm.  
 
    “Geez, it’s nice to be out of that,” Ken muttered. 
 
    I glanced over to see him pull his shirt over his head. I felt my lips go dry. I watched as he made his way over to the fireplace and bend down, filling it with wood. 
 
    Walking over to the not-so-cute vintage couch, I dropped down on it as I heard a match light. The cabin was tiny. There were two doors leading other places, and one of those doors we had just come though. I hope the other one is a bathroom. I really didn’t want to have to go outside to go to the bathroom in this weather. Other than that, there was a table in the right corner near the door, and in the back left corner there was a bed. Bedside the bed was a standing closet. And that was it.  
 
    It wasn’t much, but right now I was just happy it was dry. 
 
    “He said there was everything we would need here.” Ken stood stepping away from the now blazing fire. He walked over to the closet and opened it. “Food, drink, and extra blankets. Even a couple games.” He grabbed something and headed back to the couch. 
 
    As he sat down beside me, he opened a bag of chips and took a handful for himself before passing it over to me. The fire was the only light in here and, despite the fact it was still supposed to be light outside, the dark clouds were blocking the sun from shining. The dimly lit cabin was warming up fast, though.  
 
    “I’m sorry our day had to end like this. And I’m sorry we won’t be able to get back to town for a while.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s okay. It wasn’t your fault. Plus the day isn’t over yet.” Day or date? A smile touched my lips. I had told him it could be a little bit of a date, after all. “Anyway, it’s nice to get the chance to hang out with you more.”  
 
    He stared at me, his eyes wide. “Really?” 
 
    I nodded. It was true. I was thankful to be able to spend more time with him. I just hope Mom isn’t worried. I grabbed a handful of chips and started munching. It was totally silent, but by now I had gotten used to silence around Ken. It wasn’t bad. Actually, it was really nice.  
 
    The sound of rain pounded against the roof, and now that I wasn’t out in it, it was soothing. Even when the lightning lit up the sky, it was beautiful now that I wasn’t outside. I just hope no lightning strikes near here. We were too far out if a wildfire started.  
 
    I stared into the fireplace, watching the flames dance as the wood slowly burned. “I’ve really enjoyed spending time with you,” I admitted. 
 
    I felt his body weight move, inching towards me. “I’ve really enjoyed spending time with you, too.” He reached out and took my hand. 
 
    “And I’ve been thinking …” I trailed off. 
 
    “Thinking about what?” 
 
    “Well, I said yesterday this could be a sorta date. I’d like to change my answer. I’d like this to be a real date.” 
 
    Ken stared at me, his eyes getting wider than they had already been. I swallowed dryly. There was still something I wasn’t telling him, and I was waiting to see if he was going to figure it out. 
 
    “R –really?” he stammered.  
 
    I gave a single nod. I waited a couple more seconds, but it still didn’t seem like he was going to get it. I sighed and shook my head, trying not to laugh at him. “Just for the record, I do kiss on the first date.” Or before it. But I wasn’t going to mention that part; after all some guys seemed to think that was a bad thing.  
 
    A grin spread over Ken’s face. “Really? So if I kiss you …” 
 
    “I’d definitely kiss you back.” I reached out and took his hand in mine.  
 
    I watched as his eyes roamed over my body. He moved closer to me and our fingers tangled together. His free hand moved to my cheek, his fingers brushing over my skin softly. Goose bumps rose over my skin as my eyes locked on his. He moved toward me, closing what little distance there was between us. “Are you sure?” he whispered against my lips.  
 
    I could smell the chips on his breath, he was so close to me.  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    His fingers moved from my cheek to my hair as he pulled me close to him, his lips crashing against mine.  
 
    A soft moan passed through my mouth as my arms wrapped around his neck and our kiss grew more passionate. My teeth gently grazed his lower lip. He pulled away just long enough for me to take in a deep breath, then it was back to kissing. The kiss grew more hungry. One hand moved from around his neck, slowly trailing down his body. A low breath passed through his lips as my hand rested on his thigh. My eyes locked on his as a wide grin spread over my face.  
 
    He pulled away from me, leaning back as his fingers wrapped around my wrist. He tugged my arm, and a gasp escaped my lips as I felt myself slide forward. I giggled, kissing him. My lips moved from his to his neck. A soft breath escaped him as his hands traced over the curves of my body. I let out a moan, letting him know I wanted this as much as he did. There is nothing I want more right now, I thought, but didn’t dare voice it to him. Ken’s hand slipped up my shirt, and I sighed as I felt his hot hands touch my skin. I arched toward him as his fingers unclasped my bra.  
 
    I didn’t mind at all.  
 
    I pulled away, grabbing the hem of my shirt. I had it off in seconds flat and then it was back to the action. I couldn’t help but wonder if it was obvious it had been a while for me. I pulled away, staring at his muscular chest. My pulse raced. I licked my lips, trying to restore some moisture to them. His eyes locked on mine as a wide grin spread over his face. “I have a confession.” 
 
    Ah, shit.  
 
    I opened my mouth and nothing came out for a couple of seconds. I cleared my throat and tried again. “What is it?” 
 
    “I had a crush on you in high school.” 
 
    My heart skipped a couple of beats, and I barked out a laugh. “Oh, that’s it?” I shook my head. I was worried there for a second. I leaned in for a kiss, my lips touching his softly. “So, are there any childhood fantasies we’re going to make come to life tonight?” I whispered. 
 
    The rain pounded down on the roof as his arms wrapped around my hips, pulling me closer to him. My heart raced, and I leaned back, my cheeks so hot I was almost sure they were burning.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked, putting distance between us.  
 
    It took everything I had not to look away from him. I forced myself to make eye contact, my eyes staring into the reflection of the flames in his.  
 
    “I … it’s just … Ken, it’s been a while for me.”  
 
    A small laugh passed through his lips. “Is that all? Here you had me worried something might actually be wrong.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to protest. Something was wrong. It had been a long time and I didn’t know how I was going to be. I didn’t dare voice that out loud, though. It would be too embarrassing. 
 
    He grabbed my hand and pulled me back into his arms. His lips crashed against mine. “Just relax, I’ll take care of you,” he murmured.  
 
    Adrenaline filled my veins, but I tried to relax. He guided me to lie down on the couch as he reached for the hem of my jeans. “Do you –” I started to ask if he had protection, but he put a finger on my lips.  
 
    “I’ll take care of you,” he promised again. I nodded, letting him know I was going to give in.  
 
    My bottoms came off and my panties weren’t far behind. I watched as Ken unhooked his belt and pulled it from of his jeans, laying it down on the ground. He spread my legs and positioned himself in between them; his lips touched my uppermost thighs. A moan passed through my lips as I arched.  
 
    His tongue tickled my pussy.  
 
    I gasped, moaning louder. My fingers dug into his hair. All at once arousal filled my body, raging as I remembered something that had been long forgotten until now – a man pleasing me.  
 
    Ken’s tongue flicked inside of me, then out just as quickly. I moaned as he tongued me, teasing me. Making me want more. “Ken,” I sighed his name, but that was all I could get out. He pulled away from me, his eyes locking on mine as he undid his jeans and shoved them down to his knees. I stared at his hard cock as it sprang forward, standing at full attention. He doesn’t wear boxers. My heart raced and my pussy tingled with arousal.  
 
    He reached behind him, digging through one of his pockets and pulling out a condom. Relief washed over me. Thank god. I didn’t want to say no. Not now that we were in the heat of it. I watched as he tore into the condom and placed it over himself before getting comfy between my legs.  
 
    His head touched the folds of my skin. He thrust into me gently.  
 
    My hips arched as he filled me. My fingers dug into the soft fabric of the couch. I cried out in pleasure. “Oh, Ken, fuck me. Please.”  
 
    His lips touched my neck as he obliged me. He thrust in and out of me, slow at first.  
 
    “No. Harder,” I begged. I knew I wouldn’t last long, but I didn’t care.  
 
    Ken’s hands traced over the curves of my body as his cock slammed in to me again and again. He grabbed my free hand, his fingers tangling between mine. I moaned louder, my eyes rolling back.  
 
    “I’m so fucking close,” I cried. If it hadn’t been so long I wouldn’t be able to believe it myself.  
 
    Ken’s rhythm increased. Faster. Faster. With his free hand he grabbed my hip, pulling me into every thrust. Everything went a hazy white as I cried out. Waves of pleasure washed through my body. My hips bucked. I moaned as Ken thrust into me, faster and faster.  
 
    He sucked in a deep breath, each thrust growing harder as he filled me.  
 
    Another wave of pleasure hit me and another. I opened my eyes just in time to see Ken’s body tense. He gasped, his eyes rolling back as he slammed into me. He pushed into me again, squeezing my hand. His eyes opened and he stared, so I grinned. “You did take damn good care of me.”  
 
    He gave a breathless laugh as he pulled away. “I’ll be right back, then we’ll cuddle.”  
 
    Sounds perfect. I watched as he headed into the bathroom. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Ken 
 
    I laid there in bed staring up at the ceiling. I ran my fingers through my hair, letting out a deep breath. Glancing to my left I stared at the girl beside me. She was fast asleep by the looks of it, snoring lightly. I smirked. She was gorgeous even when she was asleep. I couldn’t stop thinking about the way she had touched me.  
 
    She was tight. It had been childhood fantasies that came to life tonight, but better than I ever thought it could be. Damn it.  
 
    My heart fell as I thought about the one thing I didn’t want to think about. Her question. Would I ever leave the ranch? Of course not. I had to stay there with my brothers. But she’s leaving. She hadn’t said it, but why else would she have asked? She wanted to know what our future was, and that was a fair question. 
 
    The truth is, I wanted to know, too. I just didn’t like the answer I had been given. She’ll leave, it’s just a matter of time until she does. And then it would be the same as it had been a few days ago. Me alone and my brothers totally in love. Hell, Alex was already shopping for engagement rings. Not that Christy knew. I felt my heart drop to my toes as I stared at Sarah. When is goodbye? When would she just up and leave? I had no clue, but I didn’t want to ask. I should just make the most of what time we do have together. And until the time came, I was going to ignore how much it was going to hurt when she moved on with her life like nothing had happened. 
 
    I rolled onto my side, away from her.  
 
    The rain had let up by now, but it was late and I doubted anyone would be willing to come get us at this time in the morning. 
 
    So, it was a matter of getting to sleep. If I could. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sarah 
 
    I woke to an empty bed. My heart rate picked up a little as I sat up, looking around for him. I stared out the window. Light shined in, which meant the storm had passed. 
 
    “Well, good morning.” He sat at the kitchen table, a bowl in front of him.  
 
    “Morning,” I stammered, slipping out of bed.  
 
    “There isn’t much to eat, but I did find some instant oatmeal.”  
 
    “That sounds more than okay with me.” 
 
    I padded over to the table where there was another bowl, a kettle still warm, and some packages of oatmeal. I chose the apple one as I sat across from Ken and poured my breakfast. I didn’t meet his eyes, because I honestly didn’t want to start a conversation this early. It wasn’t the post-hook-up thing, which I had no clue how to deal with; it was more of the fact I wasn’t ready for him to tell me he was done with me. He’s not that kind of guy, I told myself, but it didn’t matter.  
 
    “We shouldn’t take too long. The plane will be here in an hour and a half, and we have to go back to where we were dropped off. I figured this time, since it isn’t raining, we could actually enjoy the walk.”  
 
    “That sounds nice,” I said before taking a mouth full of oatmeal.  
 
    “I’ve already made sure we’re packed.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. He sure was quick at getting ready to go. 
 
    “I hoped if we had the time we could get a little fishing in, too. It was the whole reason we came out here, and I’m sorry we didn’t get a chance to do more of it.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Last night was better than fishing.” 
 
    The second it came out my cheeks turned a deep shade of pink. Shit. I hadn’t wanted to be the one to say anything about last night. 
 
    I risked glancing up at him, but only for a fraction of a second. A smile spread over his lips.  
 
    “I’m glad you think so. We’ll have to do it again some time.”  
 
    My cheeks went from bright pink to red and I felt them burn. His words made me happier than I wanted to admit. I took another bite of my breakfast.  
 
    “I figured we’d head out soon.”  
 
    And then it was all gone. All that happiness I’d had – gone.  
 
    “Oh, okay.”  
 
    I lost some of my appetite. I knew it was stupid to let the past in. It’s the past.  
 
    I had one hook-up after my husband and I split, and it didn’t go well at all. He wouldn’t even look at me, let alone talk to me, and he didn’t ask for my number. I’d left sad, ashamed, embarrassed, and vowing I would never do it again. This wasn’t a hook-up, I reminded myself. No, we were doing it again. And Ken would always call me the next morning. I hope. 
 
    I finished my meal, rinsed the bowl out, and left it to dry where Ken had left his. We made the bed, Ken grabbed the backpack, and we headed for the door.  
 
    “I guess we don’t have to worry about locking up,” he said as we headed outside. It was warmer than I thought it would be and the sun was beating down as we walked down the steps and headed down the trail that lead to our fishing spot.  
 
    Ken took my hand and, unlike last time, we walked side by side. We weren’t hurried. We were honestly just enjoying our time together. We walked slowly.  
 
    “Will your brothers mind that you’re not there?” I hadn’t meant to take him away from his brothers or the ranch. 
 
    “No, they will be happy we decided to stay and didn’t put ourselves in any danger. They’re probably worried, but they knew what I was planning, so they will have pieced things together. Will your mother be worried?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Once I can get reception I’ll just shoot her a text and let her know that I’m fine and she’ll be okay with it. Once I tell her everything she’ll understand; she won’t care.” She knew what it was like out here and she’d be happy I’d played it safe.  
 
    The ground was still a little muddy under all the trees where the sun hadn’t been able to shine as brightly. As we made our way through the forest, we didn’t say much to each other. We just walked, taking in the sights. His fingers tangled between mine as we walked. Eventually, he pulled me close and wrapped his arm around my shoulder.  
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    I sat outside the house not wanting to go in. I turned to Ken. “Thank you for today.” The truth was, I didn’t want the day to be over. I wanted to keep going. I didn’t want to leave him.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat as I saw my mother walking toward us. My cheeks flushed. She didn’t look at me. Instead, she looked at Ken. Oh shit. I knew she wasn’t stupid; she’d figured out what was going on between us. I just wasn’t ready to deal with it.  
 
    “There you two are!” She waved as she came within hearing distance. “Ken, you’re not going to leave so soon, are you?” She smiled widely. “I’ve got some crisp cooking in the oven. It’s almost done. Why don’t you come in for some lunch?” 
 
    Ken glanced at me, then at my mother, and back to me. “A – are –” 
 
    I nodded, cutting him off before he asked. Yes, I was okay with it. Yes, please come in. I didn’t want to say it, though. I didn’t want to make him feel like I was taking up all his time.  
 
    “If you need to go back to the ranch, I understand. There will be leftovers. But I’m sure my mom would love to have you over sometime.”  
 
    “I can put off going to work for a couple more hours.” He grinned as he opened the door. “Hello, Ms. Brentson. I’d love to stay for lunch.” 
 
    Her eyes sparkled as her smile grew. “Good!”  
 
    What are you planning? I wondered as I opened the door and stepped out of the car. I watched my mother make her way back into the house, Ken and I following her. God I hope this goes all right. I knew my mother well enough to know she was up to something, I just didn’t know what it could be. 
 
    We made our way into the house and I inhaled, filling my lungs with the scent of baked apples. My stomach grumbled, despite the fact I had eaten not that long ago.  
 
    “How about just some dinner rolls?” my mother suggested.  
 
    “That would be perfect,” Ken said.  
 
    “Is there still pasta salad in the fridge?” I asked, walking over to see for myself. I saw the bowl still sitting there and reached for it. I pulled it out of the fridge along with some lunch meat and the milk, and headed for the table. I handed my mom the meat and set the other two things down.  
 
    “Sit,” I told Ken. 
 
    He grinned, listening to me with sparkling eyes as he sat down at the table. I grabbed a couple of plates out of the cupboard above the sink and a few forks from the drying rack, placing them on the table as well before I sat down across from Ken.  
 
    “Did you two catch any fish?” my mother asked as she cut open a couple of buns and reached for the tomato she kept on the counter. 
 
    “Nope,” Ken and I said together.  
 
    “But it was still a nice time,” I said quickly. I didn’t want Ken to feel bad. I caught his eye and gave him a smile that he returned.  
 
    I watched as my mother made lunch for us, and I couldn’t ignore how happy she looked as she was doing it. My heart skipped. What if she gets used to this? If she started to think it was going to become normal … what would happen if Ken and I stopped seeing each other? 
 
    “You know, Sarah … I know you haven’t expressed any interest in staying here long term, but there is this great little place that’s for sale just around the corner from here. I think we should go look at it. It’s a good house and it’s cheaper than anything you’ll find anywhere else.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, trying not to let stress bubble over. It always appeared when I thought about where I was going to spend my life.  
 
    “I’d be happy to go with you,” Ken piped up.  
 
    My eyes went wide. I stared at my mother as I tried to figure out what I was supposed to say. I didn’t want to say no, but I didn’t know if I wanted to say yes. 
 
    “I …” I looked from my mother to Ken. They both looked so excited. Shit. As much as I was a grown ass woman, I didn’t want to disappoint the two people I cared about. “Yeah, sure.”  
 
    Both of them looked so happy. I looked away from them. Damn it. What was I going to do? They wanted me to stay here. Guilt tugged at the corners of my mind. I can at least see the house. It was probably really nice and there was no doubt in my mind it would be a better price than one in the city. I knew how these things worked; this wasn’t the first house I’ve gone to look at. After all, I did buy one house already. 
 
    “I’ll call about going later today,” my mother said happily.  
 
    Guilt continued to nag. I didn’t want to get them all excited and then rip it away from them. Before I could say anything to stop my mother, she put a plate of sandwiches down between Ken and me and headed out of the room. She probably went to go call the person about seeing the house. Just take it one breath at a time. It’s what my grandma had always said when I was growing up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ken 
 
    I was glad she was all right with me joining her and her mom. Just remember to be on her side. I needed to make sure she didn’t feel like her mother and I were ganging up on her; otherwise she wouldn’t be very happy with me. But the idea of her staying here, of buying a place here, was huge. Happiness filled my body. 
 
    I took a couple seconds to look around the house we had just entered. Wow. To say the place was nice was a bit of an understatement. It was gorgeous, and in the city it would sell for way more than $95,000. But that was one of the perks to living out in the country. Cheaper housing market.  
 
    “So, the house is from 1903, the flooring is original and so are the doorways,” the man who answered the door started his tour. He motioned for us to follow him. I watched Sarah as we made our way into the kitchen. 
 
    “All updated, of course,” he said motioning towards the appliances. 
 
    They looked modern. Hell, the fridge had a fucking touch pad on it. I smirked. If she does decide to go for this place, it’s going to be amazing for her. I glanced over. Her eyes were wide as she stared at everything, trying to take it in while following the man through a mud room and then outside.  
 
    “All this is yours. All the way to the tree line, which leads to a vacation ranch that I hear can be quite active in the summer. My clients say they even seen horses some mornings from their breakfast nook.”  
 
    Sarah turned to me, grinning widely. “Really? A ranch?” 
 
    I returned her grin and gave her a single nod. Yes, it was mine. I’d been pretty sure before we got here, but I didn’t want to say anything until I was absolutely positive.  
 
    We backtracked and headed into the living room. It was nice. A mixture of modern and vintage. The floors looked in good condition considering how old they were.  
 
    “If there is anything you really like, the sellers are open to parting with some of the furniture while they pack up the house,” the realtor said as we headed up the stairs to look at the bedrooms. He glanced back at us. “The truth is, they are desperate to sell the place. They want to move on with their new house. They’re excited to be moving to California and don’t want to worry about flying back and forth.”  
 
    Good. That would be a benefit for us. If she decides to buy the place. The thought hit me hard. What if she didn’t? 
 
    Then we’ll be done. Right? If she was just going to up and leave what was the point of bothering to pretend things were going to work? 
 
    I composed my thoughts. There was no point in worrying about it until she came out and said it. I sucked in a deep breath and promised I wouldn’t think about it anymore. Then again, I wasn’t used to keeping promises to myself. 
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    As we got into the car, I forced myself to keep quiet. I forced myself to pretend I didn’t care because I didn’t want to freak her out.  
 
    “So,” her mother finally said. We both waited to see if Sarah would say anything. “What did you think?” Her mother asked after a few seconds of silence.  
 
    “I’m not sure. I mean, it’s a really nice place, but I don’t know. It isn’t quite what I had in mind.” 
 
    “What do you have in mind?”  
 
    Sarah didn’t say anything as she stared into the backseat of the car where her mother sat. I sat in the driver’s seat, trying not to turn and see her reaction. I felt my heart race inside my chest.  
 
    “I … I…” 
 
    She went quiet and it was the last thing she said all the way to her mother’s house. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sarah 
 
    I had no clue what I wanted, honestly. I sighed trying to figure it out. I need to figure it out fast, I thought.  
 
    The house was amazing and I knew I should jump on it. I knew it made the most sense to put an offer down on the place. As we pulled into my mother’s driveway and came to a stop, my mom got out of the car, but I didn’t.  
 
    Instead, I turned to Ken and he turned to me.  
 
    “Wanna talk?” 
 
    His words instantly sent comfort through me. “Yes,” I sighed running my fingers through my hair. I didn’t even know where I was supposed to start. “I know I should put an offer down on the house, and I know it should be something I do right away, but I don’t know … I mean, it’s nice but it’s not what I was expecting. I didn’t think I was ever going to move back here. A few days ago I was looking forward to leaving.”  
 
    I wasn’t blind to the hurt look on his face. I turned away from Ken. I shouldn’t have said anything.  
 
    “I don’t know. I just … it’s more than I was hoping to spend right now.” I thought I was going to have time to get everything sorted out. To get the money I was owed.  
 
    “So, it’s the money?” 
 
    “No. I mean … a little. I don’t know.” 
 
    “I’ll pay for it.” He said it so quickly, for a second I thought he was joking, until I looked at him. He looked like he honestly meant it.  
 
    “Are you joking?” It wasn’t a nice joke. It’s not like I expected him to buy me a house, but he didn’t have to tease about it. 
 
    “No. Why would I joke about that? It would be pretty crappy of me to get your hopes up.” 
 
    I opened my mouth, but no words came out. He had to be kidding. This can’t be for real. Can it? Could he actually mean … “No. It’s a fucking house; it’s not like you are offering to pay for dinner. It’s expensive.” 
 
    “I’m offering. I want to do this for you, Sarah.” 
 
    “But –”  
 
    “I can easily afford it. It’s a nice house, and if you don’t pick it up now, it won’t be around when you decide. You know that, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” I sighed. I knew he made a point. “It’s possible if I change my mind, I’ll regret it. But if I decide I want the house and then hate it –” 
 
    “I can sell it.” 
 
    He said it like it wasn’t a big deal. A few seconds passed as I tried to decide what to do next. 
 
    “Or we’ll make it into part of the ranch. That way, if you don’t like it and want to move, you don’t have to feel bad.” 
 
    I bit my lip. It would get me out of my mother’s house. That thought was nice. I sighed. “I’ll pay you back. Every cent.”  
 
    Ken shook his head. “Nope. Not allowed.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “I don’t care what you have to say. I want to do this for you. I want to buy this place for you. Will you let me do you a favor?” 
 
    I wanted to let him. I wanted to get out of my mom’s house, and there was no doubt the house I had just looked at would be amazing. But that doesn’t mean I want it. That didn’t mean it would be the right fit for me. It was a nice place, but what if I decided I didn’t want to stay here? Was I willing to take that risk? If he could make use of it, though, it could be good for him.  
 
    “No, you just buy it for the ranch.” I wasn’t going to take it away from him.  
 
    “I’m not going to buy it unless you promise me you get first dibs on it.” 
 
    “But –” It would be so good for his business. He could … well, I had no clue what he was going to do with it. 
 
    “I won’t force you, but wouldn’t it be nice to have your own place? And it’s so close to the ranch.” 
 
    “It would be nice, but that’s not the point.” 
 
    “That is the only point.” He gave me a soft smile. He reached out and took my hand. “Will you hate me if I put an offer on it?” 
 
    “No.” Of course I wouldn’t hate him for it. I just didn’t know how I would feel about it. “But I’ll pay you back.” 
 
    “I don’t need you to pay me back. There is something else you could do for me, though.”  
 
    My heart did a backflip. “W – what is it?” What would he ask of me in exchange for something as big as a house? I wasn’t sure I’d be willing to go through with it, whatever it was.  
 
    “Come fishing with me more. If you’re going to be that close to the ranch, it would be nice to see you a few times a week.” 
 
    “You’re fucking joking, right? You expect me to agree to that as payment?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    A soft grin touched his lips. I blew out a deep breath. He wasn’t getting it. This was a big deal. 
 
    “Am I really that bad to be around?” he asked. 
 
    “No! Of course not.” 
 
    “Good, then it’s settled.” 
 
    Before I could say anything, he pulled me into a kiss, his arms wrapping around me. His eyes locked on mine as our kiss grew more passionate. Damn it. Of course I wanted him to buy me a house. Who didn’t want to own a house without dropping the money on one? But it wasn’t fair. If he doesn’t think that, though … I sighed as I pulled away from him. 
 
    “Please, give me some time to think about it?”  
 
    Disappointment covered his face and his shoulders slouched in defeat. “Okay,” he said quietly.  
 
    “Thank you.” I gave him another quick kiss and opened my door, slipping out of the car. I bent down, looking at Ken. “I’ll see you later?”  
 
    “Yes. Tomorrow I’m busy, but how about the night after?” 
 
    “Sounds perfect.” I nodded. 
 
    “I’ll pick you up.” 
 
    “I’ll be waiting for you,” I promised as I closed the car door. 
 
    When I stepped into the house, my heart dropped. I heard the kettle whistling right before my mother took it off the stove.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    It might have been a whole since I had lived with my mother, but I still knew her better than she thought I did. I sucked in a deep breath and turned for the stairs, hoping I could slip up them before she noticed.  
 
    “Come have a cup of tea with me.” 
 
    Crap. I winced as I heard her voice. I sighed and walked toward the kitchen. I sat down across from my mother, and she stared at me, waiting. A smile spread over her lips. 
 
    “So?” She took a sip of her tea, waiting. 
 
    I didn’t know what I was supposed to tell her. I didn’t want to get her hopes up, but I didn’t want to let her down, either. I blew on my tea before taking a sip. “Honestly, I’m not sure. It was a very nice house. I just … I’m not sure this would be a good fit for me.” 
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    Because I always said I’d move away from here. It was my first thought. I didn’t say it out loud though, because a second thought stopped me. What’s to say I can’t move back? Let’s face it, things had been better since I moved here than they had been in a long time. I’m not going to admit that to her. I took another sip of tea to avoid having to say anything just yet.  
 
    Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. “Because I’m not sure this is where I want to be.”  
 
    My mother nodded. “I see.” 
 
    I didn’t miss the hurt in her voice. I felt bad, but I didn’t know what else I was supposed to tell her. I sighed and took a deep breath. “It would be nice to stay here, I guess. But what if I change my mind?”  
 
    My mother shrugged. “Then you change your mind and you move. You’ve done it once before, I’m sure you can manage to move away from here again if that’s what you decide.” 
 
    “But the house …” I bit my tongue, remembering my mother didn’t know Ken wanted to buy it for me.  
 
    “We’ll sell it. Or rent it out, or something. I can help if you.” 
 
    “No,” I said quickly. Probably a little too quickly, but I didn’t care. It was one thing for some guy to help me out, it was a totally different thing for my mother to be burdened. She had paid my bills before, and I wasn’t going to make her do it again. I never will. “I’ve got that part figured out already,” I said with a wide smile.  
 
    My mother’s brow furrowed. “So you have thought about it?” 
 
    Shit. I had just gotten caught and I knew it. I nodded. “Yes, of course I’ve thought of it. But don’t get your hopes up; that doesn’t mean I’m going to put an offer down on the place. Okay?”  
 
    My mother nodded. “Of course not.” 
 
    Her smile told she was already getting her hopes up. I bit my lip. I don’t want to hurt her. 
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    The next evening I was pulling my hair into a bun, securing it in place. I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket. My heart raced as I stared down at the name on the phone. I’d given the realtor my number just in case he needed to get a hold of me, but I hadn’t actually expected him to call. 
 
    I answered the phone quickly and lifted it to my ear. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi, Sarah. I just wanted to call and let you know –” 
 
    Knock. Knock. Knock. 
 
    “– I had someone else interested in the house. They’re putting in an offer. It seemed like you were interested too, but you needed some time to think. I wanted to give you a heads up.” 
 
    While my mind raced, my mother answered the door. She and Ken both stared at me.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said. I felt crushed. I hadn’t realized how badly I wanted the place and now … here I was being told someone else was probably going to get it.  
 
    There was a long pause on the other end of the line. “The other person plans on offering the asking price.”  
 
    “Oh … um, okay. Thanks for letting me know.” 
 
    “Have a good day.” 
 
    “You, too.”  
 
    I cleared my throat as I hung up the phone. Why am I so upset? I hadn’t even decided to move here. I thought about the idea, yes, but I knew it was crazy.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” my mother asked.  
 
    “Someone else is putting an offer in on the house.” I stared at Ken. His eyes locked on mine.  
 
    “Do you want me to go call my realtor?”  
 
    Yes! 
 
    The thought came without me even realizing it. Without hesitating, I nodded. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three months later 
 
    I looked up from where I was eating my breakfast and saw three horses standing by the fence.  
 
    “I swear, it’s like they know when they need to come get me.” 
 
    I laughed as Ken drank the last of his coffee. It had taken a little getting used to, but I was loving our new home. Yes, ours. Of course, he’d bought it, so no matter what it was is, but more and more his stuff was starting to take up space in the rooms. His work clothes sat in a pile on the laundry room floor right now. I’ll have to do those up for him. 
 
    We hadn’t really meant to move in together. It just happened. Ken pulled me into his arms and placed a soft kiss on the top of my head.  
 
    “Do you need me to come up and help with anything?” I asked, taking a sip of my tea as he slipped into his work boots.  
 
    “I’d love some lunch.” 
 
    “It will be a little late. Mom and I are going out this morning.” I made a promise I’d go to coffee row at least once a month with her, and today was the day. 
 
    “Okay.” He laughed softly. “I’ll be expecting you in the afternoon. Maybe if I’m done with my work by then, you can stay and we can go fishing.” 
 
    That hadn’t stopped. We still went fishing often, and I loved it. I nodded. Sounds perfect to me. I’d email my client and tell them I had to reschedule. I wasn’t worried; after all, I was only working because I wanted to. Not because I needed the money anymore.  
 
    I watched as Ken headed out the back door, my eyes trailing to his butt for a fraction of a second.  
 
    He was gone most days. He worked hard, and since we started living together, I was beginning to realize that. Still can’t believe this is my life. I watched as he climbed over the fence and made his way over to one of the horses. My smile widened as I watched him climb onto the brown mare and head off for a day’s work.  
 
    Finally, once he was out of sight, I stood up and walked up the stairs to the bedroom, slipping out of my robe and changing. The faster I got coffee row out of the way, the faster I’d be able to go see Ken.  
 
    Ken 
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    Shane 
 
    “Wait, what?” I stared at my best friend. He had to be full of shit. Right? There is no way they would hire a girl. 
 
    Ken shrugged. “We have to keep up with the demands of our clients. Not all girls are into guys. We have to have a little eye candy for them, too.” 
 
    I shook my head as I took one look at her. She wore a black skirt, black stockings, black flats, and a white shirt.  
 
    “Dude, she’s wearing white.” Don’t get me wrong, it was cute – but that wasn’t going to fly here. I shook my head. “She can’t get out of her car without getting dirty. It’s not going to work. She thinks it’s going to be all nice and cute and flowery. She’s going to scream the first time she sees a bug.” I was willing to bet on it, too.  
 
    I can’t believe you’re hiring her. Maybe one of the guys just wanted to score with her. Better not be Ken. I glanced at him. I was pretty sure Sarah would kick his ass if he tried to hook up with another girl. Same for Jeff or Alex. Not that their girlfriends were close by. I had no clue what kind of relationship the guys had. For all I knew, their girlfriends could be into that kind of stuff. I sighed.  
 
    “Whatever, fine.” What else could I say? I couldn’t let Ken down and say otherwise. And not just him. All of the Winsten brothers.  
 
    They were like family to me. They had been kind enough to give me a shot, and I had promised myself all those years ago I wasn’t going to let them down. So, here I was being stupid and agreeing to train this girl. She’s going to be dumb. She’s going to be a pain in the ass.  
 
    I didn’t say it out loud. I won’t complain.  
 
    “Thanks,” Ken grinned. He crossed his arms over his chest. “I didn’t want to make Josh do it. You start tomorrow bright and early. She said she’ll be here at six.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow. I didn’t believe it, but I didn’t voice that. “I hadn’t realized we were looking for new staff.” 
 
    “With the renovations, we’ve got to account for it.” 
 
    The contractors were coming next month, and they’d be staying here while they got the work done. Even though it was off season, we’d have our weight to pull around the ranch. It was just a few of us, really. Normally we used this time of the year to get stuff done before the busy season. Now, we’d have to worry about feeding crews of people while doing all our regular work.  
 
    I knew Ken made a good point. We’d need the extra help. That being said, I still didn’t think it was going to go anywhere.  
 
    I shrugged, knowing I couldn’t voice it to my friend. “I just hope she knows what she’s getting into.”  
 
      
 
    Gabby 
 
    I stepped out of the car the next morning. Early, just like I planned.  
 
    My stomach turned. I felt like I was about to puke. Oh, just relax. It was only a new job, nothing crazy. I’d started jobs before and each time it had gone fine. I took a steadying breath and forced myself to keep my cool.  
 
    Doors to the main office opened, and a guy stepped out. He wasn’t one of the ones who had interviewed me. Damn. I had kinda been hoping they would be the ones training me, since I had already met them. I forced myself to relax as he came to a stop in front of me. 
 
    “You’re the new girl?” He looked me over and he didn’t look impressed at all.  
 
    I, on the other hand, was impressed as I looked him up and down. He was just a little bit taller than I was, with light hair that reflected the early morning light. He looked muscular under his sweatshirt, which was a bonus. But it was the steel blue eyes that really did it for me. Shit. He’s said something. I needed to react.  
 
    I nodded and opened my mouth, forcing myself to sound normal. “I’m Gabby.” I stepped forward and held my hand out to him. He shook it, matching the firmness of my handshake.  
 
    “Strong handshake,” he remarked. He almost sounded impressed.  
 
    I smirked. “My daddy raised me right.” My father was one of the reasons I applied for this job. If it hadn’t been for him, I wouldn’t feel confident I could handle the work. But really, how much harder was it going to be than growing up? 
 
    “Okay, let’s get started. We’ll take a break around nine for something to eat but until then, it’s all work and no play. Unless you really need to sit down. If that’s the case, let me know.”  
 
    The smirk fell from my lips. The thought hit home as I realized what was going on. He doesn’t think I can do it. I hated to admit it hurt me to think he doubted I could pull my weight. Instead of saying anything, I locked eyes with him. It wasn’t a cute, flirty kind of look. It was a stare down. I gave a single nod, waiting for him to lead the way.  
 
    His eyes locked on mine for a fraction of a second, then he looked away. He probably thought I was trying to seduce him or something. As fucking if. Yeah, he was cute, but I couldn’t stand people like him.  
 
    He finally turned on his heel. “We’re going to start off with cleaning the stables, getting the horses their feed, and grooming them. After that … well, we’ll see how long that takes.” 
 
    I snorted quietly. He wasn’t meant to hear it, but based on the way he looked at me … I think he did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Shane 
 
    I hated them for making me do this. Did she just snort at me? What, did she think she was too good to clean out horse stables? Damn it, if she’s going to act like a princess, I’m going to fire her within the hour. And I didn’t even have authority to do that.  
 
    I didn’t care, though. If she was going to be a pain in my ass, I was going to fire her. Then I’d deal with the guys being mad at me. 
 
    “Yo, Shane!” I looked up to see Alex heading toward us. He stopped in front of me, but it wasn’t me he was looking at. “Hi, Gabby.” 
 
    “Hi!” She smiled widely.  
 
    “How’s it going?” 
 
    “Good, thank you. Yourself?” 
 
    “I’m good, thanks. Is he working you hard yet?” 
 
    “Nothing I can’t handle.” 
 
    She grinned when she said it. I almost rolled my eyes. That wasn’t the attitude she had when I told her about mucking out the stables. I didn’t voice that, though. It would make me look unprofessional.  
 
    I turned to her, not paying much attention. “The stables are just around the corner. Why don’t you go get started.” It wasn’t a question, it was an order, and thankfully she knew it. She nodded, not saying a word. Then, she turned to Alex.  
 
    “I’m sure I’ll see you around.” She waved and started to walk away.  
 
    “See you later, Gabby!” he called after her. 
 
    We both watched as she left. It wasn’t until she was out of ear shot that I turned back to Alex. He crossed his arms over his chest. “You’re grumpy today.” 
 
    “You would be too if you were stuck with her.” 
 
    Alex rolled his eyes. His head shook, but he was smiling. 
 
    “I’m serious, Alex. She hasn’t even been here long and already she’s …” I trailed off trying to find the right word.  
 
    “Did she arrive on time?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a good start.” 
 
    I nodded. I’d give him that. “But she snorted when I told her we’d be mucking stalls. Snorted.” 
 
    “Maybe she was practicing her horse impression.” Alex laughed at his own bad joke. I didn’t. “Look, just give her a chance. You decided yesterday you didn’t like her because we’re making you train her. Give the poor girl a shot before you decide you hate her, okay?” 
 
    “Yes. Fine.” I heaved a sigh. I knew he had a point, but I still didn’t want to do this. “But if I fire her, I don’t expect to get in trouble.” 
 
    “Fine. Fire the girl if you want, but give her at least a day first. Okay?”  
 
    “Agreed.”  
 
    I planned on holding him to his word, and I was sure Alex knew I would. At the end of the day, I’ll be able to fire her. I had no clue how the guys thought a girl like her was going to work out. She’d only been here less than an hour, and her attitude was less than desirable.  
 
    “So, why did you come over here?” I asked Alex. I guessed it wasn’t just to chat with Gabby. The way he looked at her told me he wasn’t interested, but I was willing to bank on one of the guys wanting to get laid. Not that I blame them. As much as I was sure she was a princess, she was gorgeous. The princess thing was an issue, though. The white shirt yesterday, the stockings. Not to mention the nails. I’d caught sight of them. I mean, it was hard not to. They were long, pink, and glittery.  
 
    “I came over to tell you that if you don’t fire her, make sure to let her know where she’ll be staying. We’ve got her set up right next to you, so it makes the most sense for you to show her to her room. You can tell her we moved her car to correct spot, which she agreed to yesterday.” He added the last part quickly, before I could bring it up.  
 
    “Okay, fine.” This all depended on if I didn’t let her go.  
 
    “And be a little easy on her, okay? Remember you do this every day and have been for years. She might actually have talent. Give the girl a chance.” 
 
    “I’m trying.” Okay, that was a lie. I hadn’t been trying, but I would. “And you’re right, it’s her first day. But I’m still making her help muck out the stables. If that’s going to be an issue with her, it’s just a sign she won’t be a good fit here. I know you guys really want to have a girl around, but you might have to interview someone else. We can’t just pick the first girl who comes in if she’s not the right fit for the ranch.” 
 
    Even though I didn’t own the place, I cared more about it than I could put into words. This was something the brothers and I had done together. We’d been in it from the beginning, and even though at the time I didn’t have the money to pitch in, I’d gotten the farm equipment from a friend for a good price.  
 
    I blew out a deep breath. Let’s go see how she’s doing. I promised myself I would give her a shot. I won’t decide anything until noon. Even if I did decide to fire her, I’d give her the rest of the day to prove me wrong –  if she could. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Gabby 
 
    I couldn’t believe it.  
 
    I could not believe he thought this was going to take us a while. It was barely anything. When I got to the stable, I quickly found the tools I needed. By the time I heard his footsteps, I was on the last stall.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I heard him mutter. 
 
    I smirked, glad he was swearing and glad I had managed to surprise him. I didn’t look up, though. Instead, I just kept working on what I was doing. I only had a little more to go. Just a couple more piles. I sucked in a deep breath; honestly, the smell didn’t bother me anymore. I forced myself to keep working. I listened as he came over to me. I still didn’t look up.  
 
    I could feel his eyes on me, but I kept shoveling shit. Just like he’d told me to do. 
 
    “You’re a lot faster than I thought you would be,” he said.  
 
    I didn’t respond. I scooped up the last pie of manure and tossed it into the wheelbarrow. I turned to Shane and raised an eyebrow as I rested against the shovel. I sucked in a deep breath, trying not to show it had tired me out a little.  
 
    “I’m not as weak as you seem to think I am.”  
 
    “I can tell.”  
 
    For the first time since I met him, he sounded impressed. Then he turned away. “Okay, let’s get back to work. There is still lots to do in here.” 
 
    “Feed, right?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    I nodded and headed for the door of the stall, wheelbarrow with me.  
 
    “You can just leave that outside the door for now. I’ll get rid of it later.” 
 
    I nodded. I wasn’t going to object. I followed Shane out to a truck parked outside of the barn. I’d passed it on my way over here and I’d seen the feed.  
 
    “I guess I’ll carry them in. Just –” 
 
    I ignored him as I reached the truck, pulled the gate down, and grabbed a bag, slinging it over my shoulder. I turned to him and watched his mouth fall open. “Where do you want this?” 
 
    I couldn’t believe he thought I wouldn’t be able to lift a bag of feed. Honestly, though, I shouldn’t have been surprised. After all, he didn’t seem to have much faith in me. I should have assumed he would think I couldn’t do something as simple as pick up a fifty pound bag. I closed my eyes, forcing myself not to roll them. Please. I’d been doing manual work since I was twelve.  
 
    I stood there, waiting with the bag on my shoulder like it was nothing. Because it kinda was for me.  
 
    “Uh … in the barn, the first door on the left, in that room.” 
 
    I nodded and stepped past him.  
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    It wasn’t a bad first day. I was even a little tired by the end of it. When he said we were done, I had to admit I was happy.  
 
    “Come on, I’ll show you to your room. Alex said he moved your car to the parking spot for you.” 
 
    “Perfect.” I had told them they could if they wanted.  
 
    I fell into pace with Shane. I still wasn’t sure how I felt about him. I mean, yeah he was cute, but I wasn’t impressed with the way he had acted toward me in the morning. As the day progressed he seemed to ease up and stop acting douchy, but I couldn’t forget the way he looked me over when we first met. It was like he didn’t want me here or something.  
 
    I bit my lip, almost tempted to ask what his issue was with me. Instead, I asked, “Have you been working here long?” 
 
    “Yes. Years.” 
 
    And that was that. I didn’t get the vibe he wanted to talk about it, so I let it go. I wasn’t going to try to make small talk with him if he didn’t want to. I wonder if everyone is going to be like this, I thought as I saw a row of buildings come into view. And my car. My heart skipped a beat.  
 
    This was really happening.  
 
    I was going to stay here while I worked. It was shift work, and I got a week off every few weeks right now. My schedule was subject to change as the time of year changed. I had said in the interview if they needed me to stay longer during the summer months, I’d consider it. 
 
    “Your room is that one.” He pointed toward one of the doors. “It’s unlocked. The key is in the dresser.” 
 
    “Okie dokie.” I nodded without another word and walked away from him, my speed increasing as I got closer to my car. 
 
    By the time I got to my car, I might have been running. I popped the trunk and grabbed all three of my suitcases, two large ones and a small one. I pulled them out, set them down, and closed the trunk before grabbing one. Before I could get the other two – or figure out how I was going to carry all three at once – someone grabbed them for me. I glanced up.  
 
    Shane stood there. He didn’t meet my eyes. “After you.”  
 
    I opened my mouth to tell him I didn’t need his damn help, but instead I closed it and smiled. I made my way toward the door he had pointed at. “Thank you.” 
 
    He made a noise I took as ‘you’re welcome’ and that was it. I opened the door and stepped into my room. It wasn’t much, but it was cute. The small living area held a TV and a couch, and at the other end the room had a small countertop with bar fridge, sink, and microwave. 
 
    “We keep most of the food in the rec building, but if you want to keep anything in here for yourself there’s a fridge,” Shane said as he took my suitcases over to the couch. “There’s a bathroom with a small washing machine, but if you need the dryer, it’s in the rec building, too.” 
 
    “It’s perfect,” I said as I turned and gave him a smile. He looked taken aback. What, did he expect me to make a fuss or something? This man confused me. It’s almost like he didn’t think I was fit for the job. Or that I had come into it not knowing what it was going to be like.  
 
    “Anyway,” he cleared his throat. “I’m going to go shower. Dinner’s in an hour.” 
 
    “Sounds great.”  
 
    I watched as he left, not saying another word to me. Once he was gone, I looked around the living room. It was simple, but it was enough. I’ll have to send daddy a picture, I thought, not bothering to pull out my cell phone just yet. Instead, I wheeled the suitcase I was still holding into the bedroom. It was small, and there was nothing but a bed, a dresser, and a huge window. I let go of my suitcase and walked over to the window.  
 
    I could see out to the tree line. There were a couple of horses in the distance eating grass, and there was one guy. I couldn’t see him very well, so I wasn’t sure if he was one of the men who interviewed me or not.  
 
    I stared out the window for a while, just letting my mind wander. It’s going to be amazing. It’s going to take a lot of getting used to, but that’s okay. It will be worth it. And the pay was good. It was the only reason I had sent in a resume. I thought back to the phone interview. It had been simple and straight forward. Hell, they’d offered to pay for my flight to come out here.  
 
    “We’re looking for someone who can pull their weight around the ranch.” 
 
    “I grew up on one; I think I can still do it.” 
 
    “You have to understand, most of the clients we have here are women who have an idea of what our ranch offers …” I’d thought there was a hint in there, but I had been too scared to ask. I think I’m right, though.  
 
    Yesterday, when we’d had the in-person interview, Alex said mingling with the guests was encouraged, to help them feel welcome. He had also said there wasn’t anything against relationships with guests, just that workers were supposed to understand how they could easily get out of hand. I wonder if he’s ever dated someone who stayed here.  
 
    I frowned.  
 
    The whole place wasn’t what I was expecting. I mean, what kind of ranch was okay with someone working there hooking up with guests? 
 
    I shook my head. “I should shower,” I muttered to myself.  
 
    I didn’t want to miss dinner, but I wanted to make sure I washed off all the sweat before I went. I’d unpack later. For now, I just wanted to get clean. 
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    For the second time that day Shane headed toward my room with me. I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye, but didn’t say a word. Is he following me? I wondered. But I didn’t say anything; I just kept an eye on him, waiting to see if he would turn at some point.  
 
    “I’m right beside you,” he said after a few minutes.  
 
    “W – what?” I stammered, trying to figure out what the hell he meant.  
 
    “My room is right beside yours.” 
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    Now it made sense. He wasn’t walking me back to my room, he was going to his. I didn’t say anything else as we walked. I’d gotten used to walking in silence with him during the course of the day. It was pretty easy to pretend he wasn’t there.  
 
    Dinner had been good, and everyone had been nice to me. Not creepy nice, though, which was better. There had even been another girl there. By the sounds of it, one of the other guy’s girlfriends was going to be working here soon. It will be nice for there to be other girls, I thought. 
 
    I hadn’t bothered to lock my door, so as soon as I came to my little room I turned the handle.  
 
    “Gabby.” 
 
    His voice made me stop as I was about to step into my room.  
 
    I turned to face him. “Yes?” 
 
    “You did good today. I was hard on you, and I shouldn’t have been. I didn’t think you’d be able to pull your weight.”  
 
    At least he admitted it. “You didn’t look at my resume, did you?” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    Figures. He probably should have. I mean, I said I’d been raised on a farm. I gave him a smile and nodded. “I figured as much.” Without waiting for his answer, I stepped into my room and closed the door behind me.  
 
    Sure, it was nice he said he was sorry and admitted he had judged me before getting to know me, but that didn’t mean I was any less annoyed by the way he had treated me. He did say I did good. And as annoying as he was, it meant a lot to me. I liked being complimented. 
 
    He was still kind of a jerk, though. There was no way around it. And I was willing to bet I’d never change my mind on that one. I made my way into the bedroom and looked at the suitcase I’d left standing there, waiting to be unpacked. No time like now. Walking over to it, I opened it and pulled out a pile of clothes. 
 
    All in all, it hadn’t been a bad first day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Shane 
 
    I promised I’d give her more of a chance, and I was glad I did. I grinned as we came to our midafternoon break. “Are you up for a little farming?” 
 
    She raised her eyebrow at me before grabbing her water bottle and draining it. “Well, it’s probably a good idea to cut the grass on the south side. I had goats growing up; those buggers kept our grass looking damn neat.” She wiped a little bit of water away from her chin.  
 
    I had to admit I was beginning to like her more and more. Of course, Ken had teased the shit out of me for not firing her, but I didn’t care. She was a good worker, and I’d never confess how wrong I’d been.  
 
    “They eat fucking everything, though,” she added as an afterthought. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. I couldn’t believe the way she talked. Most girls who came to the ranch never talked like that. But she’s not most girls. She’d come here to work, not to get away and find a cowboy. I had a hard time remembering that, which meant she continued to surprise me.  
 
    “And they climb like crazy. We had one; he was just a little baby and his momma couldn’t feed him so we had to. They have to be fed so often that we ended up keeping him in the house. Well, that meant he got attached to us and sleeping on the couch.” She grinned and laughed. “He ended up acting like one of the dogs. So, he’d come on hikes with us all the time.”  
 
    “Wa-wa-wait.” I had to stop her here. “He slept in the house?” 
 
    “Sleeps.”  
 
    My jaw dropped.  
 
    She laughed softly. “He’s still alive, and he sleeps in the house. Of course, we managed to potty train him … kinda. We set up those little pee pads they use for dogs and he goes there. He’s very well behaved, considering he’s a goat.”  
 
    I let out something between a snort and a laugh. This girl amazed me. Just over twenty-four hours ago I thought she was nothing but a silly city girl who thought working on a ranch was going to be like a dream; that she was going to meet nice cowboys and pick flowers and bake apple pie. Okay, I wasn’t that dumb, but I ran into girls all the time who thought it would be ‘cute’ to work on a ranch. Sadly, that just turned me off when it came to the women who stayed here. I wasn’t like Alex, Jeff, or Ken. I didn’t like sleeping around as much. Sure, I slept with some of the girls, but not all the time. It got old after a couple years. And honestly, tiresome.  
 
    “I have to admit,” I said, locking eyes on the girl in front of me and looking her up and down a little, “you’ve surprised me.” 
 
    I watched her cheeks go pink. “Yeah? Well, it’s not like you had that much faith in me to begin with.” 
 
    I felt bad. I knew I hadn’t really tried to hide it. “Yeah, I’m sorry about that.”  
 
    She shrugged, but she didn’t say it was okay, so I knew where she stood. At least she’s honest, I thought. 
 
    “Anyway, we should get back to work. We still have a lot to do. Alex said yesterday there were some fence repairs that needed to be done on the west side before we could let the horses over there. I checked them out last night; we should be able to finish before dinner.”  
 
    She nodded and we hopped into the ATV, headed over to the shop where we kept all our tools. It didn’t take long to find what we needed, and soon we arrived at the fence that needed repairs. When the ATV came to a stop, she was out and unloading it. The girl had a good work ethic, and it impressed me.  
 
    “I looked at your resume,” I said as I circled around to the back of the ATV and helped her with a load of lumber.  
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “It’s impressive. It is, by far, the best one that’s come in.” I didn’t look at them much anymore, but when we’d first opened up, I had helped the guys as much as I could.  
 
    “I thought you didn’t look at them?” 
 
    “I used to.” I shrugged. We dropped the planks of wood on the ground and headed over to the ATV to grab the bag of tools. “When the ranch was first up and going, we all did whatever we could to help out.” 
 
    “So … you’ve been here from the get-go?” 
 
    “Yeah. I was with them when they bought it.” I stopped talking to look over the fence repairs. I glanced over to her. “You done this before?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “Okay, you know what to do.” Again, she nodded.  
 
    We fell into work together and I was happy to have her working with me. For a while we worked in silence, but it didn’t feel as tense as it had yesterday. Today it actually felt okay, not stressful or awkward.  
 
    “Is that a house over there?”  
 
    I glanced up as she said it. “Oh, yeah. That’s Sarah’s.” 
 
    I watched her as her brow furrowed. “Sarah, the one who was here for dinner last night?” 
 
    “Yup. She’s dating Ken. He bought her the place right after they started dating.” I watched her eyes get wide and, for a second, she stopped working.  
 
    “She seems nice,” she finally said.  
 
    “She is. It’s been good for him. I think it’s been tough watching his brothers fall in love.” 
 
    I caught her looking at me, but I didn’t say anything else. I couldn’t tell what the look on her face meant. We went back to working for a while without saying anything.  
 
    “So, they are all dating?” 
 
    Was she disappointed? “Yes.” It just furthered my theory that one of them had wanted to bang her, so they hired her.  
 
    She nodded. “They all look really happy. Will I get a chance to meet the other girlfriends?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Depends on how long you’re here. The other two are in long distance relationships.” I paused. This would be a good time to gauge her reaction to things “With girls they met who were staying here.” 
 
    I watched as she dropped the nail she had been about to put in. Her jaw clenched, and she turned toward me.  
 
    “So, the line about being able to date people who come to the ranch wasn’t some sort of test?” 
 
    “Nope, it is totally okay.”  
 
    She nodded. “I see.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Gabby 
 
    Was it considered professional? Probably not, but if that was how they did things, who was I to complain? I’ll never do it, I thought. They had also said dating among co-workers was okay. I glanced over at Shane out of the corner of my eye as I picked up the nail.  
 
    He is damn cute, I thought. But it was stupid. First of all, he was my boss and that was unprofessional, plus he was an asshole. I’ve never had good taste when it comes to men. I always went for jerks; it was something I couldn’t seem to avoid.  
 
    We fell back into work without saying a word to each other. I didn’t have anything else to say and clearly he didn’t, either.  
 
    Half an hour passed and we worked hard during it. Finally, I stood, heading over to the ATV to grab a bottle of water.  
 
    Shane followed. As I passed him a bottle he took it, his eyes on me. “Are you dating anyone?”  
 
    His words shocked me. “I … er … no,” I stammered. Why had it surprised me so much? “Are you?” 
 
    Shane barked out a laugh. “No.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Why not?” I mean, he was cute, he was successful, and there was something else about him I couldn’t quite peg.  
 
    “Because girls tend to not like me very much once I open my mouth.” 
 
    “Well, maybe if you gave them the benefit of the doubt instead of assuming they don’t know what they’re doing,” I teased. Thankfully, he grinned.  
 
    “I did say I was sorry. That’s not something very many women hear from me.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying I’m special?” Again, I’d meant it teasingly.  
 
    “Very.” The way he said that single word didn’t sound like he was joking.  
 
    My heart did a backflip. For the first time since we’d met, I gave Shane a good up and down. He was cute. No, he was hot. Cute wasn’t the right word for him. And right now, he was covered in dirt. He’d been working hard all day, and I liked that. I liked a man who worked outside – it was just a matter of how I’d been raised.  
 
    His eyes sparkled as he took a sip of water.  
 
    My heart rate increased.  
 
    I forced myself to look away from him as something warm twisted inside me. I mentally shook myself. Get back to work. I took a long sip of water to try and cool myself down. It helped a little, but more than anything it gave me time to clear my head.  
 
    I put the water back and headed over to the fence, not daring to look at Shane again before getting to work again.  
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    The whole day I tried to ignore him. It was easier if I didn’t look at him. Since I’d realized how hot he was, and since he’d started being nice to me, I couldn’t stop looking at him differently. I couldn’t stop seeing him as … no. I wouldn’t even admit it to myself. If I ignored it, then it would go away eventually. Right? Of course.  
 
    It was probably just a stupid crush because I was lonely and wanted someone to make me feel less alone. He’d be good at that, I bet, I thought as the hot water from the shower washed over me. I worked the shampoo into a lather and massaged it into my scalp. The hot water was helping. I closed my eyes, my fingers tangling in my hair.  
 
    Suddenly, it was cold. I no longer felt falling water. 
 
    My eyes snapped open. Water was no longer coming from the shower head. “Fuck,” I muttered.  
 
    I hadn’t rinsed my hair out. I sighed as I stepped out of the shower and wrapped a towel around myself. I reached for the tap and turned it on. The water worked there. Great, I thought.  
 
    This wouldn’t be the first time I’d had to get creative to rinse my hair out, but still … I sighed biting my lip. Wait.  
 
    If my water was working and it was just the shower that wasn’t working, then maybe there were other people who had working showers.  
 
    I dried myself off quickly and grabbed the robe that covered me the most, a black silk garment that fell to my feet with long, bat wing sleeves. I slipped into it and tied it tightly before heading for the door. Stepping outside, I was thankful I didn’t see anyone around and turned to the door beside mine.  
 
    Knock. Knock. Knock. 
 
    I stood there, my heart racing as I waited. Is he going to answer? If not, I’d have to go use the sink and I wasn’t sure I could fit my head under there. I sighed. He’s probably not here. I turned.  
 
    The door opened. “Wh –” 
 
    My heart skipped and I quickly turned around. 
 
    Shane stood there in nothing but a towel. My eyes roamed over his muscular chest. Oh fuck. This was not what I needed. I hadn’t needed to see his abs, or the tattoo on his chest. I sucked in a deep breath and forced my eyes up to his face.  
 
    His cheeks were bright red. I forced a smile over my lips.  
 
    “I’m sorry. My shower stopped working.” I pointed to my still sudsy hair.  
 
    “Oh. I … um …” I’d never seen Shane stammer, and I have to admit it was kinda cute. “Mine’s working, I just got out of it. Feel free to use it as long as you need.” 
 
    He moved out of the way and I stepped into the room. It was pretty much the same as mine, but nicer. The TV was bigger, there were a few gaming systems, and a stereo set up.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said, not daring to look at him again. I headed right for the bathroom, untying my robe before I actually got in there and closed the door. My pulse sped up as I did it.  
 
    Why did I do it? Because I wanted the thrill. I wanted to tease him, just a little. Like he had just teased me without even realizing it.  
 
    I locked the door to the bathroom and let the robe fall from my body. My heart was still racing as I took a deep breath. I headed for the shower, turned it on, and was thankful to see water pour out. I stepped in quickly and put my hair under the spray. All I cared about right now was rinsing out the shampoo. I worked my fingers through my hair as the suds fell from my scalp and went down the drain.  
 
    I wish I’d brought my conditioner.  
 
    Oh well, I’d live without it for now, even if my hair did get a little frizzy. At least I wouldn’t have shampoo stuck in it, and at least I wasn’t going to put a kink in my neck by trying to rinse it out in the sink. I stood under the water. All the shampoo was gone, but I wasn’t ready to step out of the shower. What if he’s standing there? I didn’t know what else I expected him to do, but I hated the idea of having to see him again. Because I wasn’t going to be able to get the image of him half naked out of my mind. I’m fucked. 
 
    I felt the water pressure flicker for a fraction of a second. My heart skipped a beat but went back to normal when the water didn’t cut out. Thankfully.  
 
    But it was enough to motivate me to get out of the shower.  
 
    I shut the tap off and stepped out, grabbing one of the towels hanging there. I dried off quickly and slipped back into my robe. I tied it tightly around me as I stopped in front of the door. Okay, this is it. If I could just get it done and over with quickly, I’d be fine. I reached out, my fingers curling around the handle. For a couple of seconds I didn’t open it.  
 
    Just do it.  
 
    I hated being too scared to do something. I hated something like nervousness getting in the way. I forced myself to pull the door open and I stepped out.  
 
    There was no sign of him.  
 
    I felt my heart rate lower. I might actually be able to slip out of here without him noticing. I rushed for the door. Just as I was about to reach for it, the door opened.  
 
    I stopped dead in my tracks and was faced with a shirtless man. At least this time he had pants on. My heart rate picked up again.  
 
    Shane, to his credit, didn’t look anywhere but my eyes. “I fixed your shower.” 
 
    My mouth fell open. “I … thank you.”  
 
    He shrugged. “Don’t get me wrong; you’re welcome to use my shower whenever you want, but I figured you might like not having to come over here half naked to rinse your hair out.”  
 
    I actually managed to laugh. “Well, I appreciate that.”  
 
    “I’ll see you at dinner,” he said as he stepped past me, leaving the door open.  
 
    I rushed out of his place and back over to mine, praying no one would ever find out about this. It would look so bad if someone saw. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Shane 
 
    “Do you want to tell me why the new hire was leaving your place in nothing but a robe?” 
 
    I stared at Ken. I had really hoped no one would see any of that. For her sake, at least. “She had something happen to her shower and needed to rinse her hair out.”  
 
    Ken eyed me for a couple of seconds, trying to tell if I was lying or not. He finally decided he believed me and nodded. “I’ll go over and check it ou –” 
 
    “I already fixed it.” 
 
    “Oh.” Ken took a sip of his beer. He watched me carefully. “You don’t normally do plumbing.” 
 
    I shrugged. It wasn’t a big deal. “I figured it would be the nice thing to do. Plus, it would be creepy if she had to come over to my place every time she wanted a shower. Who knows how long it would take you to get over there.” 
 
    “You two could double up. You know, to save water.”  
 
    Yeah, to save water. I smirked. “Mhm. I doubt she’ll go for that.” 
 
    “Are you stupid?” Ken had a way about him. He didn’t believe in beating around the bush. At least with me. “You don’t see the way she looks at you, do you? Although I wondered why she refused to look at you at dinner. I thought there had been another reason why she was leaving your place in a robe.”  
 
    Wait, the way she looks at me? “What do you mean?” I waited a couple of seconds for my friend to tell me. “Wait, no. Never mind. It doesn’t matter. You’re crazy.” I decided I didn’t want to know what he thought he saw.  
 
    She didn’t like me, and that was my fault. For once, I actually wish I could change that. Normally I didn’t give a shit what people thought about me.  
 
    My brow furrowed as I started to think about what Ken had said. Was it possible he had a point?  
 
    I drained my beer and put the bottle down on the table. “I’m going to call it a night.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Sarah 
 
    I laid in bed replying the events of the day. My cheeks burned just thinking about having to go over there and ask for help. It was nice of him to fix my shower so quickly. But what had he meant about not having an issue with me coming over to use his shower whenever I wanted? 
 
    Had he meant it to be sexual?  
 
    I honestly had no clue. The truth is, the man confused the living hell out of me.  
 
    Knock. 
 
    I glanced up quickly as something pounded against my door. I forced myself up, making sure my robe was tied. This one was shorter. I’d changed into my lounge robe. Pink, knee length, with lace trim. It was my favorite. I padded over to the door, grabbed the handle, and opened it.  
 
    He stood in my doorway.  
 
    I had no clue what I was supposed to say. I just stood there, staring at him. “I … uh … Shane.”  
 
    “Can I come in?”  
 
    “Oh, um. Yes.”  
 
    I stepped out of the way and watched as Shane walked into my small living room. He made his way over to the couch but didn’t sit down.  
 
    “Is there something I can help you with?” I asked following him.  
 
    “Yes. I…” he trailed off. I watched his cheeks go pink. He stepped toward me, his hand reaching out.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat as he touched my cheek. His eyes locked on mine as he closed what little distance there was between us. My pulse raced.  
 
    What the hell was he doing? I didn’t mind, that was the worst part. I wanted to mind. I wanted to tell him he should leave. After all, it wasn’t professional.  
 
    “My friend says there is something about the way you look at me,” he whispered. His lips moved toward mine. My heart did a backflip. He’s going to kiss me! 
 
    He didn’t. He just stood there, his lips a fraction of an inch away from mine and his hand touching me. He was so close, I could smell the beer on his breath.  
 
    “Are you drunk?” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    Then why was he acting like this? The scary thing was I wasn’t worried. I was excited. I wanted to know if he was going to kiss me, and when he didn’t I couldn’t help being a little confused. What do you want?  
 
    “Why are you here?”  
 
    “I wanted to … talk.” The way he said it made me pretty sure talking was not something he actually had in mind.  
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “The way you look at me.”  
 
    “How is that?” I couldn’t see my own looks. I didn’t know how he thought I was looking at him.  
 
    He opened his mouth just a little, but he didn’t say anything. His hand trailed along my skin and tangled into my hair. I felt my knees get weak and reached out, bracing my hand against his chest.  
 
    His lips crashed against mine.  
 
    Finally.  
 
    My free hand reached into his hair, pulling him close to me as our kiss grew more passionate. My head spun as I tried to make sense of everything that was happening. No.  
 
    I pulled away, breaking the kiss, and putting distance between us. “I – you’re practically my boss.” Actually, I had no clue what he was, but I knew he was higher up than me, and I knew that was supposed to be wrong.  
 
    Shane reached out and took my hand in his. I pulled it away. No. if he kissed me again, I wasn’t sure I could say no.  
 
    “So what?” 
 
    “So it’s … I … it’s …” I struggled to find the right words. I struggled to form a sentence, too. I had no clue what I was supposed to say. It was wrong. How could he think otherwise? He had to know it.  
 
    Shane stared at me for a fraction of a second then looked away. “I’ll leave.” He turned and headed for the door.  
 
    I opened by mouth “Wait –”  
 
    It was too late. He’d opened the door as I spoke and he didn’t stop to hear what I was going to say. He left and closed the door behind him.  
 
    My knees shook as I stood there, staring at the door. I need to sit down. I stumbled, almost tripping, as I made my way over to the couch and laid down on it. My breathing came in rapid succession. I tried to make sense of what had just happened. He is my boss. I can’t sleep with him. As much as I wanted to. It wouldn’t be ethical, right? 
 
    Even if it was okay by standards of the ranch. But what was Shane? He didn’t own the place, but the way he talked told me he had been around almost as long as the guys who did run it. And it sounds like he’s good friends with them. I thought about what he had said: “My friend says there is something about the way you look at me.” Which friend had said that? Who had put the idea into his head? I should fucking hit whoever said it. 
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    The next morning sucked. I stepped out into the fresh air and was met by Shane propped up against an old truck. “We’re going into town today to pick up a few things.”  
 
    “Okay.” I didn’t dare meet his eyes because I honestly didn’t think I could manage to do it right now. I had no clue how I was going to make it through the whole day stuck with him.  
 
    I saw him nod and he pushed himself off the back of the truck, circled around to the driver’s side, and climbed in. I headed for the passenger’s seat and climbed in myself. I sat there as he gunned the engine and pulled out of the parking spot. Couldn’t he have done this on his own? Why did he have to bring me? I mean, it was a horrid idea, right? Both of us being in the car all day. Why hadn’t he thought of that?  
 
    I sighed, trying to ignore how displeased I was. I was sure I wasn’t doing a good job at it, though. I didn’t care. If it was an issue for him, he’d just have to suck it up.  
 
    I stared out the window as we made our way down the driveway and out onto the dirt road. It actually wasn’t that bad of a road, considering some of the ones I’d been on before. I had to give them credit for that, since they probably kept it in reasonable condition. The scenery was gorgeous out here. A lot of people might think it’s too flat, but to me it was one of the things that made it so pretty. You could see so far. It wasn’t like the city where so many things got in your way of seeing the sun or the stars. Out here, you could see every little detail.  
 
    Staring into the fields as we passed them calmed me down a little, but I still wasn’t happy about having to go into town with him.  
 
    I spent a good half hour not saying a word, and he didn’t seem to mind. Eventually he put on music, and thankfully he had reasonable taste, otherwise I might have snapped.  
 
    “So, we’re just going to ignore last night?”  
 
    I was surprised he was the one who brought it up. I had promised myself I wouldn’t.  
 
    “I planned on it.” I didn’t look away from the window where I was staring at a small river we were passing.  
 
    “That sounds healthy,” he muttered. 
 
    I rounded on him, crossing my arms over my chest. “Okay, fine. Talk,” I snapped.  
 
    I watched him frown. He didn’t look away from the road, even though out here he easily could have for a second. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. I’m sorry if I did. It was … pushy of me to think I could just come over and kiss you.” 
 
    I stared at him, unsure of what I was supposed to say. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Shane 
 
    And that was it. We didn’t say anything else.  
 
    Everything I said was true. It just wasn’t the whole truth. Yes, I was sorry I went over there if I had made her feel pressured. I hadn’t thought about it. It had been a long time since I actually thought about a girls feelings.  
 
    I was used to girls just wanting to fuck. It had been years since I had met a girl who hadn’t told me not to bother giving her a phone number. I didn’t have much experience with this shit. But I was going to make up for it.  
 
    I pulled into the parking lot of the grocery store and found a spot all the way at the back where no one else would park. I didn’t bother to take the keys from the ignition; after all, no one would take this thing. I was sure of that.  
 
    We walked into the store in silence. “If there is anything you need to pick up –” 
 
    “I know what it’s like living in the country,” she snapped. 
 
    She still hadn’t looked at me, and I was pretty sure she was still mad as fuck. With that, I walked away from her. It would probably be best to put some distance between us right now. I knew she wasn’t going to be happy with what I told her after we left the store.  
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    “I’m sorry, what?” she hissed. I could tell she was mad.  
 
    “I said, you can’t wear that to lunch.” I pulled my wallet out of my pocket and handed her my credit card. I met her gaze and boy, did she look pissed. Her eyes were almost flaming, and I realized I was fucking lucky I hadn’t been hit yet. “Here, go buy whatever you want. Nothing too formal, though.”  
 
    “Yeah, you’re going to need to say that again.”  
 
    I sighed. “Stop being so dramatic.” Yup, I figured that one would work. “Just go buy something, okay? We’re on a schedule.” 
 
    She slumped down in her seat and crossed her arms over her chest. “Then we’ll just skip the dress shopping.”  
 
    “Dude, just go buy a stupid dress, or I’m going to go buy one and you’re going to have to wear it. You know I’m not going to pick out a good one.”  
 
    She looked at me, her brow furrowing. “Why would I have to wear it? Why don’t we just grab something to eat on the way home?” 
 
    “Because we can’t.” It was the truth. I just wasn’t telling her why we couldn’t. “Look, it’s a free dress. Why turn it down? You could use some new clothes.” 
 
    I watched as she stared at me. Her mouth fell open. “Excuse me?”  
 
    “You heard me.” I felt bad when I said it, but I needed to get her in the store so she would buy a fucking dress so we wouldn’t be late.  
 
    It worked. She grabbed the credit card out of my hand. “I’m buying shoes, too.”  
 
    “Buy whatever you want.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Shane. I can’t believe you. You fucking – ” She shook her head as she opened the door and stepped out.  
 
    I blew out a deep breath. Okay, maybe I could have found a better excuse, but I hadn’t really been thinking about it. I’d just been trying to get her out of the truck so she would go shopping. And what girl doesn’t like shopping with a credit card that isn’t hers when she’s pissed off? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Gabby 
 
    I could not fucking believe him.  
 
    That being said, I had his credit card and the shop he had parked in front of was a really cute place. He said something nice, but not too formal. Like that really narrows it down. I sighed sifting through the racks of dresses. Hell, I didn’t even bother going to the sales rack. I didn’t care if the dress was expensive or not. He was paying for it. And shoes.  
 
    “Can I help you?” a woman asked.  
 
    “I …” I looked up at her for a fraction of a second, then I saw a soft baby pink dress that caught my eye. I stepped toward it and grabbed the dress off its display. It had a heart shaped neckline and pink lace sleeves. It’s gorgeous.  
 
    “Could I try this one on, please?” I asked as I turned back to the sales lady.  
 
    “Of course.” She motioned for me to follow her to a changing room.  
 
    The second the door was shut I stripped quickly and pulled the dress over my body. Wow. I was kinda thankful I’d showered last night. The dress hugged my curves like it was made for me. I didn’t even bother to look down at the price tag. If he’s going to act like a total prick, he’s going to get treated like one. I didn’t care how much money I spent on this. I didn’t even really want or need a new dress; hell, where would I wear something like this? But it didn’t matter. It was about using his money. I wasn’t going to turn down a free dress. And shoes.  
 
    I shimmied out of the dress and put my clothes back on, grabbing it and stepping out of the room.  
 
    “How did it fit?” 
 
    “Great, thanks!” I smiled and made my way over to the shoes. There were so many there. My eyes widened as I looked at them all. I wanted sandals, that much I knew. I reached for a pair of black stilettos.  
 
    “Those would look adorable with your dress,” the sales woman said.  
 
    I turned and gave her a smile. “That’s what I was thinking.”  
 
    Her head tilted to the left. “Would you like to try them on?” 
 
    “Yes, please. Size seven.” 
 
    She nodded and walked into the back room. I kept looking around. What else do I want? I knew I should feel bad for blowing his money. I knew I should be trying to be careful with it. I crossed over to a necklace stand. I didn’t feel bad. Not in the least.  
 
    I couldn’t have cared less, to be honest. I reached for a necklace. It was simple, but it had a little tear drop charm. It would look really nice with the dress, too. I glanced up as I heard the woman come back into the room with the shoes. I grabbed the necklace off the shelf and headed for a bench so I could try the sandals on.  
 
    “Here you go.”  
 
    “Thanks.” I took the box from her and slipped out of my shoes.  
 
    “Are you going on a date?” 
 
    “No. I’m not really sure what it is. I was told I needed a dress.” I shrugged. I didn’t care much. I slipped one shoe on. Oh yes. I didn’t even bother trying on the other one. I took the one off my foot, put it back in the box, and stood. 
 
    Together, the woman and I headed over to the counter. Truth be told, I didn’t care much what the cost was. I kinda tuned it out. I handed the card over to her when she gave me the total and that was that. I grabbed my bag with my new outfit, and then I thanked the woman and left, heading out to the dirty grey truck where Shane was waiting for me.  
 
    I climbed into the cab and tossed the card back at him, although I had been kinda tempted to keep it and see if he noticed. I could rack up some damn nice charges on there with a little online shopping, I thought.  
 
    He didn’t say anything as he gunned the engine and we headed down the street. “You should have changed in there.” 
 
    “You mean we’re going there now?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Shit.” I sighed and reached into the bag. It wouldn’t be the first time I did this. “Okay, fine.” I really didn’t care if he saw my bra and panties. I pulled my shirt over my head and glanced over to him.  
 
    He didn’t take his eyes off the road as he kept driving. I had to give him a little credit. I pulled the dress over my head and then ditched the work boots and dirty jeans. I slipped into the new shoes I’d just purchased and put the necklace on. As the car pulled up to a red light, I reached into my oversized wallet and pulled out a tube of lip glass I always kept in there. Just because I was a bit of a hillbilly didn’t mean I didn’t know how to be girly.  
 
    As we waited for the light to turn green, I applied the lip gloss and I was ready. Now what the fuck is going on? 
 
    We pulled up to a restaurant and came to a stop. My jaw dropped. I’d heard about this place. It was a little French bistro that had kinda blown up overnight.  
 
    Is he for real about this? 
 
    I couldn’t believe this was the place he wanted to have lunch. No wonder he said I couldn’t wear my work clothes. I understood it, but I still didn’t like it.  
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    Okay, the dress was worth it. I was willing to admit that, but I didn’t dare tell him. I slipped my work boots back on as we headed up the dirt driveway of the ranch. I’d put my jeans and t-shirt on, too. I loved the dress, actually. I didn’t want to get it dirty. Even if I hadn’t paid for it, I wasn’t going to take the chance.  
 
    I carefully packed the dress back into the bag as we parked in front of our rooms and hopped out of the truck, circling around to the back. I was amazed with how well I had done with my initial packing. I’d only come up with a few things I needed to pick up at the store. I grabbed my other two bags and headed for my room. I stepped into my place, not closing the door just yet, and dropped my bags on the couch.  
 
    “Hey, where do you want your flowers?” 
 
    “Flowers? I didn’t get flow –” I turned to see him holding a bouquet in his hand. He grinned. I stared at Shane, processing everything. Holy shit. “Did you get those?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. If it wasn’t you, who else would it be?” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “I mean, every first date needs flowers, right?” 
 
    I thought my jaw was going to hit the fucking floor when he said it. First date? I felt my knees get weak as I replayed his words in my head again and again. Was he for real?  
 
    “First date?”  
 
    Shane crossed the distance between us. “I figured if I told you it was a date, you might not be into it. But after last night, I figured this was at least worth a shot. Even if you don’t want it to be a date … I owe you for being such a dick the first day you came here.”  
 
    I stared at the man in front of me, unsure what I was supposed to say. “Thank you” is what I settled on. It was kinda lame, but it’s what came out and it’s what he was getting.  
 
    A smile touched his lips. “So … could we have a second date?” 
 
    I mulled it over. Yes. I wanted another date with him. But he was my boss, wasn’t he? I sighed.  
 
    “Shane … I work with you.”  
 
    “So what?” 
 
    His question left me confused. It was a big deal, wasn’t it? Everyone made it out to be when you dated someone you worked with, and he ranked higher than me, so it should be an even bigger deal. 
 
    “Isn’t it wrong?”  
 
    It was, wasn’t it? I mean, girls got blasted all the time for dating someone who was higher up the chain than them at work. Oh god. My cheeks went bright pink. Will everyone think I’m trying to sleep my way to the top of they find out? I felt fear tug at my stomach. 
 
    “Not in my books.” Shane shrugged, totally dismissing my question. He looked me up and down and smiled softly. “How about we give it one more try? If you still feel freaked out by it, we’ll call it quits and forget a third date.” 
 
    I nibbled my lower lip as I tried to decide what to do. I wanted to say yes, but I didn’t know what was going to come from it, and it really scared me. 
 
    “Okay.” I forced myself to say yes to the thing that frightened me. I forced myself to give it a shot, and if it didn’t work, then we wouldn’t go on a third date. If I still felt like it was wrong, we’d just stop. That’s what most people did in relationships, wasn’t it? 
 
    “Okay, good. I’ll see you tomorrow. Bright and early. Sound all right?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “If you’re not out by five, I’ll come banging on the door.”  
 
    I smirked. “I’ll be there.” I’d be out by five easily. I watched as he headed out of my room, leaving the flowers on the small table by the door and closing the door behind him. I stared at the flowers, then crossed over to them and picked them up. I did the thing every girl does when they get flowers from a guy. I smelled them.  
 
    I couldn’t help smiling as I shook my head and walked into the bathroom. I grabbed the toothbrush holder and filled with water. I made my way into the kitchen and set it down on the mini fridge. I lay the flowers on what little space was still on the top of the fridge and pulled my knife out of my pocket. It was a rough cut, but I got all the flowers down to a size where they could fit in my makeshift vase. I arranged them and smiled as I stared at them. I thought about what he had said.  
 
    “Hey, where do you want your flowers?” 
 
    “Flowers? I didn’t get flow –  Did you get those?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. If it wasn’t you, who else would it be?” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “I mean, every first date needs flowers, right?” 
 
    A first date. I couldn’t believe I had actually been on a first date today. It was amazing. I hadn’t been on a first date in a long time, and this one had knocked it out of the ballpark for sure. I felt my smile get wider. I couldn’t help it. Butterflies filled my stomach. For the first time in a while a man made me excited. But not just that. There was another emotion he made me feel that I hadn’t in a very, very long time.  
 
    I mentally shook myself and padded into my bedroom. The second I was inside, I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket and tossed it onto the bed before pulling my shirt over my head and unbuttoning my jeans. I slipped out of my pants and grabbed my sweats off the bed. I looked down at my phone, my brow furrowing as I stared at the small symbol that told me I had a text.  
 
    After getting my pants on, my bra off, and a tank top on, I grabbed my cell phone and looked down at it. Karly.  
 
    She was my best friend. Instead of replying to her text asking how things were going, I decided to give her a call. I hit the button and lifted the phone to my ear. It rang twice before she answered it.  
 
    “Hey! Did you get my text? How’s it going? Have you been up to much? Are they working you to the bone?” 
 
    So many questions all at once. I laughed. “It’s fine. How are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m good! You’ll never guess what happened.” I opened my mouth to guess. It was too late. “Angela and Matt started dating.” 
 
    My brow creased. Matt? I’d been crushing on him before I left. I mean, nothing crazy, but I thought we had something going on. A flirty banter kinda thing. I didn’t think he was in love with me or anything like that, but I thought he had some feelings for me. “O-oh,” I finally said, realizing I hadn’t replied to my friend.  
 
    “I know, right?” This time I realized just how mad she sounded. “I told her, too. I told her you had a thing for him and you’d be pissed.”  
 
    “Actually, I’m not.” It was the truth. I wasn’t pissed. I mean, I thought what Angela did was tacky, but I didn’t care much about the fact she had gone after him.  
 
    “You’re not? Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, really,” I said as I dropped down on my bed. I pulled the blankets over my toes.  
 
    “So … you’re okay?” 
 
    “Totally.” 
 
    “Oh.” She sounded disappointed. There was a short silence. “Well, I’m not. I think it’s crappy she did that to you. What if you and Matt had … I don’t know. It’s just not something you do to a friend.” 
 
    “It’s okay. It’s not like I was waiting around for him to come see me. I went on a date today, actually.” 
 
    “Really? Why the hell did you wait so long to tell me? Details!”  
 
    I laughed. I waited because you hardly gave me a chance to say a word. But I didn’t voice my thoughts. I took a deep breath and started my story with my first day of work. When I stopped talking, I had told my best friend everything there was to tell, including the kiss and that we had agreed to go on a second date. And the price of the dress he had bought me.  
 
    “Wow.” Kayla sounded breathless.  
 
    “Yeah. It’s been … crazy.”  
 
    “No shit. I just … wow. So when do we get to meet him?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I laughed. “We don’t even know if it’s going to go past a second date. I don’t think either of us are thinking about meeting friends and family.” Although it sounds like I’ve already met a lot of his friends. “Anyways, it’s complicated. Like I said earlier, he’s pretty much my boss.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So … isn’t that wrong?” 
 
    “He doesn’t seem to care. Do you care, or are you just worried?” 
 
    I sighed. I knew I couldn’t lie to my friend. “I don’t know. I think I’m just worried about it being wrong more than anything. It’s not like I’d try to purposely sleep my way up to the top, so it’s not like I’m taking advantage of him. But I guess … if I break up with him he could, like, fire me or something.”  
 
    “Do you think he’d do that?” 
 
    “I have no clue.” Honestly, I didn’t know Shane well enough to know if he would or not.  
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    I spent a couple hours talking to Kayla. She gave me all the details about what I had missed and by the sounds of it, it wasn’t anything too interesting. Before hanging up she made me promise to go on third date, and she told me I should give him at least a fourth. I told her I’d think about it, but that was it. After we hung up, I fell asleep. I didn’t even bother to get up and turn the lights out.  
 
    Thankfully, I had my alarm set for four o’clock and it woke me on time.  
 
    I sat up, shocked. I hadn’t even realized I’d fallen asleep. What the hell? I looked around. The sun wasn’t up yet. That was good. It looked like it was just starting to rise. I pushed the blankets off and slipped out of bed as I glanced at the clock. He wanted me outside within an hour, which meant I actually had a fair amount of time to get ready. Maybe not a shower, though. That would wait until later.  
 
    I dressed quickly, checked my emails, and had something to eat before I headed outside. There was no sign of Shane yet, which made me a little happy. Although I didn’t have to wait long for him to come out of his room. “Morning,” he said as he pulled a sweatshirt over his head.  
 
    “Morning.” I nodded. I waited to hear what our game plan was.  
 
    “It’s going to be a short day.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You don’t watch the weather, do you?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted. I glanced up at the sky. It was clear. “I just look up and see what it’s like.” 
 
    He laughed. It was an old joke, but I was glad it had made him chuckle. “Well, there is supposed to be a bad storm, so we have to get the horses in. We have to get some stuff tarped up, and we’re going to secure a couple of things. Then we’re going to call it a day.” 
 
    “How bad of a storm?” 
 
    “Well, it’s hitting either side of us right now and some of the places are at risk of flooding.”  
 
    Shit. “So bad.” I nodded. It wouldn’t be the first time this had happened. At least we had warning. “Okay, let’s get to work.”  
 
    Without another word to Shane, I turned around and headed for the ATV we’d been using.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Shane 
 
    The girl worked fast and I had to give her credit for that. Actually, she worked almost as fast as I did.  
 
    Today we were all out doing the same thing. We had so much crap laying around waiting for the crews to arrive and do the expansion. It all needed to be covered, otherwise we risked having to buy it again, and that wasn’t something we wanted to waste our money on. 
 
    No one talked unless it was necessary. By the time the sun was up, we were all sweating.  
 
    “Ken!” I shouted. “Come give me a hand.” 
 
    He nodded, crossing over to me. The sky had clouded over and it was starting to get dark.  
 
    “I hate this time of year,” he said as we grabbed a tarp.  
 
    “You’d think by now we’d be used to it.” This time of year was always bad. Despite the fact it was warm, it was common for us to get hail storms, which sucked for the farmers around here more than it did for us.  
 
    That was the end of our conversation for the next hour until everything was done and we were in the rec building.  
 
    “So, what now?” Gabby asked after taking a long swig of water.  
 
    “Now … we wait,” Alex said as he sat down on one of the couches. I followed him over to it and dropped down. 
 
    “We just had a bad storm not that long ago,” I groaned. This was the thing I hated most about living out here. The storms were often strong, and we could never work through them.  
 
    Gabby looked around. She didn’t make eye contact with me as she paced around the room, no matter how hard I tried to make eye contact with her. “I guess it’s a day off, then?” 
 
    “Yes, but don’t worry. You’ll get paid,” Ken said.  
 
    She turned and looked at him. “Really? But … it’s a day off.” 
 
    Ken shrugged. “You were supposed to work today, and you did work. You just did a days’ worth in a couple hours.”  
 
    She stopped in front of the window. “Wow,” she whispered.  
 
    I glanced out the window, too. With the lights on inside the rec building, I hadn’t realized how dark it was outside. Shit. It was a good thing we got everything taken care of. I knew the three brothers always argued over whether or not to be safe when it came to storm warnings, but over the past few years the warnings had gotten more accurate.  
 
    I guess I could try and make the most of it. I mean, she did agree to a second date, right? And if we weren’t going to be working today … well, why not have a little fun? 
 
    I stood and walked into the kitchen. I glanced behind me just in time to see her follow.  
 
    “Is this normal?” she asked.  
 
    “Yes. It happens a few times a year.” Last time it had happened it seemed to work really well for Ken. I was hoping this time it would work out in my favor. I grabbed a bag of popcorn and tossed it into the microwave. “But it’s always a good time to watch a movie, if the power doesn’t cut out.” Then again, even if it did, we have a backup generator. Normally we didn’t use it if it was just us workers here. 
 
    Gabby nodded. “All right, then.” That seemed to be all she needed to know.  
 
    I stared at the popcorn bag slowly getting bigger for a couple of seconds. Then I turned to her. “You know,  I was wondering if you’d like to ...” I didn’t want to be too forward.  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’d love to do something today. I mean, that is what you were going to ask, right?” 
 
    I smirked. “Yes. It was.” My heart raced as I realized she had just said she wanted to do something with me. My head tilted. “I have a bunch of movies at my place. Want to watch one there? It could get nice and cozy.” 
 
    “Sure.” She grinned.  
 
    I nodded and motioned for her to follow me. I made my way out of the building. As I passed the seating room, I caught Ken’s eye. A wide grin spread over his face and he gave me a quick nod.  
 
    I pulled the door open and looked outside. It was dark. “Are you ready?” There was no rain yet. Rain isn’t what I’m worried about. It was the hail. You never knew when it was going to pop up, but when it did, it ruined cars and farms, two of the most important things out here.  
 
    I grabbed her hand, our fingers tangling together, and I pulled her to my side as I quickly headed for our destination.  
 
    About half way there I felt the first small drops of rain. Thankfully, just rain.  
 
    “Come on.” I pulled her along as we started a sprint to safety. I felt the first couple drops of hail. “Shit.” 
 
    “Ouch!” she called over the wind, then I heard her laugh. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Gabby 
 
    I laughed breathlessly as I slammed the door behind me and braced myself against it. My hair was all over the place and so was his. My heart skipped a beat as I looked him up and down. Damn. Even after coming in from a hail storm, he was hot.  
 
    I mentally shook myself, but I promised I’d remember what my best friend had said. Give it a shot, I reminded myself. I wanted to give it a real shot, too. Shane was hot, and he was nice, and he was fun to hang out with. He deserved a real chance.  
 
    “I wasn’t sure you were going to make it, there,” he teased, a wide smirk spreading over his lips.  
 
    I laughed again. “I’m more than capable of braving a little bit of rain.”  
 
    “Right, I forgot. You’re a country girl, aren’t you?” It wasn’t a question.  
 
    “I haven’t been a country girl for a long time,” I admitted. I pushed myself off the wall and made my way toward the couch. “But I grew up as one.” 
 
    “So when you came here, where were you coming from?” 
 
    “A nice big city. One with a Starbucks on every corner and enough people around that you’d never run into the same person twice.” 
 
    “Sounds like a hassle.” 
 
    “It was. Traffic sucked.” I laughed. It was true. “I missed the country. I missed not hearing a car every couple of seconds as I tried to sleep.” 
 
    “So you came out here?” 
 
    “Yup. I saw the job listing and decided to apply.”  
 
    I dropped down on the couch and sighed. He walked over and sat down beside me. He didn’t say anything as he grabbed a blanket and pulled it over himself, offering some to me.  
 
    I made sure my toes were covered as I looked at Shane. A smile touched my lips. 
 
    “Tell me about yourself, Shane.” 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “All the interesting stuff.”  
 
    He laughed. “Well, then I wouldn’t be telling you anything.” 
 
    I didn’t believe him. I had a feeling he was a lot more interesting than he was willing to admit. 
 
    “Let’s see … I grew up with the guys. Ken and I pretty much spent all our time together when we were younger. At least once they moved here.” 
 
    “Wait. You’re from here?” 
 
    “Yeah.” His eyes caught mine for a fraction of a second. “The brothers moved here when they were teenagers, with their grandparents. We lived next door to each other. Oh, man I remember when Ken first met Sarah. She went to school with us, and he was head over heels right away. And then she moved and he thought he’d never see her again.” 
 
    “But she moved back?” 
 
    “Yes, after a bad divorce. But that’s off topic. I lived a pretty normal childhood, I think. My mom wasn’t around much, but my dad and I were really tight. He worked in town. Well, at the time it wasn’t really a shop. The town itself wasn’t what it is now. I pretty much grew up working with my dad, and then when the time came, the guys looked at this place and they decided to buy it. I helped them get everything sorted out, and I helped them in any way I could.” 
 
    “So, is that all you do? Work?” 
 
    “Pretty much. You know what it’s like. Not much time to do anything else.” 
 
    He had a point. I nodded. “Do you take days off?” 
 
    “Sometimes. I like to go camping, but not, like, glamping. I like to go real camping, out where there aren’t real camp sites. Where it’s quiet and I can get away from everyone. As much as I love the guys I work with, it’s nice to get away from them every now and then.” He gave a soft laugh. “Other times, I go hang out with my sister.” 
 
    “Wait, you have a sister?”  
 
    I felt shocked. I couldn’t believe it. How could I not know he had a sister? I felt like I’d just been hit by a bus.  
 
    “Yes, she’s younger. She’s in Toronto, though. She married some guy she fell in love with during school. It’s a little bit of a hassle to go see her. The flight is long, but it’s worth it. I try to visit at least every one or two months.” 
 
    He flew out to see his sister every one or two months? Shit. That must get expensive. Then again, I didn’t know how much he was making. Clearly it was enough to drop all that money on a dress for me, though.  
 
    “Are you two close?” 
 
    “As close as we can be while being totally different at the same time. Do you have any siblings?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nope. Only child. My mom dated a guy for a while that had a son and we were kinda step-siblings for a little while, but it was more the kind of step-siblings that wanted to kill each other. Not the kind who would still hang out after our parents split.” I’d been so happy when my mom broke it off with that man.  
 
    It felt good to be getting to really know Shane. I stretched out and touched his leg softly.  
 
    “Did you get lonely being an only child?”  
 
    “Nope, not really. I didn’t know what I might be missing out on. Plus, I had this one friend who had a bunch of siblings and she hated it, so that didn’t make me want to have any of my own.” I laughed. It never seemed to bother me at all growing up, even though everyone asked if it did.  
 
    We fell silent for a while, and I closed my eyes. The rain had gotten bad. I could hear the wind whipping against the sides of Shane’s place. It sounded crazy out there, and I was glad we had made it inside before it started to come down hard.  
 
    I opened my eyes to a second of darkness, then it was light again. I looked around as the lights flickered. Then they were gone. Just like that.  
 
    Shane laughed and I let out a groan. “Well, I guess we’ll be without power. So much for a movie.” 
 
    “Don’t you guys have generators for when the power goes out?” 
 
    “We do, but we don’t use them very often when guests aren’t here. Mostly because we’re too lazy to go out in the bad weather and start them. Unless you’d like me to.”  
 
    “No,” I said quickly. He laughed and for a split second I was pretty sure it was at me, though I have to admit I didn’t care. Truth be told, I even laughed a little with him.  
 
    “Tell me something about you, Gabby,” he finally said.  
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Anything. Surprise me.” 
 
    I bit my lip, trying to decide what I would tell him. I could tell him … But did I really want to tell him that? What would he have think if he knew? I want to find out. I grinned a little, suddenly glad it was dark so he couldn’t see me blush. “I’ve only ever had sex once.”  
 
    It was out there. I couldn’t take back.  
 
    “Really?”  
 
    No humor, no mocking. More … interest.  
 
    Suddenly my heart was racing. “Really.”  
 
    I felt his hand on me. Nowhere that would be risky, though. It was warm under the blanket. I smiled, relaxing. “Tell me something, Gabby. Would you like the change that?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said breathlessly.  
 
    Shane stood. He held his hand out to me and grinned. "Come on." 
 
    "Where are we going?" 
 
    "To the bedroom." 
 
    My cheeks flushed. I had never had sex in a bed before. It sounded silly, but my first time hadn't been in a bed, it had been in a barn. FYI, it’s not as sexy as you'd think it would be.  
 
    I took his hand and let him lead me to the bedroom.  
 
    My heart pounded in my chest as we stepped into his room. "Sit. I've got candles in here somewhere, I've just got to find them." 
 
    "Candles?" 
 
    "Well, yeah. Don't get me wrong, I'm not trying to be romantic. I just want you to be able to see a little." 
 
    I laughed. At least he was honest with me about it, right? I walked over to the bed. "It wouldn't have hurt to pretend you were trying to be romantic."  
 
    I watched as he went through a few of the drawers on his dresser. He dug around for a couple seconds in each one, and after the third drawer, he pulled out a small bag. I assumed it had candles in it.  
 
    I was right.  
 
    I watched as he laid them out on top of the dresser. He pulled a lighter out of his pocket. My brow furrowed. "Do you smoke?" I hadn't seen him do it before.  
 
    "No, I just keep a lighter in case I need it for something else." He walked over to the bed. My heart jumped as I watched him unbuckle his pants and crawl toward me. "Now, time to focus on you. Take your clothes off." He said the last part softly.  
 
    My pulse raced as I stood up and took my shirt off first, then my pants with the panties, and finally my bra. I sat back down on the bed and his hand reached out, touching me. He slowly pushed me down onto the bed, and I sucked in a deep breath feeling the warmth of his fingers tickle down my belly. My back arched.  
 
    Arousal boiled inside me right away. Arousal was something I was used to. Just because I hadn't had much sex didn't mean I had never done anything else – at least to myself.  
 
    Shane's finger tickled my thigh softly. I moaned, closing my eyes. I forced my eyes open and looked at him.  
 
    "I don't want you to tease me, Shane." 
 
    A soft laugh passed through his lips, but it wasn't a mean one. He lowered himself to my body and kissed me. "You're no fun," he whispered.  
 
    He pulled away and undid his jeans. I watched as he slid them down and his hard cock sprang forward. I felt my lips go dry and my mouth get wet. I tried to clear my mind and will myself into getting a grip, but it was no use.  
 
    He reached beside him. I hadn't even noticed he'd brought a condom over.  
 
    My fingers slipped between my legs as he tore into the wrapper. Our eyes locked as my fingers touched myself. Yup, I was wet.  
 
    He carefully slid the condom on and I spread my legs as he settled down between them. Our eyes stayed locked on each other’s as his head pressed against my folds. 
 
    "You're sure about this? You don't want to back out? You don’t need any more warming up?" 
 
    "I'm already wet as fuck." 
 
    He grabbed my hip with his hand. "And backing out?" 
 
    "Not now."  
 
    I gasped, my hips arching as I felt him thrust into me. My fingers dug into the blankets. He pulled away and slammed into me again. I moaned, louder and louder with each stroke. My eyes rolled back. It was so much already. 
 
    "Harder, please," I begged.  
 
    Shane complied, thrusting into me faster and harder. His warm hands against my skin and the way he moved in and out of me left me screaming. His hard cock filled me and I moaned, "I'm so close!” Just as I said it, stars burst behind my eyelids and I let out a scream. Waves of pleasure crashed through my body. Wave, after wave, after wave.  
 
    Shane thrust into me faster. Harder.  
 
    I cried out in pleasure, another wave and another consuming me. Finally, I forced my eyes open as Shane let out a loud gasp. His body was stiff as he slammed into my. My fingers reached between my legs and rubbed what little part of his shaft wasn’t inside me.  
 
    He groaned, thrusting into me once more. His eyes opened as he pulled out and fell down onto the bed beside me, gasping for breath. 
 
    I laughed softly. “Sorry I was so quick.”  
 
    Honestly, I wasn’t really sorry. It was more of an ice breaker than anything else. I just wanted to say something to start the conversation; I wanted to know what he was going to say to me.  
 
    “Sorry? I’ll take it as a compliment. Did you know you really move around when you cum? I swear I could feel every move you made. It was hot.”  
 
    He rolled away from me, removed the condom, and tossed it into the garbage. I grinned as he rolled back over to me and pulled me into his arms.  
 
    “Don’t think for a second I’m going to let you go out in that weather to go back to your own room.”  
 
    His fingers tangled with mine. I closed my eyes, and it wasn’t long before I fell asleep. 
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    I woke the next morning as he tried to get out of the bed. I grinned, rolling over to face him. “You know, if you’d wanted to run away you should have just asked me to leave,” I teased. 
 
    Shane smiled. “I was hoping to wake up before you so I could get the coffee ready.”  
 
    I laughed as I shifted a few stray strands of hair out of my face. “Wow, you really are amazing,” I said as I watched his perfect ass make its way to the coffee maker. He touched the power button. I rolled over, not wanting to get up. Instead, I just watched him. I laid there in bed trying to find the motivation to get out. It didn’t come.  
 
    “So, I guess it’s up bright and early and twice as much work as normal?” 
 
    “No. I figured we’d take the day off.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow. Wouldn’t we have to make up for everything we missed yesterday? At the same time, I wasn’t quite going to question it. I mean, I was tired. It had been hard work and I hadn’t been used to it. I just need a couple more days. I’ll toughen up, I promised myself.  
 
    I glanced over at my phone as it rang. Grabbing it, I accepted the call and lifted it to my ear. “Hello?”  
 
    “Hi!” My grandma’s voice on the other end of the phone sounded tense. “Are you okay? Heard there was a storm near where you’re working.” 
 
    “I’m fine, thanks Grandma,” I said, breathing out a deep breath. I heard her sigh happily.  
 
    “I was so worried.” I shook my head at my grandmother. She worried too much. I caught Shane’s eye. He stared at me, watching me carefully. “So, how have you been? You haven’t called. I even checked my computer to see if you sent a letter.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. I was past explaining to her that email wasn’t a letter. My other grandma was almost more tech-savvy than I was, but not this one. “I’ve been busy. Work is keeping me going.” It was the truth. I wasn’t ready to tell her I was having sleepovers with a guy, though. “It’s hard work. I’m on the ranch doing a lot of the care.” 
 
    “I hate the idea of you being worked to the bone.” 
 
    “It’s fine; it’s nothing I haven’t already done. I just need to get used to it again.” 
 
    “And everyone is being nice to you?” 
 
    “Yes, everyone is being very nice to me.” I made sure to make eye contact with Shane as I said it. He grinned. I returned it. “How are you doing, Grandma?” 
 
    “Same old, same old for me. The cats are still making life hard.” She paused. Then after a couple seconds she spoke again, “Are you seeing anyone yet?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Well, you’re getting older, Gabby. It’s a valid question. You know when your mother was your age she – ” 
 
    “I know,” I said, cutting her off. I felt the disappointment overcome me. Whenever I talked to her she wanted to know if I was dating. I knew my grandmother came from another generation, but I couldn’t understand why it was so important to her that I get married and settle down.  
 
     “If you don’t settle down soon …” 
 
    “I know,” I told her. I’d heard it a dozen times this year from her. “Don’t worry so much about it. When someone comes around –” 
 
    “Are you even looking for someone?” My grandmother snapped. “How can you expect to find someone if you’re not even trying?” 
 
    I stared at Shane. He crossed over to the bed and reached out, touching my leg softly. He gave me a smile. I work with that someone.  
 
    The thought shocked me.  
 
    I hadn’t really meant to think that. I mean, why would I? Shane was great, yes, but he wasn’t someone I was going to spend the rest of my life with. Let’s be honest about it. I knew it and he did, too. We weren’t going to play games here.  
 
    “I …” I had no clue what I was supposed to say to my grandmother. I felt so many emotions well up inside me. “I have to go. Work starts soon. I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    Without another word, I hung up. I stared down at the cell phone for a couple of seconds then forced myself to pull my shit together and throw the blankets off me.  
 
    “You okay?” Shane asked as I walked over to the coffee maker.  
 
    “Yup,” I said, hoping he would get the hint I didn’t want to talk. 
 
    “It doesn’t seem like it.” 
 
    I sighed, rolling my eyes. “Well, everything is fine.” 
 
    I heard him stand up as I poured my cup of coffee. What’s he doing? I wondered. I didn’t move. I didn’t turn to face him. Instead, I just stood there, waiting.  
 
    I felt his arms wrap around me. My heart raced. Now what? I didn’t know what I was supposed to do or say. I stood there, the mug of coffee almost shaking in my hand. I inhaled and willed myself to stay calm. It’s not a big deal, I thought.  
 
    He pulled me closer to him, his lips softly touching my cheek. “If you want to talk, let me know. I’m going to go shower. You’re welcome to join me.”  
 
    He let go of me and walked away. My mind raced as I thought about what he had just said. Do I want to talk to him about it? No. I knew that much. The idea of talking to someone was nice, but it wasn’t what I really wanted.  
 
    A shower sounds nice.  
 
    I took a sip of my coffee, set it down on the small counter top, and followed Shane into the bathroom. The air was already steamy and the water was already running.  
 
    “I think I’ll take you up on that shower offer.”  
 
    “I was hoping you would.”  
 
    I stripped quickly and stepped under the water with Shane. The last time I’d been in here I hadn’t had company.  
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    The storm passed. I stepped out into the sunny morning light and took a deep breath. The air still smelt like the rain. I closed my eyes. I could feel my heart racing. I couldn’t stop thinking about what my grandmother had said. I knew I shouldn’t, I’d been hearing it for years, but I couldn’t help it. I didn’t mean to let it get to me. The first few times, it hadn’t bothered me, but after years of it … well, it was starting to get old.  
 
    Okay, maybe it wasn’t starting to get old. It had been a long time since it had started to get to me. I glanced over my shoulder as Shane joined me outside. A smile touched my lips as I grabbed his hand in mine.  
 
    “What do you have in mind?” he asked.  
 
    “Depends on what you want to do with me.” I grinned as I watched his eyes sparkle.  
 
    “How about a hike?” 
 
    “Sounds like it could be a lot of fun.”  
 
    I let him lead the way as we walked side by side, our hands together. He pulled me close to him and placed a kiss on my cheek. My heart skipped.  
 
    “Shane.” I didn’t know if I was ready to have this conversation or not, but I knew it was going to happen now. I started it, I’m not going to stop. “We need to talk about our relationship, or whatever the fuck you want to call it. I don’t care, really.” 
 
    He stopped in the middle of the path, jerking me to a halt along with him.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Well … I just mean …” This was a bad idea, I thought. It was too late. I needed to just get it out there. “I need to know what’s going on. Is this a relationship? Is it … I don’t know. Is it just fucking?” 
 
    He was the one who wanted to go on dates, right? Did that mean he wanted it to be a relationship? Did that mean he was looking for a partner, or was it just some tactic he used to get in my pants? I had no fucking clue. I need at least a clue. 
 
    “Do you want to just fuck?” 
 
    I stared at him. “That’s not the point! I was asking you what you wanted this to be.” 
 
    “Well, I think it’s only fair we both get a say,” he teased. Then, all hint of humor left. “I want a relationship, Gabby. I always intended on this being a relationship. Nothing less.”  
 
    My heart raced as he said the words. Was this for real? Did he actually mean it?  
 
    I forced myself to take a deep breath. He wouldn’t lie. I was sure he wasn’t the kind to lie. I pulled him close to me and wrapped my arms around his neck as I kissed him. My lips crashed against his, the kiss consuming us quickly.  
 
    His hands traced over the curves of my body, never staying one place too long. My teeth grazed his lower lip, and a soft groan passed through his mouth as his fingers pressed into my skin. Oh god.  
 
    I was having a hard time processing everything. My blood raced as he pulled away from me. We stared at each other. I opened my mouth to say something, but nothing came out. I took a deep breath and tried again. 
 
    “I… I …” I tried, but I couldn’t string together a sentence. So I just gave up, and I didn’t say anything. I pulled him into my arms and kissed him again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Four Months Later  
 
    I stepped out of the black BMW and looked around. It felt good to be home. I mean, really home. Not back where I grew up, but actually home. Where I lived now. With Shane. I couldn’t wait to get out of this dress. 
 
    “I don’t think it went too badly,” he said. 
 
    I nodded. He was right, it hadn’t gone very badly at all. Everyone had liked him except my uncle, but he didn’t like anyone to begin with. So I wasn’t too worried about him. Instead, I was focused on the fact that everyone else had loved Shane.  
 
    I grabbed my backpack from the back seat and followed Shane into the room we were sharing. We were looking for a place of our own, but at this point it was beginning to look like it was going to be easier to just build a place near the ranch than actually buy one.  
 
    I dropped the backpack on the floor and sighed. “I have to be honest, I didn’t think my grandmother was going to let you out of there.” 
 
    Shane laughed one of his loud laughs. “Oh, you don’t even know the half of it.” 
 
    I groaned trying not to think of all the horrid things my grandmother could have said to him. “I don’t even want to know.” I have to admit, I did kinda want to know. I knew whatever things she had said to him would horrify me, though.  
 
    I dropped down on the bed as Shane walked over to me. He sat down beside me and touched my hand. “They all seem nice. This was a big step for us.” 
 
    Now we both knew each other’s family, and that was a big deal to me. I hadn’t met anyone else’s family, but that wasn’t saying much. I hadn’t had many relationships that had gotten serious.  
 
    Shane’s hand moved somewhere else, higher up. My heart stuttered. We had been surrounded by my family for a week, and that meant we hadn’t had much time alone, or at least much naked time alone. His fingers tangled into my hair as he pulled me close, the kiss growing hungrier by the second.  
 
    Knock, knock. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat as he pulled away from me with a sigh. “I’d better get that.” 
 
    “You could just make them go away,” I whined.  
 
    He laughed. “No, they have keys and they might decide to try and get in on the action.”  
 
    “Ew!”  
 
    He said it loud enough so the others could hear because I heard three men and two girls laugh.   
 
    Shane reached the door and pulled it open. “Hey, guys.” 
 
    “We wanted to come get you before the action started,” Sarah said. She was the one I knew the best. “We’re going for a hike. It would be nice if you two could join us.” 
 
    “Sure, sounds good.” 
 
    I felt my heart drop. I hadn’t wanted him to say yes. I would have much rather he said no and we could spend the afternoon in bed. But I wasn’t going to be the type of girlfriend who made him change his mind after he already agreed to something.  
 
    I forced myself to get off the bed and walked over to the door, thankful my shoes were still on. If I’d taken them off, I might consider being that annoying girlfriend who ruins everything. I smirked at my own thought as my arm hooked around Shane’s. 
 
    “A hike sounds fun. Just let me change.” It wasn’t a lie. A hike and my friends did sound like fun, just not as much fun as it would be for me to stay in bed with Shane.  
 
    “Oh, but that dress is so cute.” 
 
    “Yeah, I wouldn’t want it to get damaged or anything.” I turned toward the bedroom, but Shane grabbed my wrist.  
 
    “Just wear it. It’s cute, and I’ll buy you a new one if you wreck it.” 
 
    My brow furrowed. Shane wasn’t the type to encourage me to wear a dress he knew I was going to get dirty. But I was too tired to question it, so I just shrugged. “Okay, fine.” I guess … I mean, what was I going to do? Argue with him about it? No.  
 
     “Great!” Alex grinned.  
 
    As Shane and I stepped out of our room and joined the group, we headed for one of the hills. This one, if I knew the trails as well as I thought I did, led towards the fishing pond Sarah and Ken liked to use.  
 
    Shane pulled me close, his lips touching my cheek as his grin widened. I watched him carefully. What is going on with him? I wondered as we made our way along.  
 
    “So, how was the family?”  
 
    “It wasn’t bad,” Shane spoke before I could. I had to agree with him. “It took a little while for everyone to warm up to me, well, except her grandfather.” 
 
    I laughed loudly. My grandfather was just happy to have someone else around that he could talk to who hadn’t heard all of his stories.  
 
    “And Shane did such a good job pretending to be interested in everything everyone told him.” It was true, he had even almost convinced me. And I knew what he was like. I knew him better than most people did.  
 
    “Was I that bad? Did you really know I was lying about it?” 
 
    “I thought some of the times you were,” I admitted, pulling myself closer to him and placing a kiss on the top of his shoulder. He laughed as his arm wrapped around me and squeezed me gently.  
 
    “Do you think they realized?” 
 
    “Oh god, no,” I admitted. There is no way my family realized he was full of shit. Honestly, they were all probably just so happy I’d brought a guy home. “My grandma wouldn’t shut up about the fact that I’d brought someone home. She’s been waiting for this to happen since I was, like, fifteen years old.” I think my family would have been happy to have me bring anyone home to meet them. 
 
    We made our way through the wooded area. There wasn’t much of it at the ranch, but we were trying to change that. The additional rooms were now almost done and they were booking up faster than any of the guys had thought they would. Personally, I wasn’t surprised.  
 
    The wind whipped around me as we started to head down the hill. It’s funny, with my grandma in the city now, it really did feel totally different than being out here. I inhaled a deep breath of the fresh air. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Shane 
 
    This was it, and I couldn’t believe it was finally happening. I had thought about it the whole way home, and I decided the old lady was right, I needed to do this and now was the best time to do it. I had thought about it the night of, but being in front of her family … well, it just seemed wrong to do it like that.  
 
    So, now here I was.  
 
    I wonder if she’ll be upset I waited.  
 
    I pulled her close to me and looked her up and down. A soft smile touched my lips, but I wasn’t sure I was happy. I honestly didn’t know how to feel.  
 
    I caught Ken’s eye. He gave me a wide smile. “You okay?” he mouthed. I nodded, then risked a glance at Gabby to see if she had noticed the interaction. She hadn’t, thankfully.  
 
    “Do you plan on going to see the family again any time soon?” Alex asked.  
 
    “No,” we both said quickly. Gabby glanced at me and laughed. “Don’t get me wrong, I love my family, but they are a fucking pain in the ass.” 
 
    “They were nice,” I said. I bit my lip, thinking about it. They had all welcomed me and made me feel like I was at home. “None of them went out of their way to be mean to me or anything. And your family makes the best ribs I’ve had in a very long time.”  
 
    Gabby laughed. “It’s my family’s secret recipe.”  
 
    “Do I get to know the secret?” 
 
    “Well … only if you become family,” she said tentatively. There was something in her voice I couldn’t quite pinpoint. Maybe this is a bad idea. 
 
    I’d tried to hint at it a couple of times, but she wasn’t going to give anything away that told me where she stood. So right now, I was left with only one option. It will be fine. At the very least I would tell myself that. I would pretend things were going to be okay and I wasn’t worried shitless about what I was going to do.  
 
    I’ll have that family recipe soon, I thought with a wide grin. It wouldn’t be much, I mean really it was just a recipe. But it was the idea of it that mattered to me more than anything else.  
 
    “How was the ranch while I was gone?”  
 
    “It was fine. Nothing we couldn’t manage. Although, I think we saw some dog tracks near the house,” Ken said.  
 
    “Dog tracks?” That didn’t sound good.  
 
    “That’s what we’re hoping they were.” 
 
    “No shit.” I blew out a deep breath. If there were coyotes running around that would be bad for everyone. The horses included. I hope it’s just someone letting their dog wander off.  
 
    We made our way toward the river. Would they have everything set up? The water line came into sight and there was nothing there I’d mentioned.  
 
    My heart dropped into the pit of my stomach. What if they had failed me? I can’t be mad at them. I asked for so much in such a short amount of time.  
 
    Then I saw it. Two people stood by the waterfront.  
 
    “Oh, we have guests?” Gabby asked, glancing over toward Alex. 
 
    “I didn’t tell you.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell if he meant it to sound like a question or not, but to me it didn’t. Mostly because I was in the loop.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Gabby 
 
    I didn’t get it. There was something off about the way Alex spoke to me. And he wouldn’t make eye contact, either. 
 
    The couple turned to look at us, their cameras moving away from the water. “Hi!” a woman called. She stepped away from the man she was with and headed toward us.  
 
    “How are you doing?” Josh called to them.  
 
    “Not too bad. It’s gorgeous out here, don’t you think?” By now the man had joined the girl in heading toward us. They fell into stride with each other, and judging by how close they walked, they were together.  
 
    “It’s one of my favorite spots,” Shane said softly, and I wasn’t sure if it was for me to hear or for the rest of them to hear.  
 
    “I think it’s beautiful,” I said as he squeezed my hand gently. I caught his eye out of the corner of mine.  
 
    “I love you,” he mouthed.  
 
    My heart skipped and my breath caught in my chest. I smiled. “I love you, too,” I mouthed back. His smile widened and he pulled me close to him, a soft kiss touched my cheek. I don’t even think anyone noticed it. “I wish we could have stayed in the room,” I whispered, hoping the wind didn’t carry my voice. 
 
    “Later. I promise I will make you scream.” 
 
    His words left me breathless again, this time not for the same reason. I mentally shook myself. There were others around right now and I had to be good. I cleared my throat and forced myself to tune back into what was going on in the real world. 
 
    “We were just having a picnic, would you like to join us?” 
 
    “Would we be interrupting?”  
 
    “No, please! Join us, we’ve got lots of food.”  
 
    And they were right, everyone except Shane and I had a backpack. “I am a little hungry,” the woman said with a wide grin.  
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    We all unloaded and started unpacking. We decided to put the blankets by the water to sit down, and the fishing rods came out for those who fished. I’d rather hold a different rod, I thought, silently laughing at myself. I’d wait until Shane and I were alone to tell him that one. I was sure he would get a laugh out of it. 
 
    There was more than enough food. Honestly, there was so much of it I could hardly believe it. Popcorn, salads, all types of sandwiches and baked goods. There was everything you could ever want, and I was totally into it. Despite the fact I’d had so much to eat during the time we were with my family, I was always down for a good picnic with better friends.  
 
    The couple who joined us was named John and Karla. They both seemed really nice; as it turned out they were out here for work. They were photographers by trade, and they came out to get some pictures of the scenery. “And anything else we might find interesting along the way,” John said with a wide grin.  
 
    His eyes darted to me, and for a split second I didn’t know how to feel. Did I just imagine him checking me out? I didn’t dare ask about it, because maybe it had been all in my head. I mean, he wasn’t going to check me out while his girlfriend was sitting right there, right? 
 
    I cleared my head and stood, heading for the water. We had all long since taken our shoes off. As I padded over to where Ken and Sarah were fishing, they glanced at me.  
 
    “Look!” Ken pointed into the water. “Did you see that one? I think he headed over there.” He pulled his fishing rod out of the water and headed away from me. My brow furrowed. I tried not to take it personally as both of them walked away from me, but I still felt a little hurt. I’d come over to chat with them, and they just up and walked away.  
 
    “What’s up?”  
 
    I turned to see Shane coming toward me. He stopped a little way from me. His feet weren’t in the water.  
 
    “Nothing, just thinking. You?” 
 
    “I was thinking, too.” I watched as he looked away from me, shoving his hands into his pockets. “I was thinking about us, actually. And the time we spent with your family.” 
 
    Why did I have the feeling this was going somewhere? I didn’t say it though. I just sat there and waited. 
 
    I felt everyone’s eyes on me. My cheeks flushed. Say something! I thought. I wasn’t sure if I meant him or me, but all I knew was I hated standing here and feeling everyone staring. I just wanted to move on. But I couldn’t move and even though I tried to say something, I couldn’t. I didn’t even know what I wanted to say.  
 
    “I just mean … I really got to know them, and I got to know you, and I enjoyed that, but it got me thinking a lot and this … our relationship … well …” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Shane 
 
    This wasn’t going how I wanted it to. My tongue was tied and I didn’t know what to say. I just kept rambling. I sucked in a deep breath and refocused.  
 
    “Look, Gabby … what I’m trying to say is that I love you. A lot.” 
 
    I bit my lip nervously as I stepped back with one foot. It had all happened when I sat down to talk with her grandmother. She had asked me if I was going to marry her Gabby, and I had said I wanted to. So she gave me the family ring right then and there.  
 
    In that family, you didn’t ask the father’s permission. You asked for the grandmother’s, and if she thought you were good enough, she would give you the ring that her great-great grandmother had been given.  
 
    Over the years it had changed hands a lot. And now it was Gabby’s turn. Maybe.  
 
    In one swift movement, I dropped to one knee and pulled the box out of my pocket. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Gabby 
 
    My entire chest tightened. I couldn’t breathe for a fraction of a second as I watched Shane get down on one knee. Holy shit. Holy shit.  
 
    What was I going to say?  
 
    We hadn’t talked about this at all. We hadn’t even started to talk about it. But I knew that little pink velvet box. It had been in my family for years. I couldn’t fucking believe it.  
 
    “Gabby, will you marry me?” 
 
    I stared down at Shane, still processing his question. Yes! I wanted to scream, but … should I really say yes to him? Maybe it wouldn’t be the best for us. We hardly knew each other after all. But … I loved him.  
 
    His eyes dropped.  
 
    Shit. No wonder he looked sad. I was leaving him waiting. I wanted to say yes.  
 
    I didn’t want to sit here and worry about our future. So don’t.  
 
    “Of course,” I whispered.  
 
    The second the words came out, it felt right. I knew I was happy I’d said them.  
 
    Shane grinned widely as he jumped to his feet and pulled me into his arms. Our lips crashed together. Our kiss was soft, and our eyes locked when he pulled away and opened the box.  
 
    “Hold on!” someone called.  
 
    I turned to see John standing there, his camera pointed at us as he circled around and crouched, the lense pointing at the ring box.  
 
    My jaw dropped. Wait … I looked from the two photographers who just happened to be here to everyone else, and then finally to Shane. Had he set this all up?   
 
    I pointed towards the couple. “Are … were they …?” 
 
    “Supposed to be here? Yes.” His lips touched mine for a fraction of a second, then he pulled away. His eyes sparkled. “I might have arranged an engagement photo shoot, I hope that’s okay.” 
 
    “But … I … my clothes.” 
 
    He barked out a laugh. “Yes.” 
 
    Then it downed on me. I’d been planning on wearing a pair of jeans home, but we had a nice lunch with the family and he’d insisted we get on the road right away. He said there wasn’t even time to change. I laughed. Suddenly it was all making so much sense. I was understanding why they had all seemed so … off. It wasn’t like Shane to tell me to wear a nice dress out into the woods and he’d just buy me a new one.  
 
    I shook my head. How had I not realized what was going on?  
 
    "I ... I don't even know what to say," I admitted.  
 
    Sarah laughed. "Well, come here." She pulled a small bag out of her backpack. Her grin grew when I gave her an odd look. “I figured you might want to touch up your makeup if you were going to be in an engagement shoot.”  
 
    “You’re a lifesaver.”  
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    When I called my family and told them the good news, they went through the roof. My grandmother cried and told me she'd been waiting for this her whole life. She then told me she wanted to pay for the entire wedding.  
 
    Thankfully, Shane and I had already talked about it. He had more than enough to cover a forty thousand dollar wedding, at least that's what he said. My grandmother was even more excited and, of course, wanted to help with the planning.  
 
    Shane called his family while I talked to mine, and it was quickly agreed I'd come spend some time with them. They seemed thrilled. His mom cried, and his dad sounded excited to have a daughter-in-law soon. 
 
    By the time we got off the phone with our families, we were both tired. The photo shoot had gone well, and it hadn't taken very long at all. We were told they would get us the pictures within a week or two, and then we'd be able to send out Save the Date cards.  
 
    "Do you think we should have it here?" Shane asked, looking up at the light on the ceiling.  
 
    "I think it would the most 'us' don't you?"  
 
    He turned and grinned. "I think you're right." 
 
      
 
    THE END  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Billionaire’s Mystery 
 
      
 
    Box Set – The Complete Collection 
 
      
 
    A Billionaire Romance Suspense Series 
 
      
 
    Sarah J. Brooks 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Billionaire’s Mystery 
 
      
 
    Book One: A Listing to Die For 
 
      
 
    A Billionaire Romance Suspense Series 
 
      
 
    Sarah J. Brooks 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Where is Alyssa?”  
 
    My head perked up. This was it. I’d just gotten the email and replied to it. I jumped to my feet.  
 
    “Sir,” Garth turned to me, his blond hair slicked back but not greasy looking. His blue eyes scanned my body, but I don't think it was in a dirty way. I cleared my throat; his gaze brought a blush to my cheeks. “I um, just got an email from her. She's sick. At the hospital right now. She said she will need a couple of days ... at least, that is what the doctor told her.” 
 
    He stared at me, not saying a word.  
 
    Everyone in the room had their eyes on us.  
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    My jaw almost dropped. “I ... My name is Ally.” 
 
    “Ally ...” He mulled my name over. “And how long have you been working here?” 
 
    “A year and a half.”  
 
    Had he never noticed me? I guess I shouldn't have been that surprised. He didn't have time to go around noticing everyone that he employed.  
 
    I forced a tight smile over my lips, waiting to see if he would say anything to me.  
 
    “I'm in need of a receptionist. Alyssa was supposed to have some paperwork ready for me and help me get a house ready to be shown. You can do that.”  
 
    Without another word, he turned his back on me and headed for his office.  
 
    I stood there, this time, my mouth fell open. He stopped, looking over his shoulder.  
 
    “Are you coming?”  
 
    “I ... y-yes,” I stammered, rushing off after him. I noticed everyone staring but didn't dare look any of them in the eye. Garth opened his office door and stepped inside. I followed him, closing the door behind us. Unsure of what else to do, I opened my mouth and spoke, “Did you need me to get you anything?”  
 
    “No, thank you.”  
 
    Garth moved to his desk, dropping down into the thick leather seat behind it. He turned to face me. “You said your name was Ally, correct?” 
 
    “Yes.” I stood straight, my hands behind my back like my mother had taught me. My shoulders square and my head raised. 
 
    A smirk spread across his face. “Relax.” 
 
    I took it as a command. I know it made some people uncomfortable when I stood like that. It took a fair amount of effort, but I managed to force myself to relax a little.  
 
    “You said Alyssa emailed you?” 
 
    “Yes, er sir.”  
 
    “Please.” He cut me off. “Mr. Adams or Garth will do, but I do ask you address me in a professional manner when we are with clients.” 
 
    I nodded. “Mr. Adams,” I cleared my throat. “Alyssa and I worked side by side before she got her promotion.”  
 
    She had been so excited about it. Alyssa's goal wasn't to make her way up in the company, it was to own it by marriage. She had a plan to win Garth Adams over and become his wife. Of course, I wasn't going to ask her that. 
 
    “I don't think she had anyone else's email address other than yours, and she didn't want to bother you. I was just about to report it to the supervisor when you came looking for her.”  
 
    “I will be sure to let Michele know.” Garth looked me over. “Do you know much about staging a home?” 
 
    “Yes,” I lied.  
 
    “Good.” He grabbed a black file off the counter and handed it to me. “I will give you the keys.” He turned his attention to his desk, rummaging around. “You can go over and get started on the place, and I will be over in a couple of hours; once I've met with a couple clients.” He pulled out a single key on a keychain and handed it to me. “Alyssa does a very good job; I will be unimpressed if you do not.”  
 
    I took the key from him, my fingers brushing against his for a fraction of a second. My heart jumped into my throat as my eyes locked on his. A tingle ran down my spine though I couldn't place it.  
 
    I didn't know what to say to him, so I just nodded and walked out of the room, my heart hammering in my chest. I made my way down to the car before looking at the address on the key ring, and then pulling my phone out of my pocket, set the GPS on and headed for the location.  
 
    See, I work for a real estate company. It's a big deal, most of the time it's celebrities and rock stars looking for their second or third home. But a couple non-famous billionaires pay us a visit every now and then.  
 
    When I pulled into the driveway, I looked around. This place seemed bigger than my entire apartment building. I shut the engine off, my heart still racing. How was this happening? 
 
    I grabbed the file Garth had given me and flipped through it. The owners weren't living there though there were still a few nicknacks that they had left for us to use. The master bedroom was empty, but the kitchen was fully loaded.  
 
    They were asking more than I would be able to afford in a lifetime. But I was guessing they would get it—considering they had a fucking movie theater in the basement. I stepped out of my car, wondering how I was going to make this work as I strode towards the front door.  
 
    Garth had given me the right key, at least, it opened the door. I have to admit, for a split second I worried it wouldn't work and I would have to go back there. I bit my lip looking around as I padded into the large house, the sound of my cheap heels echoing around me.  
 
    “Holy shit.” This place needed to be staged? It wasn't good enough just how it was? I shook my head. If I could afford it, I would buy it in a heartbeat just the way it was. “Alrighty. Time to see if I can work a little magic.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    An hour later, the place looked good. Better than it had when I arrived. At least, I could say that. 
 
    Most of the house just needed a good cleaning, which had taken me most of the time to get done. When Garth rolled into the driveway, I was still hanging pictures. I didn't turn to face him when the door opened.  
 
    “It looks good.” He sounded surprised.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I hopped down from the ladder, beaming as I turned to face him. I didn't want to admit just how happy it made me that he said it looked good. This could get me in the right spot, I realized. If Garth liked the way I decorated, he would call on me again if he needed extra help. If he liked the way I decorated better than the way Alyssa did, then he might even put me above her on his call list.  
 
    Garth left the room, taking in the small changes I had made since I'd been here. He uttered a murmur of approval before turning to me.  
 
    “The client will be here within the hour.” He looked me up and down. “Uh, you may want to look professional.” 
 
    My cheeks flushed. I'd taken my shoes off the second I started climbing a ladder and fiddling around with everything. My high waist belt had also long since come off along with my earrings, my necklace, and my rings had also come off. I rushed over to my purse as fast as I could in my skirt and reached for the inner pocket.  
 
    Once everything was back on and I'd slipped into my shoes again, I cleared my throat. I looked around, making a mental checklist of everything.  
 
    Floors: Check. 
 
    Open windows: Check.  
 
    Flowers: Check. 
 
    Bright centerpiece on table: Check. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered, heading for the kitchen as fast as I could, grabbing my purse along the way. 
 
    “What did you forget?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I lied. “I just ... might have waited a little too long.” I grabbed the vanilla from my purse and rummaged around for a pot to place on the stove.  
 
    I didn't wait for the water to boil before adding a little vanilla to it.  
 
    “Is that all you're putting in?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I pulled out the almond extract from my purse. A personal secret I'd been working on. Everyone did vanilla, and it smelt amazing, but almond extract smelt even better. I added a tablespoon of it to the water and took a deep breath. Soon enough the entire house smelled incredible.  
 
    I turned to see Garth staring at me.  
 
    “I'll admit, I'm impressed.” 
 
    A blush touched my cheeks. “I aim to please.” I managed to make it sound like I wasn't beyond proud that I'd impressed him.  
 
    A smile touched his lips, and for a split second, I just stared at him—taking everything in.  
 
    He wore a well-fitted suit, the kind that probably cost more than my rent for six months. His blond hair didn't look long—he had it slicked back, and his grey-green eyes looked like they could stop a woman in her tracks. As he moved around the house, I was sure I could see his muscles flex as he reached up, fixing one thing or another.  
 
    My eyes trailed lower. I couldn't help it.  
 
    My head tilted to the left as I took in that amazing ass. Yup, I could see why Alyssa wanted him alright. It wasn't just the money—he was hot. I mentally shook myself, trying to clear my head. It wasn't a good idea to be thinking dirty things about your boss. Anyways, I'm sure all the girls did that. It was no fun being like everyone else.  
 
    I cleared my throat. “Would you like me to stay for the showing or would you rather I leave?” ` 
 
    “You can stay. If Alyssa is going to be sick for a few days, you will need to know how to show a house. I do not have the time to do everything for you.” 
 
    Nervousness touched at the pit of my stomach, but I didn't dare admit it. I just nodded and took a deep breath, trying to calm my racing heart. I'd studied this for years. Maybe I hadn't been to school for it, but I had read hundreds of books, and even more magazines. I'd helped friends and family get their house ready for sale, and I'd been to more than a handful of open houses.  
 
    Garth turned to face me. “A few things you should know.” His hands clasped behind his back. “This family is very reputable. They have a lot of leaning and a lot of connections.”  
 
    “Meaning, if you find them the perfect house, they are more likely to mention you to all their friends.”  
 
    A thin smile spread across his lips. “You catch on quick. They are moving because they want to be closer to their daughter.” 
 
    So they were emotionally motivated. “She's married?”  
 
    Garth nodded.  
 
    “With kids?” 
 
    “One. Another reason they want to be closer to her.” 
 
    “You know, there is a perfect spot for a little playground out back.” I moved over to the window above the sink. It looked out into the back yard. “Right, back there.” I pointed to what looked like there used to be an above ground pool.  
 
    “Hmm.” Garth nodded. “So you think they can be motivated by their grandchild?” 
 
    “Of course, they can. It's family.” I turned to face him, leaning against the counter, and my heart skipped a beat. I hadn't realized how close he was to me. Way within that personal bubble of space. I inhaled. The scent of his cologne rising to my nose.  
 
    I closed my eyes for a fraction of a second and then opened them. “If they want to move closer, it's so they can spend more time with the kid. If they want to increase their chances of the kid coming over, they will want a house that appeals to the kid.”  
 
    “Have you studied psychology?” 
 
    “Marketing.” I shrugged. “Just a couple books ...” I'd never been able to afford the education. Still, I made the most of it.  
 
    “You're right.” 
 
    He moved away from me, and I stared at him as he paced around the kitchen, glancing down at his watch. 
 
    “They want to be close to their family.” 
 
    “So we give them a house where they can have family.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I bit my lip. It didn't sound hard, but if I'd known that at the beginning, it would have been a little more helpful. Next time, I would be able to decorate right.  
 
    Next time, I'd make sure there were no questions. They would buy the house.  
 
    If there even was a next time. 
 
    I hated admitting it to myself, but it was true. There might not be a next time.  Don’t think like that, I told myself.  
 
    It wasn't long before another car pulled into the driveway, and Garth cleared his throat. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. Just ... watch me and take notes. If I tell you to do something, then you do it, got it?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    What the hell was he going to ask me to do? I was almost too scared to ask. I watched as he padded over to the door and opened it wide as the couple slipped out of their shiny red car. My eyes narrowed as I looked at the BMW emblem across the front grill, and my jaw almost dropped. I took a deep breath, if I was going to make it in this company, I was going to have to get used to that and knew it. I shook my head, following Garth to the door.  
 
    I waited a couple feet behind him, the black folder he'd given me in my hand. I checked inside it just to make sure I had the paper ready to give them. Four bedroom. Three bath. Fireplace in the living room. This house was something every girl wanted. And the kitchen, oh God, it made me want to buy the place.  
 
    “Kerry.” Garth extended his hand to the woman. “Alex,” he said, shaking the man's hand. “I hope you two found the place without an issue.” 
 
    “We did,” the woman answered.  
 
    She had black hair tied up in a bun; her blue dress looked like it was made to fit her body, and both her and the denim Jimmy Choo wedges were right out of a magazine I'd been reading a week ago.  
 
    I tried not to show my shock—or the small bit of envy—as I gave them both a smile.  
 
    She looked me up and down, and based on the look she gave me, she wasn't impressed. I pulled the paper out of the binder, needing to do something with the silence. Garth opened his mouth as I spoke. 
 
    “The place is a three story home built in 1921, not including the cinema that is under the basement.” The woman took the paper from me with narrowed eyes as Garth stared at me. “Although the frame and the hard wood are original, the rest of the place was updated two years ago. So you get all the beauty and charm of an old home, but you get all the benefits of a new one.” I'd had a chance to read the papers in the binder while we were waiting. “The last owners spent under $100 a month heating this entire house during the winter since they put in their new heating system.” 
 
    I could tell that perked the man's interest. Alright, so he was the cheap one.  
 
    Garth cleared his throat. “Why don't we start in the kitchen? There's something I want to show you outside.” He motioned for the couple to step ahead of us, and they made their way into the kitchen. I stepped forward.  
 
    Garth's fingers tightened around my arm and pulled me to a stop. My heart skipped a beat.  
 
    “Not bad,” he muttered in my ear. 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    I thought it went well. The couple left with a smile on their face, but they still wanted to see another house, one they had found while looking online last night or something.  
 
    I cleaned up as fast as I could without rushing the job, and Garth watched the entire time. I finally turned to face him when I was done. “Mr. Adams, you could have left whenever you wanted.” 
 
    He stared at me without saying a word for a few seconds and my heart skipped a beat.  
 
    “No. If Alyssa is going to be out of commission for a while, we need to get something sorted out.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You look cheap.” 
 
    My jaw dropped, and I stared at the man in front of me. He'd just told me I looked cheap. 
 
    “Excuse me?” I stammered. 
 
    Who the fuck did he think he was? I didn't care if he was my boss; I was going to break his fucking nose.  
 
    “You look cheap,” he repeated. “You can't sell billion dollar homes in twenty dollar shoes.”  
 
    I stared at him with wide eyes. How could he tell my shoes were twenty dollars? They could have passed for sixty or seventy.  
 
    “I ...” I knew I was supposed to say something but had no clue what to say. So I just stood there.  
 
    “Come on ...” He turned on his heel and headed for the door. I grabbed my purse, chasing after him. Where were we going? 
 
    “I ...” 
 
    “When you get back to the building, come to my office, but first I want you to pick something up for me.” He pulled something out of his pocket and handed it to me. I looked down at a dry cleaning ticket, open-mouthed.  
 
    I was sure Alyssa got his dry cleaning for him. But that was not my job. That was not what I was paid to do; she did it because she thought it would get her closer to her real goal. I swallowed my anger. I could do it just this once, and then he was on his own. And I'd tell him that when I gave him his dry cleaning.  
 
    I nodded before heading towards my car, tossing my purse and the dry cleaning ticket onto the passenger seat and pulling out of the driveway after him. 
 
    It turned out the dry cleaner was on the route to the office, so it wasn't completely out of my way. I still wasn't happy about it, though.  
 
    I made my way into the building, holding the suit I'd picked up for him. I could feel everyone's' eyes on me as I made my way towards Garth's office. I knocked twice before entering.  
 
    Garth looked up from his desk and gave me a smile.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I had been all ready to tell him he could go fuck himself if he was going to make me pick up his clothes, but that stopped me in my tracks.  
 
    “Oh, and I got you a hot chocolate.” He pointed to the desk where I saw a cup waiting for me in a holder. “I wasn't sure if you liked coffee or tea, so I thought I'd be safe; after all, who doesn't like hot chocolate?”  
 
    “T-thank you.” I closed the distance between us and handed him his dry cleaning.  
 
    He nodded as I took the drink and turned to leave the office.  
 
    “One more thing ...” I froze. “Would you like to take on Alyssa's position while she's away?” 
 
    “I ... yes.” I turned to face him. “A-are you actually offering me her position?” 
 
    “Yes. But ...” He looked me up and down. “There is a condition.” 
 
    My heart dropped into the pit of my stomach. There was no way he could actually be suggesting what I thought he was. This was real life, not porn.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked, almost too scared to hear the answer.  
 
    “You will meet me after work today, then we will talk more about it.” 
 
    Why couldn't we do it now? I opened my mouth to ask, but he stood, grabbing his coffee.  
 
    “If you will excuse me, I have a meeting to attend now.” Without another word, he strode past me and headed out of the office. I stared after him for thirty seconds before realizing I should leave his office.  
 
    I shook my head, trying to wrap my head around his words as I returned to my desk. It wasn't even seconds after I dropped down on my desk that three girls swarmed me.  
 
    “So?” one of them whispered.  
 
    “Yea, what happened?” another asked. 
 
    “Why were you bringing back his dry cleaning?” the third one asked.  
 
    I looked the girls over. The first had long blonde hair; she had been hired when I was. The second was here way before us and seemed to know all the gossip going around. The third, I'd never met before. She had green eyes and fiery red hair that I was jealous of all of a sudden.  
 
    “I had his dry cleaning because he shoved the ticket into my hand before driving off. And before I could tell him to pick it up himself.” My brow furrowed as the girls listened to my every word. “And ... I got a house ready for him to show.” I shrugged. There wasn't a story here.  
 
    They stared at me with wide eyes. “Are you going to keep helping him?” 
 
    “Did you replace Alyssa? Did you know she's not actually sick?” the second one said, her voice dropping to a whisper. The other two girls gasped.  
 
    I tried not to roll my eyes. Gossip wasn't my kind of thing. Actually, I would have loved it if they left me alone.  
 
    I thought about their words. Was I going to replace Alyssa? I had no clue. When it came down to it, it was going to depend on what I was willing to do. My stomach did a backflip. I didn't want to admit that I was considering meeting him. I could just be jumping into scary ass shit, I reminded myself. For all I knew, he just wanted to flesh out the terms after work. He had just gone to a meeting. Maybe he didn’t actually have the time today during work. Was that too much for me to hope for? I blew out a deep breath. What am I supposed to do? 
 
     The rest of the day, I couldn't stop thinking about it. I couldn't stop wondering if it was the right thing to do or not. Half the time, I thought I should go. Just to see what he wanted. The other half of the time, I thought I was crazy for even considering it.  
 
    The day passed so slow—I tried to keep myself busy, but it was no use. Every time I tried, I would just start thinking about meeting up with him.  
 
    There was no winning.  
 
    So I took the day as best I could and passed the time working. Researching homes for clients and forwarding them to the right people.  
 
    The entire time, I could feel eyes on me. I didn't look up to see who it was; I didn't care who wanted to stare at me. I just focused on getting work done. And when quitting time came, I packed up my purse along with everyone else.  
 
    “Ally ...” The redhead from before came over to me. “The girls and I are going to grab some dinner, do you want to come with us?” 
 
    “Uh,” I stared at her with wide eyes. They had never invited me out with them before. “I'm sorry.” I gave them a smile. “I've actually got a commitment after dinner,” I lied.  
 
    If they were suddenly inviting me to dinner, there was a reason. Considering the day I'd had, I could figure it out pretty fast.  
 
    “Oh,” she pouted. “Maybe next time.” 
 
    “For sure,” I lied, watching the three of them head out of the office before I turned back to my purse.  
 
    I double checked that I had everything I needed and checked my pocket three times to make sure I had my phone. I took a deep breath, still not having decided what I was going to do, but it was now or never.  
 
    I looked around. There was no one else there.  
 
    “Ally.”  
 
    His voice made my heart skip several beats, and I spun to face him.  
 
    “Hi,” I managed.  
 
    “So, you decided to stay and hear me out.” He sounded happy more than anything else. I opened my mouth to say something but honestly had no idea what I was supposed to say. “I'm so glad you did. I realize I may have worded myself wrong when we spoke. Come, I'd like to talk to you about it a little more,” he said, leading the way towards his office.  
 
    I followed him, and he looked over his shoulder.  
 
    “I'd like to be clear, I was not trying to pressure you into anything back there.”  
 
    I felt relief wash over me. “So what did you mean?” 
 
    My boss turned to face me. “The truth is, I meant what I said to you earlier. You can't sell billion dollar homes in twenty dollar shoes.” He paused, letting that sink in. “Did you see the way Kerry looked at you today?” 
 
    My cheeks flushed. I nodded. I thought it might have just been in my head.  
 
    “If you're going to show houses with me, then we're going to have to change that.” He almost sounded happy. “Come.” 
 
    He grabbed a small briefcase and headed out of his office. 
 
    I followed him out of the building. 
 
    “W-where are we going?” 
 
    “You said you wanted to help sell houses with me, right?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “It's going to be a lot of work.” 
 
    “I know.” But no one got successful by taking an easy way out. “I'm ready for it.” 
 
    A smile touched his lips as he motioned for me to follow him to his car, and we came to a stop in front of a bright blue sports car. My eyes widened as he slid into the driver's seat and stared at me from inside the car, motioning for me to join him.  
 
    My heart raced as I made my way over to the passenger side door, my hand shaking as I reached out, opened the door and slid in.  
 
    “What?” I asked. I wanted to know what was going on. I wanted to know why he wanted me in the car and wanted to know what he was getting at. But all that came out was one word. 
 
    Garth gunned the engine and we headed out of the parking lot.  
 
    “We have a little work to do before you can even get to work.” A chuckle passed through his lips.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    My mind raced, but I was so confused I couldn't even try making anything out of it.  
 
    We turned down a couple streets, but I wasn't paying much attention. Within a couple of minutes, we came to a stop outside of a small shop.  
 
    Garth turned to me. “We have to get you some new clothes,” he said, switching off the ignition and hopping out.  
 
    He headed onto the sidewalk, and I jumped out after him. What did he mean new clothes? I had stuff I could wear. Without a word, Garth took my arm and guided me into the store we were parked in front of. I took a deep breath, looking around. Everything was so nice. My head tilted to the left; I could look around a little. Just a little, and maybe buy a couple new pieces. But I had bills that needed to get paid.  
 
    “Mr. Adams!” A woman plastered a wide smile over her face. “How are you doing today?” 
 
    “I'm well, thank you. My friend and I are just in need of a little help from you.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Her eyes sparkled as she looked me up and down, her smile widening. “I'm sure I can find her something suitable.” 
 
    “Hey!” I didn't try to hide the offense in my voice. “I look just fine, thank you very much.” My arms crossed over my chest as I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    The woman stared at me, taken aback. “Oh, I didn't mean—I just ...” She scrambled to fix her mistake. “It's just you could look so much ... with better quality clothes you could give off a whole new look. Something less ...” She fell silent as if realizing she should have even started a new sentence.  
 
    I raised an eyebrow, staring at her. “Less what?” I challenged.  
 
    Garth blew out a deep breath. He didn't look pleased. I didn't give a shit. 
 
    I waited for the woman to say it. She didn't.  
 
    I snorted. “Thank you, but I look just fine. I don't need someone like you trying to sell me your bullshit.” 
 
    My heels squeaked as I turned and headed out of the building. I was willing to see Garth's point; if I was going to sell things to people who spent $100 on an appetizer, then I needed to look the part. But, I was not willing to deal with people like her.  
 
    It took everything I had not to stomp out of the shop like a toddler throwing a hissy fit.  
 
    “Ally!” Garth called after me.  
 
    I grabbed my cell phone, ready to call a cab. 
 
    “Ally,” Garth said beside me; he touched my shoulder. “Ally, please.” 
 
    “No ...” I pulled away from him, cutting him off. “If working for you means I have to deal with someone like her, someone who doesn't think I'm good enough because of my clothes, I won't do it. I won't.” 
 
    “We can go to someone else.” 
 
    I stared at him. He didn't get it. I blew out a deep breath of frustration. “I can't. Okay. I'm not going to deal with people like that, and I can't. I can't afford half the clothes in that place.” I pointed towards it halfheartedly. “I wear twenty dollar shoes because I can't afford more expensive shoes. Trust me, I don't wear them for the blisters they give me.”  
 
    A smile spread across his cheeks as he stared at me.  
 
    “What?” I snapped.  
 
    He just stared at me. Smiling the entire time. 
 
    “See, that's what I like about you.” I stared at him, and he gestured toward me. “Come on, we can go somewhere else.” I opened my mouth to protest, but he touched my arm. “Don't worry, I'll pay.”  
 
    I stared at him with wide eyes. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “Consider it a business expense.”  
 
    I stared at him with wide eyes. Why was he doing this for me? I was about to ask, but maybe I didn't want to know the answer, so I nodded. 
 
    “Alright, fine. But I'm not going back in there.” Mostly because of the hissy fit I'd thrown. But girls like that were a dime a dozen around here. They were the kind of girls Alyssa wanted to be like. The kind that didn't care about how they got the money as long as they could afford whatever they wanted.  
 
    “Fair enough, come on.” He motioned towards the car. “I have somewhere else we can go.” 
 
    “Fine, but if she tries to tell me I look cheap, I'll fucking smack her.” I muttered the last part, but Garth must have heard it. He chuckled. 
 
    The other place wasn't that far away, but by the time we got there, I felt sick. I wanted to puke as I stepped out of the car.  
 
    The idea of him buying my clothes ... I'm not sure what it was; it just felt so wrong, but I couldn't let this chance pass me by. I mean, who would turn down the chance to have new clothes and move up in their line of work? 
 
    Not me.  
 
    I followed my boss into the store and looked around.  
 
    “Mr. Adams!” Another girl plastered on a smile as she hurried toward us. 
 
    “Hi.”  
 
    “What can I do for you?” 
 
    Garth gestured toward me. “I have a friend in need of a few new garments.” 
 
    The girl looked me up and down, her head tilting to the right, and then she held her hand out to me. “Dee.” 
 
    “Ally.” I shook her hand, and the girl turned her attention to Garth again. 
 
    “Why don't you go have a seat, Ally and I are going to do a little bit of shopping, then we will try some stuff on.” 
 
    “Perfect, you're a lifesaver.” 
 
    The girl beamed as she led me to the back of the room. “You work for Mr. Adams?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She nodded. “Alright, so you'll want stuff you can move around in without a fight.” Her hands traced over the fabric as she looked. She pulled a couple shirts out. “What one do you like better?” 
 
    In her left hand was a red shirt, simple, but it had a little sparkle around the neckline. In the right hand, she held a black shirt with a high, oriental style, neckline. I pointed to it. The girl nodded, putting the red one back. “Alright, and skirts ...” She grabbed two again. One was a knee length, gray. A line skirt. The other was a black pencil skirt. 
 
    “I like the gray, but I like the design of the pencil skirt better.” 
 
    “Alrighty.” The girl nodded. She sized me up. I was sure she was taking in what I wore. My cheeks flushed.  
 
    “I know,” I said without thinking it through. “I've already been told a couple times today that I look cheap.”  
 
    Her jaw dropped. “He didn't ...” she whispered, staring at me with wide eyes. “Oh, my gosh, he did.”  
 
    She shook her head, going through the rack and pulled out a blue top with a black rose at the smallest point of the waist. The second she grabbed was yellow. I dismissed it the second I saw the color. 
 
    “Geeze, boys do not know what they're not supposed to say to a girl.”  
 
    “It wasn't just him,” I said looking through the clothes. I tried to ignore the price tag on them as I pulled out a blue blazer. The girl studied it. 
 
    “No. You have a short frame. You'll want something more like this ...” She flipped through the clothing and pulled out a blazer almost identical, but shorter. My brow furrowed. I wasn't so sure I liked it but decided to give the girl a shot; after all, it was her job to know what she was talking about.  
 
    “Alright. I'll try it.” 
 
    “You said it wasn't just him?” I could tell she was prying. I didn't mind.  
 
    “Another girl at another store ... pretty much said it. Well, I didn't give her time to before I left,” I admitted, my cheeks flushing.  
 
    The girl beside me laughed. “Good.” She beamed. “Some of the girls who work in these stores are ... twits.” She looked around to make sure she hadn't been overheard.  
 
    I snorted.  
 
    She looked me over. “I get where you're coming from. The cheap shoes, the cheaper shirt ...” She gave me a soft smile. “Sometimes, you can't afford quality, so you go for the next best shot.” 
 
    I nodded. “I can't afford it, but if I don't buy it, I can't get the job that allows me to.”  
 
    She looked sad for a fraction of a second as she nodded. “Anyways, let's get you into a couple outfits. I'll pair them up for you, and while you're trying them on, I'll keep looking.” She led the way towards the change room. I caught Garth's eye, and he gave me a smile.  
 
    “I'm just going to be looking around the store so press that,” She pointed to a button. “If you need anything.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    She had paired a couple of outfits up for me without me even realizing it. After handing them to me, she closed the door behind herself, leaving me alone.  
 
    I stared down at the first outfit. A gray pair of pants and the blue shirt I'd picked out.  
 
    I changed into them and stepped out of the change room. Garth stared at me, and I took a deep breath, trying to stay relaxed.  
 
    “Does this look good enough?” I didn't mean it to come out as snarky as it did.  
 
    “I like it.” 
 
    My cheeks burned as he stared at me. “So it’s good enough?” I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Yes.” He laughed.  
 
    “Oh, my gosh,” I turned my attention to Dee as she came towards us, a whole stack of clothes in her hand. “You look so cute.” She dropped the clothes on a free seat beside Garth and came over to me. “You know …” She turned around and headed towards the other end of the store. I stared after her. She grabbed two pairs of shoes and came back to me. “Have you ever worn good quality shoes?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted. 
 
    “Try these.” She handed me a pair of five-inch stilettos. “They have a platform, so they are going to be better for you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Garth and I left the store, both of us carrying several bags full of clothing. I wasn't sure how I felt letting him buy me so much. But as soon as I tried some of those clothes on, I knew he would win out.  
 
    He popped the trunk, and we unloaded our bags in there.  
 
    “Alright, now you have some clothes for tomorrow.” He smiled widely as we got back into the car and he gunned the engine. I blew out a deep breath, closing my eyes.  
 
    I didn't realize just how tired I had been until I closed my eyes. We drove back to the office without a word. I watched him all the way, and he refused to meet my eye the entire time. As we pulled into the parking lot, the car came to a stop.  
 
    I unbuckled, trying to figure out what I was going to say, but nothing came to mind. He finally turned to face me.  
 
    “I'll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yes. And ... thank you.” Is that what you say?  
 
    He shrugged, but the smile across his face widened as I stepped out of the car, grabbed my bags from the trunk and headed to my own.  
 
    “Hello,” I whispered as I unlocked the door and slid into the seat. I know most people didn't talk to their car, but it was something I'd always done. “Don't worry, I still love you. No matter how fancy that car was.” 
 
    I slid the keys into the ignition, and the car started within a second. I gave Garth a quick wave before pulling out of the parking lot.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    I decided on a black dress I'd got yesterday, of course with a pair of the new heels. My eyes rolled back as I slipped into them. The idea that I wouldn't have to worry about the blisters on my feet thrilled me. I mean, you'd think after eight months, my feet would have formed some sort of protection. They hadn't. Which meant I'd had blisters since I started working there. My feet felt so free as I grabbed my work bag and headed out to my car. I stopped right before opening the door. My jaw dropped.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” I called, having no clue if he could even hear me. A grin spread across his face as he stepped out of his shiny car.  
 
    “I thought you could use a ride to work.”  
 
    He got out of his car and watched me. 
 
    What would everyone think? 
 
    “I ...” I couldn't say no. He'd come all this way just to give me a ride. I turned to my beat-up black car. “Sorry,” I mouthed to her before crossing over to his car. I took a couple seconds to give it a once over.  Corvette. My head shook. I couldn't believe I hadn't noticed it earlier. I went out in a Corvette last night.  
 
    Garth circled around the hood and to the passenger door, which he opened for me. “So, just to be clear, I did just hear you tell your car you were sorry. Right?” 
 
    My cheeks darkened.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I slid into the Corvette without another word and buckled up. He closed the door behind me, laughing softly as he circled back around the hood and joined me in the car.  
 
    I have to admit, I was more than worried about anyone seeing us drive in together.  
 
    With me filling in for Ashley, I didn't want anyone to think I had slept my way to the top. But if someone saw us arrive together...  
 
    I'd be fucked.  
 
    Well, not in a good way, at least. As we rolled into the parking lot, Garth came to a stop beside a car that caught my eye.  
 
    “Do you like it?”  
 
    I stared at the purple paint that almost seemed to sparkle. The silver Jaguar on the hood was the exact same as the client's we'd met with yesterday.  
 
    “It's interesting, that's for sure.” 
 
    “I saw the way you looked at the one yesterday,” he said. “I figured you might like this one.” 
 
    My brow furrowed as I turned away from the car to stare at my boss. “What?” 
 
    “I mean, you can't be driving the old beat up car if you're going to be showing houses to the rich and famous. Like I said, you can't sell billion dollar homes in twenty dollar shoes—the same goes for your car.” I looked at him gobsmacked. “Of course, this is just a rental until Alyssa gets better, but it should do.” 
 
    I tried to find something—anything—to say, but words escaped me. I just stared at Garth. 
 
    “Uh, Mr. Adams.” 
 
    “Please,” He held his hand up. “Garth is fine if we are alone.” 
 
    “Garth,” I corrected. “I can't ... I mean ...” 
 
    “Don't worry about it, we'll consider it a business expense.” He stepped out of his car, and I followed, rushing after him. “Your car can lose us a sale, I'm not willing to take that risk.” 
 
    He said it so matter of fact. Like there was no more point in discussing this with him. So I dropped back, walking slower as my mind took everything in. Had he done all this for Alyssa when she made her way up in the company? She hadn't mentioned it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Garth 
 
    I glanced behind to see her a few feet back. It was probably best after all; just so people didn't think we were fucking. I still had to force myself to keep moving instead of stopping to let her catch up. 
 
    “Garth! There you are!” Brent called from the office doors. “I was beginning to worry about you.”  
 
    “I had to make a quick stop on my way to work.” I shrugged. “Brent,” I came to a stop in front of him and motioned towards Ally. “Have you met the new temp? She's covering for Alyssa while she is sick.”  
 
    Brent's eyes roamed over Ally's body. I could tell he liked what he saw. Something I couldn't place tugged at the pit of my stomach. I ignored it. 
 
    “Ally, it's a pleasure to meet you.” Brent held his hand out to her. She shook it. 
 
    “The pleasure's all mine.” She smiled widely. “We don't get to see you around here much.”  
 
    So she did know who Brent was. Good. It would have looked bad if I'd had to have told her. I cleared my throat. 
 
    “Anyways my friend, we will catch up later. I can't wait to hear how the New York division is going. Dinner? Tomorrow?” 
 
    “Sounds perfect!” Brent beamed, clapping me on the back. “Now go get back to work, we both know you're the brains behind this!”  
 
    I pulled my old friend into a hug without warning. “I'll see you tomorrow.”  
 
    It had been two years since he was actually in town for more than a couple of hours. It was wonderful to have him back. I made a mental note to do something special.  
 
    “It was nice to meet you,” Ally said, stepping past me and toward the elevator.  
 
    I watched her as the doors closed and took her to our floor.  
 
    “Where do you find these girls?” My friend chuckled. “The ones in New York who look half as good as her don't have the brains to put a bed skirt on right.” 
 
    “She found me actually. She's been working here a while; my assistant is out sick, and this girl offered to help out.” 
 
    Brent's face wrinkled. “Be careful of her, the ones who find you are always trouble.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ally 
 
    I tried to stay calm as I crossed to my desk and dropped down to start checking emails. Thankfully, it was still early and no one else was in. My hands shook as I booted up my computer and fumbled with the keyboard to put my password in—I failed three times before getting it right. I couldn't stop thinking about meeting Brent, or Garth picking me up, or the shopping trip last night. It was all too much to process. 
 
    Calm down, I told myself. Take a deep breath, and you will get this sorted out. I took a deep breath. In and out. In and out. It didn't help.  
 
    I can't say I was surprised when it didn't help, but a girl could hope, right?  
 
    The elevator dinged. My head shot up as I looked at it. The redhead stepped off the elevator. Today, her hair was tied in a thick bun, and she wore a blue dress with a black necklace that drooped down her neckline. She caught my eye and gave me a wide smile.  
 
    “Are we the first ones in?” 
 
    “Looks like it,” I said looking around as if maybe someone had popped in without me realizing.  
 
    “Did you see Brent Authers is here?” Her voice was hushed as she rushed over to me. 
 
    “No,” I lied. “Is he really?’ 
 
    “Oh, my God, Jessica is going to die when she finds out. And poor Alyssa isn’t going to be here for any of it.”  
 
    It took everything I had not to laugh. “It’s alright. It’s probably for the best she’s not feeling well. I mean, I know she’s been working so hard she needs a good break.” Plus, we didn’t need her getting confused about what billionaire to go after.  
 
    I kept that part to myself, though.  
 
    The elevator dinged again, letting us know someone was about to step onto our floor. The redhead looked up quickly and rushed to her desk, giving me a wide smile before turning her computer on.  
 
    Garth stepped out onto the floor; behind him, two girls followed looking like it took everything they had not to giggle. Garth caught my eye as he headed to his office, not saying a word to me.  
 
    The second the door closed, the girls started talking. I didn’t pay much attention; it was high pitched but still a whisper. Way too much work to listen.  
 
    Instead, I sorted out a couple emails and arranged a time to meet the couple from yesterday. I stood, padded over to Garth’s office and knocked twice. I noticed the girls stopped talking as I opened his door.  
 
    “Mr. Adams.”  
 
    Garth looked up from his desk. A smile touched his lips. “What is it?” 
 
    “The couple we met with yesterday, I booked them for tomorrow afternoon. I checked your schedule, and it was clear so I added it in, but I just wanted to let you know as well.” 
 
    His head tilted to the left. “Good. Thank you for letting me know. I’ll be sure to write it down in my journal.” 
 
    He had a journal. Interesting, most people just used their phone calendars these days.  
 
    “Let me know if you need anything,” I said before turning around and leaving his office, closing the door behind me.  
 
    Everyone's eyes were locked on me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    *** 
 
    They stared at me all day. I could hear them whisper things about me. Questions sometimes, other times it was statements. Comments on my outfit or my work ethic.  
 
    I tried to ignore it most of the day, but it was hard, honestly. By quitting time, I was tempted to just tune everyone out with music, but that would have been unprofessional. So instead, I just smiled and waved goodbye as the girls left, saying I had some stuff to finish up before I headed out.  
 
    Garth stepped out of his office a few minutes later. He stopped, staring at me.  
 
    “You're still here.” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I have some work to catch up on. See you tomorrow.”  
 
    He gave me a thoughtful look before nodding his head. “Well, don't work too hard,” he said before heading out of the building.   
 
    “See you!” I called after him.  
 
    I was left alone only for a couple of seconds before I heard the elevator ring again and looked up.  
 
    Brent stepped off the elevator looking around. “Is Garth gone?” he asked, his brow furrowing.  
 
    “Yup, you just missed him actually. I'm sure you could catch him before he leaves the parking lot.” I reached for the phone. “Would you like me to give him a call for you?” 
 
    “Oh, no thank you.” He padded over to me. “Ally, right?” 
 
    “Yea.” 
 
    “Garth's assistant.” I nodded. “Well, you must do one hell of a job; he's not easy to work for.”  
 
    My cheeks flushed. “I try, but I'm still very new. He has lots of time to decide I'm not good enough.” I gave a soft laugh.  
 
    Although I'd been working at the company for a few months now, I'd never met Garth's business partner. Adams and Authers Realtor had two branches. One here in sunny California and another in New York. They opened in New York but wanted to expand, Garth took the chance to travel from what I'd heard.  
 
    I took a chance to give Brent an up and down.  
 
    He was taller than Garth, with stunning blue eyes that any girl could melt in and brown hair that was cut short. He had a tattoo poking out from his dress shirt and a smile that anyone would kill for. I wondered how many girls had fallen victim to it.  
 
    “Still, he's already got you working late?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” I said. “I just had a couple emails to finish up.”  
 
    The elevator dinged. My heart skipped a beat as both Brent and I turned to see who it was.  
 
    Garth stared at us as he stepped onto the floor, his mouth slightly open forming a small O. His eyes locked on Brent.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Brent stepped away from my desk. “I was just coming up to see you. Your assistant said you'd left.” He gave a quiet laugh. “I was just trying to see if you were already overworking her.”  
 
    I felt awkward all of a sudden watching the two men give each other a smile.  
 
    “Ah,” was all Garth said. “I just came back because I forgot my charger.” 
 
    “Wonderful, we can speak!”  
 
    Garth caught my eye as he stepped past his friend and headed for his office. The two men entered, and the door closed behind them. I glanced at the closed door for a fraction of a second before deciding to get the hell out of there.  
 
    I wasn't sure why I felt awkward, or if it was all in my head, but I figured the two owners of the company—and two friends—could use some time together.  
 
    I made my way out to the parking lot where my heart skipped a beat as I realized there was something wrong. My little black Jetta wasn't waiting for me. Instead, I had a purple Jaguar waiting for me next to Garth's Corvette. I bit my lip, realizing I didn't have the keys. 
 
    I padded over to it, a sigh of relief passing through my body as I saw the keys sitting on the seat.  
 
    I popped the door open without an issue and grabbed the keys.  
 
    I can’t fucking believe this, I thought, dropping down into the seat and adjusting it. My heart raced as I gunned the engine. I’d never owned a new car, let alone one this nice.  
 
    Needless to say, the drive home was fun. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Kerry greeted me with a wide smile. “Is that car in the driveway yours?” 
 
    She extended her hand to me, looking me up and down.  
 
    “Yes.” I smiled widely. 
 
    “That was not the car you had a couple days ago.” 
 
    “No.” I laughed softly. I didn’t want to come up with a flat out lie in front of my boss. So I just smiled and stepped back, letting Garth take control. I let Garth show them around the house I’d staged—one they had found while looking around online. The first time I’d followed them around the house, carefully listening to every word Garth spoke so I could memorize it. This time, I was outside when they walked around the house. There were a couple quick things I wanted to fix up before they saw it.  
 
    When they left, they had broad smiles on their faces, which I took as a good sign. 
 
    “They loved it,” Garth said as soon as they pulled out of the driveway. “Their favorite part was that guest room you did up.” 
 
    Filled with stuffed animals and a few pieces of kids furniture that the company kept in a storage unit.  
 
    “I’m glad to hear it.” 
 
    “That was a good move.”  
 
    I shrugged. “You keep the stuff around for it to be used. I figured I should take advantage of it. Really, it’s smart of you guys to keep it around to be used.” 
 
    “I was wondering …” He paused as if he regretted saying it. “Uh, would you like to join me for lunch before we head back to the office?” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat as I stared at him. It almost sounded like he was asking me out.  
 
      
 
    God, I wished I could take it back. I could see her wheels turning as she thought about it.  
 
    “I mean, it's past lunch,” I said quickly. I didn't want her to think I was trying to ask her out or something—even though I was.  
 
    The truth is, when I saw Brent with her, I felt jealous. I was never the type to date someone I worked with, but it was just lunch, right? That's what I was going to tell myself.  
 
    “Sure.” She smiled. “I know a great little place just a little ways from the office, actually.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect.” I grinned as I motioned toward the door, my heart doing a backflip as she stepped past me and we headed out to the driveway. “I'll let you lead.”  
 
    “Try to keep up.” She grinned. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    *** 
 
    Maybe I shouldn't have implied I was going to be speeding in a car he was renting for me, but it came out without me thinking. Garth laughed softly. 
 
     “Don’t get pulled over.”  
 
    I snorted as I reached my car, slipped in and gunned the engine. Right before I pulled out of the driveway, I glanced at Garth. He gunned the engine and winked. Butterflies filled the pit of my stomach within a second. 
 
    I mentally shook myself and pulled out of the driveway heading for the burger joint on Main.  
 
    It didn’t take us long to get there, and when I stepped out of my car, Garth was pulling in beside the Jag. He got out looking around. “I’ve never been here before.” 
 
    “You're in for a treat,” I said with a smile. “They've got the best burgers in town, and at the best prices.” 
 
    When people came here for the first time and heard the price, they thought they were going to have a crap burger, or that the teller had gotten it wrong. That wasn't the case. I nodded towards the back alley.  
 
    There was a big food moment going around in these parts. More often than not, people were forced to find unique ways to get their food out there. 
 
    I led the way through the bamboo tree path and into the restaurant. 
 
    “It must be nice having your friend back home.”  
 
    I'm not going to lie, I was prying a little. The restaurant itself was smaller than most people's living rooms. It had eight tables and a small outdoor space.  
 
    “It is. It's been a long time since we had a chance to catch up.” 
 
    I led the way up to the counter, the entire wall to the left of the counter had been painted with their menu. I stopped, turning to face Garth.  
 
    “Alrighty, what do you want?” 
 
    He looked around, his eyes moving fast as he read from side to side. I grinned watching him, and he glanced at me.  
 
    “Do you know what you want?” 
 
    I nodded before stepping towards the counter.  
 
    A man came out from the back of the kitchen. “Ally! How are you doing?” He shot me a grin.  
 
    Jacob's green hair was cut short and tied out of the way in a hair net, his brown eyes hidden behind glasses.  
 
    He leaned against the counter. “What can I get ya?” 
 
    “I'll have the usual.” I glanced at the man behind me. “And whatever he wants.” 
 
    Garth opened his mouth, closed it, and stepped towards the counter.  
 
    “The Elvis burger, please. With garlic fries.”  
 
    “That will be $10.23.”  
 
    I saw Garth's jaw almost drop, his eyes popping out of his head as he heard the price. I smirked, reaching into my purse and pulling out a bill. Handing it over to him, I waved away the idea of him giving me back the change.  
 
    “Thanks.” His eyes sparkled. “I will be right back. Feel free to take a seat.” 
 
    I gave him a nod and headed to the booth I always took. Garth followed me.  
 
    “Did he get our order wrong?”  
 
    I laughed softly. 
 
    “No. It's that cheap.” I shrugged. I'd heard a lot of reasons for it but was never actually sure what version was the truth. “But anyways, are you and Brent going to be seeing much of each other while he is in town?” 
 
    “I hope so. He’s not in town long, but there is a client who is very interested in working with us, and it would be very beneficial for both of us to be there when we meet with them.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. They must be someone special. I resisted the urge to dig deeper; after all, I might get to be there when they met. I didn’t want to come off nosey.  
 
    “But we do have dinner planned for tonight, so we’re able to catch up. And I’m sure he will be off soon enough.” A soft smile touched his lips, but his eyes looked sad.  
 
    I bit my lip, something tugging at the pit of my stomach. “It’s hard being away from your best friend.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “You sound like you’re speaking from experience.” 
 
    “It was a long time ago.” I shook my head, trying to clear the memories. “Anyways, enough about the past! It’s awesome you two are able to catch up. You must have been really close when you started the business. And clearly, you did a good job together.” 
 
    “Well, we did manage to snag you.”  
 
    My heart did a flip.  
 
    Before I could say another word, I heard someone coming towards us. He laid the tray down with a smile.  
 
    “Enjoy.”  
 
    And with that, he was gone. I reached out for my triple bacon burger and unwrapped it quickly. I took a bite a little too big to be considered ladylike. Garth smirked, watching me as he unwrapped his own burger. Peanut butter oozed out. He licked his lips.  
 
    “I will admit, I'm impressed with that place,” he said as we made our way into the office. “And your job with the house. It looked really good today.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    I didn't want to let on to just how happy it made me that he was impressed. I knew it shouldn't be that important to me, but it was.  
 
    I pulled the door open for him. 
 
    He nodded his thanks as he stepped past me, and we headed for the elevator. He pulled his phone out of his pocket as we stepped into it. 
 
    “Looks like they want to put an offer in on that house.”  
 
    “Really?” My heart skipped a beat. “That's great!”  
 
    “I'll get together with them tonight. You don't have to come for the boring part, we can learn that another day.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don't need a little extra help?” I didn't want to be unprofessional. 
 
    The elevator stopped on our floor and the doors opened.  
 
    “It's fine, you go home and celebrate. You earned a night of rest.” A grin spread over his face. “They are good clients to get under your belt.”  
 
    We stepped out onto the floor. I could tell everyone was staring at us. Garth just walked past it with his head high, not seeming to give a damn—then again, he was probably used to people staring at him. I was not. I hated the feel of their eyes on me as I made my way back to my desk.  
 
    “You'll need paperwork printed up, right?” I felt stupid the second I asked. “I mean, I'll get the papers printed up for you.”  
 
    “Thank you.” He gave me a nod before heading into his office without another word.  
 
    As soon as the door was closed, the three girls turned to face me. 
 
    “Well?” The blonde, the older one, turned to me. “What was that about?” 
 
    “Er, someone wants to place an offer on a house. I'm going to get the paperwork printed up.” 
 
    “Not that! The conversation, the looks ...” 
 
    “The looks?” 
 
    The blonde stared at me for a fraction of a second before opening her mouth. The elevator bell rang before she could say anything, and I heard the shift of the metal doors opening. I looked up in time to see a little girl run out of the elevator.  
 
    “Marissa!” A woman called, letting out a deep breath as the girl ran towards Garth's office. “You can't just barge in there.” She moved slowly as if she had been days without sleep. “Wait for me.”  
 
    “But Mom, I want to surprise him,” the little girl whined.  
 
    I couldn't help smiling.  
 
    I pushed myself up from my desk and circled around to the little girl as she reached out for the door. Grabbing the handle, I crouched down in front of her.  
 
    “Hi,” I said, my eyes locking on hers as my smile widened. She stared at me. “I'm Ally.” Still she didn't say anything. “Did I hear you say you wanted to surprise him?” 
 
    “Yea!” She gave me an excited whisper, and I glanced up at the mother. Her shoulders were hunched from the bag she carried, and now that she was closer, I could see the dark circles under her eyes. Despite that, there was something I recognized about her.  
 
    “Well,” I smiled up at the mother. “Why doesn't your mom go sit down, and I will help you surprise him.”  
 
    “A-are you sure?” she stuttered.  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    She stared at me with wide eyes, a soft smile touching her lips. “Thank you,” she mouthed before making her way over to the couch where potential clients sat.  
 
    “Okay,” I whispered, standing up. “Stay really quiet, and I'll open the door for you. You can jump out and surprise him.” The girl nodded frantically. “Ready? One ... two ... three.”  
 
    I flung the door open, not sure if I'd end out getting into trouble later on, and the girl jumped into my boss's office. For a split second, I wondered if it was his child. Maybe the woman on the couch was his wife.  
 
    Garth's head snapped up.  
 
    “Uncle Garth!” The little girl squealed.  
 
    “Boo! What are you doing here?” A wide smile spread across his face as he pushed himself out of the chair. He picked her up in a hug and twirled her around. The little girl giggled.  
 
    Closing the door slightly, I padded over to the coffeemaker and poured a cup. I snatched a couple creamers and sugar before heading over to the couch. I sat down beside the girl.  
 
    “It looks like you could use this.” I handed it to her. 
 
    She stared at me with wide eyes as she took it. “T-thank you.” I placed the creamers and sugar on the table in front of us.  
 
    “If there is anything you need, just let me know.”  
 
    I stood, not wanting to bother her anymore. As much as I wanted to know more about her and the little girl, it wasn't my place to ask. And more than anything, the woman looked so tired; I just wanted her to have a chance to rest.  
 
    I padded back to my desk, sat down and got the paperwork started for Garth. I glanced up at her after a couple of seconds and saw her eyes were closed.  
 
    I listened to the noises coming from Garth's office as I got the paperwork done up and printed off.  
 
    I saw a chance and took it, heading into the office to drop off the paperwork. I knocked once before entering.  
 
    I stopped dead in the doorway, and my heart did a backflip. 
 
    Garth sat on the floor, the little girl in front of him, and both held dolls in their hands. They looked up at me, and I grinned from ear to hear. Men with children had never been something I was into—suddenly, I realized why girls liked it.  
 
    “I um, have the paperwork ... was going to bring it to you.” I padded over to his desk and dropped the papers beside his computer. 
 
    “Do you want to come play with us too?” the little girl asked.  
 
    “Oh, I can't. I've got to work.” 
 
    “Work sucks,” she spat.  
 
    An amused snort escaped me. “I know, right?” I crossed over to them and crouched down, resting my elbows on my thighs. “But you have lots of fun for me, alright?” 
 
    The girl nodded before I pushed myself up and turned around.  
 
    “Ally ...” Garth's voice stopped me dead in my tracks. I turned back to him. “How is Beatrice?”  
 
    “Asleep last I checked.” 
 
    A smile touched his lips. “Good.” And with that, he turned his attention back to the little girl. I watched them for a couple of seconds as they played. It didn't seem to bother him at all that he was playing with dolls. Most of all, it seemed to make the little girl behind happy.  
 
    I heard her giggle as I left the room, closing the door behind me, and glanced at the girl's mother, Beatrice. I closed the distance between myself and her, the empty coffee cup still in her hands and her purse about to fall over.  
 
    Ever so carefully, I picked the purse up and moved it onto the table. I was right, she was asleep.  
 
    It didn't last long. She woke fifteen minutes after I moved her purse, looking just as unrested. She looked around frantically before checking her watch and relaxing a little, blew out a deep breath, and then stood and headed into the office.  
 
    I heard her and Garth speaking but couldn't quite make out what they said.  
 
    A couple minutes later, she and her daughter left, the little girl waving to me as she passed my desk. I waved back, a wide grin spreading over my face. 
 
    “She is so cute,” one of the girls said.  
 
    “I can't believe he is like that with his niece. Can you imagine what he would be like with his own kids?” I could hear that lost-in-a-daydream tone in her voice.  
 
    I can't deny it, I agreed with them.  
 
    I now understood why girls liked men who were already a father. I bit my lip, trying to focus on my work instead of my boss. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    I strode towards the door wondering who the hell could be coming over here at such a time. My fingers curled around the handle and pulled the door open. Gobsmacked, I stared at the man in front of me.  
 
    “Mr. Adams.”  
 
    “Please, Garth.” He gave me a smile. “I um, wanted to stop by and let you know that they placed the offer. It's looking very good right now.”  
 
    “That's great!” But that didn't really tell me why he was here. I mean, bosses didn't just stop in and see someone to let them know it's looking good. 
 
    “I ...” He held up his hand, and that's when I realized it. A bottle of wine. “Thought we could celebrate.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. My house was a mess and the dishes hadn't been done, and I wasn't even sure if I owned wine glasses. But I knew I wasn't going to say no. 
 
    “Sounds perfect.” I stepped out of the way and motioned for him to come on inside. Garth looked around, slipping out of his shoes.  
 
    “It's a mess; there are dishes in the sink, and I'm not even sure if I have clean cups, let alone wine glasses.”  
 
    I figured there was no point in hiding it.  
 
    He grinned. “Been there. Worst comes to worst, we can drink out of the bottle.”  
 
    “Okay.” I turned around and headed for the sitting room—the cleanest room in my house. Because I never used it.  
 
    Garth was quick to make himself at home. He sat down on the couch beside me and opened the bottle of wine. He grinned, taking a sip from the bottle and handing it to me.  
 
    I took a small sip and handed it back to him. “So it went well?” 
 
    “Yup! I'm almost sure the sellers will accept the offer, and then we can move on to the next one.”  
 
    Did he already have someone else lined up? I remembered him saying that he and Brent had to meet with a client together. Was he still looking for someone else to sell a home to?  
 
    He took a swig of the wine and glanced at me. “Thank you. I couldn't have done it without you.” 
 
    “Oh, I'm sure you could have.” My cheeks flushed. I wasn't willing to admit how much that meant to me. Garth's grin grew wider.  
 
    “My sister-in-law said you were very kind to her.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I just got her some coffee.” 
 
    “Something no one has ever done while she is there.” 
 
    “Does she come see you often?” She looked familiar, but I didn't remember ever meeting her.  
 
    “Every two or three months. Her and Marissa live a few states away, but they don't have a lot of support there or family who wants to see them. So they make the trip out to see me every now and then.” 
 
    I nodded, allowing myself to take it all in.  
 
    “She's quite fond of you,” I said. 
 
    “Actually, she seemed really happy with you. I don't think Alyssa ever paid much attention to her when she comes in. She wouldn't stop raving about how you helped surprise me.”  
 
    I reached out, accepting the bottle from him and taking a swig of wine.  
 
    Sitting here with Garth—my boss—felt ... I wasn't sure. I wanted to say it felt right, but part of me said it didn't. Part of me said it was wrong. It sure as hell didn't feel wrong. But I didn't dare let myself explore that.  
 
    Garth leaned forward, slipping out of his suit jacket and placing it beside him. His muscles flexed as he reached up and undid his tie. I swallowed, my lips dry all of a sudden as I watched him unbutton the top of his shirt. His grey-green eyes locked on mine, and for a second, I could have sworn there was lust behind them.  
 
    I mentally shook myself. I was acting stupid. This was my boss we were talking about.  
 
    “I really couldn't have done any of this without your help,” he said. “Alyssa ... she never would have staged the house like that. Don't get me wrong, she's a great worker, but there's something ... about her.” 
 
    “You mean the fact she wants to fuck you.” 
 
    The second I blurted it out, I regretted it. Not so much because he knew how she felt, but because I had been the one to rat her out.  
 
    “It's not just that.” He paused, he must have caught on to my confusion. “I mean come on, it's pretty obvious what she's looking for from me. I'd have fired her by now, but the truth is she is really good at her job. Just not the way you ... she talks the right talk and walks the walk but ... not like you. You go above and beyond. I like that.”  
 
    I stared at him, my cheeks burning as I tried to figure out what to say. Nothing came to mind.  
 
    “It's just a shame I'm going to have to give her position back to her when she is feeling better.” He looked away from me. “The truth is, I've come to enjoy our time together.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to say something but still couldn't bring myself to. I closed my mouth and tried again.  
 
    “I-I've come to enjoy our time together too,” I admitted. “But I mean, I'll still be around. I can help you get houses ready to go.” After all, that was part of my job. “And if you need an extra set of hands on anything while Alyssa is busy, I can jump in.” I paused. “Or you know, we can hang out after work ... as friends.” 
 
    He turned to me, studying me. “Friends.” He pondered the word for a little while. “I'd like that.” He took another swig from the bottle. I couldn't help wondering if he was drunk. Was he that much of a lightweight? 
 
    I took the bottle from him and took a long swig. Friends.  
 
    Who would have thought. As far as I could tell, he just liked me as an extra set of hands, but maybe I was wrong. Maybe he did actually like me for me.  
 
    “She's going to hate seeing you in those clothes.” My brow furrowed as I turned my attention to Garth. “I mean, her clothes are cheap compared to yours.”  
 
    “Why did you buy me clothes?” I bit my lip. “I mean, you didn't buy her any.”  
 
    “That's because she already had clothes. She went out and bought them herself.”  
 
    He said it like it was so simple. I looked away. I couldn't help worrying about how she would feel when she came back. I was sure everyone was already sending her updates. She wouldn't be happy with me, that much was for sure. But I wasn't going to let that scare me. I'd jumped at the chance to move up in this company, and I was going to keep busting my butt until I did move up. And then I'd just keep on moving. I wanted a life where I didn't have to struggle to pay my bills. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Garth 
 
    I looked at the girl across from me. I have to admit there was something about her I really liked. And today I’d gotten to know her a lot better. I’d seen the way she handled my niece and the way she handled clients. Her work ethic was awesome, and she obviously had good taste in food—and a good budget. Both of those things appealed to me more than I wanted to admit. She appealed to me more than I wanted to admit.  
 
    I caught her staring at me. She’d changed out of her work clothes, and sitting in front of me, she wore yoga pants and a tank top. My eyes roamed over her body but came to a stop at her feet—not that feet were my kind of thing.  
 
    Without realizing what I was doing, I reached out and touched the blisters. I looked up at her.  
 
    “Your shoes did this?” 
 
    “Uh, yea. They’ve actually gotten a lot better these past two days already. I mean, with the new shoes.” 
 
    My stomach turned. I knew cheap shoes weren’t good for your feet, but I’d never seen feet as blistered as hers. Has she had these since she started working at the company?  
 
    I was thankful I’d decided to take her out and get her new clothes and shoes. I forced myself to look away from her feet, my eyes trailing up her petite frame and to her face. She took a sip of the wine, her black hair falling into her face as she pulled the bottle away from her lips and tilted her head down.  
 
    “The shoes you got me were killer, by the way. So comfy, I feel like I could wear them twenty-four seven.”  
 
    “I’m glad to hear it.” And I was. I just wished I could do it all over again for her. I liked making people feel better and making them happy. I liked making people smile, and that meant I used to get taken advantage of a lot. Now I didn’t do many random acts of kindness for the people in my life because of my past. I loved treating family, though. My sister-in-law and niece were my favorites to treat. Their eyes just lit up at the smallest thing.  
 
    I took the wine bottle from her, my fingers tracing over hers for a fraction of a second. My heart jumped into my throat as the urge hit me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ally 
 
    A shiver of warmth ran down my spine as he took the bottle from me, his hands touching mine. I bit back the urge to move away. Not because it wasn’t what I wanted but because I liked it a little too much. I liked him touching me and that was bad.  
 
    As he took a swig of wine, a yawn escaped my lips. 
 
    I hated admitting it, but I was tired doing all this work for Garth. I’ll have to get used to it, I told myself. He caught my eye and smiled.  
 
    “Tired?” 
 
    “Just a little,” I admitted.  
 
    “I can let you go; I don’t want to get in your way ...” 
 
    “No!” I said quickly. “I … I mean, I didn’t plan on going to bed anytime soon.”  
 
    I wasn’t going to tell him that I didn’t want him to leave—that I wanted him to stay.  
 
    He reached out towards me, and I swallowed dryly, freezing. I watched his hand move closer and closer to me until it went out of sight. His fingers brushed against my cheek as he pushed a strand of hair out of my face. The smile on his face broadened.  
 
    “You don't flirt with me.” 
 
    It was a statement, not a question.  
 
    “That would be unprofessional,” I said. It was the truth, not saying I didn't want to flirt with him. 
 
    “That doesn't seem to stop anyone else.” He paused for what felt like minutes but was probably just a couple seconds. “Brent seems to like you.” 
 
    My heart jumped into my throat. “I ...” I had no clue what I was supposed to say to that. “Is that so?” 
 
    Was it just me, or was he trying to imply something? I didn't dare ask; after all, it was probably just a misunderstanding. I mean, like I said—it was unprofessional.  
 
    I cleared my throat, trying to ignore the butterflies in my stomach and the part of my body that was loving this.  
 
    His hand moved away from me as he cleared his throat. “Yea, I mean he seems to. He's not your boss.” 
 
    “But he is. In a way.” 
 
    “You think it would be unprofessional?” 
 
    I hadn't thought much of it. I shrugged. “I mean, not if he didn't get any advantage from it; since he lives states away, it's not like I'd be able to sleep my way up. Or like there would be any awkward run-ins during a meeting after we break up.”  
 
    He nodded, taking it all in.  
 
    “Of course ...” I'm not sure what made me add this ... “no strings attached, totally unawkward run ins and being able to work together is another thing. But that's not likely, is it?” 
 
    Garth stared at me for a fraction of a second not saying anything. Without warning, he leaned towards me, his lips touching mine.  
 
    A white hot shiver ran down my spine, desire pooling in the pit of my stomach as his hot lips pressed against mine. My eyes locked on him, his on mine. I reached out, my fingers tangling in his hair, pulling me closer before I realized what I was doing.  
 
    His teeth grazed my lower lip, and I moaned. His arms wrapped around my hips and pulled me to his lips. Our kiss grew more and more passionate. My teeth grazed his lower lip as my hands explored every inch of his body. I might snap back to reality any second now. I might realize it wasn't right. I wanted to memorize every second of this before that happened.  
 
    He pulled away from me, his eyes locking on mine.  
 
    “So, as long as there aren't any awkward run-ins you're not against it?” 
 
    “No,” I managed breathlessly.  
 
    He extended his hands, tracing over the curves of my body and coming to a stop at the hem of my shirt. He pulled it off me in a fraction of a second, tossing it onto the floor beside the couch. I took a deep breath as his eyes roamed over my body, his hands moving over the contours of my body as they made their way up to my white silk bra.  
 
    He had it undone in a fraction of a second, and I grinned, pushing myself away from him just enough to start undoing his shirt. My eyes widened as I got the third button undone, my head tilted to the left, seeing a small black line along his left peck. I undid his shirt, and my eyes locked on the tattoo on his chest.  
 
    “Like it?” he whispered as I reached out, tracing over it. I nodded. “Good, there's one lower.”  
 
    That peaked my interest. I pushed his shirt off his shoulders and tossed it onto the floor beside mine. My lips traced over his neck, my fingers digging into his chest. Garth's eyes rolled back, a deep breath passing through his lips as his fingers dug into me. He pulled me close to him, rolling me over onto the couch. He positioned himself above me, between my legs. His lips touched my neck as he reached for my yoga pants.  
 
    I reached for the button on his black dress pants first. It popped within a second. My hand slipped down them. My eyes widened as my fingers brushed against bare skin. No boxers.  
 
    My fingers curled around his cock, already thick. A deep breath passed through his lips as they trailed over my body.  
 
    “If it were up to me, I would keep your hands there forever.”  
 
    His words thrilled me. My fingers working over his shaft.  
 
    His hand touched my pussy outside of my pants, and I gasped, the smallest touch sending pleasure through my body. He pulled away from me, his thumbs hooking around the waist of my pants. He pulled them down; my panties followed, and both were tossed to the ground. Garth lowered his lips to my uppermost thighs, and his tongue slipped between my folds. Hot pleasure ran through my body as I gasped, my eyes rolling back.  
 
    “Oh fuck,” I muttered, my nails digging into the fabric of the couch. His tongue flicked over my pussy again and again. I bit back my moans.  
 
    He pulled away from me, and I sat up, drawing him into a kiss. I wanted more. I needed more but just couldn't bring myself to say it. My teeth grazed his lower lip as I reached for his cock again, shoving his pants down to his knees as his fingers tangled in my hair. He nipped at my lower lip, and I moaned louder, my eyes rolling back.  
 
    “I want you,” I whispered.  
 
    “You want me where?” 
 
    “Inside me. On top of me. Pounding away at me.” I opened my eyes just in time to see the lust cloud his. He pushed me down onto the couch, settling down between my legs before reaching behind and pulling his wallet out of his back pocket.  
 
    I'd never actually met a man who kept a condom in his wallet—until now. 
 
    He tore the package. My heart raced as he leaned forward, his lips touching mine as his head pressed against my folds. A single, gentle thrust, and he was inside me. I gasped, my eyes rolling back as he reached out, taking my hand in his. He squeezed gently and my eyes locked on his.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Soft and gentle, not what I would have expected from him. His lips lowered to my neck.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke. Faster and harder.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” I moaned.  
 
    My free hand traced over the curves of his muscular arms.  
 
    My fingers traced over his chest and down lower and lower, reaching between my legs.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Faster and harder. He thrust into me again and again. My fingers traced over my clit, feathery soft. I stared at the man above me as his lips touched mine. My teeth grazed his lip ever so gently. He let out a deep breath, his eyes rolling back seconds before he returned my light nipping. I moaned. My fingers circled my clit faster and faster, keeping time with his every thrust.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Faster and faster.  
 
    He squeezed my hand, thrusting into me again and again. His lips traced along my jawline and down my neck, his teeth nipping ever so softly at my skin. I moaned, my eyes rolling back as he thrust into me harder and harder.  
 
    He pulled away from me without warning, and my eyes snapped open.  
 
    “On on your knees,” he ordered.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I nodded and pushed myself up onto my knees.  
 
    Garth settled down between my legs behind me. His hands traced over my body, and his warm skin against mine sent a shiver of anticipation through me. His fingers tangled in my hair and pushed me down. I moaned, my eyes rolling back. His cock touched my folds ever so softly.  
 
    “Do you like it rough?” he rasped.  
 
    “A little rough.”  
 
    His lips touched the back of my neck. Soft feathery kisses coaxing a moan from me. My eyes rolled back, and I arched towards him, my pussy throbbing. Begging to have him back inside me.  
 
    As if reading my mind, he thrust into me, this time hard and fast. I gasped, my body arching towards him, his fingers pulling my hair. My moan grew louder.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Fast and hard. My eyes rolled back, my moans grew louder. 
 
    He thrust into me faster and faster. Harder and harder. 
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    I reached back between my legs, my fingers massaging my clit hard and fast. I could feel myself so close. No.  
 
    I reached further back, my fingers touching Garth's balls, massaging gently.  
 
    “Oh fuck.” He let out a deep breath.  
 
    Faster and harder.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    I moaned, his finger tightening in my hair as he thrust into me faster and faster.  
 
    My hand moved back to my clit, massaging myself. My own pleasure threatening to overwhelm me.  
 
    “I'm so close,” I whispered as my eyes rolled back.  
 
    “Don't cum yet,” he instructed.  
 
    His words threatened to send me over the edge. I stopped playing with myself, and forcing my eyes open, I took a deep breath, not allowing pleasure to overwhelm my body. Not allowing myself to orgasm yet. 
 
    “Good girl.” His lips touched my neck again, this time, so soft I barely felt it. My heart skipped several beats.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Faster and faster. I reached between my legs, massaging his balls again. Gently playing with them. Garth breathed deeply, thrusting into me faster and faster. His hand slipped from my hair, running down the curves of my body, stopping at my breast. He massaged my breasts, pinching my nipple between his thumb and forefinger softly.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Garth's balls cupped in the palm of my hand, I massaged him. His fingers played with my nipples, twisting them just enough for pleasure and pain to rush through my body. 
 
    He let go of my breast, his fingers tracing their way lower and lower ever so lightly. I moaned louder and let go of his balls. My fingers massaged myself, circling my clit faster and faster.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    My eyes rolled back.  
 
    “Cum with me,” he whispered, his fingers digging into my hips as he pulled me closer, thrusting faster and faster.  
 
    His words were enough to send me over the edge. My eyes rolled back, my fingers rapidly worked over my clit, keeping time with his every thrust. Everything went a hazy white, and I gasped for breath as a wave of pleasure crashed through my body. My toes curled and my hips arched.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Faster and faster.  
 
    I moaned, pleasure ripping through my body in wave after wave. My free hand dug into the couch as my hips bucked, grinding against him.  
 
    Garth gasped, slamming into me. His fingers dug into my skin.  
 
    I moaned louder, another wave of pleasure ripping through my body, then another.  
 
    Garth slammed into me, letting out another gasp—something that sounded almost like a growl. Another wave of pleasure rocketed through my body, then another. And another, this time, softer.  
 
    My fingers massaged my clit, circling softly as Garth thrust into me.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Another softer wave of pleasure, followed by another.  
 
    As my orgasm passed, I forced my eyes open and blinked a couple times to adjust to the lighting as Garth pulled out of me and I drew away from him, sitting down.  
 
    I met his eye after taking a couple seconds to look him up and down. He slipped the condom off.  
 
    “Kitchen has a garbage in it. Under the sink,” I said pointing towards the room.  
 
    “I'll be right back.” He stood, sliding the condom off and pulling his pants back up. My heart skipped a beat as I watched him head into the kitchen, his muscles flexing as he rolled his shoulders.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Garth 
 
    I took a deep breath, throwing the condom out. That was stupid. I knew it was but didn’t regret it. I knew it was stupid and that I shouldn’t have done it, but I’d do it again if I had the chance. I swallowed dryly, biting the inside of my cheek as I padded to the cupboard and pulled out a tall glass. I filled it with water, drained it and then refilled it. I headed back into the living room to see Ally fully dressed again. Part of me was disappointed. God, I hope she doesn’t think I do this with all my assistants. I bit my lip. How did I bring it up without sounding totally stupid?  
 
    Answer: I didn’t.   
 
    “I thought you might want this.” I handed her the glass of water. 
 
    “Oh. Thank you.” She took the water from me, careful not to touch my hand and drained it almost as quickly as I’d drained mine. She placed it down on the coffee table, sat down on the couch, and gave me a smile. “So, where do we go from here?” 
 
    “That really depends on you and what you want.” She raised an eyebrow. “Well, do you want to kick me out right away?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind cuddling.” She grinned lightly. “That’s assuming you don’t want to get out of here as fast as possible.” 
 
    I grinned I wasn’t going to admit to her that I was totally in the mood to cuddle. Instead, I sat down beside her, pulled a blanket over us and we lay down together. It had been a long time since I’d done this with someone, and it felt really good. I closed my eyes, taking in the sensation. My heart beat slow and calm, just like hers. My arms wrapped around her, pulling her close to me as she reached out and grabbed the remote.  
 
    I didn’t pay much attention to her flicking channels. Instead, I was focused on her. My lips touched her neck gently, pushing the hair out of the way.  
 
    She let out a soft moan.  
 
    “Are you trying to go another round already?” she teased. 
 
    “I don’t think I have that kind of stamina anymore.”  
 
    She laughed softly.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ally 
 
    If I could get past the fact that he was my boss, I was fine. It felt good to be in his arms, honestly.  
 
    I knew it was wrong in some way because I was his assistant. Although he didn't seem to mind, which just made me wonder if he'd done this before.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. Maybe this was something he did often. I tried not to worry about it. After all, it would be stupid. It's not like I could take it back. Setting the remote down, I turned to face him.  
 
    “So, do you want to stay the night?” 
 
    “Is that an invitation?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    A smile touched his lips. His grey-green eyes sparkled as he lowered his lips to mine. “I would love to stay the night,” he whispered.  
 
    My heart skipped two beats as I returned his kiss. His lips soft against mine. I pulled away, my eyes still locked on his.  
 
    “I know nothing about you,” I whispered.  
 
    “You know what I do for a living, does that count?” He grinned.  
 
    I laughed softly.  
 
    “No! It doesn't.” I closed my eyes, cuddling close to him. “And if you don't tell me more about yourself right now, I'm going to kick you out.” 
 
    “I'm not sure what there is to tell you.” His lips touched the top of my head as he brushed the hair out of my face. “I'm 35, I run a company with my friend; I'm really not exciting.” He chuckled. “If I get a weekend, I spend it either at home or traveling. I like cars and books. And I don't have much of a life other than work.” 
 
    My head tilted to the left. “Cars?” I nodded.  
 
    “Yes. I have several.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Really? What kinds? Old? New?” 
 
    What can I say? I was raised in the garage with my dad most of the time. Cars peaked my interest.  
 
    He stared at me for a couple of seconds, shock written all over his face. “I like all cars. Hot rods, pre 1950, American Muscle, even the new ones. Sports cars are a bit of a guilty pleasure of mine. I love my Corvette, but I’d love to get a Ferrari a few years down the road. Although I’m sure I’d never get it up to stop speed out here, I would love to try.” He chuckled. “I honestly just like working on them too—no matter how simple they are. There is something about them …” 
 
    “It’s therapeutic.” I nodded.  
 
    His eyes locked on mine. “Yes. That’s it.”  
 
    I grinned, glad we had found a common interest. “So, what made you decide to start selling houses?” 
 
    “Brent and I came into some money when we were younger. We pooled it together and were trying to decide what to buy … there was this house down the street from where we went to school. It was cheap … well, not for two fourteen-year-olds, but we managed to put a down payment on it, and then we both got jobs to make sure we couple pay the mortgage on it. It was under my name, with the help of my parents, of course. We worked, went to school and then with what little free time we had, we fixed the place up. It took us four years to do it, and by then we graduated, but when the place was all fixed up, we got lucky. The housing market was doing well, and we decided to try listing it. We got lucky, and there was actually a bidding war. That was my first experience with selling a home. Brent and I realized there was something to be made here. Taking old homes and fixing them up, then selling them. We started looking around more. We found a few places … and well, now here we are.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    My eyes snapped open. His arms wrapped around me, and we squished together on the couch. I didn't even remember falling asleep there although I remembered laying down. That was it. I bit my lip. What had I just done? I closed my eyes, taking a deep breath 
 
    Sleeping with your boss is a huge no-no. How could I have just done that? 
 
    I inhaled deeply. It was done, there was nothing anyone could do about it now, which meant I had to move on with it. I carefully slipped off the couch, managing to move his arms from around me and not wake him. I padded into the kitchen and set the coffee on first and foremost. 
 
    I flicked the frying pan on before I crossed to the fridge and pulled out the eggs. I cracked a few into a bowl, whisked them up and poured them out onto the pan.  
 
    “Morning.” His voice sent a shiver down my spine.  
 
    “Morning.” I pointed towards the coffeemaker, not daring to make eye contact with him. “Coffee. Eggs will be done soon.”  
 
    His warm arms wrapped around me, pulling me closer to him. I knew it was stupid, but I couldn't bring myself to look at him. I took a deep breath as his lips touched my neck.  
 
    “I'm normally the one who has to make breakfast.”  
 
    “You have a lot of experience sleeping with your assistants?” The second it came out, I regretted it. My lame ass attempt at humor in the morning. I closed my eyes, turning to face him. Yup, I had to make this right.  
 
    He met me with red cheeks and eyes that refused to meet my gaze. “No.” My arms circled around his neck as I placed a kiss on his neck.  
 
    “I'm glad to be your first.”  
 
    “Do you ...” He trailed off.  
 
    “Have experience with my boss's cocks? No. You're the first,” I admitted. A smile touched his lips as I turned around and flipped the omelet. I grabbed a plate and slid the cooked eggs onto the plate, handing it to Garth and getting started on my own meal.  
 
    “So,” I swallowed, trying to restore moisture to my throat. I looked around, my gaze rested on him after a while. “Do we need to talk about this or anything?”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow, waiting for him to answer me. He stared at me with a blank look.  
 
    “I don't know, do we?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don't have anything to say. I mean, I don't want the entire workplace to know. I don't want any special treatment or anything.” 
 
    “Sounds fair.” He nodded. “And no groping in front of anyone.” 
 
    “I agree.” I nodded.  
 
    “As far as anyone knows, I'm not involved in anything with anyone.” 
 
    “And I went out to a bar and met someone if they even ask.”  
 
    It hadn't escaped my notice that I didn't seem to fit into their little group—but I didn't want to. I had no interest in being part of their thing. They gossiped, they talked about each other, and more than anything, they didn't seem to work hard. I was there to make my way up in the company.  
 
    Garth grinned, grabbing my hand and lifting it to his lips. He placed a soft kiss on the back of my hand.  
 
    “Good. So, I get to see you tonight then, right?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “How about ... you join Brent and I while we show the house. And then we can grab some dinner?” 
 
    “Or just come back here. If we go out to dinner, we have to keep our clothes on.” 
 
    Garth chuckled. “I'm sold on coming right back here.”  
 
    I smiled before turning back to my breakfast. “But, you should leave for work before I do.” 
 
    “That's a good idea, I guess.”  
 
    My brow furrowed. It was best to keep this hidden, right? It didn't feel like it. It felt like it was bad. Keeping secrets wasn't a good thing—but everyone knowing about us wasn't either. There are some things people don’t need to know about, I reminded myself and knew I was right.  
 
    I slid my omelet out onto a plate and joined Garth at the table, digging into the meal just as my stomach grumbled.  
 
    We ate in silence. He finished and stood. “I'm going to get going. I've got some fresh clothes in my office, so I will be able to change when I get there.” 
 
    “Alright. I'll see you later.” 
 
    He leaned over the table and placed a kiss on the top of my head. “I'll see you later.” His eyes sparkled as he headed towards the door, stopping just to grab his shirt, tie and suit jacket. My stomach did a backflip as the door closed, and I took a deep breath, trying to process everything that had just happened.  
 
    I slept with my boss. We both agreed to keep doing it. We agreed it was going to be our little secret. 
 
    Movies made it look so much harder. This was easy, simple. Like a hook up that you'd see again. A friend with benefits. I'd done that before.  
 
    I finished my meal and hopped in the shower. Just to buy a little more time for Garth to get to the office and make it look like we hadn't spent the night together. I knew it was silly, but I couldn't help worrying that people would take one look at us and realize what happened.  
 
    I changed into a black skirt I'd just gotten, with a green silk blouse, and paired it with some flats that fit so damn nice. I can't tell you how happy I was my blisters were finally healing. I tied my hair up into a bun and applied a small amount of makeup. By then, it had been an hour since Garth had left—lots of time to make it look like we weren't working around each other.  
 
    So I grabbed my oversized work bag and headed out to the purple Jag.  
 
    The entire drive to work, I couldn't help feeling sick. I pulled into the parking lot and stepped out of my car just as another car pulled in next to mine.  
 
    The redhead stepped out of her car. “Alana!” She beamed looking me over, her eyes locking on the car behind me. 
 
    “Uh, Ally.” 
 
    “Oh! Right.” She shook her head. “Whatever.” I turned towards the office, praying she would have to get something from her car, and I’d be able to slip away from her. “I’ve been wondering who the Jaguar belongs to.” 
 
    “Now you know.” I gave a fake smile.  
 
    “And I noticed your new clothes.” My brow furrowed. She'd noticed my new clothes? That was really the kind of thing they noticed? It took everything I had not to say something. “I mean, that is such a nice pair of shoes.”  
 
    “Thank you.” I forced myself to sound nice at the very least.  
 
    “Did you recently come into some money?”  
 
    My jaw almost dropped. Even I knew you didn't ask questions like that. I swallowed down any snarky comment I was going to make and reached for the door to the office.  
 
    “After you,” I said motioning for her to step in front of me. I caught sight of the design on the back of her shirt. “Ohhh, that is such a nice shirt.”  
 
    “You think?” She beamed. “Thank you, it was $300, but it was totally worth it. I love it so much.”  
 
    I returned her smile as we headed for the elevator. “Where did you get it?” 
 
    I really didn't care, but the conversation was serving its purpose. I was taking the attention off me, and her question about how I was affording everything. We stepped into the elevator, and I tuned her out—suddenly feeling like I might puke.  
 
    I took a deep breath, the elevator drawing closer and closer to the floor where I would see Garth. I bit my lip, knowing it was just nervousness, but I still felt like I was going to puke. 
 
    The elevator came to a stop, my stomach turning in the process, and the door opened. I stepped out onto the floor, headed for my desk and dropped down, letting out a deep breath. I glanced at the door of Garth's office, thankful it was shut.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    *** 
 
    Around midday, Garth came out of his office; he had changed into a fresh white shirt and the same slacks. He wore a gray tie that brought out the gray in his eyes and wore the same jacket as the night before.  
 
    I took a deep breath and smiled as his eyes locked on mine. He returned my smile.  
 
    “Ally, are you ready for the 5 o'clock appointment?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Adams.” I jumped to my feet and grabbed my purse. We headed for the elevator, and I could feel the eyes on me as I watched the elevator coming closer and closer. As soon as the doors started to open, I stepped into it. The second the doors closed, Garth pushed me against the wall, his lips crashing against mine.  
 
    My fingers tangled in his hair, pulling him close as a soft moan escaped me. His kiss grew more and more passionate.  
 
    Seconds later, he drew away from me as the elevator bell dinged.  
 
    “Would you like to drive with me? I mean, we are going to the same place, after all.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect.” Didn't make sense for both of us to drive, he was right.  
 
    I walked beside my boss as we headed out into the parking lot and to his car. As we slid into the seats, he pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and looked down at it for a couple seconds. His brow furrowed.  
 
    “What's wrong?” 
 
    “Brent won't be joining us. He ... has another obligation.” Hearing the hurt in his voice, I reached out and touched his thigh. I knew it didn't give him much comfort, but it was the best I could manage.  
 
    He glanced over and gave me a smile. “Thank you.” He tucked his phone away, and we pulled out of the parking lot.  
 
    “So, tell me about the clients we're going to see.” 
 
    I was hoping it would help him get his mind off Brent not coming with us. Whatever the obligation was, it must have been important to stand up his business partner and some fancy clients.  
 
    “They have been in the acting world for a long time; I'm talking second or third generation—at least. They have lots of money, but they don't like spending it. They want to find somewhere away from everything, but they still want to have the luxuries that they are accustomed to. And they expect us to find it for them within a two-hour drive of where they are living now.” 
 
    “Sounds like a tall order.” 
 
    “It is.” Garth nodded, staring out the window as we made our way towards the highway.  
 
    “What house are we showing them today?” 
 
    “The one on the hill.” 
 
    I nodded. There was only one place on a high, and I thought he made the right choice picking that one. 
 
    We arrived at the house and unlocked it. Garth still seemed tense as we made our way around the place, and I couldn't blame him. He had high-end clients, and his partner had just bailed on him. 
 
    I rushed around the place, trying to mop up every ounce of dirt. Despite the fact, the house wasn't being lived in, it still managed to collect a fair amount of dirt. Most of the places we dealt with weren't lived in while we were trying to sell them. It seemed to make it easier on everyone— except the one who had to clean up all the dust.  
 
    I didn't mind, though. It was part of my job. I paused as I put the mop away and caught Garth's eye.  
 
    I crossed over to him. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “What? Yea,” he said a little too quick. I raised an eyebrow, crossing my arms over my chest. “I'm fine. Why wouldn't I be?” 
 
    “Stress.” I shrugged. I wasn't going to come out and say it. I closed the distance between us and pulled him into a hug, my hands tracing over his muscular arms. He blew out a deep breath, resting his head against my shoulder. His arms wrapped around me, touching my butt.  
 
    My eyes sparkled as I pulled away just enough to look him over. “If I didn't know better, I'd think you were trying to come on to me.”  
 
    His lips touched mine gently. “I just like touching your butt,” he whispered against my lips.  
 
    Desire pooled in the pit of my stomach. I was already planning all the fun I was going to have with this man as soon as we got home. He pulled away from me. “But, maybe we can have a little fun before the clients arrive—if the house is ready.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking about the idea of Garth bending me over one of these show couches and sliding into me. My lips went dry as my pussy tingled, and I mentally shook myself. I couldn't get all caught up in my thoughts if we were going to get this place ready to go. We needed to be professional.  
 
    Still, it took effort for me to pull away from Garth. “I should make sure the upstairs is clean,” I said, clearing my throat.  
 
    “Yes. This floor is fine; I'll join you upstairs.” 
 
    Great. The idea of us in a bedroom we couldn't have sex in. I turned on my heel, grabbed my purse and headed for the stairs, Garth following me.  
 
    “So, when we get home, I was thinking we could have a nice hot tub,” he said. “I've got a jetted one I don't take advantage of enough.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. “You planned on heading back to your place?” 
 
    “I was hoping we could, I mean ... I thought you might like to see it.”  
 
    It wasn't that I didn't want it, it was just that I hadn't been expecting it. I turned to him for a fraction of a second, forcing a smile over my lips. “Sounds perfect.”  
 
    I did want to see his place but just had a thing about my plans being changed on me. I wished I'd known about it so I could pack something to wear.  
 
    As we reached the hallway landing upstairs, I forced myself to focus on the task ahead of me. My nose wrinkled. What was that smell?  
 
    My stomach turned. I tried not to pay much attention to it, but there was something in here. Was it a dead rat or something? 
 
    I padded down the hallway, the smell growing stronger and stronger. About halfway down the hall, I turned to Garth. “You do smell that, right?” 
 
    “Yup, and I have no clue how the fuck we're going to get that smell out of the house before our clients arrive.” 
 
    “Sorry, I'm not sure vanilla and almond oil is going to cover that.” 
 
    “The sooner we get a window open, the better.”  
 
    He stepped past me and headed for the end of the hall. Two closed doors met us there. As Garth reached out for one, I reached out for the other, pretty sure that I'd managed to pick the winner as soon as the door opened a crack. I took a deep breath, held the air in my lungs, and pushed the door open the rest of the way, getting ready to find a dead bird. Or something.  
 
    I froze when I saw the body. My stomach turned. I'd watched CSI before, but this. This was real. It was a real body.  
 
    My heart dropped into the pit of my stomach, and my knees felt like they were about to give out all of a sudden. The stench hit me when I sucked in a deep breath, trying to keep myself standing. My stomach turned, my throat went dry.  
 
    This wasn't a bird or a rat. This was a human being.  
 
    “Well, nothing in that room ...” Garth stopped as he stepped towards me. “Oh, God. Is that ...” 
 
    The body lay on the ground, red stained into the wood already around it, seeping into the white carpet beside the bed. 
 
    “Oh, God.” I felt vomit rise up my throat and turned away from the body. My heart raced. I didn't know how to react or what to do. “I ... I have t-to call the cops.” That was the right answer. That was what you were supposed to do if you saw a body. I took a deep breath and stepped away from the room.  
 
    I heard Garth step into it.  
 
    I called the cops. I had no clue what I was supposed to say. “Oh hey, there is a dead body,” didn't seem to do it justice. But it was pretty much what I went with.  
 
    They told us to wait downstairs and that they would be there shortly.  
 
    Garth called the clients and canceled on them. I wasn't sure what he told them but was guessing that it didn't have anything to do with a dead body. Together, we headed downstairs and sat on one of the couches. I didn't realize my body was shaking until Garth slipped his warm coat over it. I looked down at my arm. Goosebumps covered it.  
 
    “I ... I just saw a dead body.” I was still trying to process it when someone knocked on the door.  
 
    Garth jumped to his feet and rushed towards it. When he opened the door, two officers stood there. A man and a woman. I didn't hear what they were saying, but Garth pointed upstairs towards the body, and they nodded. The man headed upstairs and the girl padded over to me. She sat down on the couch with a smile.  
 
    “First time?” 
 
    “Seeing a dead body? Yes.” I laughed without any real hint of amusement.  
 
    “Did you faint?” 
 
    “What? No.” 
 
    The girl gave me a smile, she had blonde hair and soft green eyes . “Then you did better than I did when I saw my first dead body.” 
 
    “You fainted?” 
 
    “Yup. Banged my head up pretty bad. The boys didn't let me live it down for a while.”  
 
    A soft smile touched my lips. I have to admit, it made me feel a little better to know I hadn't fainted.  
 
    “I've just got a couple routine questions to ask, is that okay?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Garth 
 
    “You run this business?” She looked me up and down. She'd only spoken to Ally for a couple of minutes before moving on to me. I nodded. “How long?” 
 
    “Five years.” 
 
    “And this house is one you were trying to sell?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Was this your first time showing it?” 
 
    “It was my first time showing it since it's been back on the market. My client and I decided to take it off the market during the winter and relist it in the spring.” The woman nodded, taking down a couple notes. 
 
    I shifted nervously, not because I'd actually done anything wrong, but because I was still processing everything. I crossed my arms over my chest and waited for my next question. The girl looked me up and down.  
 
    “It's hard,” she said. “Seeing a body, I mean.” She gave me a faint smile. “I know it's not easy. I told your assistant, I fainted the first time I saw one. This is a tough question, but I gotta ask, do you have any idea who this could have been?” 
 
    “I'm not sure. I ... I didn't look ...”  
 
    She nodded. “You said you were selling this ... I'll need contact information for the owners of this house. And ...” She paused. “I'm sorry to ask this, but is there anyone you can think of who would want to hurt you or your business? A disgruntled employee? A buyer? A seller? Anyone at all.” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    Who would want to hurt the business? We were the most successful in the state for a reason. I shook my head. There was no way that someone would want to hurt the business.  
 
    I was a fair dealer. I never scammed anyone out of their worth, and I never oversold someone a home. I was an honest salesman. As few and far between as they came, and I prided myself on it.  
 
    “Alright.” She pulled a business card out of her pocket. “If you think of anything, please let me know.” I took it from her and nodded.  
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Anything. It doesn't matter how small it is.” I nodded, and she gave me a smile. “You're free to go. Thank you for your time.” 
 
    “You're welcome.” I tucked her business card into my pocket and headed towards Ally. She stood, my coat still wrapped around her. I knew the look on her face. I opened my arms and invited her into a hug.  
 
    “Are you done?” she asked against my chest. 
 
    “Yes. We can go home now,” I whispered. She nodded. “I can drop you off at the office if you want to pick up your car and ...” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. No, I can’t drive right now.”  
 
    “Do you want me to take you home?” 
 
    “No. No, I don't want to be alone right now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ally 
 
    Garth and I left the house together. The second I sat down in the car, I somehow felt better. But I couldn't stop thinking about that cop. She'd asked me if Garth had any enemies that I knew of. She asked if there were anyone I could think of that would want to hurt him.  
 
    The truth is, I didn't know him half as well as I wanted to say I did. I swallowed dryly, staring out the window. I didn't feel safe going home, but I wasn't sure I felt much safer being with Garth.  
 
    “I should call Brent when we get back to the house. Are you okay with that?” 
 
    “What? Yes. Of course.” I wasn't sure why he was asking for my permission. It was his business partner after all. I stared out the window as we made our way along streets I didn't know towards a house I didn't know.  
 
    The entire time, my mind was blank. I'd try to think, but it just wouldn't work. If it did work, all I could think about was that dead body. The skin had dried out and the clothes were sticking to it. The smell, oh, God that was something I would never forget. I bit my lip, trying not to think about it. The more I tried not to, the more I thought about it.  
 
    My life was changed, I knew that much now and knew I would never be able to go back to the way it was. I knew that this would haunt me.  
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 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    I stared out the window, trying to process everything as we came to a stop. I hardly paid any attention to the big condo parking lot. Garth cleared his throat.  
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Of course I wasn’t. I’d just seen a dead body.  
 
    I nodded, unbuckled myself, and we stepped out of the car. I didn’t think much as I followed him to the building, inside, and into an elevator. I couldn’t get that dead body off my mind as hard as I tried.  
 
    “You don’t seem okay,” he said as we stepped off the elevator; he motioned towards the door we were going to.  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I said. I was sure I would be. I mean, eventually I was going to be fine, right?  
 
    Garth unlocked the door and motioned for me to step in first. My heart skipped a beat, for a fraction of a second I feared I would find another dead body. I knew it was stupid and wouldn’t happen, but I was still scared it would. Relief washed over me as I saw no dead bodies.  
 
    I looked around for a couple seconds before kicking my shoes off.  
 
    Garth’s place was smaller than I would have thought. The living room and kitchen connected, and there were two doors leading off them. I guessed one was a bedroom and the other a bathroom.  
 
    “It’s … small,” I said looking around. The view was nice. It overlooked the city. 
 
    “It’s fine for the weekdays. The weekends I go out to my cottage.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Really? That sounds nice.”  
 
    “It’s out in the country. No one around; no one to bother me.” He laughed softly. “I like being out there.” He sounded lost in space and was quiet for a couple of seconds. “Anyways! Let’s get something to eat. I know I’m not really in the mood for food, but I know it will be good for us.” 
 
    I nodded. He was right, but the thought of food made me want to puke.  
 
      
 
    The next morning when I came into the office, everyone was already there. They all stopped to stare at me—a look that told me they had already heard about what happened. Brent stepped out of Garth’s office. He gave me a soft smile that didn’t make its way up to his eyes.  
 
    “Hi.”  
 
    “Hey.” I cleared my throat. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Me?” He gave a dry laugh. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Oh … um, yea. You mean what happened yesterday?” He nodded. “Oh yea, fine. I mean not fine, but I will be.” I wasn’t willing to admit how freaked out I was, or that I hadn’t gotten any sleep last night.  
 
    “He wants to see you when you’re ready.” 
 
    I nodded, taking a deep breath. Stepping past Brent, I headed into the office, biting my lip as I closed the door behind me.  
 
    “Brent said you wanted to see me.”  
 
    Garth looked up from his computer. “Hey. How … er, did you sleep at all?” 
 
    “Not really,” I admitted. I’d been awake when he headed out, but I didn’t want to face him yet, so I’d pretended to be asleep.  
 
    “Yea, same.”  
 
    He stood, circling around his desk and closing the distance between us. He pulled me into a hug. I was surprised when I sunk into his embrace. A whimper passed through my lips as my arms rested against his chest. He held me tightly.  
 
    “I just … couldn’t stop seeing it.” 
 
    “Same. I know, it’s hard. I did some double checking, our benefits cover therapy.”  
 
    “No.” I cut him off. 
 
    “If you’re interested, it might help.” 
 
    “No, I’m not going to a shrink.” I pulled away from him before I started crying and gave him a smile, trying to stay brave so he didn’t think I was totally weak—even though I felt it. “I’ll be fine. I just need a couple of days to get my grips on things.” 
 
    “Ally, you just went through a traumatic experience.” He pulled away from me. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I repeated.  
 
    Maybe if I kept saying it enough, I would start to believe it. That’s how things like this work—right?  
 
    “Ally,” Garth stared at me with those grey-green eyes. “It’s okay not to be okay. I’m not. I’m freaked the fuck out.” 
 
    “You know,” I said trying to make a joke. “Benefits cover therapy.”  
 
    He smiled softly. “I’ll go if you do.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Sorry, still not going.” 
 
    “Alright, I can’t force you. Just so you know, everyone already knows. If they try to ask you about it, tell them you signed a confidentiality contract or something. If anyone harasses you about it, let me know.” He took my hand. “We’re going to get through this.” 
 
    “Are we still going to show that house?” 
 
    Garth stared at me with a blank stare for a couple of seconds.  
 
    “Um, yes. We will once it gets cleaned.” 
 
    “Would you like me to go clean it?” 
 
    I wasn’t going to sit around and let this control my life. I was going to move on, no matter how hard it might be.  
 
    “Oh no, I’ve hired someone to do it, but thank you for offering. I like seeing that from my assistant.” 
 
    It was just a question of how much longer I would be his assistant, I mean, Alyssa was going to get over her cold sooner or later. And then my job would go back to the same it had been for the past eight months. Paperwork. No chance of seeing Garth or moving up in the business.  
 
    “I’m going to get back to work.”  
 
    “Alright. Are … will you come over tonight?”  
 
    I took a deep breath and nodded. I might not be good company but would go over and see him. It might be good for me not to be alone. After all, the little sleep I did get, I was having nightmares about someone trying to kill me. 
 
    I turned and headed out of the office, closing the door behind me.  
 
    Everyone stared at me as I closed the door.  
 
    The red haired one jumped to her feet. “You poor thing.” She rushed over to me, flinging her arms around me.  
 
    I stood there completely still, unsure of how to deal with this.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Her concern sounded genuine, but I was hesitant to believe her. “It must have been horrid. You know ...” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Seeing that dead body.” 
 
    My stomach turned. Why? Why did that have to be the first thing people did. Didn’t Garth tell everyone not to talk about it? I took a deep breath and forced a smile. It was probably the hardest thing I’d done all day.  
 
    “You know, I’d love to talk about it and all, but Garth forbid me from it.” I pulled away from her hug, headed over to my desk and dropped down, everyone still staring at me.  
 
    The blonde cleared her throat. I knew I should have known their names but couldn’t be bothered to try and remember them.  
 
    “You know, I’m sure it would be okay if you took a day or two off.” 
 
    “I know.” I started my computer up and stared at the screen. It felt like it took ages for the screen to load my login so I could type my password in. I loaded my email, trying to ignore the women looking at me as I read through junk mail, replied to a couple clients about houses, and tried to keep myself busy. 
 
    Around noon, Garth came out of his office and looked at us.  
 
    “Ladies, I know you’ve all been working so hard with Alyssa out of commission. I wanted to thank you all, so I’m calling it a day. You ladies head home, get some rest and relax.” 
 
    Everyone stared at him.  
 
    “Are you sure?” The blonde asked.  
 
    A smile spread across Garth’s lips. “Of course I am! I can’t have you lovely ladies running yourselves into the ground. I promise I’ll be fine for a day without ya.”  
 
    My heart sank. I hated the idea of going home and being alone. I didn’t want to admit it, but I didn’t want to face that house all by myself. It’s not that I actually thought there would be a dead body in one of my rooms, but I was still scared there might be. 
 
    I forced myself to stand up and gather my things. That seemed to get everyone else going. I tucked a notebook into my purse.  
 
    “Uh, Ally,” Garth said on the other side of my desk. “I was wondering if you could ... go over these?” He handed me a set of files. “I’d love to see what you’d write up about the places.”  
 
    My brow furrowed. Was he testing me? I nodded, taking the folders from him and tucking them into my purse. “Of course, Mr. Adams.” 
 
    “Thank you, I look forward to seeing how you do.” He glanced over at the elevator where everyone was piling in. You could tell they didn’t want to go. They wanted to stick around and see what he would say to me next. He waved them off as the doors closed. “I’ve just got a couple things to finish up then we can head out together. If you’d like.” 
 
    “Yea, I’d like that.”  
 
    I don’t want to be alone. But I wouldn’t bring myself to admit it. Not to anyone but myself. 
 
    I was supposed to be strong, and I wasn’t supposed to let stuff get me down.  
 
    “You know,” Garth cleared his throat. “It’s going to be all over the news tonight. I pulled in a couple of favors with friends and got them to put it off, but I can’t ask them not to run the story. You’ve got to admit, for them it’s a good story. A body found by real estate agents when they’re about to show the house?” 
 
    “It’s got a good ring to it,” I admitted dryly and zipped my purse up. “How long were you thinking of being here?” 
 
    “Just long enough to watch their cars drive out of the parking lot,” Garth admitted.  
 
    I paced around the office. It would be considered hip and modern, with lush blue walls, and black and white photography along them. The couch was sleek but still comfy. The desks were modern, with lots of soft lines.  
 
    I took a deep breath, trying to stay calm as we passed the time. “So, did you decorate the place yourself?” 
 
    “Yup. We figured we had to have something that looked nice if we were going to convince people to buy the houses we wanted them to.” 
 
    I snorted. He made a good point. I nodded. “It was your and Brent?” 
 
    “Yup.”  
 
    “You’ve been doing this for a long time.” I padded over to the window as he returned to the desk and started collecting things. I watched one car pull out of the parking lot. “Don’t you ever wonder if this is what you’ll do the rest of your life? If this is what you’re meant to do?” 
 
    “I haven’t wondered that for a long time.” 
 
    I turned to Garth. He had his back to me. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I’ve seen too many things that happen with someone fighting every inch of the way not to think fate might be real. I’m not saying everything is fate, but I do believe in it to an extent. If something is meant to happen, it will, and if I’m meant to leave this world, I will. If not, I’ll keep selling houses to the ultra rich.” He turned to face me. I was a little surprised to see the look on his face—a smile. “Do you believe in fate, Ally?” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    I didn’t. I’d decided that a long time ago.  
 
    “Why not?” he asked, motioning for us to head towards the elevator. I crossed over to my desk.  
 
    Because it’s stupid. I didn’t dare say it out loud.  
 
    “Because I think people create their fate. Either with hard work or without it. People’s choices make their fate.” 
 
    “You don’t think that if something is meant to happen, it will? I mean, I’m not talking about becoming super rich, even if you never work for it. I’m talking ... two people meeting each other. Or someone getting the job that will lead them to their passion.” 
 
    As we stepped into the elevator, I turned to Garth. “What makes you think fate is so real?” I couldn’t understand it.  
 
    Garth shrugged. “I’ve seen too many perfect things happen. For example, four years ago, I wanted to deliver some Christmas dinners to low-income areas. I decided this the day before Christmas Eve so it was going to be a hassle.” He hit the down button and the doors shut as we headed towards the ground floor. “Brent thought it was stupid and that we should just do it next year, which would have been much easier. I wasn’t going for that. I called around two dozen places looking for someone who could supply the meals. Every one of those places either refused or didn’t have any turkey left until the last place I called. They said they would be thrilled to help. Not only that, but they had a van we could use—something I’d been emailing and having Brent call about since I started looking for the dinners. They agreed to pick us up around noon. When the car got there, I told them where I wanted to go, and that I just wanted to help people have a good holiday. Well, it turns out, the owner of the shop had guilted their son-in-law into driving the truck for us. He said he’d just been in the area I wanted to go to, to deliver Christmas dinners. At first, I was crushed. I thought I went through all this effort for nothing until he kept talking. He said there had been one area of town they’d wanted to go to but had run out of meals. He asked if it would be okay we go there.”  
 
    Garth paused as we stepped out onto the main floor and headed for the cars.  
 
    “If I hadn’t made contact with that shop, if they hadn’t known that man, we would have taken a second Christmas dinner to someone who already had one. And in the process, there would have been 63 people in another part of the city that didn’t get a Christmas dinner. I know to someone who doesn’t believe in fate it seems silly.” Garth shrugged. “But that’s okay.”   
 
    I had to admit, his story made the idea sound nice.  
 
    “I wish I believed in fate,” I admitted for the first time to anyone other than myself. “I just ... don’t. I’ve seen too many crappy people come out on top and too many kind people get trampled on.”  
 
    Garth nodded. “That makes sense.” He circled around to the passenger side of the car and pulled the door open for me. I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Thank you.” I slid into the car and dropped down into the seat, watching him circle around the front of the car and climb into the driver’s seat. He gunned the engine.  
 
    The drive back to Garth’s condo took longer than I thought it would. It wasn’t until we were in the car for about half an hour that I started to get worried. 
 
    “Were we making a stop before heading back to your place?” I asked, a little nervous about the answer. 
 
    “Actually, yes.”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat as we pulled into a strip mall.  
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “I figured you could use a little treat, so I booked you an appointment.” He pulled into a parking lot. “My mom swears by the girls here. I hope you don’t mind me doing it without asking you.”  
 
    I looked around, trying to figure out what he meant. Where could he have booked me an appointment? My jaw dropped as I saw the sign. Molly’s Hair Salon.  
 
    They were famous in this area for working wonders—and for being overpriced.  
 
    There was no way he booked me in there, there had to be somewhere else.  
 
    I swallowed dryly, stepping out and meeting him at the front of the car. He held his arm out to me and I took it, letting him lead me to wherever he planned to take me.  
 
    Oh, God. It was Molly’s. 
 
    Garth pulled the door open for me and all but pushed me into the place.  
 
    A girl behind the counter looked up. She gave us a wide smile.  
 
    “Hi, how are you doing, Mr. Adams?” Her eyes locked on him. Does he just know everyone?  
 
    “I’m well, thank you.” 
 
    “I don’t think your mom has an appointment today,” she said looking down at the binder; she flipped through it.  
 
    “She doesn’t, actually.” Garth stepped towards the counter. “I booked an appointment for Ally, with Sarah.” 
 
    The girl glanced over at me, for the first time actually paying attention to me. Her eyes widened.  
 
    “Oh. I see.” The girl swallowed dryly. “I’ll go make sure her chair is ready.” She did not sound pleased as she stood and walked away. I glanced at Garth. 
 
    “Um, why doesn’t she like me?” 
 
    “It’s not that she doesn’t like you.” Garth smiled. “The girls here have been laying it on thick for my mom since she started coming here and mentioned I was her son.” 
 
    Oh, so this was some sort of retaliation because I’d come in with him, and they assumed I was his girlfriend. Well, I had fucked him. Did that count for anything? Oh, be good, I told myself, even though I really didn’t want to.  
 
    That was the thing about me—if I didn’t like someone or if they looked at me wrong right off the bat, I kind of wanted to be snarky to them. But no one can know you and Garth had sex, I reminded myself.  
 
    “So, if they ask me why I’m here, I should just tell them you didn’t like my hair?” I raised an eyebrow. What the hell was I going to tell people? 
 
    “I don’t know. Tell them you needed to change, and I offered to hook you up. I don’t like my assistants looking ... plain.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Oh, you think I look plain?” I scoffed, crossing my arms over my chest.  
 
    “I didn’t say that! I just said I don’t like it if my assistants do look plain.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. “Fine, but don’t think I don’t see right through that.”  
 
    His cheeks flushed. “Anyways, I have you booked for a cut and color. Let Sarah work her magic, she’s wonderful at her job.” I bit my lip, not saying anything.  
 
    Of course, I was going to let her do what she wanted. I’d been reading about this hair salon for ages—wishing I could afford it. I wasn’t going to miss out on this ... but still ... New clothes, a new car ... new hair.  
 
    “Oh, and I have you booked in for gel nails while you get your hair done.” 
 
    My eyes widened. I’d never gotten my nails done before. A woman cleared her throat.  
 
    I turned to see her. She had bright blue hair that transitioned to black. Her red lips curved up into a smile. “Hi, I’m Sarah.” 
 
    I reached out and shook her hand. “Ally.” I leaned towards Garth. “Can I get hair like hers?” 
 
    “Nothing too crazy. Nothing too bright,” he replied.  
 
    “No fun,” I muttered.  
 
    Sarah laughed softly. “Don’t worry, we’ll do something cool.” She turned to Garth. “Dull colors are fun?” 
 
    “Within reason.” Garth nodded. “She’s my assistant, she’s got to help me sell homes. Please keep that in mind.” 
 
    “I will.” Sarah beamed, turning to me. “Come on, let’s go get you settled in.” 
 
    Sarah led the way towards the back of the room. “So, you’re Garth’s assistant?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said as she motioned for me to take the chair.  
 
    “That must be exciting! I do his mom’s hair. She likes to come in a couple times a month and get it touched up and styled. She’s a lovely woman, have you met her?” 
 
    “No, not really.” I’d seen her around before. “I um, just recently got promoted.”  
 
    “Oh, congrats! So is this like a celebration?” 
 
    “Something like that ... I think. Or he just really hated my hair.” 
 
    Sarah laughed as she ran her fingers through my hair. “So, you actually have super gorgeous hair. I’d love to layer it a little, maybe do a bit of an ombre feel ... blonde and a soft blackish blue—how does that sound?” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. “That sounds awesome,” I admitted. I couldn’t wait to see what it was like. 
 
      
 
    I came out of the salon with new hair and new nails, unable to believe how good it made me feel.  
 
    Garth opened the car door for me again. He’d come to pick me up just in time and paid for the whole thing.  
 
    “Thank you.” I wasn’t sure if I was thanking him for opening the door or for much more, but I slid into the passenger seat, pulled the visor down and stared at myself. I looked like a whole new person—and I liked it. 
 
    Garth joined me in the car with a wide grin.  
 
    “It looks good. Sarah works wonders, doesn’t she?” 
 
    “Yes, she does.” I ran my fingers through my new hair, still trying to come to terms with it. I hadn’t dyed my hair since I was 14 years old and wasn’t used to this feeling.  
 
    The car started, and this time, we headed for his place. My stomach turned. I couldn’t get it off my mind. Finally, I opened my mouth. No time like the present to ask.  
 
    “Why did you do that? I mean, why did you pay for me to get my hair and nails done?” 
 
    “I figured you might like it.” Garth shrugged. “I wanted to treat you to something nice after yesterday ... I mean, not just after yesterday, but I thought after yesterday it would be nice.” 
 
    He wanted to treat me to something nice. Why? He had never done that for Alyssa. What made me any different?  
 
    Or had he? I mean, I might not know if he’d done something like this for her. My brow furrowed as I looked my boss over, and my head tilted to the left.  
 
    “Have you ever done this for Alyssa?”  
 
    He glanced at me as he drove. “No, why?” 
 
    “I was just wondering.” 
 
    “You’re not Alyssa, though. You don’t just want to fuck me for my money.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I hadn’t realized he knew she wanted to get him for his money. “You mean ... you knew?” 
 
    “Of course, I did.” Garth laughed. “It wasn’t hard to figure out what kind of girl she was. I know those girls when I see them.” He paused as he pulled down his street. “You know why I jumped at the chance for you to help out?” I waited, assuming it was a rhetorical question. “I don’t hear you talk about my ass or my money.” 
 
    My jaw dropped and my cheeks flushed. “Um, no that’s because I’ve never done either.” 
 
    “I know. But everyone else in that office has. They don’t hide it well. Those girls, Alyssa included, would jump at the chance for me to give them my money. They think that if they dress right and say what I want to hear, I’ll eventually ask them out.” 
 
    “What, Alyssa isn’t your type?” I wasn’t sure if I meant it to be snarky or not. “I mean, she does dress the part better than I do.” And she was pretty, there was no denying that.  
 
    “She dresses alright. But you’ve got to remember, I know how much you all make, and I can take a good guess at how much those clothes were that she wears. I have much more respect for someone who buys twenty dollar shoes because it’s what they can afford.” 
 
    Why was he always going on about my fucking shoes? I opened my mouth to ask, then stopped.  
 
    “So, you asked me to be your assistant because you could tell my shoes were cheap?” 
 
    “No, well, kinda I guess.” He pulled into the driveway and put the car into park. “I think you’re missing what I’m saying. I asked you to help me out because I knew you’d be the kind of person I want to work for me. I don’t have much respect for people who run themselves into debt trying to look the part. You did the best you could with what you had, and even though it wasn’t enough, you ... well, you rocked it.”  
 
    He unbuckled and stepped out of the car. My heart skipped a beat. He thinks I rocked it. I hopped out after him. 
 
    “I wasn’t always a billionaire, Ally. I remember what it’s like to struggle, and I remember what it’s like having to work, to fight tooth and nail. You do that, don’t you?” 
 
    I froze. My heart racing. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to take that as a compliment or not, but I was. My cheeks flushed, and I mentally shook myself.  
 
    “I’m just doing the best I can.” 
 
    “That is what I like about you.” He led the way into the condo and towards the elevator. “You do the best you can, and you don’t pretend you can do better. You’re you. It’s just that simple.” 
 
    The elevator came to a stop on his floor, and we stepped off it, heading for his condo. 
 
    I stopped dead in my tracks as I saw the man standing outside his door. Crap. Brent caught sight of us. He just stared. 
 
    “So,” I muttered. “What are we going to say?” 
 
    “No fucking clue,” Garth muttered back seconds before we came within earshot. “Brent!” He greeted his friend with a smile. “How are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” Brent looked from me to Garth. “What about you ... two?” 
 
    “Fine. I sent the rest of the girls home and closed up shop for the day. I thought it would be good on everyone if they didn’t have to work after ... what happened.” 
 
    “And you guys decided to come back to your place?” He looked me up and down. “New hair?” 
 
    “Yes.” My cheeks flushed. “I uh, had an appointment for it today that I had booked a couple months ago. I really didn’t want to miss it.” I felt bad lying but didn’t want to make it seem like Garth was giving me any special treatment—even if he was.  
 
    “It looks nice.” 
 
    Garth cleared his throat. “So, we’re going to order some pizza and get some new listings up on the website, do you want to help us out?” 
 
    “No. No, I’ll let you two have some alone time. I ...” He paused. “It doesn’t matter.” He gave his friend a smile and stepped past us.  
 
    Garth and I both turned, watching him come to a stop at the elevator.  
 
    Garth glanced at me, reached into his pocket and pulled out a key chain. “Here. It’s the gold key; let yourself in and make yourself at home. I have to go talk to him, something seems wrong.” 
 
    “Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    “No ... just ...” He handed me his work bag. “Can you take that in?” 
 
    “Of course.” I took it from him quickly and watched him rush after his friend, jumping into the elevator just before it closed.  
 
    I was left staring at the doors close before I turned back to his door, heading towards it. I dropped my purse and his work bag before I unlocked the door and stepped inside.  
 
    It felt strange unlocking his door and ‘making myself at home’ like he had told me to, but in a way, it felt right. I could get used to this. A big fancy condo. If only I’d ever be able to afford one.  
 
    That was a dream I would be dreaming for a few years before I could even think about making it a reality. I left my purse and Garth’s work bag on the couch and padded over to the bookshelf. There were so many books. The Secret. 7 Habits of Highly Successful People. Think And Grow Rich. A few dozen I didn’t recognize. I was pretty sure I’d had to read 7 Habits in high school. Of course, I didn’t remember anything that was in it. I reached out, pulling a book off the shelf. It was thick and green with a clock on it. I flipped the book open, skimming over the contents.  
 
    “Looks like I’ve been busted,” Garth spoke from my left. I turned to see him standing there, a smile spread across his lips. “Make fun of me if you like, I love the genre.” 
 
    “Self-help?” 
 
    “Yes.” He padded towards the bookshelf. “Well, I love books. I like books that help me learn even more, though.” His eyes traced over the shelf, taking everything in. “I know a lot of people make fun of me for it.” He shrugged. “But whatever.” 
 
    “Do they all own a business that makes them billions of dollars a year?” I asked.  
 
    He laughed softly. “No, most of them don’t,” he admitted. 
 
    “Did you ... get a chance to talk to Brent?” 
 
    “Yes.” His body tensed. “He’s not pleased with you being here. He says it’s unprofessional for us to ... well, anyways, I saw the way he looked at you. When I mentioned it, he shut up pretty quickly.” 
 
    The way he looked at me? My brow furrowed. Normally, I noticed if men were hitting on me. I hadn’t noticed him trying to.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” And I was. “I didn’t mean to cause conflict between you two.” 
 
    Garth shrugged. “It’s bound to happen every now and then, and he’s right. What we’re doing ... it isn’t right.” My heart skipped a beat. “But I don’t care.” He turned to me, and a soft smile touched his lips.  
 
    “Are you sure? It’s not too late to end things.” 
 
    “I don’t want to end things. I don’t want to stop seeing you.” He crossed over to his work bag and opened it, dropping down onto the couch. “Now come on, I want to see how well you can sell a house verbally.”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat as I went over to the couch and sat down with him. I’d never been good with words—at least, I didn’t think I was. I took the folders out of my purse and fumbled through one of them, taking everything in for a couple seconds before glancing at Garth. He looked far too excited—I felt like I might puke right then and there.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    An hour later, we had gotten all the new listings up and Garth had ordered us a meal. I jumped at the knock on the door. Garth got up, padded over to the door and opened it.  
 
    “Oh, hello officer.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. 
 
    “Mr. Adams,” she spoke softly. My heart skipped another beat. It was the woman who had been at the crime scene the other day. “I was hoping I could speak to you real quick.” 
 
    “Of course, come on in.” I heard her footsteps, and the door closed. “Can I offer you a drink?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” She strode into the living room and stopped; her eyes locked on me. “Oh, I didn’t realize I was interrupting.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re not,” Garth said. “I thought it would be in good taste to close the office down today but still had a little work I wanted to get done, so I had Ally come over.”  
 
    The cop shrugged. “Look, I’m not here to judge you two.” She gave me a smile then turned to Garth. “I just wanted to ask you about the body, that’s it, that’s all.”  
 
    My heart raced. The body. I’d almost convinced myself I’d forgotten it. Of course, that wasn’t  the case.  
 
    “What did you come to ask?” His voice sounded strained. 
 
    “We’ve ID’d the woman ...” The cop reached into her pocket and pulled out a piece of paper. “Do you know her?” 
 
    Garth’s brow furrowed. “I ... no ... I don’t think so.” The cop raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “You don’t think so?” 
 
    “No, sorry. Would you like me to show it to the girls I work with? Or my partner? Maybe they’ve seen her before.” 
 
    The cop’s brow creased. She stared at Garth for a couple of seconds. “No. It’s alright; I’ll speak to them when I’m ready.” She tilted her head. “You two have a good day.” She glanced at me, and for a fraction of a second, I could have sworn she looked worried.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I closed my eyes, trying to force myself not to get freaked out over things that weren’t there. 
 
    “Have a good day,” she said before turning around and heading back towards the door. Garth joined her.  
 
    “If there is anything you need from myself or my staff, please let us know. We want to help you get this wrapped up.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to do that, Mr. Adams.” 
 
    The door closed behind her, and Garth returned to the couch. He dropped down onto it, letting out a deep breath. “I can’t believe this is happening. I mean, a dead body at one of my houses.” His fingers ran through his hair. “This could ruin me.” 
 
    I reached out and touched his knee. “It’s going to be okay. They are going to catch the person who did this. They’re going to send them to jail and then you—we—will be able to move on.”  
 
    Garth gave me a soft smile. “Thanks, I hope you’re right and hope it happens soon.” 
 
    So did I. But I didn’t say that out loud. Instead, I moved my purse down onto the floor and slid closer to Garth, resting my head on his shoulder.  
 
    His arm wrapped around me, pulled me closer to him, and his lips touched my cheek. “You’re right,” he whispered. “This is going to work out. This is all going to go away.” 
 
     “That’s the spirit.” I gave him a smile. “We’ve got this. Together.” I pulled away just enough to give him a quick kiss. “We’re going to get through it.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I believed the words myself, but I knew it made Garth smile, and that was what mattered right now.  
 
      
 
    We spent the rest of the day sitting on the couch watching TV—until the news came on.  
 
    My heart leapt as I saw a picture of myself and the house I’d been to yesterday. Right. He said it would be all over the news today. I tried to tell myself it didn’t bother me, but it did. As if realizing how much it bothered me, Garth reached out and turned the TV off. He turned to me and gave me a smile.  
 
    “It will blow over in a couple of days,” he promised.  
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “No,” he admitted. “It might take a couple weeks, but there will be something else for everyone to obsess over. In no time at all, everyone will have forgotten about this, and they will have moved on.” 
 
      
 
    Easy for them. They hadn’t seen the dead body. I didn’t say it out loud, I knew if I did, I would sound bitter, and I didn’t want that. I knew it wasn’t Garth’s fault that I’d seen the body—it’s not like he’d placed the body there. My heart skipped a beat at the thought.  
 
    I bit my lip. “I’m going to go get something from my place.” I pushed myself up. The idea of being home alone all night freaked me out, but I hadn’t brought clothes to sleep in or change into tomorrow. 
 
    “Would you like me to drive?” Garth jumped to his feet. 
 
    “Oh, no, it’s fine. I can take a cab.” I wanted the time alone, to be honest. 
 
    “Why don’t you at least take my car?” Garth stood. 
 
    “No, I don’t want to run into anyone in your car. No offense ... It would just be ...” 
 
    “I understand.” But he sounded disappointed. I couldn’t blame him. I’d love to have used his car, but if someone caught me driving it ... if Brent or one of the girls from the office realized that we were more than just working together ... Well, Brent already knows. Maybe we could count on him to keep it quiet, but if one of the girls found out, the whole world would know—or we would be blackmailed. Neither was really a good option here.  
 
    “I’ll call you a cab.” Garth pushed himself to his feet and pulled his phone out of his pocket.  
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    I padded to the bathroom, closed myself in and stared at myself in the mirror. Studying myself. Getting involved with the boss.  It was a bad idea, and I knew it.  
 
    So why wasn’t I trying to stop it? I stared at my shoulder length hair. My freshly painted nails ran through it.  
 
    Am I sticking around him because of his money? I didn’t want to be like all the other girls and didn’t want to make him feel like I was. I didn’t think I was. I liked him and liked spending time with him. I didn’t care about the money.  
 
    If I had a little more in my bank account, I wouldn’t let him pay for anything.  
 
    I bit my lip and took a deep breath, trying to focus myself before I unlocked the bathroom door and stepped out into the rest of the condo.  
 
    “They said they’d be here within five minutes.” 
 
    “Alright, thanks for calling.” I strode over to him, and he held his hand out, holding my purse out to me. I smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    I took the purse from him and pulled him into a kiss. “I’ll see you later,” I whispered, my teeth grazing his lower lip.  
 
    Garth let out a soft sigh, his eyes rolling back as he pulled me close to him, our kiss growing more passionate. My knees trembled, and I pulled away from him, remembering I was on my way home for a couple things. “I’ll be back soon,” I promised.  
 
    “I’ll look forward to it.” His eyes sparkled.  
 
    I rushed for the door before I changed my mind and decided to stay here without clothes for tomorrow. If I go to my place, I can pick up something from my closet. Well, from that little dresser in my closet that I kept all my lingerie in.  
 
    I let myself out of the condo and headed down the elevator. As I stepped out into the lobby, someone caught my eye. They smiled, and my heart skipped a beat. What if they’ve seen me on TV? Was I going to run into people who saw me on TV?  
 
    Were they going to try to talk to me? The idea scared the living hell out of me. I took a deep breath, forced myself to focus and headed out the door. I saw the cab waiting for me, slid into the back seat and gave them my address.  
 
    The elderly man nodded and pulled out of the parking lot. It didn’t take long to get to my street.  
 
    The second we turned down it, my heart dropped into the pit of my stomach.  
 
    Cars surrounded my house. People stood on my lawn, cameras pointed towards my house.  
 
    I cleared my throat. “Uh, I must have given you the wrong street; it’s the next one over,” I lied.  
 
    The old man muttered something I couldn’t make out and circled around. 
 
    “Just pull in this alley.”  He did as he was told, came to a stop and turned to face me.  
 
    “You’re here, ain’t ya?” 
 
    My cheeks flushed. I looked down. “Yea.” 
 
    I could feel his eyes on me. I hated looking up, but eventually I did. He gave me a soft smile. “Go get your stuff, and I’ll be here when you get back.”  
 
    “T-thank you.” Did this mean he wasn’t going to sell me out? “Keep the meter running. I’ll be quick.”  
 
    I popped the door open and stepped out. I booted it to my back door.  
 
    The good thing about my place was that there was no way to access the back from the front. It was all blocked off. Normally, it annoyed me; today, it was a blessing—even if it did mean I had to climb a fence.  
 
    I dropped into my yard and looked around. There was no sign of anyone. I rushed for my back door, unlocked it looking around and slipped inside.  
 
    My phone buzzed. I pulled it out of my pocket and glanced down at it. 
 
    Your house is surrounded. 
 
    It was Garth. I snorted. 
 
    Gee, thanks. Just let myself in. 
 
    I tucked my phone back into my pocket, looking around. I kept myself low and out of the view of windows as I headed for my bedroom, grabbed a backpack, and made for my closets. I opened it carefully, keeping my eyes on the window in the room. I grabbed a change of clothes for tomorrow, and for the next day in case I needed it, and then reached into my small dresser. I pulled out the entire contents of the drawer, not really paying attention to what was in there.  
 
    I zipped the bag up and slipped it over my shoulder.  
 
    I felt stupid crawling on my hands and knees out of my own house but didn’t want to risk anyone seeing me.  
 
    I let myself out of the house, my heart skipping a beat. I heard voices coming towards me, and my heart raced. I could go back in the house and potentially be seen, or I could make a break for the cab. But if they caught me on the way to the cab ... and if they managed to get a hold of my backpack—oh, God, they would have a field day.  
 
    Life is supposed to have risk, right? I thought as I booted it for the fence, running as fast as I could so I could get a good jump. My fingers hooked onto the top of the fence, and pulling myself over it, I swung my legs over. I looked around just enough to see if someone saw there. Just the cab.  
 
    “What was that?” a man asked. “There’s something over there!”  
 
    I could hear them coming towards me and rushed for the cab. The old man reached over, opening the door beside him. My heart raced.  
 
    I didn’t dare look behind me.  
 
    “Hey! Turn the cameras on!”  
 
    I all but jumped into the passenger’s seat of the taxi. Seconds later, it was rolling down the alleyway. My heart was still racing when we turned back onto the street.  
 
    “I thought you were going to get caught in that house, missy,” the cab driver said.  
 
    “So did I,” I admitted.  
 
    I closed my eyes, blowing out a deep breath, my pulse slowing a little.  
 
    “Back to the other place?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” I opened my eyes and stared at the old man. “And thank you.” For not selling me out. I didn’t say it. After all, I didn’t want to give him any ideas.  
 
    The old man shrugged. “No one deserves to be mobbed. You know, you could probably contact the cops about it.” 
 
    He was right. And I knew who I could go to about it. If she’s willing to help me. She seemed nice enough.  
 
    “That’s a good idea; I’ll do that after work tomorrow. Thank you.” 
 
    The man shrugged, not saying anything the rest of the car ride. 
 
    When we got to Garth’s condo, I turned to him, the car pulling to a stop.  
 
    “Thank you.” I pulled out all the cash I had in my wallet, about $212 if my math was right, and handed it all to him.  
 
    “Miss, this is way too much.”  
 
    “No, it’s not nearly enough.” I stepped out of the car before he could say another word, adjusted my backpack over my shoulder and headed for Garth’s condo.  
 
    He answered the door within seconds of me knocking.  
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked the second he saw me.  
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Did you make it in and out okay?” He closed the door and locked it behind him.  
 
    “Yea, thanks to an awesome cab driver I had.” 
 
    I dropped my backpack on the counter and turned to Garth. My heart skipped a beat—he was right behind me. I blew out a deep breath and all but fell face first into him. My arms wrapped around him, and his arms wrapped around me, pulling me close to him. His fingers traced over my back, rubbing gently. Neither of us said a word. I could feel the tears trying to push through the corner of my eye. I took a deep breath and forced myself away from him.  
 
    Garth’s arms tightened around me, not allowing me to pull away.  
 
    “We’re going to get through this,” he whispered. It sounded exactly like what I had told him just hours ago. 
 
    “How long are they going to stake out my house?” 
 
    “I have no clue, I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “I am so, so sorry.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    I pulled away and caught his eye. He looked sad, but there was something else I couldn’t place. He stepped away from me. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “No.” I was in no mood to eat, but I couldn’t bring myself to say it. “But thank you.” 
 
    “How about a hot bath? I have a jetted tub.” 
 
    “Now that sounds pretty tempting,” I admitted.  
 
    Garth took my hand in his and guided me towards the bathroom. He didn’t bother closing the door behind us before he plugged the tub and started running the water.  
 
    “Get in and start relaxing. Make it to your temperature.” His lips touched my cheek. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I stripped as he headed out of the room. I heard the fridge open but didn’t care much about it. I stepped into the large tub and turned the heat up until there was steam rising from the water.  
 
    Garth came back into the bathroom with two glasses and a bottle of wine. He placed the glasses on the counter, poured us each one and then left the bottle there before pulling his clothing off. I watched him step into the tub after grabbing the glasses again and handing one to me.  
 
    I drained it in a couple of seconds, and he raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “I should have gotten you a massage instead of a hair appointment.”  
 
    My cheeks flushed. I didn’t want him to think I was a drunk or something, but it seemed like we kept drinking together.  
 
    “I ...” I shook my head, putting the glass down. “I just hope the wine helps me relax a little.” 
 
    “If not, I’ll give it my best shot.” He took a small sip of his drink. He reached out as the water filled my legs; his fingers touched mine, tangling together, and he squeezed my hand gently. “Just think of it as a vacation.” He smiled. “Just the two of us, and tomorrow we will deal with the people surrounding your house.” 
 
    “I just hope they don’t get wind of where you live.” 
 
    “We have wonderful security here and at the office. They won’t tolerate people harassing us.” He gave me a soft smile. “I promise, everything is going to be alright, Ally.” 
 
    When he said it, I almost believed him.  
 
    He reached out, touching my uppermost thighs. His finger traced over my soapy body, massaging gently. With his free hand, he hit a button, and the jets kicked into action. I closed my eyes, letting out a deep breath. My body relaxed as his fingers worked over my legs, both relaxing and erotic. I grinned as I stretched with my free foot, pressing against his cock softly. Feeling his erection growing, I opened my eyes and stared at him. “We should get out of the tub soon.” 
 
    “We just got in.” 
 
    “So?” I raised an eyebrow, pulling away from him. I crawled onto his lap, impressed by how much space we had. My lips touched his neck gently.  
 
    “We could just stay in here.” His wet hands ran over the curves of my body, splashing water all over the place. I let out a soft moan. The idea was tempting. My lips traced along his jawline to his lips, and his teeth grazed my lower lip as he pulled me into a kiss, his fingers tangling in my hair. I moaned, our kiss growing more and more passionate. I could feel his cock under me getting thicker and thicker, and I moaned louder, his teeth grazing my lower lip again—nibbling gently. My nails dug into his shoulders, and his free hand slipped between my legs, wasting no time as it slipped into me.  
 
    I gasped, my eyes rolling back.  
 
    “Oh, God.” My hips rocked against him. This was what I needed. I wanted to relax, but I wanted him to make me relax. I wanted to feel him deep inside me.  
 
    His finger wiggled.  
 
    “Feel good?” I could hear the pleasure in his voice.  
 
    “Fuck, yes,” I muttered, rocking against him. “So fucking good,” I whispered.  
 
    His fingers wiggled inside me, slipping in and out, in and out. I moaned, utterly aware of the fact I was in the bathroom and my voice was echoing. Well, I hope it’s a sound proof condo, I thought, my grin widening. I pulled away from him. “Do you have protection in here?” 
 
    Garth’s eyes sparkled. “I’ll go grab some.”  
 
    I slipped off him and watched as he stepped out of the tub and headed for the bedroom. My heart raced. I’d never had sex in a tub before. There is a first time for everything, I thought, my grin widening. It could be something I crossed off my bucket list now.  
 
    Garth joined me in the bathroom quickly. He held a condom in his hand, and I watched as he rapidly dried himself off. “You know, maybe we can talk to someone about getting you on a form of birth control. That way, we don’t have to worry about finding a condom every time I want to fuck you.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. His words gave me way too much pleasure. I took a deep breath, hoping it wasn’t obvious how much I enjoyed him talking about wanting to fuck me.  
 
    “I can go to a doctor at the weekend,” I suggested.  
 
    His eyes sparkled as he stepped back into the tub and lay down. I was on his lap within a matter of seconds. My lips crashing against his. He took a deep breath, his fingers tangling in my hair as I felt his head against my folds.  
 
    I gasped as he pushed into me.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Soft at first but growing harder and harder. I moaned, my eyes rolling back. My nails dug into him as he thrust into me faster and faster. I moaned louder.  
 
    The water splashed around us, hitting my breast, my back, my neck.  
 
    Garth’s fingers tangled in my hair.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Faster and faster. Harder and harder.  
 
    “Fuck, you feel so good inside me,” I muttered.  
 
    He thrust into me harder and harder.  
 
    “I would spend every second inside of you if I could, “ he replied, coming to a stop and sliding out of me. “Up,” he ordered.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat as I did as I was told.  
 
    “Hands against the wall.” His hands traced over my back, warm water dripping off me. I took a deep breath, doing as he told me, his cock pressing against me for the second time today. I gasped as I felt him thrust into me. This time, it was all hard and fast from the get go.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    The water swooshed around us. My eyes rolled back as he grabbed my hips, his fingers digging into me. I moaned louder as one of his hands traced over the curves of my body, reaching between my legs. I gasped, his fingers circling my clit.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” I moaned, my body arching towards him. My moans grew louder as he thrust into me faster and faster.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Harder and harder. I moaned, my eyes rolling back. I could already feel my orgasm so close.  
 
    Faster and faster. His fingers circled over my clit, keeping pace with his every thrust. Faster and faster. My nails dug into the tub, the water splashing all over us, my senses overwhelmed with everything going on.  
 
    “Play with yourself,” he whispered. His voice thick with lust.  
 
    I reached up, grabbing my left breast. My thumb and forefinger pinched my nipple. I gasped, moaning louder.  
 
    “Oh fuck, yes,” I muttered, massaging myself harder. Pleasure and pain overwhelming me.  
 
    Garth’s finger circled around my clit, faster and faster.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Harder and harder. Faster and faster.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    My eyes rolled back as everything went a hazy white.  
 
    “I’m cuming,” I whispered as pleasure surged through my body. I gasped, arching towards him, and my toes curled as his arm wrapped around me, holding me close to him as he thrust into me faster and faster. 
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Harder and harder.  
 
    Waves of pleasure ripped through my body. White hot pleasure. I let out a soft scream, my toes curling as his fingers circled my clit faster and faster, and he thrust into me faster and faster.  
 
    Another wave of pleasure. And another. Another, this time, softer.  
 
    He thrust into me, a gasp passing through his lips.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Harder and harder.  
 
    “Oh yes,” I moaned as he slammed into me.  
 
    Another wave of pleasure, this one softer, and the next softer still.  
 
    He slammed into me, a deep breath passing through his lips.  
 
    Another wave of pleasure, so soft. My body relaxed as he thrust into me once more, this time, softer. His hands traced over the curves of my body, and I forced my eyes open as he pulled away from me. I heard the water as he stood up and stepped out of the tub. I rolled onto my back and flopped down in the tub. Tired.  
 
    It hadn’t lasted long, but I felt ready for a nap. A wide grin spread over my face. I don’t think I would have been able to stop grinning if I’d wanted to.  
 
    Garth stepped back into the tub, careful not to step on me as he sat down. “We should have tubs together more often.”  
 
    “Yes ... yes, we should.” I smiled as my eyes locked on him. I stared at the man in front of me. His grey-green eyes stared back at me, a wide grin across his face.  
 
    It felt nice just to lay there with him. He held his hand out to me and pulled me over to him, his arms wrapping around my chest as the jets died down. His lips touched the top of my head.  
 
    We stayed like that until the water got cold, but finally, we got out of the water. I changed into a nightgown that I’d brought with me. A simple lace one that showed a lot of skin. Garth didn’t seem to mind at all. 
 
    “You know, I brought all this lingerie for us to use, and we didn’t get to take advantage of any of it.” Even the vibrator I’d brought. What a shame.  
 
    “We’ll just have to do it again some time. I’d like to see you in some wet lingerie. That would be hot.” His eyes sparkled, but I could tell he wasn’t fully with me. He was thinking about me in wet lingerie. I made a mental note to wear something into the tub the next time we had one together. The idea excited me. The fact that we were making plans, trying new things—that excited me too.  
 
      
 
    We stepped off the elevator and onto the floor of our office.  
 
    Garth flicked the lights on around us, and I blinked a couple times to adjust to the bright—almost blinding light—as I headed for my office.  
 
    “You know,” he said heading towards his office as I put my purse down on my desk, “we should come in early one day and see what kind of fun we can have at my desk—alone.” 
 
    My cheeks flushed at the thought, but it wasn’t a bad idea. Desire nipped at the pit of my stomach.  
 
    Before I could answer him, I heard the elevator ding. I turned to see the doors open.  
 
    Blonde hair that curled perfectly every time. Her bright pink lips curved into a wide smile as she stepped off the elevator. Today she wore a dress that hugged every curve of her body she wanted seen—but despite that she didn’t have too much boob, and she wouldn’t be told it was too much for an office. With Gucci flats and a designer handbag in her hand, she looked around.  
 
    “Alyssa.” I forced a smile over my lips, but the truth was my heart sank into the pit of my stomach.  
 
    “Hi!” she beamed, her eyes locking on Garth.  
 
    “Alyssa.” I was sure I could hear the disappointment in his voice. “Are you back so soon?” 
 
    “Well, I’m feeling all better. I thought I could come in and see how everyone is doing.” She closed the distance between them and touched his arm. “I heard what happened. You poor thing, it must have been so hard on you.”  
 
    I couldn’t quite read the look that passed across his face, but he smiled stepping away from her. “I’ll recover. Thankfully, I’ve got a lot of great girls here who will stay late if I need their help. But you, I mean you don’t look like you’re one hundred percent.” I wasn’t sure if he saw the look that flashed across her face, but she clearly hadn’t seen that as a compliment. “You should go home and rest; I wouldn’t want you overworking yourself on my account.” 
 
    Alyssa stared at him. A wide smile spread across her face. “You’re worried about me. That is so sweet.” 
 
    Garth looked taken aback. He opened his mouth to protest, then closed it. I felt the jealousy nip harder at the pit of my stomach and wanted nothing more than to go over there, grab her and drag her out of the building. Or better yet go over there and place a kiss on his lips. I knew that wasn’t much better than a dog marking what was his, but part of me didn’t care. I took a deep breath, trying to stay calm.  
 
    “Of course, I worry about you.” Okay, that  did not help keep me calm. “I worry about all the girls that work for me. I mean, one cold in the office, and the next thing you know, boom, you’re all sick. I can’t have my girls getting sick on me.”  
 
    He reached out and touched her shoulder gently before turning around. His eye caught mine, and I smirked.  
 
    Alyssa stood there, frozen. Her mouth hanging open. Garth turned back to her before stepping into his office.  
 
    “Head on home, get some rest. Really, it’s okay. You’ve still got lots of vacation time to use up.” 
 
    Alyssa looked far from pleased as Garth closed the office door behind him.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. That left the two of us sitting here together—alone. Was she going to lash out at me? I took a deep breath and turned my computer on.  
 
    “He ... he ... just sent me home,” she whispered, turning to me. “He’s worried about me.” A broad smile spread over her face. “And now he thinks I’m some amazing worker because I tried to come into work while I was still sick.” Her grin widened as she turned to me, and her eyes sparkled. “Everything went according to plan.” 
 
    I stared at her with wide eyes. “So ... this was all just a plan? You knew he was going to react that way so you came in so he would tell you to go home?” 
 
    “No, I came in to see if he actually does care about me, and I think he does. He might not realize it, but he cares about me, which means that I am one step closer to being the queen behind this company.” She looked so pleased with herself as she spoke.  
 
    I just stared at her, trying to take everything in and unable to believe someone was this crappy of a person. I forced a smile over my face. It took everything I had not to spill the beans about Garth and I right then and there.  
 
    “And the girls said they thought he had taken a liking to you.” Her eyes locked on me. She froze, taking everything in. “You ... look different.” 
 
    “New hair, new clothes.” I forced a tight smile over my face.  
 
    “Cute ... nice try, but it’s not going to work. You said it, he cares about me, and he’s not going to be presided into falling for some girl like you.” Her hand waved over me carelessly.  “Trust me sweetheart, you’re not even close to being his type.”  
 
    She sounded so confident in herself that I stood there staring at her, trying to decide what to say. I settled on nothing. I put on a wide smile and let out a soft laugh. “Don’t worry, I have no intention of trying to compete with you.” I’ve already won. Not that she realized that. She still thought she had a chance at getting Garth. I knew better. I knew she would never be able to get him.  
 
    She wasn’t his type—he’d said it himself. 
 
    “I’m so glad we cleared that up so we can be friends.” She beamed. I couldn’t tell if she was being fake or not. She came over to me and pulled me into a hug.  
 
    I stood there frozen as she hugged me tightly and pulled away. “I’ll see you around! Tell the girls I said hi!”  
 
    I nodded as she headed for the elevator without another word. Part of me felt like I wanted to puke. I couldn’t believe she’d just hugged me. Was she trying to be my friend or threaten me? Was this like high school all over again? 
 
    I don’t want to play catty games, I thought, watching her step onto the elevator and the door close. I took a deep breath, turned and headed for Garth’s office.  
 
    I didn’t bother knocking before entering. He glanced up at me. 
 
    “What did she want?” 
 
    “To make you like her more,” I said bitterly. “She knew you were going to send her home, so she wants you to think she’s oh so amazing for trying to come into work.” 
 
    “Really?” Garth tilted his head to the left. “Well, maybe I could find some work for her to do—you know, from home so the other girls don’t get sick.” His eyes sparkled.  
 
    I stared at him. I hadn’t realized he was catty. He caught me staring.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I just ... didn’t realize ...” I wasn’t going to say it out loud.  
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t like people taking advantage of me. What did she want from you?” 
 
    “Oh, just to let me know I was nothing like her and didn’t stand a chance at trying to get at you.” I leaned against the doorway crossing my arms over my chest with a grin. 
 
    “What did you tell her?” He sounded worried.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I scoffed. “I didn’t tell her I was fucking you. I told her that I had no intention of trying to compete for your affection.” 
 
    Garth raised an eyebrow. “And here I was thinking I was worth fighting for.” 
 
    I shrugged. It wasn’t that. But I wasn’t going to tell him I would send Alyssa to the hospital if she looked at him wrong again. “I thought you were the one who said if something was meant to be, it would be.” 
 
    Garth stared at me. “Yes, I might have said something like that.” 
 
    “If we’re meant to be together, then I won’t need to fight for you.” I gave him a soft smile. “At least, that’s the way I see it. Maybe I’m wrong, though.” 
 
    “I like that view on things.” 
 
     “So, are you going to send her work to do?” 
 
    “Yes. Nothing too hard on her in case she is actually sick, but I don’t want her thinking she can take advantage of myself or my company.”  
 
    Oh, so this was about teaching her a lesson? I didn’t say it. I just nodded. I can’t say I felt very bad for her after the way she had just acted towards me. On the surface, it didn’t seem bad; if I told someone about it, they would think I was crazy, but high school had taught me all about mean girls.  
 
    My head snapped towards the elevator as it dinged. I straightened myself, taking a deep breath. “So, is there anything you need from me?” 
 
    “No, thank you. You can get to work until I come get you. We’re showing a house today.” 
 
    We were? I opened my mouth to say something, then closed it and nodded. That would have been nice to know. My heart skipped a beat, and for a split second, I thought I might be sick. The mental image of that body wouldn’t leave my mind. I took a deep breath, trying to relax as three girls stepped off the elevator. They all gave me a wide smile as I turned towards my desk, closing Garth’s door behind me. 
 
    “Good morning! Alyssa said she stopped in, did you see her?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “And? How does she look? She said Garth sent her home to make sure she gets more rest, but do you think she actually looks that sick?” 
 
    “She looks like she could use some rest, but she looked really good for being sick,” I said. I hadn’t really thought about it all that much, but it never hurt to be nice.  
 
    “She said it seemed like he was really into her, did you notice? What do you think?” 
 
    Mine. I took a deep breath, trying not to get jealous. “I didn’t notice,” I lied. He hadn’t been into her because he was into me. Me. I wasn’t going to say it. I wasn’t going to start drama, and showing that I was jealous would do just that. I forced a smile over my lips. “But I wasn’t paying much attention. You know, getting work done.”   
 
    Without another word, I dropped into my desk and started work—ignoring them as they talked about Alyssa and Garth. They actually thought she stood a chance with him. They actually thought he was into her. My brow furrowed. Sometimes—as I listened to them—it took effort for me not to laugh at what they said. I tried to focus on my work without getting distracted, but it didn’t do much good. I couldn’t help listening in on them as they talked and talked and talked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    I pulled into the parking lot. We hadn’t shown a house since we found the body, and I wasn’t stupid. She looked nervous. She looked like she might be sick or faint—or both.  
 
    “You know, if you can’t do this yet, it’s okay,” I said, turning to face her. I took her hand in mine.  
 
    “No,” she snapped. “I’ll be fine. I am fine.”  
 
    I hadn’t told her, but I had made sure to have someone check the house before we showed up. I didn’t want her to think I was crazy. But Brent was freaked out by it. I was freaked out about it, and so was she. I thought us having someone check the place out might be a good idea.  
 
    Brent had actually decided to stick around a little longer than he’d planned, just so he could be here in case anything else happened. It wasn’t like him to stick around if he had other commitments, but it was nice to have him around.  
 
    We’d spoken over the phone today and agreed to meet for dinner tonight. I was just hoping Ally was going to be okay with spending some of the night alone. I would love to catch up with my best friend alone. We still hadn’t been able to have dinner.  
 
    I miss him. We spent so much time talking, but it was always business. It was always to the point, and then we were done. We didn’t get a chance to talk about life anymore. Last night when he caught Ally and I was the first time in a very long time that we actually talked about our personal lives.  
 
    I squeezed her hand gently. I’ll tell her later. I didn’t want to get her freaked out and could already tell she was nervous. “Come on, let’s get this done and over with.” She gave me a soft smile.  
 
    I let go of her hand, unbuckled myself and popped the door open. I stepped out of the car and heard her do the same. Our doors closed at the same time as we headed towards the house.  
 
    It was one that we’d just put on the market—actually, it was one that we did the listing for last night.  
 
    A gorgeous house in the country—but still close enough to town that you could walk. A modest home with four bedrooms and three bathrooms, counter tops made with diamond flakes and an outside spa featuring a salt pool and hot tub.  
 
    That was the first paragraph, and it had seemed to be selling. I’d already had four people contact me about the place. That was better than most places that we listed within 24 hours.  
 
    I reached into my pocket and pulled out the keys as we made our way up the perfect garden.  
 
    Ally came to a stop beside me as I unlocked the door and pushed it open. I glanced over at her and gave her a smile. “It’s going to be okay. It’s just going to take a little while until you feel ... alright with it again.” And until then, we could go get the houses ready together. I still wanted to bring up the idea of therapy but didn’t want to fight with her right now. Not with everything she was going through—and the fact it was my fault.  
 
    Together, Ally and I headed into the house, looking around. I think both of us were keeping an eye out for anything ... strange, or dead. I hated admitting it, but even I was. I chewed the inside of my cheek. There is nothing here. It’s why you sent someone to look before you came here, I reminded myself as I headed into the kitchen.  
 
    The place was nice. It would catch a good price for the sellers and us. If we could sell it.  
 
    The truth was since the news went live about a dead body in one of our houses, we’d had a few dozen potential clients contact us. That was business. No attention was bad.  
 
    My gut twisted. That was one of the few things I hated about this kind of business. It was all about money to the majority of people. Everyone would want to buy a house from the realtor who had a dead body in one of the houses he was showing. 
 
    “I’m going to give the place a quick wash,” she said, snapping me back to reality.  
 
    “That sounds perfect. I’ll make sure the bedrooms are set up well enough. I had someone come in and do it for me; I want to make sure they set up the way I told them.” 
 
    “You should have sent me.” She sounded hurt. I caught her eye. She looked it too. 
 
    “I ... wanted to give you an easy day of work. I’ll start sending you out again,” I told her. It wasn’t a lie; I’d just make sure she wasn’t alone. Was that such a bad thing? 
 
    A smile touched her lips. 
 
    “Thank you. I don’t want to be useless to you.”  
 
    Without another word, she walked away from me. I stared after her. How could she ever think she’d be useless to me? 
 
    It had only been a couple days, but she’d come to mean a lot to me. Not just in a sexual way, and not just in a work way. She was an amazing worker, and an even better lover. But that wasn’t it ... I actually cared about her.  
 
    That was not something I normally said. I did not normally care about women—it had been a long time since I did.  
 
    Not because of any traumatic experience when I was younger, or even because I wasn’t loved enough growing up. I just didn’t have the time. I’d tried dating a little when the company first got up and going, but it was too much work. Of course, it hadn’t been a good idea to tell the girl I was breaking up with that. I smirked, heading upstairs. 
 
      
 
    In the kitchen, I pulled the vanilla and almond extract out of my purse. It felt odd to be in a house again. I didn’t like knowing that I would have to do it for the rest of my life. Well, you’re not quitting your job, I told myself. I wasn’t going to do that to myself or Garth. Right now, he needed me.  
 
    He might not admit it, but I could see how freaked out he was by the idea of showing houses too. I poured a little of the extracts into a small pot and set it on the stove before I looked around. Wow.  
 
    It was sad, I’d never be able to afford one of these houses, even though I would spend my entire life showing them. I couldn’t help laughing a little. I’d make my money off the houses I’d never be able to own, and I’d still be stuck in crappy little houses. Was that the life I had waiting for me? 
 
    Is it really a bad life, though? I wondered. 
 
    I mean, it could be ten times worse, right? I could be homeless.  
 
    Anyways, I don’t need counter tops with diamond in them.  
 
    In truth, I thought that was a little stupid, not that I was going to tell anyone that. The more we sold the house for, the bigger the commission we got.   And since I was helping sell the houses, I was hoping I was going to get a bigger percentage.  
 
    My mind drifted to Alyssa. She wanted to be his assistant so she could get close to him. I wanted to be his assistant so I could make more money. I smirked, padding through the kitchen. It put things into perspective when you said it that way. Not that I was going to say it to anyone by myself.  
 
    By the time Garth came back downstairs, the house smelt like I’d been baking for a week. He took a deep breath. “You know, I’m going to steal that trick from you.” He grinned widely, looking me up and down and taking my hand in his. “I think we could do really well together. I mean, selling houses.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I stared at him, waiting for him to say something else.  
 
    “I mean, think about it. You’ve got the look now; so do I. We’ve both got the vision, you’ve got the creativity. You do things most people wouldn’t do. You pinpoint what people want and use it to sell the home.” 
 
    Oh that didn’t make me sound like a bad person at all. I opened my mouth to say something—anything to cut him off. 
 
    “And it works. The first rule of marketing is that if you give people what they want, they will buy it. I’ve been trying to do it for years, and it’s like you take one look at them and figure it out.” He paused, looking out the window. “They’re here. Ready?” 
 
    Didn’t really matter if I was. But I nodded, thinking about his words. Way to put pressure on me now, I thought as we headed towards the door. As Garth went out to greet them, I padded over to my work bag and pulled out the folder on the house.  
 
    The people who were coming to look at the place stepped inside. It was two women. I tried to get a good read on them. Were they friends? Or more? I bit my lip. They stood very close together. The one looked familiar—I just couldn’t place her. 
 
    I stepped forward.  
 
    “Hi,” I reached out to shake their hands.” Ally.” 
 
    The first woman to reach for my hand had short black hair. Her lips curved into a smile, a lip ring glinting in the light. Her eyes sparkled. “Katie.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat as I realized where I knew her from.  
 
    She let go of my hand and the other girl, a redhead, stepped forward. We shook hands as my eyes drifted over her body quickly, trying to take everything in. Tattoos, jean cutoffs and a leather jacket.  
 
    “Brittany.” As she let go of my hand, it moved towards Katie, and their fingers tangled together. Alright, I could safely assume they would be sharing a bedroom.  
 
    I gave them a wide smile.  
 
    “It’s such a pleasure to meet you two. Is this the first place you’ve looked at together?” 
 
    Brittany nodded.  
 
    “Well, it’s an absolutely gorgeous first place.” My smile widened. “Let’s start in the kitchen, do you two bake or cook much?” 
 
    “Britt is the one who can make more than toast,” Katie joked.  
 
    I turned my attention to Brittany. Her cheeks flushed. “I went to school for it, but I’m not all that good.” She added the last part quickly.  
 
    “If I had diamond laced counter tops, I might spend enough time in my kitchen to get half as good as I’m sure you are.” Her cheeks turned a darker shade of pink.  
 
    As we entered the kitchen, both girls took in deep breaths.  
 
    “Babe, this is the perfect kitchen for you,” Katie said.  
 
    “It’s so big.” 
 
    “Double stoves and the fridge is big enough to hold just about anything you could want to put in there.” 
 
    I gave them the quick rundown of the kitchen, trying not to focus on Brittany too much and to still include Katie. But it was easy to tell that Katie was not the cooking type; she was, however, thrilled at the idea of giving her girlfriend a nice kitchen. We made our way out to the backyard, which was a big hit. And then we headed up to the bedrooms. As we climbed the stairs, my fingers tightened around the railing.  
 
    I took a deep breath; for a split second, I could have sworn I smelt the stench of something decaying. You’re just imagining it, I told myself. Yes, it was some sort of reliving the experience type thing. I was going crazy, that’s all. Oh, that’s a comforting thought.  
 
    We made our way into the first bedroom that was set up as an office with a large desk looking out into the garden.  
 
    Katie looked around. “This would make a perfect music room.” She paced to the window. “I could see composing new pieces here.” She nodded, her fingers tracing over the window frame. 
 
    I tried to hide my pleasure at how well this was going. If we handled this well, we wouldn’t have to show them another place.  
 
    I loved the idea of connecting people with their perfect home the first try. I knew if I managed to, I’d feel like I was actually good at this job.  I thought about what Garth told me before they pulled in. He seemed to think I was good at my job as is. I couldn’t help but not feel like that. I took a deep breath and forced a smile over my face as we toured the rest of the place.  
 
    As if sensing something was wrong, Garth stepped forward, and as he moved past me, his hand touched the small of my back. He took over the tour as we made our way through the bathrooms and the bedrooms, and then down to the basement and back to the main room where the front door was.  
 
    Katie stared out the window, taking everything in. “I like that there aren’t a lot of people around ...” she said thoughtfully. A second later, a grin spread over her face as she let out a low laugh. “I can walk around the yard naked!”  
 
    Brittany laughed softly, shaking her head. “I like it. A lot.” 
 
    I swallowed dryly. “Would you guys like to think about it for a day? We have a little time before we’ve got to put an offer in on the house. We can go see a couple more tomorrow if you’d like to put things into perspective.” 
 
    I wanted to sell them the first home we looked at, but more than anything, I wanted to make sure they got the right home for them.  
 
    Brittany headed over to her girlfriend and touched her shoulder gently before she turned to me. “I think we’re going to put some thought into it tonight, and we’ll let you know if we want to see more, or if we’d like to make an offer.” 
 
    She sounded nervous. I gave her a smile.  
 
    “Of course. If the situation changes at all, I’ll let you know.” I paused. “This is your first time putting an offer in on a house, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” they both said at the same time.  
 
    “It’s a lot less scary the second time. It’s really easy, actually; it’s the waiting that is annoying.” A smile touched my lips. “But it will only last a day at the most, and then you’ll know.”  
 
    I saw both girls relax a little and felt myself relax. I hadn’t even realized I was tense.  
 
    We said goodbye to the girls shortly after that and shut the place down. 
 
    “You did good in there,” Garth said.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said, but I couldn’t agree. All I could think about was going up the stairs. I’d wanted to run. I’d wanted to get out of there as fast as I could and not turn back. I didn’t say it. I couldn’t bring myself to admit it.  
 
    “You know, I was freaked out too,” he said as if he’d been able to read my mind. “I didn’t want to do it. I wanted to send someone else to do it.” 
 
    “So why didn’t you?” 
 
    “Because, I’m not going to let this hold me back, are you?” 
 
    I didn’t want to.  
 
    He gunned the engine, and we headed down the driveway as my phone buzzed. I pulled it out of my purse and looked down at it, smirking. 
 
    “They want to put an offer in on the house.” 
 
    “We can meet them tomorrow to go over the paperwork.” 
 
    I nodded. “Alright, I’ll call them later, and we can get it all sorted out with them.” I tucked my cell phone back into my pocket. 
 
    “Speaking of later ...” My heart skipped a beat. What? “I um ... I’m going out to dinner tonight.” 
 
    “Oh.” I felt my heart sink. He’s going on a date. How nice. I swallowed, trying not to feel hurt. I mean, I shouldn’t have expected him to be faithful or anything.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I know you’d rather I stay with you, but Brent asked me and ... and I’d like to catch up with him.” 
 
    Brent. He was going to dinner with Brent. I let out a soft laugh. “No, it’s fine, don’t worry about it. I totally get it. You and your friend haven’t seen each other in ages. I want you guys to catch up.” 
 
    I felt stupid for getting jealous, even if it had been for a fraction of a second. “I don’t mind being home alone tonight.” 
 
    “You can go to my place if you like.” 
 
    “No, I want to go home, but maybe you can stop by when you’re done with your dinner.” 
 
    “If you’d like that.” 
 
    “I just ask you don’t bring any girls home.” I tried to give him a grin, trying not to seem too possessive and still hinting that I wanted to know just what I was to him. 
 
    “So you’re not into threesomes?” He grinned. “Good to know. But don’t worry, you’re the only girl I want to bring home.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I didn’t want to be as happy as I was about that. I didn’t want to admit it made me feel better to know he only wanted me.  
 
    “Alyssa isn’t going to like that,” I muttered, mostly making conversation. 
 
    “That’s too bad for her.” Garth shrugged. “Are you sure you’re going to be alright going to your place, though; I mean, last I checked, the place had news crews surrounding it.” 
 
    “I’ve got something in mind for that.” I smiled. I wasn’t worried about a bunch of reporters. I knew they could be bad, but they didn’t scare me, and I wasn’t going to let that change.  
 
    I closed my eyes, letting out a deep breath as we made our way back to the office and pulled into the parking lot. I grabbed my purse, Garth grabbed his work bag and we headed up to the office. When we stepped off the elevator, everything went silent. 
 
    “Hello.” Garth smiled to the girls at their desks. He turned to me. “Would you give Katie and Brittany a call, let them know we’d be happy to meet tomorrow and set something up.” 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Adams.” 
 
    I didn’t see Garth the rest of the day. My Jag was still parked here from when we went to show that house together, and come quitting time I joined the rest of the girls as they packed their bags and headed out into the parking lot.  
 
    “Do you want to come grab a drink with us?” the blonde asked. I knew I’d have to get their names again sometime.  
 
    “Yea, I bet after everything you’ve been through, you could use a drink,” the redhead said. The other two shot her a look as if she had said something wrong.  
 
    I studied them carefully. They hadn’t asked me to join them for a drink until I became Garth’s assistant, and now they wanted to grab a drink after I saw that body. I couldn’t help feeling like they only wanted one thing from me.  
 
    “Thanks, but I’ve got to pass tonight.” I forced a smile over my lips and turned.  
 
    “Oh, again? Are you ever going to come out with us?” They actually sounded disappointed.  
 
    No. “Maybe sometime,” I lied, not daring to turn back and see the looks on their face as I headed for my purple car. A car that I’d missed more than I realized.  
 
    As much as I wanted to go home, I didn’t.  
 
    Instead, I went to the police station. I felt kinda silly as I parked my car and stepped out of it. I took a deep breath and strode into the station. The second I stepped in there, I saw the woman I was looking for.  
 
    “Ally, right?”  She closed the distance between us.  
 
    “Yes. Um, hi officer. I was wondering if there might be something you could help me with.” Suddenly, I felt like this was a stupid idea.  
 
    “Of course, what’s up?” Was it just me, or did she sound nervous? 
 
    “Well, I guess the press somehow got a hold of my address ... and I’ve been staying with a friend for a couple days, but I’d really like to go home and sleep in my own bed. Is there any way you can help me with that?” 
 
    Her eyes sparkled. “I might be able to call in a couple favors. Why don’t you give me a couple seconds, and I can see what I can do.” 
 
    “Thank you so much.”  
 
    She gave me a nod and walked away.  
 
    It didn’t take long for her to come back, a smile spread across her face. “I have a couple friends taking care of it right now.” She held a thin coat in her hand. “Why don’t you join me for coffee until I get a call from them that it is safe for you to head home?” 
 
    “Are ... are you sure you’re not too busy? I don’t want to get in your way or anything.” 
 
    “I don’t mind at all; actually, I wanted to talk to you anyways.” My heart skipped a beat. Me? Why?  She smiled “Don’t worry, you’re not in trouble or anything. I just wanted to touch base with ya.”  
 
    She motioned for me to follow her out of the station, and we headed down the street.  
 
    “How are you holding up?” 
 
    “I’m ... fine,” I lied. I mean, I was going to be fine. If I told everyone I was fine, they wouldn’t bother me with it.  
 
    The officer looked at me. “Bullshit, sweetheart.” 
 
    I bit my lip smiling. “I will be fine.” 
 
    “Better answer. Are you going to therapy or anything? If you don’t mind me asking.” 
 
    “I’m not. Garth ... uh, my boss wants me to.” I didn’t have the time to waste on that. “I showed my first home today. There weren’t any other dead bodies.” I tried to make it sound like a joke—and I didn’t mention wanting to run out of that house as soon as I started taking the stairs. Was it possible for me to have some sort of post-traumatic stress over this?  
 
    I’d have to do some research when I got home.  
 
    We turned into a small cafe and approached the counter.  
 
    The young man behind the counter smiled widely. “Officer, the usual?” 
 
    “Please, and whatever she’d like.”  
 
    I felt their eyes fall on me, waiting. “Uh,” I glanced up at the menu. “Small ice frappe? Please.” 
 
    The boy nodded. “Coming right up.” He left us alone.  
 
    I looked around the place. There was no one else here.  
 
    “I take it you come here often?” 
 
    “Yes.” She smiled. “So ... are you and your boss close?” 
 
    Butterflies pooled in the pit of my stomach. There was no way I was going to tell her the truth. I shrugged. “I just recently got promoted, since then I’ve been working with him more than I was.”  
 
    I trailed off. What else was there to say? 
 
    “You like working for him?” 
 
    “Yea, he’s good to work for. He’s nice, and he sees through the girls at the office who flirt with him. They don’t get special treatment.” 
 
    A soft laugh passed through her lips. “That’s pretty uncommon these days. I thought I read somewhere he was some big playboy billionaire, right? He’s got a partner too.” 
 
    “Yea, Brent ... he’s in town for a little while, but he’s normally not around. New York.” The officer nodded, taking everything in. I suddenly realized what she was doing. My eyes widened. “You ... you think one of them are involved?” 
 
    “Oh no! I’m just exploring all my options.” She smiled, stepping towards the counter as the boy came towards us with our drinks. “Thanks, Jimmy.” 
 
    The boy nodded. “Have a good afternoon, Officer.” 
 
    We headed out of the cafe.  
 
    “I was with Garth all day,” I said. I closed my eyes, regretting it the second I said it. It sounded like I was trying to defend him. “I’m sure you could talk to the rest of the girls in the office. I didn’t see him leave at all that day until we headed out to show the house.” 
 
    “And you did that together?” 
 
    “Yes. Since we were both going to the same place, we didn’t see the point in taking separate cars.”  
 
    Why did I feel like I was defending myself to her? I took a deep breath and sipped at my drink.  
 
    We walked in silence for a couple of seconds. The officer took a drink as she pulled her phone out of her pocket.  
 
    “Looks like you’re safe to head home. If you have any more issues with the press, you let me know, alright? I’ll fucking arrest them for you if I need to.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I felt cared for. “That means a lot.” 
 
    “I’m here to serve and protect.” She gave me a smile as we made our way back into the parking lot of the police station. “Have a good day, and stay safe. You still have my card, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. You’re always welcome to call me.” 
 
    “Thank you, and thank you for the drink.” 
 
    “No, thank you for helping to clear a couple things up.” She smiled as she headed back into the station.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I wanted to tell her there was no way Garth could have done this, but I wasn’t going to make it look like I was defending him. I just had to hope I cleared things up enough for her not to think Garth could  have done something like this so she could focus her attention on finding the person who did.  
 
    I slipped into the driver’s seat of my Jag, gunned the engine and headed for my house.  
 
    I was nervous as I turned onto my street. It’s not that I didn’t think she was being truthful, it’s that I didn’t think someone would actually be able to scare the press off for good. But when I pulled up to my driveway, there was no one there. I put the car into park and stepped out looking around. No sign of anyone. I felt stress leave my body I didn’t even know was there. Grabbing my purse, I headed for my front door and let myself in.  
 
    Being home felt good. I liked spending time with Garth, but I loved my house. It was mine. It felt like home—his condo didn’t, as nice as it was. It made me feel like I was in a fancy hotel. 
 
    I dropped my purse on the couch the second I entered the house. It was just as messy as it had been the day I left it. My brow furrowed.  
 
    That had been the first time Garth and I slept together, it had been the first time we saw each other outside of work. That feels like so long ago, I thought as I padded into the kitchen. Dishes, sweeping, mopping, laundry. It all had to get done, and I needed something to keep me busy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    I thought about going for a walk, but honestly, the idea kind of freaked me out. I’m not sure why, I’d always been the type to go for a walk alone, but the idea actually scared me. Maybe I should go see a shrink, I thought. No. I didn’t need to see someone like that. I just needed to know that the killer was caught and in jail. Then I would be more than happy to go out walking alone in the middle of the night.  
 
    Around 8:00, there was a knock on the door before it opened.  
 
    “Hey!” Garth called.  
 
    “In the living room!” I called back.  
 
    Seconds later, he was in the doorway. “How are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m good. You? How was your dinner?” 
 
    “It was great to catch up with Brent. I bought you something.” He held out a small paper bag, and I took it. Inside was a container with a slice of cake in it. I licked my lips, doing the most unladylike thing I could and picking it up, taking a huge bite. 
 
    Garth sat down on the couch beside me. “So you didn’t have any issues with press when you got here?” 
 
    “No, I stopped by and saw that female officer from the other day. She called in a couple favors for me; we talked a little bit and then she said my place would be fine.” 
 
    “What did you guys talk about?” 
 
    I  shrugged. “Nothing really. She wanted to know more about you and Brent.” I took another bite of cake. 
 
    “Well, what did you tell her?” he snapped.  
 
    I stared at him with wide eyes. Why did he sound so angry? I chewed and swallowed. 
 
    “I ...” I felt goose bumps touch my skin. “I didn’t really tell her anything. That I was with you all day, and that Brent is in town, which she probably already knew anyways. Why?”  
 
    He turned away from me and stood. “I just wondered. I think I have a right to know what people say about me, don’t you?” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I didn’t mean to make him feel like I was talking about him behind his back. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I don’t like her. There is something off about her.” 
 
    “What do you mean? She’s a cop.” What could be off about her? 
 
    “The way she looked at me that day she came by my place. It’s like ... like she’s decided I was involved.” 
 
    My brow furrowed. Why would she do that? Unless she had evidence. My heart raced, and I took a deep breath. Don’t let yourself get carried away. Like you told her, Garth was with you all day that day. He said himself he’s never seen the victim before. I bit my lip.  
 
    “Do you want to see if we can get someone else to investigate it?” 
 
    “No, if I do that right after she asks you questions about me, that will look bad. I’ll keep an eye on her, and we’ll decide what to do then.” He turned back to me but didn’t say anything.  
 
    I looked down at my lap, not wanting to continue the conversation. “So, you and Brent had lots of time to catch up? Is he staying in town for a while?” 
 
    “He wants to leave soon.” 
 
    He sounded so hurt as he said it. I reached out and touched his knee. “I’m sorry.”  
 
    “It’s fine, I knew it was going to happen. I just ... didn’t want to admit it is all.” 
 
    “Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    “No, it’s fine but thanks.”  
 
    The rest of the night was spent watching TV and cuddling. It was nothing fancy or ultra-romantic, but it worked just well. Mostly it was chick flicks because I couldn’t stand any sort of CSI type show, and there were dozens of them on. I looked away as Garth changed the channel during one of them.  
 
    “I have no clue how you can look at that.”  
 
    Garth shrugged. “I just kinda tune it out. I mean, one of us has to change it, right? And there is no way I’m going to let this define me for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “Do you think I need therapy?” I blurted it out without thinking and regretted it the second I said it. “Never mind, I know you do.” 
 
    “I think that it would be good, yes. But if it’s not something you want to do, then there is nothing I can do about it. I can’t change your mind. I just wish you would give it a shot. I know some great people.”  
 
    I bit my lip. He had a point. It might be good for me, and I knew that, but I didn’t care. I didn’t want to go. I know it’s stupid, but I don’t want to feel so weak that I need someone’s help. I didn’t dare say it out loud. I just stared blankly past Garth.  
 
    “Are you going to go?” I asked eventually.  
 
    “Maybe. Probably not, unless something else happens, and I feel I need it. Right now, I feel fine. I don’t feel like I need it at all.”  
 
    I chewed my lip. Why can’t I be handling things half as well as him? If I handled them half as well as he did, then I’d be fine. I’d be more than okay. I yawned, stretching my arms over my head and closing my eyes.  
 
    His hand touched my knee. “Come on, let’s get you to bed. You need some rest.” 
 
      
 
    Again, we decided it would be best not to drive in together. We couldn’t keep hoping that we’d get lucky and be able to pretend we just magically arrived at the same time, or get even luckier and not have anyone there when we arrived.  
 
    So I drove myself an hour after Garth left my place. I hated him leaving, but today I had done something I never thought I would do. I made his lunch.  
 
    That’s right; I made a man his lunch for work, and I actually didn’t mind it. I grinned as I pulled into a parking spot and saw that everyone was already here. It would be good for them to see me come in—alone.  
 
    I was sure they had lots to say about how close Garth and I were, even without knowing the full extent of it, but it felt good to know there would be a couple things that kept them guessing. I grabbed my work bag and headed into the building.  
 
    “Oh ...” My heart skipped a beat as someone reached out, grabbing the door for me. “Thank you!” I gave him a broad smile as I stepped into the building. He wore a UPS outfit and carried a small package.  
 
    “Ma’am.” He didn’t look much older than me, but he tilted his head towards me and headed for the front desk. “I was hoping you could help me,” I heard him say to the girl behind the desk as I reached out and touched the elevator button. I glanced behind me, my eyes trailing over his backside. I had to admit, he had a nice ass. Bad girl, I scolded myself. I wasn’t supposed to be checking other men out. You wouldn’t like it if Garth was checking out another woman’s ass, you should show him the same respect and not check other men out. Still, I couldn’t help myself from glancing back and looking once more as he headed for the door and back out of the building. I wonder if he’s our usual mailman. It had been months since I saw our mailman. But if that was him, I might have to start running into him more often if things with Garth and I went sour.  
 
    I stepped into the elevator as soon as the doors opened and headed for the floor where my office was.  
 
    When I stepped off the elevator, everyone turned to stare at me. 
 
    “Morning.” I beamed as I carried my purse over to my desk.  
 
    “The cops are here,” one of them whispered, my back turned to them.  
 
    “Really?” I bit my lip. I hope it hadn’t been anything I said yesterday. “Why?” 
 
    “No clue.” Their voices were so low that I hardly heard them. “Both both Brent and Garth are in the office with them right now.”  
 
    My heart raced. Oh, please say it’s not because of me. I took a deep breath, trying to stay calm.  
 
    “I’m sure it’s just a few routine follow-up questions; have you guys talked to them at all?” 
 
    “Yes. They wanted us to confirm that we didn’t see Garth leave the building before you and he went out.” The redhead’s eyes locked on me. “Do you think he’s in trouble?” she whispered.  
 
    “No.” I prayed I sounded sure of it. “I mean, none of us saw him leave. Unless he’s Superman, he wouldn’t have had a way to get out without stepping past us.” I turned and gave them a smile as I sat down, turning my computer on just before my official starting time began. I saw the relief wash over everyone’s face.  
 
    “You’re right.” 
 
    My smile widened. “Glad I can help.” I turned my full attention to work then, replying to clients who contacted me about wanting to see a house, or sell one. 
 
    It took everything I had to make myself stay calm the longer it went on that the office doors didn’t open. I couldn’t hear anything they were saying, and if I had been the only one there, I might have considered going over to try and hear better. But that was not a side of me I wanted anyone to see, so I pretended it didn’t bother me.  
 
    After about an hour, the door opened.  
 
    “Thank you for your time,” a man said. 
 
    “Anything we can do to help.” Garth smiled, shaking the man’s hand. “Just let us know, we want this cleared up as fast as we can.”  
 
    “I’ll be sure to contact you if we need anything else.” The police officer smiled and turned towards the elevator.  
 
    Everyone was dead silent as we watched him step into the elevator and the door close behind him.  
 
    As soon as he was out of sight, we all turned to Brent and Garth. They let out a deep breath at the same time.  
 
    “God, I could use a drink.” Brent muttered. Garth snorted.  
 
    “A drink? How about the whole damn bar?” 
 
    “Good point, my friend.” 
 
    Garth cleared his throat, looking around. “Just to let everyone know, our internet and phone calls are being checked. I don’t care what kind of search history is in there, or how many times you called your mom while at work. We want to get to the bottom of this as fast as we can. I believe in being open about what is going on, and with that, I’d like to let you know that we’ve also given the police a record of everyone selling with us, everyone buying from us, and everyone we’ve been showing homes to within the past couple of months.” 
 
    We all stared at him. Are they going to find out about us? I wondered.  
 
    “Are ... is that really the best thing we could have done?” the redhead asked. “I mean, don’t we have to worry about our clients?” 
 
    “If our clients have nothing to do with this, then they are safe. The officer has agreed to sign a confidentiality contract before we hand anything over to him. He’s also agreed that his partner and himself will be the only ones who review the content. I want this wrapped up as quick as it can be. I don’t care about the price that it costs.”  
 
    Something in his eyes told me otherwise.  
 
    “As for your search history,” Brent spoke up, “as long as you haven’t been doing anything illegal, you will be fine. We’ve both agreed that whatever we see we will overlook.”  
 
    I glanced over at the redhead. I saw her shoulders relax—a little. She opened her mouth then closed it. What was she was going to say? I wondered. Maybe I’d see if she wanted to grab a drink sometime, just to see if I could figure out what she was so worried about them finding.  
 
    “Does anyone have any questions?” Garth asked.  
 
    We all shook our heads.  
 
    “Alright, good! Let’s get some work done then.” He sounded pleased as he turned on his heel. He and Brent went into Garth’s office and the door closed again.  
 
    I jumped to my feet, wanting some interaction with him. I wanted to know what was going on, but I didn’t dare ask him in front of everyone—hell, I didn’t dare ask him in front of Brent. So I grabbed a folder, checked it, and headed into the office—after knocking twice.  
 
    Both men turned to stare at me.  
 
    “Sorry, I just wanted to get this folder to you asap. I didn’t want to interrupt you while you were busy with ... the police, and I didn’t want to bother you two right now, so I thought I could just pop it in here before you two got too busy.”  
 
    I padded over to Garth’s desk, closing the door behind me and holding the folder out to him.  
 
    Garth’s eyes twinkled. “Thank you.” His hand traced over mine before he took the folder from me with one hand. With the other, he took my hand in his and raised the back of my hand to his lips. My heart did several backflips in a row. 
 
    “You two better not be making it known about your relationship,” Brent said. “It’s one thing to do what you like in public but ...” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Garth said. “As far as I’m aware, no one here knows about it.” His eyes locked on mine. “Unless you’ve told them.” 
 
    “God, no! I don’t want them to know.” My voice was hushed. “Alyssa would try to kill me if she found out.”  
 
    “Alyssa? The sick one?” Brent said behind me. I spun to see his brow furrowed.  
 
    “She has a hard on for him. She’s spent the past few months trying to get in his good books and get him alone so she can try to sleep with him.” 
 
    “She’s a gold digger,” Garth said. 
 
     “You always did attract the most interesting women,” Brent said softly. “And normally the crazy ones—ugh, no offense, Ally.” 
 
    “None taken.” I gave him a smile. “Anyways, I’ll see you guys later. If either of you need anything, let me know.” Smiling, I headed for the door and let myself out. I padded back to my desk and dropped down, promising myself I would get work done today.  
 
      
 
    Close to quitting time, the elevator dinged. I didn’t pay much attention to it, like every Friday it was the week’s last mail trip that came up here.  
 
    “Afternoon.” The mailwoman smiled as she headed towards Garth’s office. I glanced up as she knocked and entered. “Mr. Adams, you have a package.” 
 
    “Really? I wonder who from.” 
 
    “A girl maybe?” The mail woman was obviously praying.  
 
    “Oh, I hope so.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I hadn’t sent him anything. I knew that much. Does he have someone else? I knew it was a stupid thing to think the second I thought it. I shook my head, letting out a soft laugh. Wait. If he wasn’t expecting something, and I knew it wasn’t from me ... the mail woman stepped out of his office and headed for the elevator.  
 
    I jumped to my feet.  
 
    “Garth!” I almost shouted as I rushed towards his office.  
 
    He let out a gasp.  
 
    I heard something fall to the ground. “Jesus fucking Christ,” he all but screamed.  
 
    I froze in the doorway, staring at the package on the ground. Red bled into the box. My stomach turned. I stared down at it, still bloody. A finger.  
 
    Oh, God, that’s a finger. I felt my knees grow weak.  
 
    “What—” 
 
    I heard a woman scream behind me.  
 
    Garth reached for the phone. No doubt calling the cops for the second time this week. 
 
      
 
    An hour later, they arrived. The officer who had been here this morning, and the woman that had helped get the press off my front lawn. I stared blankly, everything a daze, as she sat down beside me.  
 
    “Are you okay, Ally?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted. A dead body and no, a finger. I could feel tears stinging at the corner of my eye. I couldn’t believe this was actually happening to me.  
 
    She reached out, touching my arm. “We’re going to find the person who did this ... In the meantime, it might be a good idea to consider going to stay with family.” 
 
    “Are ... are you suggesting I could be in danger?” 
 
    “I’m not trying to. There’s no proof you could be, but it’s obvious that this was not a one-time deal.”  
 
    She gave me a soft smile, trying to make me feel better—it didn’t help. 
 
      
 
    I stood with the cop as he spoke to the mail woman. “I got it from downstairs. Betsy, the woman down there, said that a UPS delivery guy brought it in. He said the address wasn’t clear when they got the package, but he wanted to make sure the right person got it. The owner of the company here.” The cop nodded, taking notes. 
 
    Someone had targeted me—twice now. I took a deep breath. How was I going to deal with this. I thought about the note that had been left with it. Do you regret what you did yet? Was how it had started. You shouldn’t have thought you’d be safe. Was how it ended. What did it mean? 
 
    The cops kept asking if I had any idea what it could mean, but I couldn’t think of anything. I had never done anything that I could regret that much. I mean sure I did a couple stupid things when I was younger, but that was ages ago. And it was nothing that people would kill over. I could tell by the way she looked at me that the female cop didn’t believe me. Why does she dislike me so much? What is it about me that makes her want to punish me? I tried to figure it out. I had never met her before. I’d never been anything but helpful. I had never been part of any shady real estate deals so it’s not like it could be that ... 
 
    I tried not to stare at Ally too much. I didn’t want everyone cluing into the fact we were together. I didn’t need more drama than the drama of a dead body right now.  
 
    “Is ... was the finger from ...” Were there one or two dead bodies? 
 
    “It’s hard to tell right now,” the cop said. “If we have any questions, we’ll let you know, but we’ll hope that we can get an ID from the fingerprint.” 
 
    “Can it be moved yet?” I asked, trying not to look half as disgusted as I felt. The thing still lay on my office carpet. I’d be redoing the floors, that much was for sure.  
 
    “I’m sorry, but we’ve got to record the crime scene first.” The man gave me a smile. “Don’t worry, we’ve got some promising leads.” 
 
    That didn’t make me feel better. I knew it was supposed to, but what if it took them too long? What if there was actually someone out to get me—out to hurt me?  
 
    If they found out about Ally ... she could become a target. I swallowed dryly. I hated the thought of it and hated the thought of what I was going to have to do.  
 
    I paced to the couches where my staff sat. Most of the girls were crying or had been. Ally just sat there staring blankly at her desk. She didn’t move as I sat down beside her. She just stared off into space as people came in and out of my office, taking pictures, writing things down and talking to each other. 
 
    I sat back watching them, wishing I could do something about it. I’ll hire someone to solve this for me. Clearly the cops weren’t doing any good, so I’d deal with the situation myself. I must know a friend or two who has hired someone to solve an issue they’ve had.  
 
    After an hour, the police left again. I stood, forcing myself to pretend I was stronger than I actually was.  
 
    “Ladies, I think you more than deserve to call it an early day. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you still get paid, but you should head home. Remember, if you need to talk to someone, that will be covered by benefits.” I gave them all the best smile I could muster. They nodded standing.  
 
    I watched as the collected their things and headed for the elevator.  
 
    Ally stayed behind a little, slowly packing her bag as the elevator door closed.  
 
    Goddamit. I thought. Why? Why did she have to give me a chance to do this? If she had left with the rest of them, I could have convinced myself to put it off a little longer.  
 
    I took a deep breath. “Ally, I’m really sorry you had to see that.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault.” Her voice was drained of all emotion.  
 
    I’m an asshole. I knew it. I knew there was going to be no nice way to do this. But I had to—right? 
 
      
 
    “Look, we need to talk.”  
 
    I looked up at him. If I could feel right now, I’d probably be worried. Lucky for me I couldn’t feel anything right now. “Then talk.” I knew my voice was deadpan. That was how I felt—dead inside. Was that bad? I’d just seen a finger from a dead person. I shouldn’t say I felt dead. Seems wrong.  
 
    “This ... what happened today ... It makes it clear to me that ... this is an attack on me.” I realized where he was going with this. I nodded, waiting for it, making him say it. “If ... I ...” He paused and took a deep breath. “I care about you so much more than I should after such a short time, but if this is an attack on me ... if you’re with me then you become a target. If you are around me, they will figure out how much you mean to me. I can’t risk that. I can’t risk you being the next dead body I get.” 
 
    “I see.”  
 
    I did. I totally got it. He was breaking up with me. He was doing it because he thought it was somehow the right thing to do or something. He thought he was being noble or some bullshit like that.  
 
    “I’m sorry ... I wish it could be any other way.” I didn’t bother telling him that it could be. He wouldn’t listen. “I just ... I care about you too much. I think it’s best if we don’t see each other outside of work.” 
 
    I felt tears in the corner of my eye. I didn’t realize I wanted to cry. I didn’t realize I could cry right now. I didn’t feel anything.  
 
    I turned my attention to my purse, zipped it up and slung it over my shoulder. “Alright.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I wish it could be any other way.” He’d said that already. I was glad I couldn’t feel anything. If I had been able to feel things right now, I’d be on the floor crying. Begging him not to leave me. “When all of this is over, we can talk. I’m going to hire someone. A professional to figure out what is going on but ... until then ...” He swallowed. “When it’s all cleared up, I’ll take you out to dinner. I’ll take you away. I’ll make up for it.” 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “What else am I supposed to say?” I raised an eyebrow as I turned on my heel and headed for the elevator. Was I supposed to beg him to stay with me? What good would that do me?  
 
    He’d made up his mind.  
 
    When I stop feeling this numbness, I’m so screwed.   
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 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    “Hi Ally, how are you doing?” 
 
    I looked up from my computer. “Officer. I’m alright … is … is there anything I can do for you?”  
 
    “Actually, I had a quick question I was hoping you could help me with.” She held out a cup to me. “Ice frap, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” I took it from her. “Thank you,” I said getting to my feet. “Let’s speak somewhere alone.” I looked around to find the girls were staring at me. Taking a deep breath, I led the way to the elevator. If Garth hadn’t been in his office, I probably would have used that—hell, if Garth hadn’t just broken up with me, I might have still considered it. My heart dropped into the pit of my stomach as I thought about it.  
 
    I tried to shake it off. It was life, things went wrong. Boys broke up with you. It’s not a big deal. I tried to tell myself as I ran my fingers through my hair. Hair that Garth had just paid for me to have done.  
 
    “I just realized,” she said as we stepped into the elevator. You don’t even know my name.” She gave a nervous laugh and held her hand out to me. “Rebecca.” Her green eyes sparkled.  
 
    “It’s nice to meet you,” I said, shaking her hand with my free one.  
 
    The elevator door closed and I waited, trying to figure out what she could want to ask me.  
 
    “Look, I’m going to jump right to it and not bother beating around the bush.” She took a deep breath, and my heart skipped a beat. What could be this bad? “I’ve been removed from your boss’s case … actually, I’ve been asked to be removed from it.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    She turned to face me, her cheeks red. “I was wondering, would you like to grab lunch with me?” 
 
    I sat there staring at her, unable to believe what I’d just heard. I opened my mouth to say something but nothing came out.  
 
    Did I just get asked out? 
 
    “I …” 
 
    “I understand if … you’re not interested … I mean …” 
 
    Okay, I was pretty sure I’d just been asked out.  
 
    “Lunch wouldn’t hurt.” I meant to think it but heard myself say it out loud. “But I think dinner would work better.” 
 
    “Really? How about tomorrow?” 
 
    “Sounds perfect.” I smiled as the elevator door opened.  
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow then.” She beamed as she stepped off the elevator.  
 
    “See you tomorrow.” I gave her a smile, waving as she headed towards the office door. The elevator closed, and I hit the button. Oh, my God. I closed my eyes unable to believe it. I was going on a date. With a girl.  
 
    It was never something I’d considered, but why not? I mean, Garth obviously wasn’t interested. And maybe it’s fate or something. I’d never been the type to believe in it, but Garth did. Would be kind of ironic, really.  
 
    “Mr. Adams wanted us to tell you he wants to see you as soon as you get back.” I wasn’t sure who said it and hadn’t even stepped out of the elevator before they did.  
 
    “Alright, thank you.” 
 
    I padded for his office, my heart racing, and opened Garth’s door without knocking. Despite the fact it was unprofessional, I didn’t care.  
 
    We hadn’t spoken since he broke up with me. I did everything via email, and he didn’t seem to mind. Alyssa will be back soon anyways, it won’t matter then. I was just a temp after all. Once Alyssa came back, she could have him. I didn’t even get joy knowing that he had no interest in her right now. My heart skipped a beat as I closed the door behind me.  
 
    “You wanted to see me?” 
 
    “What did the police officer want?” His brow furrowed.  
 
    “Nothing important.” 
 
    Garth raised an eyebrow. His grey-green eyes locked on mine.  
 
    A couple days ago, I would have loved having his eyes on me and would have also told him anything he wanted to know. That was different, I thought.  
 
    “A police officer came to ask you questions and it’s none of my business? Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    “It’s not your business if it’s personal.” My lips formed a thin line.  
 
    I hated being here. I hated having to talk to him. It was less than professional and very far from a friendly feeling.  
 
    “Personal? What, are you making friends with the cop?” He didn’t sound pleased. I remembered his reaction to her when I went to her for help. He’d said he didn’t trust her.  
 
    “Rebecca is very nice.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t realize you two were friends. Are you going to get your nails done on the weekend?” I knew he wasn’t actually asking. 
 
    “Actually, dinner tomorrow,” I said. He stared at me with wide eyes. “And not as friends.” I knew the last part was harsh and there was no reason for me to add it. I knew I was just being hurtful.  
 
    Garth’s jaw dropped, and he stared at me. I saw the hurt in his eyes. “I see.” He nodded. “Well, I hope you and Rebecca have a wonderful time.”  
 
    I felt bad for saying it and swallowed dryly, looking down, unable to bring myself to meet his eyes. “So … is that all?” 
 
    “Yes. Of course. You …” He trailed off. I risked glancing up. He stared down at the desk, but that didn’t hide the tear I saw fall from his cheek.  
 
    My heart dropped into the pit of my stomach, and I took a deep breath. I didn’t mean to hurt him. I mean, I guess I kind of did.  
 
    “You’re the one who ended things, remember that.” I swallowed as I turned. “I’ll get back to work now. Please, let me know if there is anything you need.” 
 
      
 
    You’re the one who ended things. Her voice played over and over inside my head. Oh, trust me, I knew it. I regretted it.  
 
    A date.  She had a date already. With the cop. I knew there was something off about her. I hadn’t been able to place it at the time, maybe it was just that she wanted Ally away from me. She didn’t even know Ally and I were together. Did she? I didn’t know what Ally had told her before. I took a deep breath. You’re the one who ended things ...   
 
    I couldn’t get that out of my mind. If I hadn’t ended things, she would have been a target. I didn’t want to. I wanted her—I still did.  
 
    But I couldn't bring myself to put her in danger. I wouldn’t. And she’ll be safe if she dates a cop. That was what mattered here. She needed to be safe. I sighed, wiping away the tear that rolled down my cheek and shaking my head.  
 
    “Get your shit together,” I muttered to myself. I was in the process of finding someone to take care of this situation for me.  
 
      
 
    I sat down at my desk; it took everything I had not to cry. Not because I was sad—which I was—not because I was so mad at him. I took a shaky breath and closed my eyes. Trying to calm myself down took longer than I liked to admit.  My computer beeped, letting me know I had a new email. From Garth.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat as I opened it.  
 
    I am hiring a private investigator. He may have questions for you; I have given him your email. 
 
      
 
    Garth. 
 
    100% business. So that’s how we were going to do it? Alright. I breathed deeply. I didn’t bother replying to it. I didn’t care. At least, that’s what I told myself.  
 
    The day was bad. Like most of the days since Garth had broken up with me, I hadn’t actually had a good day. It was awkward being around him. I couldn't bring myself to look at him and it didn’t seem like he wanted anything to do with me either.  
 
    I went through the motions just like I was supposed to but wasn’t really paying attention to any of it. Just like most days since Garth broke things off. Maybe it was because I’d seen another dead body that day or perhaps it was because he broke things off—I wasn’t sure which one it was but didn’t care anymore. I just kept doing what I  was supposed to do. Work. Home. Sleep. Wake up. Work. Home. 
 
    The next day when I got home, there was something different. I had to get ready for a date. Am I moving too fast? I wondered as I headed for the bedroom and pulled my closet open. I stared at the contents, looking for something to wear—not just something. The right thing. I pulled out a black dress from the back of my closet. It was small, but it still covered everything. It was something I could wear to see my mom—maybe not my grandma, though.  
 
    I slipped into it and headed for the bathroom. I didn’t do much makeup wise—going for an attempt at a natural look, and then curled my hair. I took a deep breath. She’d stopped by today to make sure we were still on, and to give me her phone number. We agreed on six, and we were getting closer and closer to six. My stomach twisted, and I thought I might be sick. I breathed deeply, trying not to worry about it too much. It will be fine, I told myself. It’s hardly even a date.  Just two people going out for dinner to see where things go from there. That wasn’t too bad, right? It would be fine. Just fine. Whatever happened, it wasn’t a big deal. It was going to work out.  
 
    The doorbell rang. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I grabbed a pair of nice heels and headed for the door as fast as I could.  
 
    When I got to the front room, I stopped running; after all, there was a window, and I didn’t want her to see that I’d been running to get the door.  
 
    My fingers curled around the handle and I pulled it open.  
 
    Her blonde hair was much longer than when I had last seen her and shockingly straight. She must have extensions in, I thought. 
 
    Her green eyes sparkled. “Hi.” Her eyes roamed over my body and as she looked me over. I took a quick second to give her a once over.  
 
    She wore a green dress that fell to just above her knees, with kimono style sleeves and a high neckline. There was a sash at the smallest part of her waist and she wore a pair of black flats.  
 
    “You look great,” we both said in unison.  
 
    My cheeks flushed. “Thanks.” I slipped on my shoes, grabbed my purse and stepped out onto the front steps. I glanced at my mailbox, my eyes narrowing. I picked up the mail today, I thought. I reached for it, my heart skipping a beat as I saw my name. I’d know his handwriting anywhere.  
 
    Goddamnit. I tucked the envelope into my purse and forced a smile over my face. I wasn’t going to let him get in the way.  
 
    “So, how was your day?” 
 
    “Not too bad, how about you? How are you holding up?” she asked as we headed down the front steps and towards a black car.  
 
    “I’m alright,” I admitted. “I mean … I haven’t seen any more body parts, that’s gotta count for something. Right?” It was meant to be a joke, but neither of us laughed.  
 
    “You said you gave up the case involving Garth, why?” I asked as we stepped in front of the car. Rebecca circled around and slid into the driver's seat as I slipped into the passenger’s side.  
 
    “It … I just thought it would be for the best.” She shrugged, gunning the engine. “I hope you don’t mind, but I have a place picked out already.” 
 
    “I don’t mind at all.” I grinned as we headed off.  
 
    “Anyways, there are a couple other officers who will handle your boss’s case better than my partner and I will. Don’t get me wrong, John and I are good cops, but … your boss is a powerful man, and sometimes we step on the wrong feet.” She gave a soft laugh.  
 
    I like that, I thought as I glanced over at her. I liked someone who wasn’t afraid of stepping on the wrong toes or pissing the wrong people off. Maybe I’d grow to like Rebecca—as a friend or as more.  
 
    “He seems to like you quite a bit, though.”  
 
    My jaw fell open. “We were friends for a while.” More than that, but I wasn’t willing to admit it.  
 
    “It must be hard on him to be going through all this.” 
 
    “It is.” My heart sank. I felt bad for mentioning my date yesterday. He’d been hostile and rude, but I hadn’t meant to hurt him. I kind of wish I could take it back, I thought. Only kind of, though. He’d still been rude to me, and I wasn’t impressed with that. “But, I’m sure it will all be over soon. I mean, between the police and the private detective he’s hiring.” 
 
    “He’s hiring a private detective?” 
 
    “Yes.” Should I have kept that a secret? I bit my lip. “At least,” I added quickly, trying to get him out of any trouble he was in. “I think he was debating it. I mean, I’m sure the cops are doing everything they can, but an extra set of hands …” 
 
    “No, it makes sense. I mean if you can afford to, why not, right?” 
 
    Of course, it wasn’t that easy for everyone. Most of us couldn’t afford to. “I would, but I can hardly afford to keep myself going some weeks.” I laughed dryly.  
 
    Rebecca grinned. “Yea, you’d think being a cop pays well, but I still have years of debt to pay off from school, not to mention the actual cost of living.”  
 
    We turned the corner, and there it was. I grinned, watching her park.  
 
    “This place?” I  stared at the walkway.  
 
    “You know it?” 
 
    “It has the best burgers in town.”  
 
    The last time I’d been here had been with Garth. I bit my lip, trying not to let it bring me down. I was on a date and wasn’t supposed to be thinking about Garth. Garth was my boss—and now my ex. Then what is in the envelope? What did he send me that he wasn’t willing to just say to me? At least via email. I took a deep breath and mentally shook myself. It didn’t matter what he wanted. I was on a date and was going to have a nice time. He could move on if he wanted to, but I was going to.  
 
    Rebecca and I stepped out of the car and headed for the small burger joint, walking closely to each other.  
 
    “So, I guess I really don’t know that much about you,” I said as we stepped into the restaurant.  
 
    I froze.  
 
    Those grey-green eyes locked on mine, and his cheeks turned a bright shade of red. I forced myself to look away and make my way towards the counter to place my order.  
 
    “There isn’t much to know, honestly,” Rebecca said as she looked at the menu. I risked a glanced towards Garth. He sat with someone else. Brent. My heart skipped a beat. Garth stared down at his burger, and I forced myself to look away. “I work mostly, I mean don’t we all? But I normally get weekends off. I have a cabin that I like to go up to on the weekends, just to get away from everything for a little while. It was my grandma's when she was younger …” She trailed off. “Anyways, I’m boring.” She gave a soft laugh as we stepped up to the counter.  
 
    A girl showed up.  
 
    “Hi!” I’d never seen her before. “What can I get you?” 
 
    “The fries burger please.” Fries on the burger, who could ask for more? 
 
    “Make that two.” It was always telling to see what kind of burger someone would get. Rebecca shot me a grin as she stepped towards the counter, pulling out her wallet.  
 
    I opened my mouth to offer to pay. She caught my eye. I closed my mouth, stepping back and letting her pay. “Fine, but I’ll pay for the next meal.”  
 
    Rebecca laughed softly. “Does that mean you’re already agreeing to a second date?” She raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Let's see how this one goes first, but I think the potential is there.”  
 
    I liked her, she was nice. She was kind and beautiful, and it seemed like we might have a lot in common. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    If Rebecca ever noticed Garth and Brent, she didn’t say anything. Actually, she seemed happy to listen to me talk. I don’t think I’d told someone that much about myself in a long time. She wanted to know everything. My favorite food, my favorite music, my favorite flowers. It felt nice to have someone want to know so much about me.  
 
    When she pulled up to my house, I was kind of disappointed the night was over already. I bit my lip. Do I invite her in for coffee? I honestly had no clue.  
 
    “Look, I got the vibe that maybe … this was your first time.” I felt my cheeks flush.  
 
    “Was it that obvious?” 
 
    Rebecca laughed softly. “Yes. But, I just wanted to thank you for giving me a chance, and I understand if you want to get together again—as friends. If you’d like to get together as more, that would be great too, but I just … don’t want you to worry.” 
 
    “Actually …” I took a deep breath, “I had a really great time …” 
 
    “I feel a but coming.” I could hear the hurt in her voice.  
 
    “I just got out of a relationship. It was … complicated. I had a really great time with you, but I don’t want to lead you on. I honestly need some time to think about everything. I don’t want you to feel used, that’s why I’m being honest with you right now.” 
 
    “Take as long as you need.”  
 
    “Really?”  
 
    Without realizing what I was doing, I pulled Rebecca into a hug. Her arms wrapped around me.  
 
    “I had a good night,” she said softly.  
 
    “Thank you … for everything.” It felt nice to know there was no pressure. I pulled away from our hug and gave her a smile. “I’ll text you, or call, or something … sometime.” 
 
    She shrugged. “It was just one date; don’t worry, I’m not going to put too much pressure on you.” She gave me a soft grin. I unbuckled and stepped out of the car, turning just as I reached my house and waving, watching her drive off. Unlocking the door, I headed inside. The first thing I did was pull the envelope out of my purse and rip it open. My heart raced as I unfolded the paper.  
 
    Ally,  
 
    I just wanted to let you know I am sorry for the way I acted yesterday and today. I … I care about you, and it was hard for me to hear that you were already going on a date. I hope you have a wonderful night, and I hope she treats you right.  
 
    You deserve it, and I wish I could give it to you—I wish I could give you everything you deserve. I wish I could be the one to take care of you, but right now … I’m a danger to you and I can’t stand the idea of putting you in danger. I can’t stand the idea of losing you.  
 
    I care about you too much. I want you to be happy.  
 
      
 
    Garth. 
 
    He wanted me to be happy? But did it matter what made me happy? What if being with him made me happy? 
 
    I blew out a deep breath. Why did he have to be like this?  
 
    “Arrg.” I let out something that sounded like a growl as I stared down at the letter, reading it a couple more times.  
 
    I frowned. Who the hell was he to tell me he cared about me? 
 
    I blew out a deep breath, grabbed my purse again and stuffed the letter into it as I headed outside and to my purple car. I stared at it. The car Garth had given me.  
 
    “Fuck you,” I muttered to the purple Jaguar, feeling bad the second I said it. “I’m sorry … it’s not your fault. I’m just mad at him.” I reached out and ran my fingers over the paint. Okay, so maybe people thought it was strange I talked to my car. I didn’t care. They could think whatever the hell they wanted about me and my cars.  
 
    I slid into the driver's seat and gunned the engine after tossing my purse onto the passenger's seat.  
 
    It didn’t take long for me to get to Garth’s condo. I stormed through the door to the elevator and pressed the button to his floor.  
 
    I took a deep breath. I had to wait, and that gave me time to think about what I was about to do. I swallowed dryly, closing my eyes. This is stupid. If I did that … who knows what could happen. I would probably just end up getting hurt more, but was it worth it?  
 
    The elevator door opened on the floor, and I stared out into the hallway. Alright. I took a deep breath but couldn’t bring myself to step forward. I tried, I really did. I tried to step forward but nothing happened.  
 
    The elevator doors closed, and I stared blankly at them. Damnit.Why hadn’t I gotten out? I was supposed to. I was supposed to go over there and tell him what an asshole he was for telling me he cared about me after breaking up with me. The elevator reached the ground level and came to a stop.  
 
    Again, I froze.  
 
    I stared into those grey-green eyes in front of me and couldn't bring myself to move. I couldn’t even think straight.  
 
    “Ally,” he said softly. He looked just as shocked as I felt.  
 
    He stepped into the elevator, and we made our way up to his floor—neither of us saying a word.  
 
    “Were you just leaving?” he finally asked as the elevator door opened on his floor again. This time, I managed to make my feet work as we stepped out.  
 
    “You weren’t home,” I said quickly. Not that I had actually tested that to see if it was true, but I wasn’t going to admit I hadn’t been able to get out of the elevator.  
 
    “I was still out with Brent. Shouldn't you be on a date?” 
 
    “It ended.”  
 
    We didn’t dare look at each other. Instead, we stared straight ahead as we made our way to his apartment and  he unlocked the door.  
 
    I forced myself to step into the apartment with him.  
 
    “So, you stopped by for a reason.” 
 
    “Yes.” I couldn't bring myself to say anything. I wanted to yell at him; I wanted to give him shit for not telling me how he felt sooner and wanted to tell him he was too late—but I didn’t. I didn’t say any of it because I couldn't bring myself to. “I got your letter.” 
 
    “Ah ...” his cheeks flushed. “I hope I didn’t overstep any bounds … I didn’t mean to. I”m sorry … for causing all of this.” 
 
    “You said you care about me.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Then why give up on me?” 
 
    My heart sank when I said it. That’s what was happening, right? He was giving up on us being together because he didn’t want to deal with it. On the outside, I could see why he was feeling the way he was, but that didn’t stop the way I felt about it.  
 
    “I … I’m not giving up on you,” he whispered, stepping towards me. I backed up, not letting him reach out and touch me.  
 
    “If you weren’t giving up on me, we’d still be together. I wouldn’t have gone out with Rebecca tonight.” 
 
    “You’re safe with Rebecca, don’t you get that?” 
 
    “Don’t you get that I don’t fucking care?” I let out a huff of frustration. “You don’t. You don’t fucking get it.” I ran my fingers through my hair.  
 
    “You can’t say that. You don’t get it. If something was to happen to you and it was my fault … I couldn't stand it. I wouldn’t be able to bring myself to deal with it. I would hate myself for putting you in danger like that. I would hate myself for even letting you put yourself in danger like that.” 
 
    “And what makes you think you can let me put myself in danger as is?” I stared at him, waiting for the answer. Did he actually think he could let me? Did he think he could stop me from doing whatever the fuck it was I wanted to do? 
 
    Garth stared at me. “If we get back together, you could end up dead. Is that what you want?” 
 
    I stared at him. “I want you.”  
 
    It came out before I realized what I said. I took a deep breath closing my eyes, wishing I could take it back. Of course, I wanted him, that’s why I was here, but I didn’t want to tell him. I didn’t want him to know how much he meant to me. I didn’t want him to think I was in love with him or something. 
 
    “And I want you, but …” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head and felt a tear touch the corner of my eye. I closed the distance between us. “You said you cared about me, right?” I didn’t wait for him to answer. My lips crashed against his, and my fingers tangled in his hair, pulling him closer to me. He let out a soft breath, pulling me closer to him, his arms wrapping around my hips.  
 
    He pulled away just a tiny bit. “You’re not being rational,” he muttered.  
 
    “Believing in fate isn’t rational,” I retorted.  
 
    His teeth grazed against my lower lip, our kiss growing more passionate. I took a deep breath. Arousal pooled in the pit of my stomach.  
 
    There was nothing like fighting to make you want to bash someone's brains out—right? 
 
    Garth pulled away from me, his breathing heavy as he stared at me. “So … the fact that someone is sending me dead body parts doesn’t bother you?” 
 
    “Oh, God no. It bothers the hell out of me.” It scared the hell out of me. “But you’re worth it.” I think. I hope. I really fucking hoped.  
 
    Garth stared at me, an eyebrow raised.  
 
    “Look, I’m not going to let someone else control my life, even if they are a psycho that is going around killing people.”  
 
    I said it before really thinking. I mean, I’m pretty sure it was true. I think. I hope.  I was willing to risk my life for this man, right? Because getting back together with him was what I would be doing. I took a deep breath.  
 
    I want him. I care about him.  
 
    But was it worth it? Was it worth the risk I’d be taking. He was right; I could become a target.  
 
    Garth reached out and touched my cheek softly. My heart skipped a beat. Yes,  I thought before even realizing it. I thought it was worth it. It was just that simple.  
 
    My arms wrapped around Garth, pulling him into a hug.  
 
    “I’m here for you. We’re in this together,” I whispered.  
 
    He didn’t say anything. He just held me tighter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    I can’t put into words how much it meant to me that she was in this with me. I can’t put into words how much it meant to me that she was willing to take this risk, but I wasn’t sure I could let her. I don’t think I’m going to be able to let her do anything. I hugged her tightly, unwilling to admit how much it meant to me that she was willing to take this risk for me.  
 
    My head nuzzled into the spot between her shoulder and her neck. I knew I shouldn’t do it. I should tell Ally I hated her and wanted nothing to do with her, but I couldn’t bring myself to. I cared about her too much—and was too selfish.  
 
    “Does this mean you’re going to spend the night?” 
 
    She pulled away from me, mulling it over.  
 
    “I don’t know …” 
 
    “I still have some of the clothes you left here the other night.” 
 
    A smile touched her lips. I knew I was making it hard for her to say no but didn’t mean to be a pain in the ass. I just wanted her to know how badly I actually wanted her.  
 
      
 
    I couldn't say no as bad as I wanted to. I didn’t want to—not at all.  
 
    “I guess, when you put it that way.” I pulled away from him and padded over to the bedroom where I knew my bag would be. Bending down, I sifted through it carefully, pulling out a silk corset I knew I’d packed, and then stood up. I held it out to Garth. “What do you think?” 
 
    His eyes widened, and he swallowed dryly. “ I really like it. You should put it on.”  
 
    I smirked, stripping quickly, and stood there, naked in front of Garth. He didn’t seem to mind at all.  
 
    He closed the distance between us, reaching out. His fingers traced over the curves of my body. A soft moan passed through my lips just at the heat of his hand against my skin. 
 
    “All I have to do to turn you on is touch you?” He raised an eyebrow as he pulled me closer to him.  
 
    I pulled away. “Hang on,” I scolded, slipping the corset over my body, quickly trying to fasten the garment up.  
 
    Garth grabbed me the second he could, pulling me into his arms and guiding me to the bed.  
 
    His lips traced over my neck, ever so gently. I moaned, my eyes rolling back as his fingers tangled in my hair, pulling it out of my face ever so gently. 
 
    He pulled away just enough to lock eyes with mine. 
 
    "I'm so glad you came over," he whispered. "I thought I'd lost you." 
 
    "You did break up with me," I reminded him. "In case you forgot." 
 
    "I thought it was the right thing to do, you have to understand ..." 
 
    "And I do," I cut him off. I understood, but I didn't agree with it one bit. If he wanted to be with me, he should just be with me dammit. 
 
    My lips crashed against his before he could say another word. I didn't want to talk about it. I wanted to move on from it—and the best way to move on after a fight was post-fight sex. As if reading my mind, Garth grinned, pulling me closer to him. His hands traced the curves of my body and stopped at my butt, his fingers digging into my panties gently. Without warning, he had them on the floor.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I reached out, unbuttoning his crisp white shirt. It looked like he hadn't changed since coming back from the office. 
 
    My lips touched his neck as I pushed the shirt off him, my fingers tracing over every inch of muscle he had. My teeth grazed his skin every so softly. 
 
    Garth moaned, his fingers digging into me as I guided him back towards the bed. He fell back against it as I stood above him, and I looked around my brow furrowing. 
 
    "Dresser?" I pointed towards it as if he needed me to show him what I was talking about. 
 
    "Top." He nodded. 
 
    I crossed over to it as fast as I could without running. Because God forbid, you look desperate. I couldn't help the grin that spread over my face. 
 
    I pulled a condom out from the dresser and headed back to the bed. I wasn't done teasing but didn't want either of us to have to get up again. 
 
    I crawled onto the bed, straddling his hips. 
 
    I stopped, placing the condom above our heads and reaching for the belt of his black slacks. I had it undone in record time, along with his pants. He pushed them down to his knees quickly, his boxers with them. His cock sprang forward, and I licked my lips, lowering myself towards his cock. 
 
    He gasped as I took his head in my mouth. Just his head at first. Slowly teasing, my tongue circled every inch of him that it could reach. 
 
    Slowly, my mouth took more, his cock sliding deeper and deeper into my mouth. 
 
    I pulled away, my head bobbing back and forth. His cock sliding in and out of my mouth effortlessly. 
 
    Garth's fingers tangled in the bedding as his hips arched towards me, and I grinned.  
 
    I mouthed his cock, taking him in deeper and deeper. 
 
    Garth's eyes rolled back, a deep breath passing through his lips. His eyes snapped open as I pulled away, and he opened his mouth to protest, but I reached for the condom before he could say a word. The grin on his face widened as he reached out and took it, tearing into it. 
 
    I watched every single move as he slid the condom over his full length. 
 
    Without a word, I positioned myself over his erect cock. His hips lifted, his cock pressing against my folds. 
 
    I gasped as I lowered myself down onto him without a word. My nails dug into his muscular chest as he let out a deep breath. 
 
    My hips circled Garth’s cock, and he inhaled sharply. I opened my eyes to see him staring at me, his grin still plastered on his face. 
 
    His fingers dug into my hips as he thrust into me. 
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke. Fast and hard. 
 
    I moaned, my eyes rolling back as I reached between my legs. 
 
    My fingers massaged my clit softly. Keeping time with Garth. 
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Fast and hard. He paused just long enough to roll me onto my back, positioning himself above me as he reached out and took my hand. 
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    I grazed his lower lip ever so gently, and he returned it, nipping at my lower lip. 
 
    I moaned, my fingers circling my clit faster and faster.  
 
    He thrust into me again and again, his eyes locked on mine. My heart skipped a beat as I stared into those grey-green eyes. I squeezed his hand gently, my free hand moving from my body to his. My fingers traced every curve of his muscular arms, to his shoulders and down his back, my nails trailing ever so gently.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Faster and faster.  
 
    I gasped as he slammed into me. My eyes rolled back, and my nails dug into Garth’s lower back. He gasped, thrusting into me faster and faster. I moaned. 
 
    He squeezed my hand gently. Thrusting faster and faster.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    I reached for my clit again, massaging faster and faster. I bit my lip.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. stroke.  
 
    Faster and harder.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    My eyes still fixed on those gorgeous grey-green ones above me, I pulled him down into a kiss, trying to pour every ounce of feeling I had for him into that kiss. As if realizing what I was trying to do, his kiss deepened. He pulled away, his lips trailing along my jawline and down to my neck.  
 
    I moaned louder.  
 
    His teeth grazed the skin on my neck gently.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Faster and faster. Harder and harder.  
 
    My eyes rolled back, and everything went a hazy white. Garth’s lips touched my neck ever so tenderly before he pulled away. As if he could sense how close I was, his lips moved to my ear, his hot breath sending a shiver of pleasure down my spine.  
 
    “Cum for me,” he whispered.  
 
    His words were enough to send me over the edge. His lips touched my neck ever so gently.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    I gasped, letting out a moan that sounded closer to a scream, and my toes curled as my hips arched. Pleasure crashed through my body, sending waves of ripples from my toes to the tip of my head. I squeezed Garth’s hand, wave after wave of pleasure ripping through my body.  
 
    My hips bucked against his.  
 
    Garth gasped, slamming into me. I moaned, another wave of pleasure surging through my body as he thrust into me harder, another gasp passing through his lips.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke. Harder and harder, he slammed into me.  
 
    Another wave of pleasure, and another. Another, and another—this time softer. The next time softer still. 
 
    Garth’s lips lowered to mine.  
 
    My eyes opened; I blinked twice to readjust to the lighting and gave him a smile. His eyes sparkled as he stared down at me.  
 
    He pulled out and slipped off the bed, making his way over to the trashcan.  
 
    I sat up, slipping out of my corset and tossing it down onto the ground beside the bed.  
 
    Garth came back, his arms wrapped around me, and I closed my eyes. His warmth beside me, the feeling of knowing it was him of all people. I turned to look at him. His eyes were closed. I thought about the letter he’d dropped off at my place. He cared about me. My fingers brushed a strand of hair out of his face. 
 
    He opened his eyes and stared at me.  
 
    I smiled. “Hey,” I whispered, and my lips touched his for a fraction of a second. “Just for the record, I care about you too. A lot.” 
 
    Maybe it wasn’t love, but it was more than just lust—I knew that much. If I was willing to be with him, even with everything going on I knew that was more than just lust—it was more than just a good fuck, more than him being my boss.  
 
    A smile touched his lips as he pulled me into a kiss, the kiss growing more and more passionate but still never edging sexual. It was pure affection. His fingers tangled in my hair as he pulled away and lay down beside me.  
 
    “Then we’re in this together, whatever is to come of it,” he whispered.  
 
    I took his hand, our fingers tangling together. “For now, just get some rest babe.” It looked like he needed a good long sleep.  
 
      
 
    The next morning, I arrived at the office last. Well, at least that's what I thought. I looked up as the elevator dinged and someone stepped out. My heart did a backflip.  
 
    Alyssa looked around, a wide smile across her face. She didn’t say anything to anyone as she headed for Garth’s office and let herself in.  
 
    “Mr. Adams ...” She closed the door before I could hear her say another word, and my heart raced. I wanted to know what was going on in there. It took everything I had not to stand up and go over there.  
 
    “Well, looks like you’re going back to your old job,” someone said, and I couldn't ignore the hint of pleasure in there. I turned to see three women staring at me. I wasn’t sure who said it but forced a smile over my lips. “I hope so. It would be so nice if Alyssa felt better; I mean, she’s been out of commission for so long, I was beginning to get worried,” I lied. In truth, I’d totally forgot about her. “And being able to go back to normal hours means I won’t be doing all this overtime for Mr. Adams, which means I can finally spend time with ...” I trailed off intentionally.  
 
    I normally tried to avoid drama but that didn’t mean I couldn’t feed the drama queens just what they wanted—or what they hated. Not knowing something. 
 
    It didn’t make me feel better because I hated not knowing what Garth and Alyssa were talking about in there. Couldn't stand it. I thought I was going to kill something. The elevator door rang again. This time, I did look up.  
 
    A man in a black suit stepped out, looking around. His eyes locked on me. “Ally, correct?” 
 
    “Um, yes. What can I help you with?” My heart skipped a beat as he looked me up and down, it didn’t seem sexual—it just seemed like he was taking everything in.  
 
    “I was hired by your boss to look into some things.” 
 
    “Oh! Right, of course. Come on in; he’ll want to see you right away.” I stood quickly, circled around the desk and padded towards the door of Garth’s office, knocking twice and opening the door.  
 
    I forced myself to ignore the woman sitting across from Garth. 'Um, sir ... someone's here to talk about ... looking into a couple things for you." 
 
    Garth perked up right away. "Oh, right. Of course." He turned his attention to Alyssa. "I'm sorry, we'll have to continue this at another time." Alyssa stared at him with wide eyes as if he'd never dismissed her like that before.  
 
    She stood, turning for the door, and her eyes locked on mine. She stopped at the door for a fraction of a second. "Ally," she snapped. My heart skipped a beat. "Are you coming? The men need some time to themselves." 
 
    "Actually," Garth held up his hand. "Ally is to stay." 
 
    I turned to look at Garth but his eyes didn't meet mine. He stared at the man beside me, and I caught Alyssa's eyes narrow as she stepped out of the room and closed the door.  
 
    "You must be John." Garth stepped out from around the desk and the two men shook hands. 
 
    "Yes. I'd like to ask you a couple of questions, just to get a feel for this before we agree to terms and contracts." 
 
    "Of course." Garth sat down on the corner of his desk. "What would you like to know?" 
 
    "Start from the beginning." 
 
    He nodded, took a deep breath and listened as Garth told him everything that had happened within the past few days—starting with the dead body we'd seen. It took an effort for me not to feel sick as I listened.  
 
    John glanced over at me every now and then. He nodded as he listened to Garth's story, and finally, it came to an end  
 
    "This sounds like quite the situation to be in. I can see why you'd like some help." 
 
    "Don't get me wrong, it's great the cops are trying to do something but ... I don't trust them." 
 
    My gaze snapped to Garth. Why wouldn't he trust them? My brow furrowed. He'd never said anything about it to me before. Was that why he'd been so upset when I told him I was going out with Rebecca?  
 
    "Why don't you trust them?" 
 
    I was thankful John asked the question because I wanted an answer to so badly.  
 
    "It's ... I know it may sound kind of silly, but there is one officer, the way she is around me just put me off. It's like ... she doesn't trust me. Like she wants me to be guilty. The way she looks at me ..." Garth shook his head. "I don't get it." 
 
    John nodded. "I'll need a list of all the officers involved."  
 
    "Of course." Garth reached for a pen and paper. I cleared my throat.  
 
    Both men turned to stare at me.  
 
    "Actually, that's not going to be accurate." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Rebecca was asked to be removed from the case. 
 
    They both stared at me.  
 
    John's head tilted to the left. "Interesting. Are you close with ... Rebecca." 
 
    "No," I said quickly. "I mean, she asked me out on a date, that's all, though." 
 
    John raised an eyebrow. "Very interesting." 
 
    My cheeks flushed. I hated the idea of John knowing every detail of my life. It just felt so wrong. 
 
    I cleared my throat. "Well, unless there is anything else you need from me, I'm going to get back to work." I bowed my head. 
 
    "Actually," Garth spoke before I could leave. "You should know, Alyssa is back." My heart skipped a beat—and not in a good way. "Which means ..." he sounded uncomfortable, refusing to meet my eye. 
 
    "I've been bumped back down." I didn't need him to finish his sentence. It was probably for the best anyways that way people wouldn't start to realize how much time we spend together. They wouldn't start to think that something was going on. 
 
    If we just saw each other after work it would be fine—right? It's for the best. I told myself as I turned on my heel and headed for the doors, trying not to feel disappointment. 
 
    I blew it. My one chance to move up in this company, and I was so focused on fucking the boss that I didn't focus on impressing him enough that he would want to keep me around. Stupid. 
 
    I stepped out of the office and was met by four women staring at me. 
 
    Alyssa cleared her throat. "So, what was that about?" 
 
    "Oh, nothing. Just ... Some stuff that happened when you weren't around. Nothing you should have to worry about, though." I forced myself to smile. "Welcome back, by the way. It's great to see you healthy again." 
 
    They all stared at me. No one saying a word as I headed towards my desk and sat down, trying to ignore their eyes on me.  
 
    "He said we could get together for dinner sometime," Alyssa said, obviously not to me. 
 
    The other women gasped. "Really? So your plan worked?"  
 
    Plan?  
 
    My brow furrowed. What plan? 
 
    "It seems to have." Alyssa beamed. "I've got a date with him after all." 
 
    Jealously tugged at the pit of my stomach. I tried to ignore it as I logged onto my computer and checked my email. 
 
    "We're going out today." She sounded so pleased with herself.  
 
    Today? They are going out today? I could feel myself starting to shake. I tried to ignore it—tried to ignore her. But it was hard.  
 
    She stopped talking after that, now that she had finished gloating, it seemed like she was going to get back to work. After an hour, the office door opened and John stepped out. Garth followed him, they shook hands and John left without a word.  
 
    Garth headed for his office, shut the door and Alyssa turned to me. "Was that about the dead body?" she asked in a hushed voice.  
 
    "Yes," I admitted. What was the point in lying? 
 
    "You were there, right?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    Alyssa nodded. "What was Garth like when he saw it?" 
 
    Did she sound excited? 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I mean, did he cry? Was he shaken? What did he do?" 
 
    "He called the cops. Like you're supposed to."  
 
    Alyssa rolled her eyes. "Look, I've been gone; I need to get up to speed with him again. Anything you want to offer? Anything you've noticed?" 
 
    He doesn't like you. 
 
    I didn't say it. I knew she wouldn't believe me even if I did and wasn't going to put myself in the doghouse just to tell her that Garth didn't like her. I shrugged. "We didn't really talk much, other than business stuff." 
 
    Alyssa nodded. "Maybe that's what I've been doing wrong. I've been trying to be his friend. Maybe he'd be more into someone that is like a business partner to him ... long hours together, dinners, and then suddenly one night ..." A grin touched her lips. "That's a great idea! Thanks." 
 
    I stared at her. "Uh, you're welcome. But you know ... it wasn't an idea ... it was just what I did— my job."  
 
    Alyssa dismissed me with a wave of her hand as Garth opened the office door. He glanced at me for a fraction of a second, and sadness touched his eyes  
 
    "Alright, Alyssa, let's go."  
 
    My heart sank as I watched her jump to her feet and the two of them head off together. You've watched it most of your job here—it's no different now than it was then, I tried to tell myself but  knew it was a lie.  
 
    My brow furrowed as I glanced down at the clock. They were going out now? That doesn't seem like him, I thought. My head tilted to the left as I watched them step into the elevator. She was already talking to him about something. He didn't look excited.  
 
    I took a deep breath as an idea hit me. It would be wrong.  We hadn't really agreed we were getting back together last night or anything, it's not like I was his girlfriend. It's not like I had a right to know where he was going or what he was doing. 
 
    Bu t... if I just go through my mail, or do some updates ... it's not a bad thing if I stumble across something.  
 
    A smile touched my lips as I opened my email, along with Garth's digital calendar. My heart skipped a beat as I stared down at the date. Yup.  
 
    He was showing a house in two hours.  
 
    They weren't going out today. They were going to get a house set up and ready for showing.  
 
    My phone buzzed. I glanced down at it.  
 
    Wish you were the one with me right now :/ 
 
    I knew I shouldn’t take so much pleasure in his text, but I did.  
 
    You mean you’re not looking forward to your date?  
 
    I grinned as we fired off texts back and forth as quickly as we could.  
 
      
 
    Date? Is THAT what she told everyone? Lol, going to get a house ready to show.  
 
      
 
    I know, I checked your calendar ;)  
 
      
 
    Clever girl ;) See, that’s what I’m going to miss about getting to spend the day with you. Gotta go drive. Talk later <3 
 
    A heart. My own heart did a backflip as I stared down at it. He sent me a heart—that was a good sign, right? That was a sign he cared about me, just like he said in his letter. I tried not to let it go to my head and tried not to make a big deal of it. But I couldn’t help the grin spreading over my face.  
 
    I stood quickly, forcing myself to keep a straight face as I headed for the bathroom.  
 
    My heart raced.  I can't believe he actually wishes I was with him.  I knew it was silly to make such a big deal about it, but it made me feel special.  
 
    "You're not happy to see Alyssa back, are you?" 
 
    My heart skipped a beat as I turned to see someone behind me. The redhead.  
 
    "Excuse me?" 
 
    "I mean, you say you are, but you're not. Are you?" 
 
    "I'm happy I won't have to show any more houses," I said, and that was sorta true. I wanted to get over the whole situation, but showing houses didn't make me feel good.  
 
    "I'm not." She crossed her arms over her chest and padded to the mirrors. She crossed her arms and fixed a stray hair. "Happy she's back, I mean. She acts like she runs this place; I know that's what she wants." 
 
    "I thought you two were friends?" 
 
    She snorted. "Please, all she sees in us is help and slaves. 'Nikki, go do this for me'. 'Nikki, run the paperwork for me’."  
 
    So, her name was Nikki. Good to know.  
 
    "If you don't want to then just say no." 
 
    "You think it's that easy? I've known Alyssa since I was eight. I've never seen her get something she doesn't want." 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. Garth. Well, if she wants him, she will have to go through me,  I thought.  
 
    "But it's not the same here ... I see the way you look at him. You want him, don't you?" 
 
    "Excuse me?" I scoffed, trying to pretend I didn't without coming right out and saying it.  
 
    "I just thought ... with the way you look at him, there is something going on there." She sounded nervous. "But maybe I'm wrong. Maybe ... I'm sorry ... I just wanted to let you know that you'd have people around who weren't going to hate you ... but I thought there was something going on there. I mean he seems to like you a lot." 
 
    I shrugged, refusing to look at her. He did send me a heart. "I'm pretty sure he just likes how hard I work." I mean, he did like that—right? It wasn't a lie.  
 
    "Shame. It would be nice for someone to put the Queen Bee back in her place."  
 
    I snorted. The second I did it, I felt bad; I knew I shouldn't have. For all I knew, Nikko was playing some sort of game here. I gave her a smile. "I get the feeling you could do it if you really wanted to." 
 
    Her cheeks flushed. "No, she could squish me without batting an eyelash, but thanks." 
 
    I forced a smile over my lips and watched as she headed out of the bathroom. I closed my eyes. Do they all hate her that much? I wondered. 
 
    I'd always assumed they were her besties because of the way they acted towards her, but was she just scaring them into being her friends?  
 
    Is that why she doesn't like me? Because she can't scare me into doing what she wants me to.  
 
    I bit my lip, staring at myself in the mirror. My freshly colored hair, along with the designer skirt suit Garth had paid for, my red lips and perfect manicure. I looked like the kind of girl that could take down a  queen bee. But you're not in high school anymore. It would be stupid and a waste of time. I fixed my hair and left the bathroom—promising myself I would let my work speak for itself and not engage in any stupid teenage drama.  
 
      
 
    God, I wish Ally was here, I thought.  
 
    I mean sure, she didn’t have the look until I paid for it—but she had the attitude. And that was what mattered. She had the drive, and I liked that. She was motivated. I liked that in someone—I liked that in a partner.  
 
    Not just a business partner.  My heart skipped a beat the second I thought it. I knew we were moving too fast but didn't care. That was the thing about her, I didn't care.  
 
    I walked into the kitchen, disappointment tugging at the pit of my stomach. I didn't smell almond oil. That disappointed me. I knew it shouldn't, but it did. Vanilla was normal for everyone—but that was the thing. Everyone did it.  
 
    No one did almond oil.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa beamed as she turned to see me. "Hi!" She stepped closer to me.  
 
    "I think the place looks good as is, do you think it needs any changing around?"  
 
    I looked around. I could think of a few things and opened my mouth to say something, then closed it. I took a deep breath. "I'm going to change a few things around," I finally said.  
 
      
 
    I looked up as soon as I heard the elevator door open. Garth stepped out. He pointed to me. "My office, now." 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. What did I do? Was I going to get in trouble? 
 
    I pushed myself up slowly and padded to the office. I glanced at Alyssa. She didn't look troubled at all. In fact, she looked kind of pleased.   
 
    I took a deep breath and stepped inside, closing the door behind me. Garth turned towards me. I didn't realize just how close to him I was until his lips crashed against mine.  
 
    I gasped, pulling away, staring at him with wide eyes. My mouth hung open, making a small o shape.  
 
    "Wh—" 
 
    "I missed you so fucking much," he whispered against my lips. His fingers curled around my hips, pulling me closer to him. His kiss growing more passionate.  
 
    I let out a soft moan, my fingers tangling in my hair. Everyone is out there, I thought.  
 
    I pulled away from him, about to protest, but his lips crashed against mine.  
 
    "Everyone ..." I managed through our kiss. What if someone were to come in here? 
 
    He pulled away, a wide grin over his lips. "Fine, but come over tonight. Let's pick up where we're going to leave off. Alright?" 
 
    "Of course," I promised. My eyes sparkled as I stepped forward, placing a soft kiss on his cheek. "How did it go?" 
 
    "It w as alright ... she's not you, but she's good. I guess." I raised an eyebrow. He stared blankly out the window before he turned to me and said, "There was no almond oil." 
 
    "Most people don't use it," I answered.  
 
    "I know, but I missed it. I wished it was there ... I know it's silly." 
 
    I crossed over to him. "It's not silly that you missed something." I took his hand. "So, what are you going to do? Demand she use almond oil from now on?" 
 
    "Actually, I  was thinking of bringing you back out into the field." 
 
    My eyes widened, and my jaw dropped. "Uh, what?" 
 
    "She ... she doesn't do anything with the place. I think seeing you in action could really help her improve."  
 
    "So you want me to go out with you guys?" 
 
    "Yes." I think it would be ideal. You don't think it would be a good idea?" 
 
    Hell no, she will want to kill me. I didn't dare say it, though. I didn't want him to think I was scared of her or something. I'm not. I just thought it was stupid to get involved in drama, that's all.  
 
    "I ... if that is what you want, then I can make sure that happens." I forced a smile over my lips. "When did you have in mind?" 
 
    "How about we do it just after lunch? Give her a little time to get some rest; I think she's a little tired out, and then we can head out." 
 
    "What house?" 
 
    "I'm showing the Martensvil one." 
 
    I nodded. "Alright, I'll go take a look at it and make sure we have the listing printed off to hand out." I turned, and Garth grabbed my wrist, pulling me back towards him.  
 
    His lips touched mine for a fraction of a second. Hot and soft, and more than enough to send a shiver of desire through my body.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat as he let go of me. "I'll see you later." It sounded more like a promise than anything else.  
 
    I nodded, trying to keep my heart rate down, made my way out of the office and back to my desk.  
 
    Alyssa shot me a wide smile. "What did he want to talk to you about?"  
 
    I heard the typing on keyboards stop as everyone listened.  
 
    "Just a couple small details." I returned her smile. "Gotta get some paperwork printed off."  
 
    Alyssa raised an eyebrow. "Sucks being the paper bitch, doesn't it?" She didn't bother trying to sound sympathetic.  
 
    I shrugged. "I don't mind it. I mean, it is my job. If I didn't like it that much, I'd just quit instead of hating what I do for a living." 
 
    It took everything I had not to make a snarky comment about trying to fuck your way out of doing what you didn't enjoy. After all, it wasn't going to do me any good to pick a fight with her.  
 
    So I printed off the paperwork and read through the listing. I send Garth a quick email asking for some details about the clients we were meeting with. Was it a family? Was it an older couple? A younger one? 
 
    When he didn't get back to me right away, I have to admit, I wanted nothing more than to go over there and talk to him directly. 
 
    I knew I was going to push buttons with Alyssa even if I didn't try to, so I decided it would be best just to cover it when we were on the way to the house instead.  
 
    The lunch hour passed as quickly as most. Around 1:00, Garth stepped out of his office again. He gave me a soft smile and turned to Alyssa, pointing to us both. "You two, come." 
 
    "Are we going somewhere?" Alyssa jumped to her feet frantically.  
 
    I stood, calm as a un-boiled teapot and collected the paperwork. I slipped the papers into a folder and into my purse, circled around my desk and headed towards the elevator.  
 
    "We're getting another house ready," Garth said.  
 
    "And Ally is coming with us?" 
 
    "Yes. I'd like you to watch her work, she ... has some unique tips I think you should pick up on." 
 
    I didn't really understand why we were doing this, I mean why didn't he just tell her what she should be doing? it would be easier that way, wouldn't it? I could stay here and do paperwork, and he could spend his day teaching her. Or just fire her. Get it over and done with and get rid of useless people, I thought bitterly. More so because she stepped close to him; I saw her shoulder brush against his as she came to a stop in front of the elevator door as it opened. The three of us stepped in. 
 
    I noticed Garth stepped away from her, putting me between the two of them. I shot him a look. His eyes sparkled, but he just stared ahead at the elevator doors.  
 
    "We can all ride together," he said. "No point in us all taking our own cars, especially with gas prices the way they are these days." 
 
    It always took me off guard to hear Garth talking about saving money. I mean, he had dropped $500 on a pair of shoes for me without a second thought. So him being worried about gas prices just seemed off, but I have to admit, I liked it.  
 
    I liked that he was conscious of how he spent his money.  
 
    We headed out to his Corvette, none of us speaking as we made our way to it. Alyssa was eager to get into the front seat with him. She kept pace with me until he circled around to the driver's seat. Bump.  
 
    I felt her hip against mine. In five inch heels, I stumbled, trying to catch myself before I hit the pavement. I managed to do so and headed for the back seats as Alyssa slid into the front—looking far too pleased.  
 
    I caught Garth's expression in the rearview mirror. He did not look pleased at all. 
 
    He gunned the engine, and I turned my attention to the window. 
 
    Most of the drive I just started out the window, my thoughts keeping me busy. I wanted nothing more than to reach into the front seat and pull her fake hair out of her head. No. I forced myself to take a deep breath. Getting angry wouldn’t do me any good. I would just get in trouble with Garth, and he would have to take Alyssa’s side. Instead, I was going to make her show her true colors. She talked the entire time. I wasn’t paying much attention, but I think she was trying to find some sort of common ground between her and Garth. He would answer politely, but his answers were always short.  
 
    We pulled into the driveway. I was itching to get out of the car by the time we did. Alyssa seemed to love hearing herself speak, and I for one did not. I hated it. Maybe that was just because she hip checked me to make sure she could be closer to Garth—my boyfriend.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I shouldn't call him my boyfriend. It's not like he was actually my boyfriend. We were just ... together-ish. Not actually together. Just fucking. Nothing wrong with it, but there were no titles, and I wasn't going to get confused with all that shit. It would just be easier that way. Take a deep breath. In and out. Just like I'd done all my life.  
 
    "So," I cleared my throat as we stepped out of the car. "You said this was a young couple." 
 
    "Yup." 
 
    I watched Alyssa's brow furrow.  
 
    "Any kids?" 
 
    "Yes, a 12-year-old girl." I nodded, taking it all in. I bet we could make that work. If there was an extra room, we could make it work for her and her friends maybe.  
 
    "Tell me about the parents. You said their wish list included an office—for who?" 
 
    "Both of them." My eyes widened. "They both work from home, and their daughter is homeschooled." 
 
    "Wow." I nodded, taking it all in. So if they could all have a work area, that would be for the best. "Alright." I nodded, we could work with that, and I was going to.  
 
    I waited for Garth to unlock the door. Alyssa insisted on stepping in before me.  
 
    "Oh, this house is so gorgeous," she said in a dreamy tone.  
 
    Garth turned to her. "I know you've been working really hard, but when Ally was showing houses with me, she ... did things a little different. It's a little bit more work, but I'd like you to keep an eye on her while you help us get this place ready to show. Alright?" 
 
    "Of course! Whatever you say." She lowered her head, looking up through her lashes, giving him a coy smile.  
 
    It made me want to puke, personally. I didn't say anything. I just dropped my purse on a table by the door and looked around the house. We had a small hallway that led into an open dining room, kitchen, and then to the left was the living room. Behind the kitchen were two doors. One was a laundry room, the other a spare room. I bit my lip. I could make that work as an office.  
 
    I turned to Garth. "How much time do we have?" I asked, catching his eye.  
 
    "We show the house at 5:30." I nodded. We had lots of time.  
 
    "So, if I want to redecorate?" 
 
    "We can do that. I'm sure Alyssa would be happy to pick up a company truck and get some stuff for us."  
 
    "Perfect." I nodded. I had to admit, I liked that he was setting us up for a little alone time.  
 
    I made my way upstairs as I took in all the stuff we already had that we could work with. We only need a desk and a little more furniture that is going to appeal to a 12-year-old girl. I crossed my arms over my chest. 
 
    "He wants me to follow you around." She didn't sound pleased. "So, what do you want?" 
 
    I bit my lip, turning to look at her. It took everything I had not to be snarky. I forced a smile over my lips.  
 
    "Come with me." I led the way to a bedroom. "I was thinking this would be the best room to stage as a teenage girl’s." It was bright blue and had obviously been painted for a little kid, but maybe with the right decor, we could make it work. "What do you think?" 
 
    "If that's how you want to do it." Alyssa shrugged. 
 
    "Well, is there a room you think would be best?" 
 
    "No."  
 
    I inhaled deeply. Was she being difficult because it was me, or was she always like this? 
 
    I didn't ask. Instead, I made my way through the rest of the house. We'd have to pick up some towels as well. For some reason, a bathroom without towels just rubbed people the wrong way, and I was determined to make this place look perfect. After all, I had a chance to upstage Alyssa without making it look like I was trying to.  
 
    After half an hour, I wrote out a list for her, and Garth called a taxi to pick her up.  
 
    As soon as I watched the taxi pull away with her in it, I turned to Garth, crossing my arms over my chest. "Alright, what's actually going on here?"  
 
    I doubted he'd brought me along just to show her a couple things—he could have done that all himself.  
 
    "She needs a reality check." Garth shrugged, glancing down at his phone. He smirked. "Anyways, I thought it might be nice for you to get out of the place, and I need to sell this house to them. I need to tip the odds in my favor as much as I can because this is the only house I have listed that they might even consider in their budget."  
 
    I smiled and could feel the blush on my cheeks. He needs to make sure the house sells, and he brought me in on it. I took a deep breath as pressure hit me. He needed this house to sell so he called me in on it. Great, so if it doesn't sell, it's my fault.  
 
     I tried not to worry about it. I mean, I could sell it to them. At least, that's what I told myself.  
 
    "And I thought it might be good for Alyssa to see how hard someone else works." 
 
    "Oh, so she's not just being snarky to me. She's actually that useless." 
 
    Garth laughed, then stopped suddenly. "I shouldn't laugh at that. That's bad of me." He faced me with a smile. "I do feel that if Alyssa were a little more motivated ... it would be best for business. But I have to admit, I also wanted you here to run interference. She's not going to try and touch me every chance she gets if you're here." 
 
    I snorted. I doubted someone else being here would stop her from trying to cop a feel. I didn't say it, though, I'd let him have his hope.  
 
    "Why don't you just fire her?" 
 
    "Why? Because she likes to chat, and every now and then her shoulder touches mine? No, that's not going to cut it." 
 
    I bit my lip. "Damn." 
 
    "Damn?" He raised an eyebrow.  
 
    My cheeks flushed. I wasn't going to admit how badly I wanted her away from him. It's just a little jealousy—nothing that you can't deal with. I told myself. 
 
    It didn't take long for Alyssa to return. She did not seem happy when she did, driving the company truck that was filled with everything I'd asked her to bring.  
 
    Garth glanced down at his phone as she came into the room. His brow furrowed. I saw the look that passed across his face. Worry. Fear.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. It took everything I had not to ask him what was wrong. After all, as his assistant, I had no right to ask that kind of question. Hell, right now I'm not even his assistant. Alyssa is.  For now.  
 
    I still thought he should fire her for being lazy.  
 
    Without a word, I made my way out to the truck, dropped the tailgate and started unloading things.  
 
    Garth and Alyssa came out a few seconds later. Garth was quick to get involved. I hopped up into the bed and handed him things. He'd put them down or carry them into the house. As he made his way towards the front door, I grabbed a box of something—not sure what, but I promised myself I'd check it out when I got inside. I held it out to Alyssa. 
 
    She stared at me with wide eyes. "You ... expect me to take that?" 
 
    "Well yea, it's gotta get unpacked somehow," I said, trying not to sound too snarky. It didn't work, and I knew it. I took a deep breath and forced a smile over my lips. "The sooner we get this unloaded, the sooner we can get to work inside the house." 
 
    She stared at me with wide eyes. Like she couldn't believe what I had just said. Us, working. 
 
    She reached out and took it from me. "It's so heavy!" she complained. Her eyes narrowed as she stared at me. Like I was going out of my way to make it hard for her.  
 
    I turned my attention back to unloading the bed of the truck, grabbing a box myself and dropping down from the bed. I took a deep breath, trying to get a feel of the weight in my arms as I headed for the house, passing Alyssa along the way.  
 
    I had the box on the ground and was heading back out to the truck before she managed to make her way into the house.  
 
    "Maybe next time, you can take the heavy box instead," she muttered as I passed her.  
 
    "I'm sorry, I didn't realize it was too heavy for you." I gave her a sympathetic smile as I stopped in front of her. "I'll make sure to give you something light next time."  
 
    Without another word, I stepped past her and headed for the truck with Garth behind me.  
 
    He took a desk, resting it over his shoulder as he headed to the house.  
 
    Alyssa came back to the bed of the truck. She did not look happy. I grabbed a few stray pillows and handed them to her. I hope that's light enough for you, I thought as I smiled. I didn't dare say it out loud. I wasn't trying to start a catfight here. I was trying to prove I was better than that—trying to act like an adult.  
 
    Between Garth and I doing most of the heavy lifting and Alyssa's help getting all the smaller stuff, we had the truck unloaded quickly. We parked it to the side so it wasn't the first thing people noticed and then went inside to look at everything we'd just brought in.  
 
    I took a deep breath. Alright, the desk can go down here, and we will keep the upstairs ones where they are. That would make things much easier.  
 
    "You were thinking of this for the office right?" Garth said, reaching for a lamp. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    He nodded, took it, and headed towards the downstairs office.  
 
    Despite the fact she wasn't happy with me, Alyssa did help out quite a bit, and by 4:00 we had the house ready to be shown. I have to admit, it looked really good. 
 
    "You two keep an eye on the place. I'm going to go grab us some grub," Garth said.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I didn't want to be left alone with Alyssa but didn't dare say it. He told us to do something, and I wasn't going to protest. I nodded. 
 
    Alyssa watched him leave the house and head for his car. 
 
    I looked around, trying to find something to do. Something to keep me busy. Something to fix or clean. I can get the oil going, I thought.  
 
    It was a little early, but I didn't care.  
 
    I watched Garth pull out of the driveway.  
 
    "So," Alyssa said as I grabbed my purse, "he seems to have taken quite a liking to you since I've left." 
 
    "Uh ..." I didn't know what I was supposed to say. So I said nothing. I grabbed my purse, headed for the kitchen, and she followed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    "The other girls say you've been spending a lot of time together." 
 
    "I guess. I mean, I've been working for him. Getting the houses ready to show." I shrugged, going through the cupboard until I found a small pot.  
 
    "You've been getting houses ready? That's it?" 
 
    I turned to Alyssa. "You saw how much work I did on this house. I do that much work on every house."  
 
    Her brow furrowed.  
 
    I knew I was avoiding her actual questions, and she was beating around the bush. I didn't care if she didn't like me, or what she thought of me. But I wasn't going to play her game with her.  
 
    "He seemed impressed with you." 
 
    I turned to look at her, and for the first time, I saw hurt in her eyes. Maybe she actually likes him, I thought. It wasn't so crazy to think, was it? I took a deep breath, trying not to let myself get caught up in it. It didn't matter if she actually liked him or not. She wasn't going to date him because I was dating him.  
 
    "I work hard." I shrugged. "I ... do things differently. I sell million dollar homes in twenty dollar shoes." I smirked, using his phrase.  
 
    Okay, maybe these shoes weren't twenty dollars, but I had worn a couple pairs of cheap shoes since I'd gone shopping with him.  
 
    "Do you think I stand a chance with him?" she asked, looking away from me. 
 
    The pit of my stomach twisted with guilt. What was I supposed to do? I took a deep breath. 
 
    "Honestly? You won't like what I have to say, but ..." 
 
    "Then don't fucking say it," she snapped. All hurt from her face, all kindness, all humanity, vanished from her. She crossed her arms over her chest. "The girls were right about you." 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. "What were they right about?" 
 
    "You're a basic bitch." 
 
    My brow furrowed. Basic bitch? What the fuck does that mean? I opened my mouth to ask, then decided against it. Instead, I just smiled. It was good to know what others thought of me.  
 
    "Let me clear one thing up with you, he's mine. I'm going to get him, and I'm gonna marry him." She sounded so sure of herself, and I wanted to ruin it for her. I wanted to make sure she knew that wasn't the case. "If you, or anyone else, get in the way of that, I will have no second thoughts about destroying you." 
 
    I watched her closely. I believed she didn't. She would probably take joy in it.  
 
    Reaching for my purse, I pulled out the almond oil. A smile touched my lips as I remembered how much Garth had missed this. She didn't use almond oil, he'd said.  
 
    "Alyssa, I truly wish you luck," I said, pouring a small amount into the boiling water. Soon enough, the house would be smelling divine. I wouldn't tell her that Garth had no interest in her— or that he knew what she was up to. I'd just sit back and let her make her own bed.   
 
    I heard a car pull into the driveway, and Alyssa went out to check. Seconds later, I heard the door open. 
 
    "Garth!" She sounded so excited to see him.  
 
    I stayed in the kitchen. My mind raced over the events that had just happened. She'd threatened me. She'd suggested she would do anything to have him. She had showed actual emotion and kindness. Or was that just an act? It very well could have been. She's kinda crazy, I thought.  And what's a basic bitch?  
 
    I pulled my phone out of my pocket and googled it. My jaw dropped. They called me that? I couldn't believe it. I couldn't believe I was mad about it and knew I shouldn't be, but ... those bitches, I thought as I heard voices.  
 
    Garth's and Alyssa's. She giggled as he said something.  
 
    He came into the kitchen, a wide grin on his face. "That! That is what I'm talking about." He beamed.  
 
    I stared at him blankly. "What?" 
 
    He paced into the kitchen and set down a paper bag on the counter top.  
 
    "I feel like I just walked into a bakery. So much better than apple pie and vanilla. So much fresher, more unique. Everyone does vanilla." 
 
    I wasn't sure if Garth realized he took a shot at Alyssa, but she sure felt like it based on the look on her face.  
 
    I shrugged. "My mom used to bake with it a lot. I thought it would be a little different. Sometimes twists are good."  
 
    Garth grinned widely as he reached into the bag and pulled out a hamburger. "I couldn't agree more."  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I took a burger from the bag, and Alyssa took one as well. I tore into mine and took a huge bite, not having realized how hungry I was until I took that first bite.  
 
    It seemed all of us were starving. Even Alyssa didn't talk while we ate our dinner.  
 
    The second I was done, I started cleaning up. I wiped down the counter again with Garth's eyes on me the entire time, a wide smirk on his face.  
 
    It took everything I had not to call him out on it.  
 
    The couple arrived at 5:23. Alyssa was eager to be by Garth's side as he opened the door and greeted them. I stood back, staying in the kitchen as they gave each other their names and Alyssa complimented the woman.  
 
    As soon as the tour started, I stepped outside, taking my purse with me and making my way towards the car. I slipped into the back seat. I guess I could take the front if I really want. No.  
 
    I'd let her think I was being nice. In other words, I'll look good. My mom would probably give me shit if she knew I'd thought something like that, but you know what? You gotta be a little bitchy every now and then. Me? I was going to kill Alyssa with kindness.  
 
    I thought back to what she said. The girls said you were a basic bitch. Does that mean the girls at the office? All of them?  
 
    Even Nikki? Was Nikki acting with me, or Alyssa? Or both? Maybe she was trying to pin us against each other and slip between the fight. My brow furrowed. When did I start doubting everyone? I shook my head trying to clear it. It didn't help.  
 
    Either way, I knew I couldn't trust any of the girls in that office. And that's fine. I'll do just fine without them,  I thought as I saw the door open. The couple exited the house, wide smiles on their faces, but the little girl did not look happy.  
 
    As they pulled out of the driveway, I saw the door open again. Garth and Alyssa stepped out of the house and headed for the car. The second Garth climbed in I spoke.  
 
    "Well? How did it go? Did you sell it?" 
 
    "It went well. They loved the decor, and I think even their daughter liked the room we did up for her. It's amazing how when you know a little bit about someone, you can make it work to your advantage."  
 
    Alyssa beamed. "Ally, why didn’t you stick around? I'm sure I could have learned something from you." Her eyes locked on mine. Cold.  
 
    I shrugged. "I thought three people trying to sell a house was a little excessive. I didn't want to make the family feel pressured and didn't want to put you in a situation where you felt like you should step back. I mean, you just got back! It would be a shame if you couldn't sell a house on your first day." I gave her a soft smile; it took everything I had to try and make it genuine.  
 
    "That is so kind of you."  
 
    Garth pulled out of the driveway and headed back to the office. It wasn't a long drive, but by the time we got back, I wanted nothing more than to get out of the car. I'd spent the whole day with her and didn't want to spend another second. 
 
    We headed into the office as I glanced down at my watch. Almost quitting time. I looked around, surprised that the other cars were still here. They must want to know how it went, I thought as we headed into the elevator and made our way up to the office floor. I stepped out onto the floor and stopped dead in my tracks.  
 
    I stared at my desk. A blush covered my face, burning from my cheeks to the tip of my ear.  
 
    A huge bouquet of flowers sat there. Rainbow roses. My favorite.  
 
    "Flowers," Garth said, his voice monotone. I turned to see his eyes sparkling.  
 
    "Someone's lucky," Nikki said. Her eyes sparkling. "Who are they from?" 
 
    "Unless of course," Alyssa piped in, "you can't tell us." 
 
    I padded over to the roses and pulled out the note.  
 
    It didn't have a name, just said: Heard these were your favorite the other night.   
 
    I turned to Garth. A wide grin spread across his face. My jaw dropped as I stared down at the note, then up at him.  
 
    "You were eavesdropping on my date?" I said it before I even thought about it.  
 
    A loud laugh passed through his lips. "Of course, I was. I had a chance, why not take it?" 
 
    I shook my head at the man in front of me. He had been spying on me when I went on a date with someone else!  
 
    "H-how did you know we were going to be there?" 
 
    "I didn't. I was taking Brent out for dinner when you two showed up ... well, like I said, why not take the chance, right?" 
 
    I looked at the flowers. My mind raced, trying to process everything. They sat in a large black vase, but still the amount of flowers in there were overflowing. I turned back to Garth and closed the distance between us.  
 
    I could feel their eyes on me but didn't care. My arms wrapped around his neck, my lips crashing against his.  
 
    If he'd cared, he wouldn't have had them delivered here, right?  
 
    He didn't pull away.  
 
    His arms wrapped around my hips, pulling me closer, picking me up in the air.  
 
    It was like something out of a book.  
 
    Butterflies filled the pit of my stomach as I felt him spin me around. I laughed, not daring to break the kiss. I pulled away from him as he put me back down on my feet.  
 
    Garth cleared his throat. "Alright, back to work." His eyes sparkled. "And make sure you take those fucking things home." He pointed to the flowers. "I don't want them to be a distraction in my office."  
 
    "Yes, sir." I grinned widely. I couldn't help it and felt like a stupid teenager who had just been told someone had a crush on her for the first time. I didn't care.  
 
    His eyes shone as he glanced around the rest of the room. "Ladies, I will see you tomorrow." He nodded before heading into his office.  
 
    As soon as the door shut, I could feel all eyes on me. I turned to look at the flowers. My brow furrowed as I crossed over to them and moved them off my desk. He was right, they would be distracting. Instead, I moved them over to where the couch and the coffee table were. Placing them in the center of the coffee table, I padded back to my desk.  
 
    No one said a word to me. Alyssa looked like she wanted to murder me, but she just stared at her computer screen.  
 
    What am I supposed to say? I thought. Was there even anything I could say? No. I don't need to explain myself to them. There is nothing to explain.  I was sure there was nothing against us dating; otherwise, he wouldn't have sent me flowers or even admitted to having sent them. If it could get him in trouble, he wouldn't have taken that risk.  
 
    Why did he take that risk? I wondered.  
 
    It didn't matter. It would have to wait. I was still working.  
 
    I managed to catch up on the last of my emails quickly, packed my purse up, shut my computer down, and headed for the elevator—after grabbing my flowers—just as Nikki and the blonde stepped into it. To my surprise, they reached out, stopping the door from shutting so I could step in.  
 
    "Thanks." I smiled as I stepped in and the elevator headed to the main floor.  
 
    "So, you two have been together for a while?" 
 
    "Not long. .." I didn't really want to answer questions about my relationship with Garth.  
 
    "Alyssa isn't going to take it well," Nikki almost sounded worried.  
 
    I shrugged. "What's she going to do? Try to split us up?" I wouldn't worried about her. She was nothing more than a high school drama queen.  
 
    "You're not worried about her at all?" 
 
    "No." I shook my head. "I mean, I hope she's okay. I think she has real feelings for Garth that she hides behind a selfish motive." I thought about the hurt in her eyes today and then thought about what she said about the other girls. They called me a basic bitch.  
 
    No. I don't know if that is true or not.   
 
    It was stupid; I knew it shouldn't offend me so much, but it did. I wasn't basic and didn't want to be. I worked hard and busted my ass.  
 
    I headed out to my car without another word to them.  
 
    My phone beeped as I put the flowers down on the passenger seat.  
 
    Head to my place. PD wants to talk to us about something important.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat as I stared down at it. What could he want to talk to us about? I bet it’s about contracts and terms. Right. He’d mentioned something about that, right? After he finished running a background check on information. My heart skipped a beat, knowing that this was all finally going to get taken care of.  
 
    When I pulled into Garth's parking lot, I found a parking spot, turned my car off and slipped the key from the ignition. I looked up just in time to see Garth pull in. He glanced at me, a smirk across his face.  
 
    I grinned back as I stepped out of the car, grabbing my flowers along the way, and walked slowly as he parked and got out of the car. 
 
    "Flowers! Those are pretty!" he called as he jogged to catch up with me.  
 
    "Yea, some guy ordered them for me. Had them sent to my work place, it made all the girls jealous."  
 
    His eyes sparked. "I gotta admit, I'm a little jealous. I mean, some guy sending you flowers. He must be pretty special." 
 
    "Oh, he's very special." I nodded, my eyes sparkling. "And very cute and very rich." 
 
    "Ahh, I see." He pulled the door open for me, a grin spreading over his lips. "You're just with him for his money."  
 
    I laughed and couldn't help it. "Of course, how did you know?" I shook my head. "No, I'm with him because he's great in bed, too." 
 
    A loud laugh escaped Garth as we headed for the elevator. We stopped waiting for one to come get us. He reached out, his fingers brushing a strand of hair from my face. His lips touched mine for a fraction of a second. "I hope I didn't make it too hard on you. You know, with the girls in the office and everything." 
 
    I shrugged. "Like I said, I told Nikki and what's-her-face; Alyssa doesn't scare me."  
 
    "She didn't seem happy about it." I shrugged. My brow furrowed as we stepped into an elevator. "You know, we were talking today ... She said the girls in the office called me a basic bitch." 
 
    "A what?" Garth stared at me with total confusion.  
 
    I shook my head, letting out a deep breath. "It's stupid, but it pretty much means ... you know ... the same as any other girl." 
 
    I expected him to laugh or maybe make fun of me for being bothered by it, but he didn't say anything for a couple of seconds. As the elevator opened and we stepped out, he finally spoke.  
 
    "And what, you believe them?" 
 
    I stared at him.  
 
    "Well ... I mean ..." Yes.  I believe that's what they thought of me. 
 
    "Babe, do you think I would send six dozen rainbow roses to a basic bitch?" I could tell he felt stupid saying it. His nose wrinkled as he said it.  
 
    We came to a stop outside of his condo.  
 
    "I don't know, would you?" 
 
    Garth shook his head as he opened the door and motioned for me to go inside. "I can't believe I'm even having this conversation with you," he muttered.  
 
    I grinned as I stepped inside and padded to the island where I put the flowers before dropping my purse.  
 
    "I'll take that as a no." 
 
    "Why does it even bother you?" 
 
    "Because ..." I took a deep breath. "It just does. I mean, they all treat me like ... I don't know ... and then they call me that. I mean, I work hard. I bust my ass. I've scratched and clawed to get where I am." I took a deep breath. "And don't get me wrong, I'm proud of that ... but I just wish other people saw how hard I worked." 
 
    "You don't think I do?" He raised an eyebrow. "Why do you think I like you, Ally? It's not because of you being gorgeous, you are. I can walk down the street and see a dozen women I find beautiful. I won't lie, I'm not picky. But you’re a fighter. You work so hard. When you prepped that first house for me, I sent you off on your own because I wanted to see how you would do. And you blew me away. When I came in and you had your shoes off and your jewelry in your purse, I was impressed. That is what made me like you."  
 
    My cheeks flushed. I stared at him, not sure what to say.  
 
    "So no, I don't think you're a basic bitch, and even if they do, I don't care what they think. You shouldn't either." 
 
    I knew that. I really did, but that didn't mean anything. Not really.  
 
    Before I could say anything, there was a knock on the door.  
 
    Garth gave me a smile. "Sorry, it's probably John. We can talk more later if you like." 
 
    Without another word, he headed for the door and opened it. I heard them talk for a couple of seconds as I strode into the kitchen and got the kettle going, and then I heard the door close.  
 
    "I'll make it quick," John was saying. "But I thought we should talk in person." 
 
    This doesn't sound good, I thought. I took a deep breath, trying not to worry about it. Maybe he normally sends the contacts via email or something.  Yes. In this day and age, that wasn't a crazy thing to think.  
 
    I took a deep breath. The two men came into the room, and I gave John a smile. "Hi," I swallowed dryly. "Would you like some tea?" 
 
    "No, thank you." He turned his attention to Garth. I could see how nervous Garth looked and didn't blame him.  
 
    My stomach turned. What was going on here? 
 
    "I'm sorry to say this but ... well something has come up, and I feel it would be best for my safety, as well as my family’s, not to take on your case." 
 
    "What?" I gasped.  
 
    "What do you mean, your safety?" Garth stared at him. 
 
    John looked down. "My wife and I received a package today, an hour before I called you. It contained a human ear in it."  My eyes widened. I felt my stomach turn and for a split second, thought I might puke. "Along with it was a note, er, suggesting I not take your case. For safety reasons, of course." John's cheeks turned a shade of red. "Normally, that would only fuel me, but I at this point ..." He paused, blowing out a deep breath. "You have to understand. I have a little girl at home. She just turned six months old." 
 
    "Of course." Garth didn't sound the least bit disappointed. "I understand. You need to make sure your family is safe. I wouldn't ask you to take this case. But thank you for telling me in person." 
 
    "I thought it would only be right." 
 
    "What will you do? If you don't mind me asking." 
 
    "The family and I are going to go away for a little while. My wife has always wanted to travel."  
 
    Garth nodded. "A good idea." 
 
    "I called the police the second it happened, I'm sorry, but I mentioned you had spoken to me about us working together. I ..." John trailed off. 
 
    "Don't worry about any of it." Garth reached out and touched the man's shoulder. "Go away with your family for a couple weeks. Spend some time with your daughter. I would not ask you to do anything differently."  
 
    The way he spoke, it was so comforting. I had no clue how he could be keeping it together like this. I wasn't keeping it together, that much was for sure.  
 
    I felt like I wanted to puke. How had the killer found out that Garth was going to hire someone? How had they figured out who it was? 
 
    I took a deep breath, trying to keep myself calm. I didn't want to have a panic attack in front of John. He already seemed so guilty for not being able to help Garth.  
 
    The kettle popped behind me, and my heart skipped a beat.  
 
    Garth cleared his throat. "Let me at least walk you to the door." 
 
    The two men spoke quietly as they headed for the door. I didn't pay much attention to it. What are we supposed to do? I wondered. How are we going to get through this without anyone on our side?  I poured us each a mug of tea, my hands shaking the entire time, and spilt boiling hot water all over the place, but I didn't pay much attention to it. Even against my skin, I hardly felt it. I took a deep breath, trying to stay calm. We are so fucked, I thought.  
 
    "Officer," Garth said suddenly. My heart skipped a beat.  
 
    "Hi," Rebecca said. "How are you doing?" 
 
    "I'm alright, I'm guessing you're here to speak to me about John?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    My heart raced. Was she going to come inside? Was Garth going to invite her in? 
 
    "What would you like to know?" 
 
    "I'd like a list of the people who you told." Garth was quiet for a couple of seconds.  
 
    "I didn't tell anyone unless they needed to know." 
 
    Neither of them said anything for a couple seconds, and then I heard the door close. My heart raced. I could hear them talking outside but couldn't make out what they were saying.  
 
    I closed my eyes trying to listen and made out Garth saying 'she' a couple of times, but that was it. After a few seconds, the door opened and Garth came back inside—alone. I blew out a deep breath, not wanting Rebecca to know I was here; otherwise, she’d catch on pretty quick that Garth and I were more than just working together. I didn’t want to hurt her like that. She didn’t deserve it—she was a nice girl. I just … had someone else when I met her; otherwise, it might have been different. I might have been able to keep going out with her. 
 
    I heard the door open and close again and glanced up from the teacups as Garth came back into the condo.  
 
    "What did she want?" 
 
    "Just a couple questions about the case. I thought you said she had asked to be removed from it." 
 
    "I did ... that's what she told me when she asked if I'd like to get dinner." 
 
    "I hope you don't mind me talking to her outside. I thought it would be best if she didn't see you here, with your favorite flowers." 
 
    "No, I completely agree with you." He was right, and I didn't want Rebecca to feel used. I hadn't ever meant to make her feel used when I went out with her, but in retrospect, I could see how she might.  
 
    I took a deep breath, trying to come to terms with everything. "So ... are we going to try to find someone else to take on the case?" 
 
    "No. I can't put people in danger like that." Garth shook his head. "This can be something the cops deal with." 
 
    "And what if they don't do anything about it? Hell, what if the person involved has them on the take?" I felt like it was a line right out of a movie, but what else was I supposed to say. 
 
    "Actually, I've considered the person might be a cop." 
 
    "What?" I snapped.  
 
    Garth looked away from me as he took the tea and padded into the living room. 
 
    "Well, I mean, I can't think of anything I've done to piss a cop off, but what if ... this is about you, Ally?" 
 
    "Me?" 
 
    "Did you tell Rebecca that I hired someone to look into the case?" 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. Yes. "Rebecca? You think she's behind all this?" No. It didn't make sense. "But I just met Rebecca when that body showed up." I'd hadn’t had a run-in with a cop since then. 
 
    Garth looked away. "So you did tell her?" I felt my cheeks flush. "Don't worry, I'm not mad." He smiled as I headed over to him and sat down.  
 
    "If that is the case, it could be two different things. The body could have been there for no reason at all." 
 
    "So then why would you get a finger?" 
 
    "Because she's a police officer. She's trained to pick up on things, like when someone is in a relationship. And she wanted to get rid of any competition she had, or thought she had." 
 
    "That's crazy." But I couldn't help wondering if it were true.  
 
    "When she asked me if I knew the girl, she seemed so sure I was lying. Why?" 
 
    "Were you?" 
 
    Garth stared at me. "No! Of course not! I'd never met the girl in my life. I'm not even sure I've ever seen her cross the street. But ... maybe she's trying to lead up to me knowing her. Maybe she's trying to frame me or make you think that I could have done it so you don't want anything to do with me." 
 
    "I don't know ..." It all sounded a little dramatic. "I don't think Rebecca could do something like this." 
 
    "No offence, but you don't know Rebecca." 
 
    I hated admitting he was right. I kept my mouth shut, but we both knew he made a good point. 
 
     I sat there silently. If he were right and Rebecca was involved, then this was my fault. This is about me not him. My heart dropped into the pit of my stomach. Had I caused this?  
 
    Garth reached out and touched my knee. “It's going to be okay,” he promised.  
 
    “I know.”  And I knew he was right, it was going to be OK, eventually.  But right now, right now it was far from okay. I closed my eyes, letting out a deep breath of frustration.  
 
    "If she is involved, we will sort this out—even if she isn't. We're going to sort this out," Garth promised. "Together."  
 
    And for some reason, that made me feel better. I knew it shouldn't have mattered all that much to me. After all, if I hadn't been there with him that day, I wouldn't be facing any of this. 
 
    I knew it was wrong to think like that. This wasn't Garth's fault, but if Alyssa had been sick, I wouldn't have seen that body and wouldn't have been dragged into this. But I also wouldn't have gotten to know Garth the way that I had. That had to count for something, right? 
 
    I looked over at the man beside me—the man who had just bought me five dozen rainbow roses. I reached out and took his hand in mine, our fingers tangling together. He said we were going to get through this together. He said we could get through this together. Giving me a soft smile, he squeezed my hand. 
 
    “What do you say we order some take out tonight? How about Indian?” 
 
    “Sounds perfect to me.” In truth, spending the night together sounded perfect to me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    I didn't remember falling asleep last night. But I did wake up in Garth's bed cuddled up to the man. My eyes opened, my body itching to get out of bed. No, I thought. I didn't want to roll away. I wanted to keep cuddling.  
 
    As if reading my mind, he pulled me closer to him, his arms tightening around me. I let out a soft sigh and closed my eyes again. But it was no use, as hard as I tried, I couldn't get back to sleep. 
 
    I rolled out of bed, defeated. There was no point in laying there if I couldn't get back to sleep. 
 
    Instead, I made my way into the bathroom, stripped down, and padded over to the shower. I fiddled with the taps until a thick steam came from the shower head, letting out a deep breath as my shoulders relaxed. The hot water relieved stress I didn't even know was there. After a few seconds of relaxing, I reached for a bottle of shampoo and worked the contents into a lather in my hands before applying it to my  hair and massaging my scalp. More stress vanished from my body as my fingers worked over the top of my head. I rinsed the lather out and washed my body quickly. The warm water had done its job—making me feel alive again. 
 
    But that didn't take away what had happened yesterday. I couldn't stop thinking about it. I couldn't stop replaying the scene in my head again and again. John had bailed and was probably in another country with his family. I couldn't blame him. A body part showed up at his door. What else was he going to do? 
 
    And we're in this alone now.  
 
    Maybe I could get Rebecca's help. No. Garth wouldn't like that. He didn't trust her. And I couldn't help wondering if he had a good reason for it.  
 
    I bit my lip, turning the shower off and stepping out, wrapping myself in a towel. 
 
    In the dark, I found a dress, slipped into it, and headed for the kitchen. 
 
    I found the eggs in the fridge and pulled out a pack of bacon. Simple breakfast, but at least it was a breakfast. I didn't know how everyone was going to treat me at work after finding out about my relationship with their boss. But I knew I still had to go in and pretend that whatever they said about me didn't bother me. 
 
    I made up some breakfast, with enough to share quickly and ate before putting the kettle on.  
 
    "Morning," Garth said sleepily. "How long have you been up?" 
 
    "Just long enough to shower and eat. There's leftovers." I pointed towards the frying pan on the stove and watched as he headed over there. I wasn't sure what it was about him, but something made me want to get up early and have his breakfast ready and the kettle boiled.  
 
    "So, I've been thinking about yesterday." 
 
    "What part of it? Because it was pretty eventful." With Alyssa back, everyone in the office finding out about us, and everything that happened with John.  
 
    "All of it, actually. And I think we need a vacation." 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. "Really? And what do you suggest?" It's not like we could just pack up and leave. He had a business to run. Oh, and there was that whole thing with dead bodies. 
 
    "I was thinking Jamaica or somewhere warm."  
 
    I stared at him. He was actually talking about going away. Getting away from everything. 
 
    "We live somewhere warm," I reminded him.  
 
    He shrugged. "It's not the same. Unless you'd rather somewhere cold." He raised an eyebrow. "I can take you to Canada," he said, clearly joking.  
 
    I rolled my eyes.  
 
    “Alright, so you’re thinking we should go away. And how is that going to work?” Hell, how was it going to look? He said he thought Rebecca had it out for him. Well, if he went traveling, what would she think? If I were her, and I had it out for him, I’d think he was trying to run. 
 
    “Well, normally someone books a plane ticket, they go to the airport and then they get on said plane.” He grabbed a piece of bacon and turned to me, a grin over his face as he took a bite. “But if you’d like you can try walking.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “That’s not what I mean, smart ass.” 
 
    Garth’s grin widened. “I know. But you’re making it out to be more of a deal than it actually is. All we do is book the vacation, and then we go.” 
 
    He made it sound so simple. But I wasn’t sure it was going to be that simple.  
 
    “And then what? We run away from everything that is going on? 
 
    “That was kinda the idea.” He nodded and stared off into space. “I know we can’t run from it forever and that going on a vacation isn’t going to change anything that has or will happen. But we deserve a chance to relax. We deserve a chance to get away from it.” 
 
    And what if it followed us? What then? That would make him look so much worse to anyone trying to pin it on him. I bit my lip. In the shower … I thought about all the stress that had left my body just by having a hot shower. Suddenly conscious of my stress levels, I forced my shoulders to relax. It was harder than I’d like to admit.  
 
    Maybe he’s onto something here,  I thought. I mean, it couldn’t hurt to try getting away from it alright? 
 
    “Alright, fine we could go for a quick vacation. But it shouldn’t be a long one, maybe two or three days … nothing dramatic” 
 
    Garth mocked shock. “Me? Dramatic? No. I’m not sure what would give you that idea.” 
 
    I snorted as I turned to look at the flowers he had gotten me yesterday. Yea, no clue what would give me the idea he might be a little (tiny) bit overdramatic. None at all. When I turned to look at Garth again, I saw him smiling widely. He closed the distance between us and pulled me into a hug, his lips touching the top of my head.  
 
    “It’s going to be amazing, I promise you.”  
 
    I was already looking forward to it and hated admitting it.  
 
    He stepped away from me. “Anyways, we’d better get ready for work. We should at least try and be the first ones there and all.” 
 
    “It is your company after all.” 
 
    “Very true.” His eyes sparkled. “Well, I guess I have to share it, since my partner is still in town for a couple more days.” 
 
    “Really? Still? I thought he was going to leave ASAP.” 
 
    “He was until a dead body was found. We agreed it would look bad if he up and fled so he’s staying a little longer. The weekend after next.” 
 
      
 
    When Garth and I arrived for work, we didn't bother trying to hide the fact that we'd spent the night together. Instead, we stepped off the elevator hand in hand. No one dared look up at us as if he was going to give them trouble for looking up from their work. 
 
    He placed a soft kiss on the top of my head before padding over to his office doors while I went to my desk and started up my computer.   
 
    Everyone stared at me as soon as his office doors were closed.  
 
    Before I could say a word, the elevator door opened, letting us know someone else was here. Brent. 
 
    "Morning!" He smiled widely. "Is Garth here?" 
 
    "Yes." Alyssa jumped to her feet and circled around the desk. After all, she was still his assistant now that she was back and healthy. I knew it shouldn't, but that made me a little jealous. Not because she had the better job—but because she got more time with him. It doesn't matter. You're the one who sees him off work, I reminded myself. 
 
    And I was right. I glanced up just once to see her open the office doors and lead Brent in before the doors closed behind him and she returned to her desk.  
 
    She glanced over at me with a snide smile. I returned it, trying to give her a genuine smile in return. The look on her face was not a happy one. And I have to admit, that pleased me a little.  
 
      
 
    "I see." Brent nodded. He looked like he was thinking everything over. "So, you won't be here when I leave?" 
 
    "I'm sorry. I thought it would be good for Ally and I to get away from everything. I mean, with what we're going through ... it's not fair to her to have to be so stressed over everything." 
 
    "That reminds me, did everyone find out about you two? The way they look at her ... like they want to kill her, but they are too scared to." 
 
    My cheeks flushed. "Yes. I uh, might have bought her some flowers." I made it sound a lot less dramatic than it had been, but Brent most likely knew it had been dramatic—after all, he was my best friend. He knew me better than anyone else out there. 
 
    "I totally understand. I think it's a great idea for you two to get away. I think it would be best for everyone. And it will be safe for you two. She must be worried for her safety—at least a little."  
 
    I bit my lip. I wasn't sure honestly. She hadn't come out and said it, but it wouldn't be surprising for me to find out that she was. I mean, I was being targeted by someone who seemed to want to hurt me.  
 
    "Are you sure you're alright handling everything, though? I mean, if you think it's too much, I can stay a little longer, and we can go away another time." 
 
    "Relax," he scowled. "I will be more than fine without you."  
 
    I grinned. "Thank you."  
 
    I wanted nothing more than to get away with her, to show her a little fun and spoil her—make her feel better about everything going on. And maybe, just maybe, try to have sex in a plane. 
 
    My eyes sparkled as I turned to my friend and looked him up and down. "I will have to come visit you when we return. It's been too long and we've hardly had a chance to catch up since you've been here." 
 
    "That ... would be nice." He sounded like he was hiding something. My brow furrowed. What could he be hiding from me? Maybe he has a girlfriend, I thought. It wouldn't be crazy to think they didn't want to tell anyone. But I had told him about Ally and I. Only because I had to.  
 
    Either way, I smiled widely at my best friend. "It will be a date. Just the two of us. Maybe I'll bring Ally, but I'm sure she will be more than alright going off on her own."  
 
    Brent smiled. "That sounds like a wonderful idea." His eyes shone as he adjusted his suit. "But I'd better get going. I'll see you around." 
 
    "See you later, Brent! I'll let you know when we get back!" 
 
    I waved to my friend as he headed for the office door and let himself out.  
 
    My heart sank. I didn't want him to go back already. I hated going home—I hated seeing everyone back there now that Nana was gone. But I couldn't always ask him to come see me. I'd have to make the trip every now and then. And Ally would love the chance to travel a little more. Right? 
 
    So, I'm going home for Ally. Would I have to tell Mom I was in the area? 
 
     I took a deep breath, trying to convince myself it wasn’t a big deal. It wasn’t worth thinking about at the very least. It was in the future—or the past, depending on what I was thinking about. 
 
    I shook my head and turned my attention to my computer. I had work that needed to get done, and it wasn’t going to get done with me just staring at it.  
 
    I went through the motions, typed out the emails, pretended to be excited when I had to be and got the work done. The nice thing about emailing was that no one could really tell if you were excited or not. They just read your email, however they wanted. So even though I couldn’t get the thought of having to go home and tell my family about Ally out of my mind, I could pretend everything was just fine.  
 
    I gave Brent a smile as he headed out of the building and into the elevator.  
 
    "I think he'd make a nice boyfriend," Alyssa said. Her head tilted to the left. I looked over to see her staring at his backside. She turned to me, a wide grin on her face. "How do you feel about sharing the company with me? I mean, I'd probably convince him to propose to me before you could even talk about it with Garth." Her grin widened.  
 
    I stared at her for a couple of seconds, unable to process how she could be such a fucking bitch. Finally, I opened my mouth. "It astounds me the level you will drop to."  
 
    I heard the girls on the other side of me inhale sharply.  
 
    I turned back to my computer without another word. It took everything I had to keep my heart from racing as I checked email. I could feel her staring at me, those eyes burning holes through me.  
 
    I tried to ignore it. It took all my resolve to keep my hands from shaking. She's just trying to scare you, I reminded myself. It didn't make me feel better—because part of me was kinda scared of her.  
 
      
 
    "W-what are you doing here?" 
 
    "I thought you might like to grab dinner."  It had worked before; maybe it would work again this time. "I had something I wanted to talk to you about that I think you could help me with." 
 
    "Really?" She brushed her blonde hair out of her face.  
 
    I grinned. This was going to be easier than I realized. Girls were always easy to play—it's like if you asked them out to dinner they'd just drop everything.  
 
    A date. Such a perfect excuse to get to know their dirty secrets. You ask a few stupid questions like their favorite color or flower, and they don't think twice when you ask about their boss. 
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 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    I stared down at the printed plane ticket in my hand unable to believe this was happening. Don’t get me wrong, I’d been out of the country a couple times but never before to somewhere like this. I just couldn't believe it. I mean, it was like a dream come true for me.  
 
    I’d been saying for years that I wanted to go to Japan, and now here I was, about to board a plane to Japan.  
 
    I bit my lip nervously as if maybe as I approached the flight attendant to show them my passport and ticket, they might just turn me away for no reason.  
 
    Garth stood beside me. He looked calm and collected—like he had done it dozens of times.  
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure what it was about this trip, but it didn’t feel like the others. Maybe it was because I wasn’t traveling alone or maybe it was just because of everything going on right now.  
 
    I was sure that slipping away would make me look bad; after all, it seemed like Rebecca was out to pin everything on me. The officer had been one of the officers to show up when Ally and I found a body in a house we were going to show a client of mine—a very wealthy client. Maybe it was just that she wanted to date my girlfriend and even taken her out on a date when we split up, or maybe she honestly did have a reason to think I was the one who killed that girl. I had no clue.  
 
    I took Ally’s hand and pulled her close to me as we made our way closer to the front of the line. I placed a soft kiss on top of her head as I stepped forwards, showing the flight attendant my passport and the print off of the ticket.  
 
    She nodded, scanned the boarding pass and motioned for me to move forward.  
 
    I walked slowly, waiting for Ally to catch up with me.  
 
    “So,” I caught her eye. A grin spread over my lips. “Excited?” 
 
    “Oh God, yes.” She beamed as we made our way down a hallway and to the actual airplane. We were in for a long flight, but I knew it would be worth it.  
 
    We’d toyed with a couple places to go, and it wasn’t until seconds before booking the flight that we finally decided on Japan as our destination. Everyone went to Europe. I thought about India a little, but when she heard me mention Japan, she just perked up. How could we not go there after I saw that reaction? 
 
    We found our way to our seats, sat down, and I pulled out a book. Ally looked around eagerly, taking everything in as if she hadn’t been on a plane before. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t wait. I knew as soon as we got on the plane that we’d still be waiting there for at least half an hour, but I didn’t care. It was just so exciting. But I couldn't help wondering if now was the right time.  
 
    If Garth was right about Rebecca, and she seemed like she was out to get him, then wouldn’t this just make her even more convinced that he was guilty?  I don’t get why she would think that he’s guilty unless she had a reason. I mean, Garth said it was the way she looked at him when she asked if he knew the girl we’d found dead in that house.  
 
    The thought made my skin crawl. I still had nightmares about finding that body, and showing houses was still nerve-wracking. It was almost nice that Alyssa had come back.  
 
    “Alyssa seemed upset you were going away,” I said, thinking about it.  
 
    “I think she was upset she wasn’t the one coming with me.” Garth’s eyes sparkled. 
 
    It was common knowledge that Alyssa had been trying to sleep with Garth for a couple years now. Even Garth knew she was, and he knew she was trying to do it because of his money. He had always ignored her advances because of that. But Alyssa had been sure she’d get him—until she saw the flowers he sent me one day. That’s when everyone found out about us.  
 
    I have to admit, it made me a little happy knowing that she knew about us.  
 
    “Is she still hitting on you left, right, and center?” I asked, trying not to sound jealous.  
 
    They worked together. And on some level that was nice, since I’d filled in for her when she was sick and had done an outstanding job, according to Garth. He liked the way I did things better than Alyssa, but she was the one showing houses with him, which meant I didn’t need to have panic attacks about dead bodies.  
 
    And that was a big deal to me.  
 
    “I think she’s always going to hit on me.” I could tell he was trying to end the conversation; he didn’t like us talking about her very much.  
 
    I bit my lip. I didn’t want to stop talking about it but didn’t want to kick the trip off to a bad start. So I dropped it, took his hand and relaxed against the seats.  
 
    All in all, the flight would probably be a little cramped, but at least, we were sitting on a two-seat plane, which meant we didn’t have anyone else sitting with us. 
 
    I closed my eyes as I heard Garth pick up his book and flip through the pages. It was a self-help book about increasing your chances of success. I wasn't’ sure why he felt he needed to read it—I mean, he was already super successful. But when I asked, he just smiled and said he had to keep expanding. My brow furrowed as I opened my eyes. He had a lot of books at his place, and most of them were nonfiction. I reached out, took the book from him, making sure not to lose his place, and stared at it, my eyes scanning the page quickly. It was going on about the importance of goal setting.  
 
    “Hey!” Garth protested.  
 
    I ignored him. “This says it’s important to have goals. That the top 3% of the population write them down. Do you?” I turned to look at him. 
 
    His cheeks flushed. “Yes.” 
 
    I looked down at the list of goal categories.  
 
    “What are some of your work goals?” 
 
    Garth stared at me, his cheeks darkening. “I can’t believe you’re going to make me do this,” he muttered.  
 
    “Why? I want to know what your goals are, is that such a bad thing?” 
 
    Garth looked away from me for a fraction of a second.  
 
    “You’re going to laugh,” he said. “But right now, my major work goal is to win another big client. And after that, well … to be honest ...” Garth paused, looking around. “I've been thinking about going out on my own.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Really?” What? This was the first I had heard of any of this. Garth was thinking about going out on his own? What about Brent? 
 
    “Yes really, and I would like it if no one else knew about it.”  
 
    “Why? I mean, are you thinking about it?” I wasn’t stupid; I could see why he didn’t want anyone else to know about it.  
 
    “Because, I mean … it would be nice to get away from the company and … and you and I could start something. Think about how well we do together. Hell, we could just decorate. Can you think about how much money people would pay to have us stage their home? With your talent and my name. It would be …” 
 
    Amazing is what it would be, but I didn’t say it. I like that idea. Us, going out and doing our own thing. We both worked so hard, and we worked so well together. It could go over really well. We could do really well together, and I knew it. I nodded.  
 
    “It’s an interesting idea. We should talk about it more sometime.” Not right now. I needed time to think about it and needed time to get used to the idea. I cleared my throat, looking down at the list.  
 
    “What are your relationship goals?” 
 
    Really? For some reason, the idea of a relationship goal just seemed strange to me.  
 
    “Well, other than taking you to Japan.” Garth bit his lip. “Honestly … I hope this doesn’t freak you out,  but …” he paused. “I’d like to settle down within the next few years. I want a wife and a family. I’m not saying you have to worry about that, I mean, we’re still kinda feeling each other out, but I’m in a relationship for the long haul. I guess I should warn you about that.” 
 
    My heart skipped several beats.  
 
    “Excuse me.” A voice sounded over the microphone. She sounded pleasant and happy. “I'd like to thank you all for flying with us today.” 
 
    I tuned her out, not hearing what she said. I was still so focused on what Garth had just said to me. He was looking for long-term. He was looking to make someone a wife. Right now, he was looking at me to be his wife. I couldn't believe it. If only Alyssa had kept trying a little longer. I knew it was a snide thing to think, but we all knew she wanted nothing more than to be his wife. She wanted to be the kind of wife who stayed home and got a new car every year. The kind of wife Garth would never go for. 
 
    When I first started working for him, I hardly even knew who he was, but when Alyssa was out sick, I jumped at the chance to make myself known and try to move up in the company. I didn’t think I’d end up sleeping with Garth—after all, that was unprofessional.  
 
    The first day I’d gotten a house ready to show him—and I’d impressed him. But that night, he took me out and took me shopping. I wasn’t impressed, I stormed out of the first place we went to. But he made a good point. I couldn't sell billion dollar homes in twenty dollar shoes. He went out and bought me all new everything. When I asked him why he didn’t do it for Alyssa, he said it was because she went out and racked up her credit cards before she even showed her first house. The way he said this, it didn’t sound like he was impressed by it. 
 
    And now, here I sat. In shoes that cost $500.  
 
    And damn were they comfy. But I was still determined to make my way up in the company. But if I do, everyone will just say it’s because I’m sleeping with Garth. I’d thought about going to the New York branch, but I didn’t want to leave Garth. The idea of going out on our own, of doing something like that together. I could move up and no one could say it was because I was fucking him.  
 
    Finally, I snapped back to reality as the airplane started to move. My stomach turned, excitement overwhelming me. In a few hours, I’d be in Japan.  
 
      
 
    I couldn't believe it. We stepped off the airplane in Japan, and I couldn't wait to get off the plane and out into the new country. I wanted nothing more than to just push past everyone and get off, but I knew that wouldn't do me any good—after all, I had a suitcase to pick up. And that would take a while to get to. So I waited as calmly as I could as everyone stood and exited the plane. I took Garth’s hand, and we headed through the airport. I took everything in, trying to memorize every inch of it as we headed towards the baggage claim.  
 
      
 
    Everything was going according to plan. The assistant was going to help me, although she seemed a little too chipper to do the job, she had heart, and she was of use. That’s what mattered here.  
 
    I hadn’t expected the girl to be an issue. I’d expected her to tuck tail and run the second a dead body showed up—instead, she started fucking Garth. I thought once his business card was found in her pocket, he’d at least be taken in for questioning. But no. There was something else going on here.  
 
      
 
    “A cat cafe?”  
 
    I stood there dumbstruck. I’d read about them; I mean everyone had—right? We even had one open up back home for a little while, but I was pretty sure it had shut down by now.  
 
    Garth took my hand. “I thought it might be a cool place to grab a bite.” He shrugged as if it was no big deal.  
 
    When he had said he was thinking about a quick bite down the street from the hotel, I didn’t think he’d already had somewhere in mind. But of course, he did. Garth grinned widely as he pulled me towards the door.  
 
    “Come on, the cats aren’t going to come drag you in.” Instead, he dragged me inside.  
 
    As soon as we entered the second door, the cats came rushing towards us.  
 
    Meow, meow, meow.  
 
    We got surrounded by cats in a fraction of a second. I was careful not to trample on them as we moved towards the front counter. A woman greeted us behind it. She spoke, but I couldn't understand her. Garth did. He replied.  
 
    My jaw dropped. I hadn’t realized he spoke Japanese. I took a deep breath, trying to pull my jaw back into place as the woman nodded, said something else and led us towards a table with two menus.  
 
    We sat down in the corner of the cafe, and no sooner than we sat down did cats jump onto the table. I reached out to touch one; its head rubbed against my hand. My brow furrowed as I stared at the red collar—a tag on it, in Japanese.  
 
    My cheeks flushed. Why hadn’t I thought to try and learn at least a little Japanese before we came here? 
 
    That was stupid, I told myself as the woman placed the menus down in front of us.  
 
    I watched as she left. “Uh,” I picked the cat up and handed it over to Garth. “What’s its name?” 
 
    Garth looked down at the tag. “Her name is Lilly. At least, I assume Lilly is a she.” He handed her back to me.  
 
    She purred loudly, rubbing against me as I pet her.  
 
    “So, um … what are my options?” I stared down at the menu.  
 
    “Well, are you looking for American or Japanese?” 
 
    “American, for now.” I wasn't quite sure if I was ready to try something new. After all, I was still feeling the jet lag and didn’t want to push myself.  
 
    “Grilled cheese and soup?” he suggested, looking up at me over the menu.  
 
    “Sounds good.” I nodded as I pet the cat. Another one jumped onto my lap, and I tried to make room, shifting the other one over just in time to welcome a new one.  
 
    Furry heads butted against my body, rubbing against me. I laughed softly, trying to pet them all. Of course, that was much harder than I thought it would be.  
 
    I glanced up. Garth watched me, his eyes sparkling as he sat there with one cat on his lap. His fingers scratched the little creature softly.  
 
    It wasn’t long until the woman returned. She said something, looking from Garth to me.  
 
    Garth spoke, pointing to me, and then he said something else. His hands moved in a circle, motioning towards the cats. The girl nodded. He spoke again.  
 
    She nodded again and walked away.  
 
    “What did you just say?” God, I hated not knowing. I hated having to ask him every time he spoke.  
 
    “I ordered our food and some milk for the cats.” 
 
    I nodded taking it all in. You could order food for the cats. Interesting. 
 
    I looked around. We were the only ones here. Other than the cats, of course. There were ten, maybe twelve of them. I couldn't keep count. They were all moving around too much, except the four we had over here. There were cloth benches and matching black seats. The tables were larger than most cafes, and of course, there was lots of stuff for the cats. Scratching posts, shelves for climbing. There was nothing that could be considered breakable. Which made sense.  
 
    I watched as a gray tabby jumped up onto the shelves and made its way across a shelf that went the full length of the building. There were a couple buckets of toys for the cats to play with, but other than that nothing else littered the floor. Speaking of litter. I couldn't help wondering where it was. I hope not in the kitchen!  
 
    When the waitress came back with her food, it took a lot of effort not to ask where the cats’ litter was. She held two trays in her hand, one with our food on it and another with little bowls of milk. She placed the milk down on the floor, after serving us our food.  
 
    I stared at Garth’s choice. My jaw dropped. Okay, maybe I should have gotten one of those.  
 
    “A bento box?” It came out as a question, but it wasn’t meant to.  
 
    He nodded.  
 
    I stared down at the three superhero symbols. Okay, I was jealous. I should have looked at the menu, instead of letting Garth read it off to me. I will get one before I leave, I promised myself. We were going to be here for a few days and had lots of time to experience everything the world of Japan had to offer.  
 
    We’d already figured it out. We were going to relax today, Garth said he already had something in mind within walking distance of the hotel, and then tomorrow we were going to do some sightseeing.  
 
    I’d heard the shopping here was amazing, so I told him that as long as we got to do some shopping, I didn’t care what we did.  
 
    We ate in silence  
 
      
 
    “Did you get what I need?” 
 
    “Of course, I did.” She sounded mad that I’d even ask. She held a gift bag out to me. It was clever actually. If she gave me a bag, it could have been suspicious. This, well, who could say why she was giving me a gift bag—maybe it was a late birthday present, maybe it was for someone I knew.  
 
    I took it from her.  
 
    I could have gotten it easily, no one would bat an eyelash if I went into Garth’s office—after all, this is me, but having someone else do it, well. That was just smart. 
 
    I’d deal with her later. She might not realize it, but she was disposable.  
 
    “So, what about his girlfriend?” She sounded bitter when she said it.  
 
    I’d thought she would be easier to deal with though I wasn’t going to admit that. Take her out on a date or two, and she’d be so unsure of herself, she’d be easy to pin against him. She’d be willing to testify against him even. And then everything would fall into place for me.  
 
    This one would be harder to deal with. She thought she was in love. No, she’s just money hungry. If I offered her the right thing—power created money—she would be willing to give him up in a heartbeat. That was the sad part about girls like her. They were so self-centered; they didn’t care about who they brought down around them—in a way, a quality to be admired, or at least taken advantage of.  
 
    She really was stupid if she thought she was going to get out of this without any issues.  
 
    “So ...” She cleared her throat, bringing me back to reality. “When should I expect the promotion?” 
 
    “In due time,” I said. “It’s not like you want it to look like you had anything to do with this.” 
 
    “And … you’re sure this is going to work? You promised me you’d deal with his girlfriend.” She spat the word like she could not stand it.  
 
    She didn’t like her. Good.  
 
    “I promise you, I will get her to rethink her relationship with him.” I planned to do more than just talk to her about it. “But when I call you, you come running. When I call you, I’m going to need your help big time.” 
 
    Since she was already involved, no point in getting someone else to do it. The more people I got involved, the higher my chances of getting caught; so right now, it would be just her and me— oh, and the girl I’d already killed.  
 
      
 
    Japan is a leg country so I couldn't help bringing out my highest pair of heels and a pair of short shorts. The weather was nice; why not show my boyfriend what he had?  
 
    I slipped into a tank top and grabbed my oversized purse. Water, wallet, camera—I had everything I could possibly need for my day out on the town—except a pronto Japanese lesson. But Garth had promised to give me a few quick lessons and to translate for me if the need came up.  
 
    I slipped into my heels and turned to look myself over in the mirror.  
 
    Garth came out of the bathroom. He stopped dead in his tracks, and his eyes locked on me. 
 
    “Damn,” he muttered.  
 
    My cheeks flushed. “Is it too much?” 
 
    “What? No!” His eyes roamed over my body. “I’ve just … never seen you in business or yoga pants…” He licked his lips, stepping towards me.  
 
    My cheeks darkened. I could feel my skin burning and turned away, hoping he wouldn’t realize.  
 
    Truthfully, I liked the way he’d just looked at me, and he was right. He’d never seen me in anything except work clothes or lazy clothes. We’d hardly even shared weekends together that didn’t involve lazing around the house and getting extra work done for the business. I guess that was the price one paid for dating the owner of the company.  
 
    I felt his hands against my thigh. A deep breath passed through my lips as his warm, soft, hands traced up the curves of my body.  
 
    “Now we have a bit of an issue,” he whispered in my ear. My heart skipped a beat, and a warm shiver ran down my spine.  
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t want to take you out. I want to keep you all to myself.”  
 
    His grey-green eyes sparkled as I turned to face him.  
 
    “Maybe if you’re lucky, we’ll come back early.” I gave him a soft smile.  
 
    “Maybe if you’re lucky, I’ll buy you something to wear.” 
 
    My heart skipped another beat. I could go for that. No. I wasn’t supposed to be that kind of girl. I was supposed to be paving my own way. I’m not like Alyssa, I told myself.  
 
    I wasn’t the type to try and marry for money, and that was part of what Garth found attractive in me.  
 
    I mentally shook myself, trying to clear my thoughts.  
 
    “Alright,” I cleared my throat. “Let’s go out.” 
 
    I needed to stop thinking of everything back home. Of Alyssa, of the body—all of it.  
 
    Garth and I headed out of the hotel room, into the elevator and then to the street. He’d done a good job booking us a place right downtown. Actually, it was almost perfect. We exited the building and turned left, heading towards a neon sign.  
 
    Garth took my hand, his fingers tangling between mine, and squeezed gently. 
 
    “So, what do you want to buy today?” he asked. 
 
    “I am going to buy myself some beauty products, I think.” I mean, come on, Japanese women were known for looking super young, right? It was never too early to start worrying about aging.  
 
    It didn’t take us long to get to a small shopping district. At least, it didn’t feel like long, but maybe that was just because I was too busy staring at everything we passed.  
 
    It felt like a whole new world being here, but I knew it wasn’t. I mean, I’d seen the pictures before so I shouldn’t have been that surprised, but it wasn’t the same. Pictures didn’t do it justice. Not one bit. It seemed like everywhere I went there was something new for me to stare at.  
 
    I stopped dead in my tracks as I saw a sign. I gasped.  
 
    “What?” Garth snapped.  
 
    “A … a 100 Yen shop.”  
 
    Garth’s brow furrowed. “Way to worry me,” he muttered, but a soft smile spread across his lips.  
 
    “Come on, let’s go.” He pulled me towards it. “I’m sure there will be lots of good stuff to pick up for family while we’re in there.” 
 
    “Yes, souvenirs. I’d promised everyone I would get them something when they found out I was going to Japan.  
 
    I wasn’t close to a lot of people, but there were a few family members that I liked to stay in touch with and a couple childhood friends I still emailed.  
 
    As we entered the shop, my jaw almost dropped again. It was huge. Fucking huge.  
 
    You wouldn't have expected it from the look outside. I was expecting a small store without much in it, but this was a long and narrow building. It looked like it had two floors, and everywhere had stuff. It was stacked and stacked with goods.  
 
    I looked around, trying to take everything in.  
 
    Garth grabbed a basket and handed it to me. Yea, I’m going to need that, I thought as we headed down an aisle. I tried to take everything in, but there was only so much I could take in. Only so much I could grab.  
 
    I tried not to grab stuff that would easily be found back home. Instead, I snatched some candy, a couple fans, and even some hair chopsticks. My heart skipped a beat. I couldn’t wait to figure out how to use them and put them in my hair. I grinned widely. This is already such an amazing trip. I couldn’t wait to get back and tell everyone about it.  
 
    I spent a lot longer in the 100 Yen shop than I would like to admit, but it was well worth it. I ended out spending close to $50 American and getting a ton of stuff.  
 
    “At this rate,” I could already hear the teasing in his voice, “I’m not sure how we’re going to get everything you buy home.”  
 
    I laughed softly. “I’m sure we'll manage.” I didn’t plan on buying that much more. And I mean, really if I had to, I could always leave my clothes. Nothing I’d packed was all that expensive. It could all easily be replaced. Except my shoes. They were coming with me.  
 
    I wouldn’t leave my shoes here—they were so gorgeous, I didn’t want to have to try and find another pair.  
 
    Garth took my hand as we headed towards some more buildings. Everything was so colorful. The signs jumped out, inviting me into each one of them—even though I couldn’t read most of them.  
 
    “What’s that one?” I asked, pointing towards a green sign with pink lettering.  
 
    “A shoe store. Want to go in?” 
 
    Oh God, yes.  
 
    I nodded, not wanting to seem too excited by the idea of a shoe store. But with the yen being so low compared to the dollar, I could buy three or four pairs of shoes.  
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for us to need to head back to the hotel—just so we could drop off all the bags I had. I felt kinda silly, but I mean, I was on vacation. I had to treat myself a little. And it’s not like I’m ever going to come back here. I need to have a blast while I’m here.  
 
    If I did this right, I wouldn’t need to come back to Japan.  
 
    We headed back out, my feet beginning to ache as we walked block to block. We passed bookstores, coffee shops, tech stores. Finally, Garth stopped in front of one, pulled me towards the door and opened it for me. I stepped inside looking around. Cell phone.  
 
    “Are you looking for a new phone?” I asked him.  
 
    “No. You are.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. I was? Since when? I turned to him and raised an eyebrow.  
 
    He just smiled, taking my arm and leading me down the rows and rows of phones.  
 
    “What one do you like?” he asked, his voice a soft whisper against my ear. 
 
    “I really don’t need a new phone.” 
 
    “I know, but come on, we’re in Japan. How can you not get new tech? Or would you rather a computer?” He pulled away, his eyes sparkling. “We can get a new computer if you want.” 
 
    “No!” I said quickly. “Anyways, isn’t it all going to be in Japanese?” 
 
    His smile widened. “Don’t worry about that.” He dismissed my question like he’d already thought of it.  
 
    I took a deep breath and looked at everything. The bright purple phone caught my eye. It’s so pretty, I thought. And it was. It was gorgeous. I want it, I admitted to myself.  
 
    As if being able to read my mind, Garth reached out and grabbed it.  
 
      
 
    I could see the way she was eyeing the phone the entire time we were talking. I knew how bad she wanted it. Finally, I gave up on fighting with her about it. I just took it over to the cash register and handed it over to the man behind it. 72,000 Yen later, Ally had a brand new phone. Of course, we’d have to wait until we got back home to get it all set up, and there might be a couple issues—but I thought I had a few friends who could help with that. She hadn’t said anything for a long time. She’s mad at me. And I knew it.  
 
    I reached out and took her hand; thankfully, she didn’t pull away.  
 
    “Please don’t be mad; I just want to spoil you.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed. “But you don’t want someone you have to take care of all the time,” she said. “You don’t want someone like Alyssa.” Her cheeks flushed the second she said it.  
 
    Was that what this was all about? 
 
    She was worried about being like Alyssa? 
 
    I snorted. 
 
      
 
    He laughed at me. 
 
    Like that was really going to do any good. My brow furrowed. “Is something funny?” 
 
    “Yes. I mean, no. Not funny, I just can’t believe you think I would ever feel like you’re like Alyssa.” He shook his head. “No, I’m not buying you things because that’s what you want. I’m buying you things because that's what I want.” He paused, squeezing my hand gently. “Ally, I want to spoil you. I want to make you feel special. I want to buy you things and pay for you to have experiences. I want to help provide you with a life of luxury.” 
 
    My cheeks flushed. I never thought about a life of luxury.  
 
    To me, that would always be something that I just saw on TV—but I guess, I mean … how many people get to just go to Japan without a second thought? I took a deep breath. 
 
    “I don’t want you to feel like you have to take care of me.” I’d stepped forward when Alyssa was sick so I could make my way up in the company; so I could provide for myself.  
 
    I’m going to keep doing that. 
 
    “I know, and I’m not going to.” For a  split second, his words cut me. They stung, even though I had just said I didn’t want it to be like that. “But relationships are about spoiling each other every now and then. I have lots of money to play with—money I will never use. Money I want to spend on you.” 
 
    His words made my heart skip a beat. But if I let you spend all that money on me … would I be losing out on my independence? Would him providing for me make me … less in some way? 
 
    I took a deep breath, trying to shake the question. Of course, it didn’t go away.  
 
    I didn’t dare say it out loud. I didn’t want him to know that’s what I was thinking. I didn’t want him to think he had to try to comfort me. I’ll figure it out, I told myself.  
 
    I always did, and this wasn’t going to be any different. Just because I was with a good looking, well-off man did not mean I was going to become some kind of damsel in distress. 
 
    Garth pulled me to a stop and pointed towards a small cart that people surrounded. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” he asked.  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “It’s called Takoyaki. It’s kind of like a pancake ball, with ginger and octopus in it.” 
 
    My nose wrinkled. I never thought I’d be eating octopus, but I guess there was a first time for everything. Right?  
 
    “Sounds …” Gross. “Interesting.” 
 
    “We can get something else if you like.” 
 
    “No.” I wanted to immerse myself in the culture, right? So I was going to try this Takoyaki stuff. I took a deep breath and stepped towards the cart, finding the line somewhere. Garth pulled me closer to him, his arms wrapping around my shoulder as he placed a kiss on top of my head.  
 
    “If you don’t like it, I will eat yours, and we can go get you a burger or something—sound good?” 
 
    “Sounds perfect.” I smiled, wanting to forget about the conversation we’d just had, but part of me couldn’t get it out of my mind.  
 
      
 
    They were going to be gone another three days. It’s amazing what you can get done in three days if you have the right motivation. I had that motivation.  
 
    I’d always been a harder worker, now it was just coming into use. In a week or so, everything would have fallen into place. All my hard work would have paid off. This had taken me two years to plan, and I wasn’t going to let it get messed up by some stupid girl. No. The assistant might think I was doing this for her, but I would deal with her when it was all said and done. But first I’d let her get close to Garth. I’d let it look like she might be behind everything. She’d be the perfect person to set up—and who would believe her if she told them I did it? No one.  
 
    If this turned into a case of he said/she said, I would win.  
 
    I always won. 
 
    I looked around the room. It wasn’t much—in fact, other than a chair and some chains there wasn’t anything. But that was good, that was how it was going to be. If she didn’t have anything to use, she wouldn’t be able to get out of here. Maybe I’d set the assistant up to take the fall—make it look like jealousy overtook her. By the time she was charged, I’d be long gone. I’d be dealing with everything a few states away.  
 
    I would be careful to make sure one more murder happened once I left so no one could make the argument that it might have been me.  
 
    Of course, finding a trained professional would be hard, but it would be worth it—a professional never gave up their clients. Otherwise, they didn’t get more work; a killer for hire knew how to be a professional—ironic, right?  
 
    It took a long time for me to realize this was the best way to get what I wanted; I was so close. I just had to wait for them to get back from their stupid trip.  
 
      
 
    I dropped several bags on the bed as soon as we got back to the hotel. Okay, maybe I went a little overboard. A lot, I told myself. I was right. It was a lot, but it had totally been worth every second.  
 
    I’ll just have to be careful with my money for the next couple days, I told myself. And I would be.  
 
    I’d be good. I wouldn’t overspend. Maybe.  
 
    “So, what’s the plan for tonight?” I asked, rounding on the man who stood behind me.  
 
    Despite the smile on his face, he looked tired. Beyond tired really.  
 
    “I thought we could sit back and relax, Tomorrow, I figured we could do some sightseeing—eh, that doesn’t involve the inside of a mall, and the next day, I thought we could do the same. Then, that night, we’ll head to the airport. After buying you a suitcase.” His eyes sparkled.  
 
    I felt my cheeks flush. It wasn’t that much stuff. I knew it was a lie but kept telling myself that anyways.  
 
    As if reading my mind, Garth’s smile widened. “I’m glad you’ve been doing so much shopping, to be honest. I think it’s good. You’ve needed to treat yourself for a long time.”  
 
    My fingers ran through my hair nervously. I always had a hard time with conversations like this. Truth be told, I never thought I worked hard enough to treat myself. Maybe he’s right. I thought back to what he said on the plane. About us branching off and starting something together. I wonder how Brent will take it.  I bit my lip, wondering if I should ask. Would this come between them as friends? Would Garth be able to handle that? 
 
    “Ally?” My own name snapped me back to reality. Garth stared at me. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, maybe a little too quickly. “I … I was just thinking about what you said on the flight here … about us branching off and doing our own thing … have you been thinking about it long?” How long has it been on his mind? How long hasn’t he told me about it? 
 
    “Only a couple days. Did you hear what I said? About dinner?” 
 
    “No,” I confessed, my brow furrowing. I might have been lost in thought. 
 
    “Have you talked to Brent about it yet?” 
 
    “No,” Garth admitted. “I wanted to talk to you first, to make sure it was something you wanted to do. I didn’t want to let him know I was thinking about leaving if it doesn’t work out.” 
 
    “Do you think he will be upset.” 
 
    Garth stared blankly; he looked deep in thought—no. He looked worried.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” he said. “I hope he won’t be hurt. The truth is, he could probably run the place just as good without me. And I hope he realizes that.” 
 
    Garth padded over to the mini fridge and grinned as he opened it. “Perfect,” he muttered, reaching for something.  
 
    “What?” I asked as he stood. I watched him pull out a bottle of clear liquid. It didn’t take long for me to realize what it was.  
 
    I’d never had some before. I grinned, following Garth to the small counter where a microwave stood. I reached for a gift basket beside it, and my brow furrowed. “This wasn’t here earlier.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t see about it until we came to drop your bags off. I ordered one while you were shopping.” He smiled widely. 
 
    I opened it without looking at him, and my heart skipped a beat. So much stuff. There were shot glasses—perfect. Along with four things of ramen noodles, some candy, some chips, and a couple soft drinks.  
 
    “How about ramen for dinner?” I suggested, holding up a couple of the packages.  
 
    “Sounds perfect to me. Have you ever had any?” 
 
    “Real stuff? No.” Don’t get me wrong, I’d had instant noodles before, but I always felt they weren’t quite the real deal. I guess it was time to figure out which ones were better.  
 
    “You’re in for a treat.” He reached out and pulled two out of the basket. “Beef and shrimp. Sound good?” I nodded. They couldn’t be all that bad.  
 
    Each one was already in their own bowl and had enough English on there for me to read Everything you need included!  
 
    Instant food always made me nervous, though, so when Garth put the kettle on and opened up both the bowls, I couldn’t help worrying. I bit my lip, watching the water boil. Relax, I told myself. They will be good. I wanted to believe it, but part of me was still scared.  
 
    A yawn passed through my lips. I glanced down at the clock and did a little mental math. 19 hours. I had been awake for 19 hours. No wonder I was tired.  
 
    Having a quick dinner turned out to be a bit of a blessing. The kettle popped; we added the water, and once it cooled enough, we were able to eat.  
 
    I cleared the bed off, Garth and I settled in under the covers and we turned the TV on, settling in to relax for the rest of the night. Without a word, we both seemed to agree we were done for the day and that it was going to be an early night for us both. 
 
    I just hope tomorrow is half as amazing as today is, I thought as I slurped my noodles. And when we get home that everything will be okay. I still couldn’t help worrying that Brent would be upset if Garth told him that he was thinking about branching out and doing something else. Alyssa would be beyond mad that I was going to be included—and as bad as it was, that kind of made me happy.  
 
    I wanted to make sure she knew that I didn’t need to fight for him.  
 
      
 
    We woke up around 9:00 the next morning, majorly sleeping in for both of us.  
 
    I rolled out of bed and went right for some of the bags from yesterday. I’d done a little bit of clothing shopping and was beyond excited to try them on—for once my ultra petite body came in handy. I’d managed to score some ultra cute clothes for a good price and couldn't wait to wear them.  
 
    Today, I picked a blank skirt that fell just above my knees. I paired it with a bright blue tank top and tied my hair into a bun, the colors of my ombre mixing together. I had to admit, I looked kinda cute. I decided on a pair of flats I’d gotten yesterday, and after a couple minutes in front of the mirror with my makeup bag, I felt pretty—and like I was ready to go out and see Japan again.  
 
    Garth looked me up and down, a soft smile spreading over his lips.  
 
    “Why do you always look so beautiful?” 
 
    My cheeks flushed. I knew he was saying it to make me blush, and he was doing a damn good job of it.  
 
    “I …” I had no clue what to say. “Thank you,” I finally settled with and gave him a soft smile. I’m glad you think I’m pretty.  
 
    But I wasn’t going to say that out loud, that would sound stupid. Don’t get me wrong, I wanted him to think I was good looking, but I didn’t want to make it sound like my looked depended on his approval. And if I were him, that’s what I would think was happening if I said it out loud. So I smiled, and we headed for the door.  
 
    I grabbed my purse along the way and waited for Garth to close the door behind us before taking his hand.  
 
    “I’ve got a cab on the way to pick us up.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “You do? I didn’t hear you call one?” 
 
    “I set it up online.” He shrugged like it was no big deal. I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    Well, don’t you just have your shit together. I squeezed his hand as we stepped into the elevator. I’m not going to lie, it felt nice to be with a man who had everything all planned out and ready to go.  
 
    More than anything, it was nice not having to do the planning every now and then. I liked that Garth seemed to enjoy planning dates. But I’ll have to do something special for him when we get home. As a thank you for all the hard work he put into this trip. I knew he was excited to take me traveling, but I hadn’t expected him to have everything figured out already. We made our way out of the hotel and onto the street just as a taxi pulled up. Garth guided me over to it, opened the door for me, and motioned for me to slide in.  
 
    Ever so carefully not to show too much—what with wearing a skirt and all—I slipped to the far side of the taxi. Garth joined me in the back seat and said something in Japanese.  
 
    “So, what are we doing today?” 
 
    “I thought it might be fun to get outside of the big town. A couple small villages.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I’d always wanted to go to small villages in Japan. If they were half as gorgeous as they were in the movies, I was going to be thrilled.  
 
      
 
    I was beyond thrilled. The movies didn’t do them justice.  
 
    I stared in awe as we got out of the taxi and was left looking around. “This is amazing,” I whispered. “I can’t even begin to believe I’m actually here.” 
 
    I heard the click of a camera behind me and spun to see Garth grinning, his phone in hand. I’d been taking crazy amounts of pictures, but none of myself since I got here. I closed the distance between us and took the phone from his hand. Hmm, our first couples picture will be in Japan.  
 
    I held the phone out and switched it to front facing mode. Garth’s arms wrapped around me. The background was perfect. It looked like it should be out of a movie and looked like how someone would picture Japan. I smiled broadly and took the picture.  
 
    His lips touched my cheek as I took the second picture. My heart skipped a beat. Okay, I wasn’t one for social media, but that was going to be my profile picture.  
 
    Garth pulled away, his eyes sparkling. “Come on, let’s get going.” 
 
    Without another word, he headed off without me, taking his phone back. I rushed off after him to catch up. My heart racing.  
 
    “So, what are we doing here?” 
 
    “Lunch.” 
 
    “Lunch? You brought me all the way out here for lunch?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    He said it like it totally didn’t matter, but his grin widened.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because ...” He shrugged.  
 
    “That doesn’t answer my question,” I said, taking long strides to keep up with him. 
 
    He headed down a pathway towards a hill.  
 
    “So, what are we having for lunch?” I asked, trying to pry more.  
 
    “It’s a surprise.” 
 
    “Did you pack it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “So it’s at a restaurant?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    My brow furrowed. What the hell did he mean by that? 
 
    Without any more time to try and figure it out, we came to the top of the hill. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” I whispered, staring down at the scene below me. I turned to him. Garth’s grin widened as those grey-green eyes locked on mine. “This … this is amazing.” I turned back to the scene in front of me. I couldn’t believe it. This looked like something out of a movie.  
 
    There was no one around. However, there was a blue blanket laid out on the ground, with a small wicker basket on it. I turned to him. “How …”  
 
    He had been with me all day, how had he managed to do this? 
 
    He shrugged. “I pulled in a few favors from a friend of mine who lives here.” 
 
    “You have friends here?” 
 
    “Yea, I spent a couple years here when I was younger. The nice thing about being your own boss is you can travel whenever you want—assuming you can afford it.” 
 
    I shook my head, unable to believe what I was seeing. There were pink flowers surrounding the blanket.  
 
    Garth took my hand and led me down to it.  
 
    My heart raced, trying to take everything in. How was this possible? I didn’t see any flowers around, except those that were cut and carefully placed around the blanket. I stepped over some of them and onto the blanket. Looking around, I tried to absorb it all. There was a little river a few feet away from us, and lilly pads floated in it. I shook my head. I felt like I was in the middle of some romantic movie and turned to Garth.  
 
    Without realizing it, I moved. My arms wrapped around him; my head nuzzled into his chest.  
 
    His arms tightened around my hips, pulling me closer to him.  
 
    “I’m glad you like it.” He chuckled.  
 
    “I … I can’t even begin to put into words how amazing this is.” I pulled away and shook my head. I would never be able to describe to everyone how perfect this was. How perfect this whole trip was.  
 
    “Come sit ...” Garth looked me over. “We didn’t drink that Sake last night; I thought we could make up for it today.” 
 
    I let out a loud laugh and dropped down across from him.  
 
    “Okay really, you need to spill the details on this. How did you do it?” My smile spread from ear to ear, and even if I wanted to, I wouldn’t be able to stop it. My eyes sparkled as I looked around, again trying to take everything in. I want to remember every second of this, I thought and made a mental note to take pictures. I didn’t want to ever lose this memory. Even when I’m old and have gone crazy, I want to remember this.  
 
      
 
    I grinned. There was no way I was going to tell her about everything.  
 
    In truth, it hadn’t been all that hard to plan. A little pricey—but not hard. I’d called in a couple favors and offered the right price. It was that simple.  
 
    I reached for the picnic basket and pulled out a bottle of Sake and two glasses. I glanced inside, taking a quick look at everything that was in there. Perfect. It had been hard getting one item to him, but it had been worth it. I handed her a glass, and we toasted before I drank mine back in a fraction of a second. She watched me, a grin spreading over her face.  
 
    “So, if I get you drunk, will you tell me?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    I have to admit, it was kinda fun to keep her guessing. I pulled out a small bento box in the shape of a heart and handed it to her. I’d seen how she perked up for the one I had yesterday at the Cat Cafe and thought this would be suiting for her today.  
 
    She laughed softly, taking it from me.  
 
    “This is perfect.” Her smile widened as she opened it. “Oh my goodness, it’s amazing.” 
 
    I peaked over, unwilling to admit that I had no clue what it looked like inside. My friend had done a good job deciding what to get us. I pulled my own bento box out and found it was pretty much the same. There was heart outside and inside there were several X’s and O’s carefully placed, as well as the character for love.  
 
    She glanced up at me, a small piece of paper in her hands. “You know this is something someone gives to someone they love—right?” 
 
    “Yes,” I lied. Alright, so I didn’t know that part, but I’d been planning to tell her this trip anyways.  I had mentioned that I was looking for a dramatic way to tell her I loved her. I guess Yosh had taken it into his own hands to do it for me.  
 
    I saw the color on her cheeks darken and couldn’t help the smile that spread over my lips. Reaching into the basket, I pulled out another box, this time much smaller. It could pass for a cupcake maybe, or something closer to a brownie. But that’s not what was inside that box.  
 
    “Here,” I said handing it to her. 
 
      
 
    I took the second box, raising my eyebrow.  
 
    Why was he blushing? My hands shook as I stared down at the box. Had he just told me he loved me? I mean, I knew he cared about me … but love? Deep breath, I told myself as I opened the box.  
 
    I gasped, staring down at it. My heart raced. I wasn’t willing to admit it and felt my jaw drop before I could try to control my reaction.  
 
    “I know it’s just really simple,” he said. “And don’t get me wrong, I’m not asking you to marry me or anything.” I looked up just in time to see him smile. “I just … saw it and wanted to get it for you.” 
 
    I stared back down at the small diamond ring. It was small. Simple. I liked that. I liked it.  
 
    “It’s …” I trailed off as I reached into the box and took the ring. “Everything … is just … perfect.” 
 
    Garth took the ring and the box from me. He held the ring out, and I held my hand out. He slipped it onto my finger, and his eyes locked on mine. “I’m glad you think so. Because I think you’re pretty damn perfect.” 
 
    My heart did a double take. So … he is trying to tell me he loves me, right? I didn’t dare ask. But I looked down at the paper I’d found in the bento box. It was written in English—well, it had an English side to it.  
 
    The Japanese symbol for love. A perfect gift to the one you love, or to receive. A perfect way to say, “I love you,” to anyone in your life.  
 
    He was saying that, right? I wasn’t jumping to crazy things here? I looked down at my hand. The ring sat on my index finger of my right hand. It was far from an engagement ring but that didn’t matter to me. It was still a way for me to always remember that the man I was with loved me.  
 
      
 
    It was hard waiting for them to get back. At least, while they were here, I could keep myself busy by contacting them. I could keep an eye on them, figure them out more. It’s amazing what people will tell you without even opening their mouth. The way they sit around you, the way they dress. It tells a lot about a person. I’ve studied it extensively. You have no idea how much it has helped me get to where I am in life right now.  
 
    No one realized that while they were just putting around, I was learning about all of them. I was taking everything into account. I didn’t quite expect a few things that had happened so far but was working around them. I was adapting. I’d learnt that.  
 
    This was my goal, and I was going to accomplish it.  
 
    Ruining Garth was what I needed to do. I was going to accomplish it.  
 
    As soon as they got back from their trip, I’d be able to do it. I’d be able to finish this, and I’d be able to get rid of any hint of evidence that I still had lying around. It would be easy really. As soon as I was on a flight, all the chances of me getting charged for those murders would go down to almost zero. No one thought someone would go to this extent. That’s why I was doing it.  
 
    That was how all the greats didn’t get caught.  
 
    There was a knock at my door.  
 
    I stood and padded to it—she was just in time. Good. I liked someone who would be on time. 
 
    My fingers curled around the handle, and I pulled it open. “Alyssa.” 
 
    “Hi.” She sounded far too chipper for what we were about to do.  
 
    “So, you’ve got everything set up?” She sounded worried. “How exactly do you plan to deal with her?” 
 
     “Just come when I call you. That’s all you need to know.” Her brow furrowed. I could tell she didn’t like that. I reached out and touched her arm gently. “You do want him, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes …” she admitted. “I mean, she’s not going to get hurt is she? I don’t like the bitch, but I don’t want her to die or anything.” 
 
    “Of course we won’t hurt her.” It was a lie.  
 
      
 
    I grinned like a 14-year-old girl with their first boyfriend as I stared down at the ring. We still sat outside on the blanket; by now, we were almost through that small bottle of Sake he’d brought for us. After all, there was hardly any in it. I have to admit, I think I was getting a bit of a taste for it.  
 
    “Should we go exploring a little?” he asked, a grin spreading over his face.  
 
    “Sure.” I stood taking a deep breath. In and out, I told myself. I looked down at my feet as I took a couple steps. I’m not drunk, right? I wondered and managed to walk a straight line without any effort. I took it as a sign I wasn’t drunk and looked up at Garth. He held his hand out to me.  
 
    “Shouldn’t we clean up or something?” 
 
    “Na, I’ll have someone get it.” His eyes sparkled as he pulled me towards the river. We walked along it, and I took everything in.  
 
    “I can’t believe I’m here,” I admitted, pulling him closer to me. “I mean, it’s just so amazing. I never thought I would actually be able to go to Japan, and now here I am … like … like it’s out of a fairy tale or something.” 
 
    Garth glanced down at me. “Is that what you think this is?” He grinned.  
 
    “No. Well, I mean it’s a little bit dirtier—our relationship I mean,” I added quickly. 
 
    Garth laughed. “A naughty fairy tale. sounds like my kinda thing.” His eyes shone as he pointed towards a group of people.  
 
    I gasped. A Geisha performance. I’d seen a few on TV, but again, never in person.  
 
    “I can’t believe it.” I shook my head. “Any of this. I mean … it’s just so amazing.” A once in a lifetime experience.  
 
    “We’ll go somewhere else next.” His eyes sparkled as he turned back to me. “We do have some vacation time to use up this year, even after this trip.” 
 
    “We could go to Canada,” I suggested.  
 
    “In the winter?” His nose wrinkled. I laughed.  
 
    “We can go in the summer. We’ll stay somewhere warm for the winter.” 
 
    “Hawaii.”   
 
    “Yes.” I’d always wanted to go there. Of course, there was a long list of places I wanted to go. And I’m going to start crossing places off that list, I promised myself. Even if Garth and I broke up and I had to pay for everything on my own, I’d make sure I traveled more after this.  
 
    Garth pulled me close, placing a kiss on top of my head. I looked up to see those grey-green eyes sparkling. I wish we had a little bit longer, I thought.  
 
      
 
    It was going to suck to get on that plane home. I couldn’t begin to put into words how much I was going to hate this. I didn’t want to leave and didn’t want to go back to our normal day-to-day life. I wanted to stay here.  
 
    We could, I thought for a split second. When we got the new business going, we could travel as much as we wanted—as long as we were still making enough to pay for ourselves to do it.  
 
    It will be amazing.  
 
    Some girls dreamt of a big house and kids and a nice car—me, it was traveling … and well, a nice car wouldn’t be a bad idea.  
 
    We made our way back to the hotel room; Garth unlocked the door and pushed it open. We stepped inside looking around. It felt nice to be back; like I could sit down and relax.  
 
    Garth padded over to the mini fridge where he had put the Sake back last night. He pulled it out again, grabbed the two shot glasses and sauntered over to the bed, kicking off his shoes.  
 
    I slipped out of my flats and my skirt. I made my way over to the bed, wearing a blue shirt and my panties.  
 
    Not because I wanted to be sexy but because I wanted to be comfy. I grabbed the phone book off the nightstand and placed it down before Garth put the shot glasses on them. Carefully, I climbed onto the bed. Garth poured us each a shot. I took mine and tipped my head back, letting the clear liquid slide down my throat. The liquor burned my throat as it made its way down but that didn’t stop me from reaching for the bottle.  
 
    Garth grinned.  
 
    “What, you’re going to try to out drink me?” 
 
    I had a feeling I didn’t have to try.  But I didn’t say it. I just gave him a smile as he put his shot glass down, and I poured us each another shot. Our eyes locked as we took it. Neither of us willing to admit that we’d just entered a drinking contest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    I grinned broadly as I took the next shot. Then Garth poured the next.  
 
    “Tell me something,” he said after downing his shot.  
 
    I tipped the shot glass to my lips, swallowing down the Sake.  
 
    “Okay, what?” 
 
    “No, just something. I want to know something about you. Tell me something about you. Please.” 
 
    My brow furrowed. “What could I possibly tell him? I was boring compared to normal people—compared to him, I was a downright drag. 
 
    “Uh, I used to collected Care Bears,” I blurted out.  
 
    He looked at me for a couple seconds before letting out a loud laugh. “Really? That’s what you’re going to tell me?” 
 
    I shrugged. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    He bit his lip. “Tell me about why you applied for a job at the office.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I needed money,” I admitted. “I’d been told I was pretty good at staging places, so I thought maybe, just maybe, I could get a job there and move up in it. I liked redecorating when I was little. So, I decided to give it a shot.” 
 
    “Why did you stay?” 
 
    “Because I needed money.” I wasn’t going to lie. 
 
    He laughed softly. “I guess that’s understandable.” 
 
    I paused, thinking about something interesting I could tell him.  
 
    “When I was six years old, I saved a dog I’d found on the street. He was a stray and had been around for a couple weeks. I used to sneak food out to him, so he’d hang around the house a lot. My parents never understood why until one night when there was a really bad storm. I begged my parents to let him into the house. I begged and begged and begged until they said yes. And you have to understand, I was never the type to beg ... so when I wouldn’t let up… I don’t know, it freaked my parents out, and they just said yes almost right away. I let him in, soaking wet and everything, and I didn’t care. I lay out a blanket for him on the kitchen floor, gave him a little food and then lay down on the ground with him. He ate, and then he just lay down.” I paused thinking about my childhood dog. “I convinced my parents to let me keep him, providing I took care of him when I wasn’t at school. He … we got him all fixed up, and I trained him. He was the most well-behaved dog I ever met. Well, for me at least,” I laughed softly. “He hardly listened to anyone else. My dad hated it.” 
 
    “That sounds amazing.” 
 
    “He died four years back.”  
 
    It didn’t feel like it had been that long ago. It still felt like it was months ago. I swallowed dryly, trying not to let the emotions come up.  
 
    I still missed him so fucking much. He had been my best friend growing up. 
 
    Garth reached out and touched my knee gently. “I’m so sorry.”  
 
    I shrugged. It's not like there was anything he could do. It wasn’t Garth;s fault that Rut got cancer. It wasn’t his fault I couldn't do anything to save him.  
 
    “It happens. They don’t live as long as we do.” I hated saying it. It made it sound like I didn’t care—but that’s what it was supposed to do, right? That’s why I’d started saying it. “Anyways,” I added, “it was for the best; he’s not in pain anymore. That’s what matters.” It was a bit of a lie. It wasn’t all that mattered. But I wasn’t going to go into detail with it.  
 
    “Anyways, you wanted to know something—there it is.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize you were such a softy.” A smile touched his lips as he took my hand, our fingers tangling together. My cheeks flushed.  
 
    “I aim to surprise,” I said.  
 
    Garth poured us each a shot of Sake, and we downed it.  It took my mind off my lost friend for a little while. I pushed myself up and headed to the window; the sun was past setting by now and all the lights were on.  
 
    “Oh, my God.”  
 
    I looked out along the skyline and was floored. It was gorgeous. I’d seen pictures, but just like all of Japan that I had seen, the pictures just didn’t do it justice.  
 
    The sky lit up with billions of light red, green, white, blue. Buildings rose up all around us, some taller, some shorter. I could see a lake or some other body of water, at least. Even it had lights around it—but it was the roads that caught my eye more than anything. They were well lit, and winding around the city, ducking around the towers and the larger buildings just the same.  
 
    I tried to take it all in, trying not to forget it.  
 
    I felt hands touch my hips, slipping lower—warmth touched my skin. Garth stood behind me, pulling me into his arms. His lips touched my cheek. I took a deep breath, leaning against him.  
 
    His arms wrapped around me. “It’s gorgeous, isn’t it?” he whispered, his hot breath against my neck.  
 
    “Yes,” I admitted.  
 
    “Almost as gorgeous as you.” 
 
    My cheeks flushed. I turned to see a wide grin across his lips. Clearly, that blush had been what he was going for.  
 
    “Cute, but do you expect me to actually believe that?” I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “No, you’re too rational. You'd think the scenery is the most beautiful thing out there.” He shrugged. “But I’d have to disagree with you on that.” His eyes roamed over my body.  I took a deep breath and my cheeks burned; I could feel them getting hotter. I pulled away from him, turning so he couldn’t see my blush as I made my way closer to the window, looking out to the skyline.  
 
    I had to admit, his words touched me, but I wasn’t going to say it out loud.  
 
    Garth stepped closer to me, his arms wrapped around me again, and his lips touched my neck softly. I bit back a moan, my eyes rolling back. My nails dug into the window frame as his lips trailed along my neck, brushing my hair out of the way.  
 
    “Oh …” I moaned. My hips arched, my ass pressing against his. Garth blew out a deep breath, thrusting his hips against my ass.  
 
    Arousal ran through my body, his arms tightening around me. Holding me close to him. 
 
    I pulled away, turning to face him; my lips touched his for a fraction of a second, and heat rushed through my body, desire pooling in the pit of my stomach. I pulled him close to me, my fingers tangling in his hair as our kiss deepened—growing more and more passionate. Garth pulled me close to him, a deep breath escaping him as my teeth grazed his lower lip gently. His nails dug into me, and then he pulled away, his eyes sparkling. His eyes roamed over my body as he pulled me towards the bed.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat as he sat down on the edge of the bed, and I climbed onto his lap, my lips crashing against his. His warm hands traced over the curves of my body, lifting my shirt. I pulled away just enough for him to pull it over my head and toss it onto the ground. I pulled at his shirt, forcing it over his head and tossing it onto the ground behind me. I grinned, taking in every inch of his muscular chest. I reached out, touching him. A deep breath passed through my lips. God, I’m lucky, I thought.  
 
    I caught his eye. He smirked. “What?” 
 
    “I’m just thinking about how lucky I am to have such a hot boyfriend.” I said it as if it didn’t really mean much, but I watched his blush grow. I smirked, glad that I could make him blush.  
 
    I wanted to make sure he knew how much he meant to me.  
 
    My lips touched his for a fraction of a second, this time soft compared to our last kiss. 
 
    “I love you,” I whispered against his lips, barely breaking the kiss.  
 
    His fingers tangled in my hair.  
 
    “I love you too,” he whispered against my lips; pulling me closer to him, he guided me down onto the bed, my back hitting the soft bedding.  
 
    I let out a soft moan as his lips trailed along my neck softly, touching every inch they could. My fingers tangled in his hair, thinking about his words. He loved me. My heart skipped a beat. I felt giddy about it—like a girl with her first boyfriend.  
 
    I grinned, looking down at the man I loved as his lips made their way lower and lower. My fingers traced over his scalp softly.  
 
    He pulled away, his eyes sparkling as he looked me up and down. His thumbs grabbed my panties, and in a fraction of a second, he pulled them off me. I gasped, my hips arching, moving with him so he could get my clothing off.  
 
    “Do you want me naked that bad?” I teased 
 
    “I’ve wanted you naked all day.”  
 
    His words made my heart skip a beat and arousal burn in the pit of my stomach. I wanted him inside me and wanted to feel him thrusting in and out.  
 
    He pulled me into another kiss as I reached for the button of his jeans. It popped quickly. I reached down his jeans, my fingers curling around Garth’s thick cock.  
 
    He let out a deep breath, his eyes rolling back as my fingers worked over him quickly. I grinned widely.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke. 
 
    I rubbed him faster and faster, my heart racing as I watched the pleasure written all over his face.  
 
    He took a deep breath, pulling away from me and pushing himself off the bed. His eyes shone as he padded over to his backpack and pulled out a condom.  
 
    I swallowed dryly and sat up, slipping out of my bra. I watched as he came back towards me. He paused at the bed and slipped his jeans off, his boxers along with them, and his erect cock sprang forward.  
 
    I bit my lip, my eyes sparkling.  
 
    “When we get home I’m going to go to the doctors,” I told him, my mind going to birth control. God, I’d love to feel him inside me without a condom. The idea made my skin tingle.  
 
    As if realizing what I was talking about, he gave a broad grin. “Sounds like a damn good plan to me.” 
 
    I watched as he tore into the condom and slipped it over his full length. I lay down as he crawled back onto the bed and spread my legs.  
 
    He settled down between them, pulling me close to him, his fingers placed on my hips as he pushed into me without any hesitation. I gasped, my eyes rolling back and my hips arching.  
 
    “God,” I gasped.  
 
    Garth grinned as I opened my eyes.  
 
    “I didn’t realize you wanted me inside you that bad.” 
 
    “I’ve wanted you inside me all day,” I said, watching his eyes flash with lust.  
 
    His lips lowered to mine for a fraction of a second.  
 
    “You have no idea how much I like hearing that,” he whispered softly.  
 
    “I’ll have to start telling you more often,” I retorted, making a mental note to start telling him at least daily if it was going to make him that hard. After all, I wanted him to feel just as wanted as I felt.  
 
    My hands traced over his muscular arms as he pulled away from me and thrust back in gently.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    I moaned, my eyes closing as my fingers dug into his skin. He reached out and took my hand. Our fingers tangled together, and he squeezed my hand gently.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke. 
 
    Faster and harder, Garth thrust into me. 
 
    My eyes rolled back as my moans grew louder. My fingers squeezed his hand, my free hand slipping between my legs and finding my clit. 
 
    Garth thrust into me faster and faster, harder and harder.  
 
    I massaged myself, keeping time with him. His lips touched my neck ever so gently.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Faster and faster. 
 
    Garth thrust into me, his fingers digging into my hips as his lips worked their way up my neck; his teeth grazed my earlobe for a fraction of a second. “I love you,” he whispered.  
 
    I didn’t expect it to be so hot hearing him say those words.  
 
    Garth’s free hand traced over the curves of my body as he pulled away from me.  
 
    “On your hands and knees.”  
 
    His words were met with a quick response. I rolled onto my hands and knees and felt him behind me, his warm hands tracing over my butt. His head pressed against my folds, pushing into me. I gasped, my eyes rolling back.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Fast and hard.  
 
    His fingers dug into me as I reached between my legs for the second time, my fingers massaging myself faster and faster, keeping time with him. I moaned louder, my free hand digging into the bedding.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Faster and harder with every thrust. Garth’s hands against my body traced over every curve they could reach, so gently it almost tickled.  
 
    “Fuck,” I moaned. “I’m so close.  
 
    “Cum with me.” His voice, thick with lust, was enough to send me over the edge. I gasped, my eyes rolling back. Everything went a fuzzy white as he thrust into me, faster and faster.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    “Oh yes ...” My moan grew louder and louder. Pleasure ripped through my body. My hips bucked as I arched, gasping.  
 
    My toes curled as pleasure surged through my body. Waves and waves of it crashing through every inch of me. My fingers worked over my clit faster and faster. 
 
    Another wave of pleasure. Then another. 
 
    My hips bucked. Another wave of pleasure. 
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke. 
 
    Garth thrust into me harder and harder. 
 
    He slammed into me, letting out a deep breath. His fingers dug into my hips. Another wave of pleasure crashed through me. I let out a moan as Garth gasped. He slammed into me again. And again. 
 
    My fingers massaged my clit, faster and faster, and I gasped. 
 
    Another wave of pleasure, this time, softer. The next softer than that. The last so soft I could hardly feel it.  
 
    I forced my eyes open as Garth slid out of me. He inhaled deeply, his eyes locked on mine. A smile touched his lips as he pushed himself off the bed and padded to the bathroom.  
 
    He tossed the condom and made his way back over to me.  
 
    “There is no one else I’d rather have taken this trip with.” He smiled, climbing onto the bed and taking my hand in his.  
 
    I pushed myself up and slipped off the bed, grabbing his shirt and pulling it over my head—despite the fact it hung to my knees. He grinned, looking me up and down.  
 
    “I’m glad you decided to bring me and no one else,” I teased.  
 
    “I’m not sure who else I would have brought. No one would have been as much fun as you.” 
 
    I barked out a laugh and crawled back onto the bed. “Cute, but I’m not buying it.” 
 
    He laughed softly as I lay down and rolled on top of me, straddling my hips. His lips touched mine.  
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “You wanna go another round already?” 
 
    This time he was the one who barked out a laugh. “Sorry, I’m not that young anymore.”  
 
    My eyes sparkled as he leant forward and placed a kiss on my lips. I pulled him close to me, our lips locked in passion. My arms wrapped around him but easily fell back when he pulled away. He sat on my hips, his smile widening as he took my left hand from me and kissed the top of it—his eyes on the ring for a fraction of a second.  
 
    “You do like it, right?” 
 
    “Of course!” I said quickly.  
 
    I hadn’t been expecting it from him, but I liked it a hell of a lot more than I really wanted to admit to anyone—including myself.  
 
    “Does that mean I should buy you another one?” He raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Maybe not quite yet.”  
 
    His smile widened for a second and then faded. “Really, though, uh … about that. Marriage, I mean.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat.  
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “Is that something you’re looking for? Because I decided a long time ago that I wanted a family.” 
 
    “Of course.” I’d known that since I was 12. Yes, I had been one of those teenagers who knew exactly what their wedding was going to be like. “I mean, not right now. Not until I’ve got a career going, but I want it eventually, ideally before I’m 30.” 
 
    His eyes shone. “So, when the time comes… this is going to be something we both want? We’re not going to have to end our relationship because you’re not looking for a family?” 
 
    It sounded like he’d been there before. 
 
    “No,” I said.  
 
    Unless of course, it changed, I mean, you never knew these kinds of things for sure. But I did know that if I wanted to be anyone's wife, right now it was Garth. Plus we’d have a killer wedding, I thought.  
 
    I felt bad the second I thought it, but it was true, the wedding would be amazing with the budget that we’d be able to afford. I found myself already making changes to the plans I’d once had. Maybe I could have two, or even three, dresses.  
 
    I took a deep breath, mentally shaking myself. That’s a long ways away, I told myself.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Stepping out of the airport felt like my life would return back to normal. Garth held my hand as we headed for the car he had left there.  
 
    “So, what now?” he asked.  
 
    “I’ve got a little bit of work I want to catch up on,” I said.  
 
    “Want me to drop you off at the office?” 
 
    “That would be perfect, actually.” As much as I liked working from his place, or even my place, it was harder to get the work done. At least, at the office, I felt like I was at work, and I had to get work done. At home, I was too wrapped up in watching TV or getting a snack, or doing some online shopping. At work, there was nothing to distract me.  
 
    I hadn’t checked my email since last night, not that I really expected there to be anything interesting on it.  
 
    I slid into the passenger's seat of Garth’s car, and he gunned the engine. He smiled widely, his eyes on the road.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing, it just … feels good to be home.” He paused. “You know, I was thinking we could go to New York sometime.” 
 
    “Okay.” What was he getting at? 
 
    “I mean, I haven’t been to see my parents in a year or two …” My heart skipped a beat. He wanted me to meet his parents. “I know you said you liked traveling … we could make a trip out of it.” 
 
    He was trying to make it sound like it wasn’t a big deal, but that’s not how I was taking it. My jaw tightened so it wouldn't fall open, and I stared at him. I couldn't believe what he had just told me.  
 
    I looked down at the ring on my hand.  
 
    “So, you want to meet my parents too, then?” 
 
    “I think it would be nice for them to meet your future business partner.” He shrugged. He was trying to play it cool, but it wasn’t working.  
 
    He wants to meet my family, I thought. I bit my lip. 
 
    We were ignoring something that put a major dent in that plan.  
 
    “Even with everything going on right now?” I asked. I didn’t want to say it out loud and didn’t want to remind him of the body we’d traveled so far to forget about. 
 
    “If you think it’s best to wait until that is wrapped up, then we can.” I wasn’t sure what to think.  
 
    I wasn’t even sure I wanted to tell my parents I was dating someone. But I wasn’t going to tell Garth that—the last guy I’d said that to had taken it personally, and then there hadn’t been any relationship to tell my parents about.  
 
    My stomach turned.  
 
    If I don’t do this, is he going to want to break things off too? I wondered.  
 
    I didn’t want to lose him. I really liked Garth. Like, really liked. But I wasn’t sure I was ready to get my parents involved in our relationship.  
 
    I didn’t say anything as we made our way into the office parking lot. There were still a few cars left. I glanced down at the clock, 4:00. 
 
    “I’ll come in with you,” he said as he parked the car and unbuckled his seat. I did the same, and we stepped out of the car together. I grabbed my purse and we headed for the building.  
 
    The elevator dinged. Everyone looked up as we stepped off onto the floor.  
 
    “Garth!” Alyssa jumped to her feet.  
 
    Everyone stared at us. Suddenly, voices mixed together. Welcoming us back, asking how it was, that sorta thing. Alyssa stared at Garth. I tried not to let it bother me but jealously nipped at my stomach.  I wished it aside. You’re the one dating him. She’s not. She can’t have him. He loves you, not her—now get over it. I forced a smile over my lips and let Garth tell them all about the trip as I slipped away from the crowd and headed for my desk. I flicked my computer on and waited for it to load.  
 
    Garth pulled his laptop bag open and handed out the small souvenirs that he’d picked up for everyone.  
 
    “That was so thoughtful,” Alyssa gushed. She turned to me, a smile spread over her lips, and she padded over. “Did you enjoy your trip?” 
 
    “Yes.” She actually sounded like she cared, and it took me off guard. “Thank you, I hope you had a relaxing time while we were gone.” 
 
    “I actually … was quite busy.” Her smile widened. “I was thinking, I’ve acted out of line to you way too much. Come get dinner with me tonight? Let me make it up to you, please?” 
 
    I stared at her, my jaw tightening again so it didn’t fall open. Oh, God no.  There was no way in hell that I wanted to go out to dinner with her. Like, it was the last thing I wanted to do right now. I’d rather find a dead body part. That’s an option, I thought dryly.  
 
    “That sounds great,” I forced myself to say.  
 
    I didn’t want to start shit with her. I didn’t want her to get mad if I said no. If I said no, she’d take it personally.  
 
    She beamed.  
 
    “That’s great!”  
 
    No, no it really wasn’t. I didn’t want to go out to dinner with her. What was she playing at? I swallowed dryly and forced myself to smile. “I can’t wait.” 
 
    Of course, it was a lie. I caught Garth staring at me. He didn’t look happy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    It’s not like I was happy about it either, I don't know why he looked so mad—he wasn’t the one going out to dinner with her. Oh God, is this going to count as a date? I really hoped not. I wasn’t sure how I’d be able to react to going out on a date with Alyssa. I shivered as I stood, my computer shutting down for the day. I’d gotten all caught up on my emails—it actually hadn’t been all that hard.  
 
    Alyssa joined me in the elevator as we made our way down to her car.  
 
    “It must have been nice to spend so much quality time with Garth,” she said. I nodded, not sure what I was supposed to say. “Er, he’s okay, right? I mean … with everything going on. That’s why you guys went away, right? To get a break from it.” 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted. There was no point in denying it. Everyone knew why we went away. What I was trying to figure out was why Alyssa wanted to be nice to me all of a sudden. I didn’t dare flat out ask her, though. Something’s going on here, I thought. I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket.  
 
    I don’t trust her for a second. I’ll keep you updated and see you later. Love ya. 
 
    It wasn’t hard to type those last two words. Not like I thought it would be. He didn’t reply right away. It wasn’t until Alyssa and I slid into her car that my phone beeped.  
 
    Be safe. You can always call if you need to. <3 
 
    I tucked my phone into my purse, catching her watching me, and forced a smile over my lips.  
 
    “So, did you get up to anything when we were away?” 
 
    “I … went on a couple dates.” It sounded like there was more to tell there, but I didn’t push her. I smiled. 
 
    “That must have been so nice! I hope he treated you.” 
 
    “He’s giving me something I’ve always wanted,” she said, again, there was something off about the way she said it. She gunned the engine, and we were on our way.  
 
    My heart raced, my gut turned. I felt like I was going to puke. This was a bad idea, I thought.  
 
    How was I going to get out of this? You need to get out of this car, I thought. 
 
    “Oh, I hope you don't mind, we're going to meet up with a friend of mine real quickly.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said.  
 
    We turned down the street and headed to the end of the block. She pulled into the driveway, switched the car off and then turned to me and smiled.  
 
    “Come on.” 
 
    “It’s okay, I don't mind waiting in the car.” I smiled. My gut tightened. No. It told me. I wasn’t getting out of the car.  
 
    I saw the smile fade from her lips. “Really, you should come in.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I repeated. I reached into my purse for my cell phone.  
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Really,” she said. “You should come in.” 
 
    “I’ll wait here.” God, please just go. Get out of here. I took a deep breath. 
 
    I could see the anger blaze in her eyes.  
 
    “But, I mean if you really want me to.” I shrugged, trying to make it look like I was totally relaxed and dismissive. Taking a deep breath, I unbuckled myself. If I can get out of here, I can run. I can scream. I can get away. I took a deep breath. Why did I agree to do this? I should have just turned down her dinner invitation.  
 
    I knew it was fake. I knew she was fake. I took a deep breath and popped my door open.  
 
    Cold fingers tightened around my wrist. I turned to see her staring at me.  
 
    Then everything went blank. I felt pain, pain in my stomach. Burning. A whimper passed through my lips.  
 
    That was the last thing I remember.  
 
      
 
    “She was a pain in the ass to get here,” the assistant bitched. “I hope you’re right about this.” 
 
    “You don't want her in the way, right?”  I reminded her. “Now, you know what you’re going to do, right?” 
 
    “Yes, yes. I know. I call the cop from the park. I say we were walking to a restaurant and that someone got hold of her.” 
 
    “You do realize, I’m going to have to hit you.” 
 
    “I know that.” Her eyes narrowed. “I’m not stupid.” 
 
    How desperate was she to get with Garth? Desperate enough to kidnap a girl, get hit, and even risk getting charged with murder.  
 
    I shook my head. She was unbelievable.  
 
    “So, what are you going to do with her? I mean, how are you going to make sure she doesn’t tell anyone about us?” 
 
    “How do you think?” 
 
    Her jaw dropped. She stared at me with wide eyes. 
 
    “You said we weren’t going to hurt her.” 
 
    “I lied.”  
 
    I picked the girl up. She was light compared to the last girl I’d picked up. I carried her down to the basement. The street was pretty well abandoned. I’d made sure to insulate the place, though. It was actually a good place to keep her. I dropped her on a mattress. I was going to go with a chair, but I figured this would be easier. I was right.  
 
    I grabbed the cuffs I’d bolted to the floor and tied her up. It was a shame she’d gotten in the way like this. If she hadn’t, well, she wouldn’t have to die.  
 
    But she hadn’t been willing to turn against Garth. She should have. She should have left him ages ago. For her own safety. 
 
      
 
    Black. Everything was black.  
 
    I couldn't see anything.  
 
    Eyes. My eyes weren’t open.  
 
    It hurt to make myself open them.  
 
    Not that it did me much good. The place was dark. I could hardly see anything. My body ached, and my stomach felt like it had been burnt. Taser? I wondered. I rolled onto my back. I felt like I’d been dropped on the floor. I could feel bruises forming on my body and did a quick check. All my body parts were there.  
 
    “You should have just let me bring you in here easily. It wouldn’t have hurt so much.” She didn’t sound mad. Actually, she sounded defeated.  
 
    “Alyssa,” I muttered. I forced myself to stand up, not willing to show her how much pain I was in, but I couldn't help wincing. What the fuck is wrong with her? Was she really this desperate to get Garth? Was she willing to kidnap me? 
 
    Oh, God. I’ve been kidnapped. What was I supposed to do? My eyes were adjusting to the darkness. I could see her, leaning against a wall. She stared at me.  
 
    “So, you just planned to watch me all night?” 
 
    “I wanted to make sure you weren’t dead,” she said.  
 
    I snorted. “That’s so sweet of you,” I said dryly.  
 
    Honestly, it wasn’t that I was trying to be snarky, my mouth really was dry. I licked my lips and swallowed, trying to restore some moisture. I took a deep breath, trying to take everything in. What had happened to me?  
 
    My head hammered as I thought about everything that went on.  
 
    Ringing.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat as I watched her move.  
 
    “Hello? ... Yes, I’m keeping an eye on her just like you told me to. I know. Yes … alright … of course …” She sounded defeated. “I won’t. Alright … Goodbye.” She hung up and tucked the phone back into her pocket. 
 
    “So, you’re on watch duty, lucky you.” I bit my lip wondering how I was going to kick her ass. Wondering if I even could. I rolled my shoulder. Yup, that hurt.  
 
    “Well, you are going to try to get away, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Why?” I raised an eyebrow. “How the hell am I supposed to get away? There’s more than one of you; I know that much, but I don’t know how many more.” My guess was three, maybe four. It took more than one person to do all this—that much I knew. I just need to find out more.   
 
    I looked around me. It seemed like I was in a basement, but I could be wrong. I bit my lip. Alright, think, I told myself.  
 
    But I could hardly move, let alone think. 
 
    “So,” I cleared my throat, trying to get her talking. “You actually think this is going to win you Garth? What, you’re going to go over there and tell him that you’ve kidnapped me and that you’re going to take my place?” I tried to see her reaction but couldn’t see anything. “I mean really, you think he’s going to go for you? You think he would ever go for you?” I snorted.  
 
    I hated admitting it, but my best chance out of here, which meant I needed to play her. I just hope this works.  
 
    I mean, it always did on TV—right? Maybe now it would be the same.  
 
    “You don’t get it.” 
 
    “You’re right. I don’t. Please, please explain to me how you thought kidnapping his girlfriend was going to do you any good. How was that going to make him want to fuck you?” 
 
    She turned away from me, letting out a huff. 
 
    I watched her walk away from me and heard stairs creak under her. So, I am in a basement. That was good to know.  
 
    If crime drama had taught me anything, it was that the more you knew about the situation, the better. And to never let them take you from one place to the next. Well, I’d already failed that. I heard the door open, light shone through for a fraction of a second before it closed, and I was left alone.  
 
    I wonder if Garth realizes I’m missing yet. I bit my lip and felt tears sting my eyes. Now that I was alone it hit me—I had just been kidnapped.  
 
    My stomach ached from where she’d hit me, with a taser or whatever it was. How am I going to get out of this?  
 
    I’d have to wait and see if someone rescued me.  
 
      
 
    This was all going according to plan. We’d kill her and frame him. Alyssa would testify that she saw someone who looked like him when she had been kidnapped. It would be just enough to make it look like he was guilty, but she could say she believed him. She could hire him a good lawyer. She could make her move, and I’d be done with her—if I decided to keep her alive. It might not be a good idea. I knew that was true. If she were alive, he could convince her to tell him the truth, and that wouldn’t do.  
 
      
 
    I rushed to where the police stood, talking to Alyssa.  
 
    My heart raced. Where is she? Alyssa hadn’t said anything, all she had said was that I needed to come here as soon as I could; so I got in my car, and I sped the entire way here.  
 
    The police officers turned to me. The woman’s face tightened, and she stared at me. Rebecca, her blonde hair pinned back.  
 
    “Where’s Ally?” I asked breathlessly. Please, please don’t tell me … 
 
    “That’s why we're here.” I could tell she was trying to sound professional. “Your … girlfriend … was kidnapped while out with her friend.”  
 
    They're not friends.  
 
    I turned to Alyssa. There was a purple bruise forming around her eye. She refused to meet my eye as she talked to another officer. 
 
    “What do you mean?” My heart raced. No, this wasn’t possible. This was a joke. A dream. Something. Not real. It couldn't be real. I couldn’t let it be. 
 
    “Exactly what I said. Now, let’s talk.” Rebecca motioned for me to follow her over to a table.  
 
    I sat down at it, staring blankly at the ground. No.  She couldn’t be. She had to be safe.  
 
    “This … this can’t be real.” 
 
    “Sorry to tell you otherwise, but there are clear signs of a struggle.” She paused looking at me, studying me. “So, tell me what happened the last time you saw Ally?” 
 
    “I … we got off the flight from Japan, and we went to the office. She wanted to get a little bit of work done today, so we went in for an hour. Everyone was happy to see us; Alyssa asked Ally if she wanted to go out to dinner ...” I paused and looked at Rebecca. The worry was clear on her face. She cared about Ally. She might listen to me.  
 
    “And that was the last time you saw her?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She didn’t sound like she believed me.  
 
    “What?” I snapped. “Why are you so determined to have it out for me?” 
 
    Her jaw shifted, tightening. Her brow furrowed as she stared at me. She pulled out a picture from her jacket and handed it to me.  
 
    “Do you know this woman?” 
 
    I stared down at it. You already asked me that, I thought. I’d seen her … when she was dead. My stomach turned thinking about it. I felt like I was going to be sick and swallowed the feeling back, trying to keep myself relaxed enough to help find Ally.  
 
    “No,” I said handing the photo back to her. “You already asked me that.” 
 
    “She had your business card in her pocket.”  
 
    My heart dropped.  
 
    “My …” 
 
    “Your personal one, with a cell phone number written on the back. I ran it. It was registered to you.” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “I don’t give out my cell phone number to potential clients.” 
 
    “So she was more than that?” She sounded pleased as if she was getting what she wanted from me.  
 
    “No,” I said again.  
 
    I ran my fingers through my hair, blowing out a deep breath. She wasn’t getting it. She was looking to make me guilty.  
 
    Rebecca stared at me as if waiting for my confession.  
 
    “I don't’ normally date, and I sure as hell don't give girls my business card.” I liked it when girls didn’t know who I was. I liked it when they didn’t realize how much money I made. “I run a business; I don’t have time for relationships unless they mean a lot to me.” I saw the hurt flash through her eyes.  
 
    “Yes, well thanks to your caring about Ally, she’s now been kidnapped,” she snapped. I blew out a deep breath, knowing she was right. I wish there were something I could do.  
 
    I bit my lips. This was a risk. I’ll just have to take it. 
 
    “Look, think what you want about me, but did you talk to the girl over there about it?” 
 
    “Of course, we interviewed her.” Offence ladened her voice.  
 
    “No, that’s not what I mean.”I bit my lip glancing at her. “Ally and Alyssa aren’t friends. Alyssa hates Ally.” 
 
    “Then why the hell would they go out to dinner together?”  
 
    I pulled my phone out of my pocket. “I’m not sure. We got home from Japan, and Alyssa was being all nice to Ally. She … when we left, she hated Ally.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because,” I paused. I could feel my cheeks burning. “Because Alyssa wants to be with me. She has for a long time.”  
 
    Rebecca stared at me, and I handed her my phone.  
 
    “Here,” I said. “This is the conversation we were having.” Of course, Ally had stopped replying a while ago. Turns out I had a right to be worried. I wished I hadn’t. I wished I had just been paranoid about it.  
 
    Rebecca stared down at the texts. “You could have easily duplicated these if you have her phone.” 
 
    “Search my home, my office. Do whatever you want. Just find her. Please.” 
 
    A soft smile touched her lips. “I’ll try my hardest.” 
 
    I didn’t believe her. There was something off about her. There was something she was hiding from me.  
 
    Looks like I’m on my own, I thought. I’d have to find her on my own. I was going to save her. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Okay, deep breath, I told myself as I heard the door open.  
 
    “Alyssa?” I called into the darkness, hearing the footsteps on the stairs. “Is that you?”  
 
    My heart raced the longer no one answered me. What was going to happen? Was I going to die down here?  
 
    I saw the figure move towards me. It was her—I think. I don’t know,  I admitted to myself, trying to pretend I wasn’t scared.  
 
    My body still hurt like a bitch, and even if I wanted to take her out, I knew I wouldn’t be able to. She was in better shape than me. She was in much better shape. I’ll figure something out. If I could get to a phone.  
 
    If I could take her out, I could get her phone.  911 had to come if they got a call. All I had to do was call 911 and then it didn’t matter. Almost sounds easy, I thought.  
 
    “Here ...” She held something out to me. My brow furrowed trying to make it out. A water bottle.  
 
    “Drink from it first.”  
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I want to make sure you didn’t put anything in it.” 
 
    “If you don’t want the fucking drink, then fine.” She shrugged, tossing it onto the ground beside me. I reached for it. I was thirsty. It felt like it had been days since I last drank. Days ago I was in Japan with Garth. I bit my lip. I couldn't believe it. That felt like such a long time ago.  
 
    I took the risk, opened the bottle of water and took a long sip, draining half of it within seconds. I left the rest of it for later.  
 
    “So you’re back on watch duty. Did you bring me anything to eat?” 
 
    “Shut up.” She didn’t sound pleased and walked away from me, I watched her lean against the wall again. 
 
    “Do I get a light down here? It’s kinda dark. Not sure what a girl's to do in the dark except get some beauty sleep.” 
 
    I have to admit, I was impressed with myself. I sounded a hell of a lot tougher than I thought I would. I sounded a hell of a lot tougher than I actually felt.  
 
    “Then fucking sleep, ” Alyssa spat.  
 
    Something’s got her pissy.  
 
    “What’s wrong with you? You should be happy, shouldn’t you?” I mean, she somehow thought this was going to win her Garth—right? 
 
    “Nothing,” she snapped.  
 
    I shrugged and flopped down, staring up into the blackness. I smiled as I thought about Garth. I reached out and touched the ring on my finger. He loves me, I thought. And that thought alone made me feel better. Alyssa could do whatever she wanted, she could try whatever stupid plan she had, but he wouldn’t love her. He loved me—and that was the difference between Alyssa and me.  
 
    “I didn’t need to chase him, you know. He came to me.” I knew it wasn’t right, but I needed to scramble her. “He chased me. He liked it. He hated that you always chased him.” I felt bad, part of me didn’t want to hurt her. I watched her from the corner of my eye. I couldn't see her reaction. She didn’t say anything. 
 
    I fiddled with the ring on my finger and took a deep breath. Let’s see if this is going to work.  
 
    “He told me he loved me,” I said.  
 
    I turned to try and see her reaction. There was none.  
 
    I heard something, though. She sniffed. “Good for you.”  
 
    She tried to hide it, but her voice broke.  
 
    She was crying.  
 
    Gad damn it.  
 
    Why did I have to feel bad for that? I shouldn't feel bad! She had me kidnapped. She was going to keep me here for God knew how long and then who knew what was going to happen to me?  
 
    This is stupid. She should feel bad. Not me. I shouldn't feel bad I’m doing what I have to in order to live.  
 
    Or telling her that was going to make her kill me.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat.  
 
    I hadn’t thought of that before saying it. Crap.  
 
    “Are you going to tell me more about it? Try to mess with me some more?” 
 
    Crap. She realized what I was doing to her.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m just making conversation.” My entire body was stiff, listening to her breathing—making sure she didn’t come over here and try to kill me. “Unless of course, there is something else you want to talk about? Hey! I know, let’s talk about this place. Is it the place you brought me to?” 
 
    “Nice try.” She snorted, but for a fraction of a second, I thought I heard a little bit of respect in her voice.  
 
    I smirked. “Girls gotta try.”  
 
    And I was going to keep doing it. I was going to keep trying until I got out of here or someone saved me. I wasn’t going to give up. I’m going to see him again.  
 
    And when I saw him, I was going to introduce him to my parents. I wanted him to know them and wanted everyone to know everyone. Let’s get outta here first, I told myself.  
 
    I bit my lip wondering how I was going to do that.  
 
    I heard her phone beep. Alyssa didn’t lift it to her ear; instead, she just looked down at it, which meant it was a text.  
 
    “Boyfriend?” I asked.  
 
    She snorted.  
 
    I took that as a no, but I was willing to bet it was someone involved with this. If I could get her phone … No. It would be too risky. I need to come up with a plan other than breaking her.   
 
    If I could convince her that Garth would love her for letting me go—or at least never love her if she hurt me—that might work, but I needed a backup. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    I went back to my place, mostly because I didn’t know where else I was supposed to go. I paced through the kitchen and stared down at my cell phone. I couldn't call the private investigator I’d tried to hire—he had a kid and wife, they’d already been threatened through him looking into my case. Brent.   
 
    But what good would that do? Was he going to believe me if I told him I thought a cop had kidnapped Ally? I took a deep breath trying to figure out what to do.  
 
    I crossed to the fridge and pulled a beer out from it. I knew drinking wouldn’t actually do anything to get Ally back to me—but I had to do something. I could ask for Alyssa’s help, I thought.  
 
    But what if she was in on it? Was it a risk I was willing to take? 
 
    My heart skipped a beat as my phone rang. I looked down at it. A number I didn’t know. My brow furrowed. Was it a ransom call? 
 
    “Hello?” I answered as quickly as I could.  
 
    What if it was a ransom? Would I pay? Of course, I will. 
 
    “We need to talk. Meet me at the Starbucks on Wilson St. I’ll be there in ten.”  
 
    Without another word, she hung up on me.  
 
    I stared down at the phone as I pulled it away from my ear.  
 
    I guess I found what I was going to do, I thought.  
 
      
 
    I was getting sick of just laying there. I finally pushed myself into a seating position and forced myself to stand, letting out a groan of pain.  
 
    Alyssa stared at me. I saw her straighten.  
 
    “Oh relax,” I muttered. “What am I going to do? Thanks to whatever you did to me, my body is aching.”  
 
    “I … I didn’t mean to hurt you. I mean, I did.” She sounded like a little kid who had been caught with her hand in the cookie jar.  
 
    Right then and there, I realized how vulnerable she was. I bit my lip and took a deep breath.  
 
    “And what do you think is going to happen to me now?” If I’m right about her … she’s just a pawn in this.  She wouldn’t be smart enough to do all this, and if she was, she wouldn’t be stupid enough to be here with me right now. She’d have someone else doing it.  “What do you think is going to happen to you?” 
 
    “W-what do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean you actually think they’re going to let you go?” I tried to get it through to her. “You think they are going to keep you alive? You’ve seen them; you’ve talked to them. You know who they are.” 
 
    “I … No.” She shook her head. I could see her body tensing, even in the dark. 
 
    I shrugged. “If that’s honestly what you think, but really, think about it. They aren’t going to keep you alive. You’re disposable to them; they put you in danger. They’re setting you up by having you with me when I went missing.”  
 
    She didn’t say anything, and I took that as a sign that the wheels were turning.  
 
      
 
    I needed to meet with him and get him to relax. I needed to get the evidence on him so I could get him arrested. Her lipstick should be more than enough. Something small that someone could easily miss. It would be enough to get the eyes on him, and if Alyssa came forward and said that maybe the man who attacked her looked sort of like him—I mean, she was suffering from a traumatic accident. People couldn’t expect her to remember every little detail. Implying that he might be the one should be enough to tip the odds.  
 
    He’d get arrested and then everything would really start falling into place. Then I would be ready to swoop in and take everything I wanted.  
 
      
 
    “Rebecca.” 
 
    She jumped as she turned to me.  
 
    “Oh,” she let out a deep breath. “Sorry, I’m … this whole thing has got me on edge.”  
 
    “It’s alright.” I could fully understand what she was feeling. “So, what’s up? You sounded pretty … tense on the phone.” Was there something going on. Oh God. My heart dropped into the pit of my stomach. “Did you find her?” I asked; it came out so soft I was surprised when she shook her head—I’d hardly heard it.  
 
    “No, thank God. Sort of. We can … we can assume she is alive.” She sounded nervous. “I looked into you.” My heart skipped a beat. “You swear you’ve never met that girl?” 
 
    “I swear, why?” 
 
    “Because, either you’re lying to me.” I opened my mouth to protest. I had never met that girl before. She cut me off before I could say a word. “Or someone is trying to set you up to take the fall.” 
 
    “Why would someone do that?” 
 
    “You tell me.” She shrugged. “Who would be out to get you?” 
 
    “What?” I snapped. “No. No one would be. That’s … no.”  
 
    “So it’s the first option then.” She raised an eyebrow.  
 
    My phone beeped. I ignored it. I’d set Ally to her own ring tone. This was just a normal beep. A call that could be ignored. I hope.  
 
    “No!” I hadn’t killed anyone. I hadn’t kidnapped Ally. “I love her; I wouldn’t hurt her.” 
 
    She watched me for a couple of seconds.  
 
    “Okay, so then it’s the second option.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Who do you know that would want to ruin you?” 
 
    My jaw dropped. No one. There was no one I could think of that would want to do this to me. “You’re crazy,” I said flatly. She was crazy. “Why would anyone want to ruin me?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She shrugged. “Who have you pissed off recently? Clients? Ex-clients? Who would want you out of the way?”  
 
    I opened my mouth but didn’t speak. No one in their right mind would do this. Then I stopped. It wasn’t a question about who would want me out of the way.  
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Alyssa snapped.  
 
    “What?” I stared at her as she pushed herself away from the wall.  
 
    “Let’s go!”  
 
    I jumped to my feet, my heart skipping a beat. Where are we going? I wondered. I wasn’t sure if I should try to fight her on the stairs. It could be dangerous, but what if it was my only chance? I took a deep breath. I’m going to have to risk it at some point.  
 
    And I knew I was right, but when would be the best chance? I bit my lip, trying to figure it out. If we were in a car … I took a deep breath, my mind working overtime.  
 
    “Do you want out of here or not?” she snapped. “If you don’t hurry up, I will kill you.” 
 
    “Wh—” I stood there frozen. Move! my body shouted. Right. I forced myself to move. One foot in front of the other. That was all there was to it, right? I’d been doing it all my life.  
 
    I followed Alyssa upstairs and to the door. She stopped, resting her head against the door. Listening.  
 
    “You don’t have much time.”  
 
    “Why are you doing this?”  
 
    “Does it matter?” she shot back. Then she paused. “If he loves you … well, at least you guys can be happy together.” 
 
    “What about you Alyssa?” 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    “They are going to know you helped me get away.”  
 
    She pushed the door open and shrugged. “I’ll go to a hotel or maybe even the cops. They’ll charge me for kidnapping you, but I guess it’s better than being dead.” She stepped out into the hallway.  
 
    The house was old. It looked like crap—like people hadn’t lived there in a few years, at least.  
 
    Alyssa reached into her pocket and pulled something out. She held keys out to me.  
 
    “Take my car and get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    “You’re coming too, right?” 
 
    We headed for the front door. She reached for the handle but stopped dead in her tracks.  
 
    “Fuck,” she muttered.  
 
    My heart sped up as I saw a black car pull into the driveway. Oh God.   
 
    “Alyssa, we have to get out of here,” I murmured, grabbing her arm. “Come on.” 
 
    “No,” she said. “You go.” She swallowed, locking the door and backing up before taking a deep breath. “Lock the back door on your way out.”  
 
    “Come with me.” I grabbed her hand, my heart racing.  
 
    She pulled me off her. “Just go before I change my mind and decide to kill you myself,” she snapped.  
 
    I glanced out the window as the person got out of the car. My jaw dropped.  
 
    I can’t believe it.  
 
    My legs froze. How? How could this be possible? How could it be them? Were they behind everything?   
 
    “Go!” Alyssa almost shouted. She pushed me towards the door. “I’ll buy you as much time as I can.” 
 
    I stared at her. Why was she doing this for me? Go! My body screamed, repeating her. I booted it out of that hallway as fast as I could and skidded to a stop as I made my way into the kitchen. My fingers circled around the handle of a door, and I ripped it open.  
 
    I froze, hearing the front door open.  
 
    “Hey!” Alyssa sounded chipper—too chipper. “Did you see him? Is everything going according to plan?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine.”  
 
    Run!  
 
    My body screamed.  
 
    I forced myself to move. I forced myself to run.  
 
    I ran out of that house as fast as I could.  
 
    A scream stopped me dead in my tracks. I circled around the house as fast as I could.  
 
    Alyssa screamed, and I heard something hit the door. Run, I told myself.  
 
    I pushed myself to move faster, the keys in my hand. I was so close to the car.  
 
    I stopped dead in my tracks. No.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    I knew she was no good. I knew she would ruin everything, but I hadn’t expected her to let the girl go. I hadn’t expected her to ruin everything before I had a chance to kill her.  
 
    “How could you do this?”  
 
    Anger boiled inside me, rage. I wanted to kill her. I was going to. Then I’d track the other one down. I needed to focus on the other one first. I grabbed Alyssa and shoved her against the wall. She gasped.  
 
    “Fuck you,” she spat.  
 
    I had to give her credit, she had more spunk than I thought. I pulled my knife from my pocket as she threw herself in front of the door.  
 
    “Get out of my way.”  
 
    “Fuck you.” This time, she did actually spit. It landed at my feet. I looked down at it, then at her. Oh, I was going to enjoy killing her.  
 
    “Hey!” I heard someone shout from outside.  
 
    I looked past her out the window. No. This couldn’t be happening.  
 
    There was no way it was going to end like this. I’d figured everything out. I had everything planned. Everything had been going according to plan.  
 
    “You.” I pointed to the girl. “You ruined this.” 
 
    I knew it had been a bad idea to get her involved. I thought she would be easy to manipulate. I thought she would be easy to deal with.  
 
    I’d been wrong. And right now, I wasn’t sure how I was going to get out of this—but my mind was already working on a way to fix everything. I’d find a way; I’d find a way to come out on top. I always did.  I always made sure I won. 
 
    I’d kill the one in front of me, and then I’d kill the girl. If I had to, I would kill everyone else who got in my way. Including Garth. He might outweigh me a little, but I had one advantage—he didn’t know I was going to kill him. 
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 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    I ran as fast as I could. The car door slammed behind me as I slid into the driver's seat.  
 
    My hands fumbled with the keys,  
 
    My heart raced as I looked up.  
 
    There was still no sign of him. Thank God. I took a deep breath as the car roared to life. I knew it wasn’t my job to save her and knew I shouldn’t even bother, but I had to. It’s her fault I’m here, I reminded myself, but that didn’t matter.  
 
    Despite the fact it was her fault I had been kidnapped, I couldn't bring myself to just let her die.  
 
    Shifting the car into drive, I slammed down on the gas. The wheels spun as I hit the grass, heading towards the house. I closed my eyes, knowing that what was about to come next could get me killed.  
 
    Please don’t die; please don’t die, I prayed as I felt the car collide with the house.  
 
    I knew it might not save Alyssa; hell, for all I knew, I could be the one to kill her. But I was hoping it would get him away from her. I was hoping with any luck it would make enough noise to get the cops called here before I died.  
 
    I was banking a lot on those hopes, and I knew it.  
 
    I heard a man scream as I felt the car come to a stop.  
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked her as we slid into the car. 
 
    “I have a location your girlfriend might be at.” 
 
    “We’re going to get her?” 
 
    “Yes. If she’s there.” 
 
    “Why did you call me?” 
 
    “Because, this involves you and …” She paused. “And you might be the only way to save Ally.” 
 
    I remembered the feelings Rebecca had for my girlfriend. Despite the fact she was a cop, she had asked Ally out.  
 
    “So you think that if it comes down to having me or her the … person behind this will pick me?” 
 
    “I would if I were them.”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I was heading into this knowing that I might have to sacrifice myself for Ally.  
 
      
 
    Pain. Dark.  
 
    Move! My body screamed.  
 
    I wanted to move. I tried to. I reached for the buckle on my seatbelt.  
 
    “Relax,” a woman said. She had a soft voice. I tried to open my eyes to look at her, but it didn’t work. “It’s okay, you’re safe,” she said. I believed her. She sounded nice.  
 
    I felt my seat belt come off me suddenly.  
 
    My eyes flickered open for a fraction of a second. She was older and short, but she grabbed me gently. She wore an EMT’s uniform. At least, it looked like one off TV; I’d never seen one in real life.  
 
    “You got into quite the accident.” She said softly, “but you saved that girl.”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat.  
 
    “Alyssa,” I muttered.  
 
    Mistake.  
 
    Pain seared through my body. 
 
    “She’s alive. She can even walk thanks to you,” the woman said.  
 
    I took a deep breath. Thank God.   
 
    “Come on, we’re going to get you out of here.”  
 
    Yes. I closed my eyes, letting someone pick me up. I allowed myself to be helpless in their hands. It was their job to treat people like me—to save people. I took a deep breath, my body aching. I was going to be okay. I hadn’t died.  
 
    But did Brent? 
 
      
 
    When we arrived, cops were already there. My stomach turned as I rushed forward, ducking under the yellow tape someone was still setting up.  
 
    “Hey! Hey!” Someone called after me. A man. “Get him out of here!”  
 
    “Ally!’  
 
    I saw her hair first, her body tied to a stretcher. I felt tears well up in the corner of my eye. No, no, no. I reached out and took her hand.  
 
    She opened her eyes, and a soft smile touched her lips. “Hi,” she rasped.  
 
    “What happened to you?” I whispered.  
 
    “I’m sorry, sir,” a man said. “We need to get her to the hospital.”  
 
    I nodded, forcing myself away from her. Of course, they had to go to the hospital. She was covered in cuts. I could already see the bruises forming on her face.  
 
    “Come,” she rasped.  
 
    The man looked at me. “You can come with us if you’d like.”  
 
    “Yes.” I forced my voice to sound normal, even though I felt anything but. I followed them to the ambulance and caught sight of Rebecca. She gave me a nod and headed for her cruiser. She didn’t look happy, but I could see the relief in her eyes—Ally was alive. And right now, that was all that mattered.  
 
      
 
    I had to get out of there, I knew that. I took a deep breath, forcing myself to move.  
 
    The bitch was crazy. She’d come crashing through the house like she was in some fucking movie. I rushed out of there as fast as I could, got into my car and sped off, hoping no one had been able to see me. In the dark, all they would see was a car, most likely. When I turned onto the main street, I joined the traffic normally.  
 
    My heart raced as I saw the EMTs heading towards the house. I took a deep breath. No one can connect me to this, I told myself. But that wasn’t true. Two girls could. And I knew what I had to do—if they talked, everything would be ruined.  
 
    If they talked, I’d be lost. There would have been no point in any of this. I would lose the company, and that I couldn't bring myself to do. 
 
    That’s what this was all about when it came down to it. I wouldn’t allow myself to lose my baby.  
 
      
 
    I woke in a bed. Softness overwhelmed me.  
 
    I forced my eyes open as much as I just wanted to lay there in the dark, pretending none of this was happening.  
 
    “Ally,” Garth whispered, reaching out and taking my hand. “Ally, are you okay?” 
 
    “W-what happened?” I managed.  
 
    “You almost got yourself killed, that’s what.” Rebecca did not sound happy. 
 
    “D-” Garth started, then stopped.  
 
    “Rebecca,” I muttered, turning to see her. She had her uniform on which meant she was here on business.  
 
    I forced myself to sit up straighter.  
 
    “What do you need from me?” I asked. Then I remembered everything. “Wait, where’s Brent?” 
 
    “Brent?” Both Garth and Rebecca sounded confused.  
 
    “Brent was there?” I could hear the worry in his voice.  
 
    I took a deep breath, wishing I wasn’t going to have to do this.  
 
    “Um, yea. It was Alyssa, and Brent, who did this …” I took a deep breath, trying to tell them everything I could. But as I spoke, I realized just how little I knew. “Anyways, I guess … maybe talk to Alyssa … she might know more … All I know is what she told me—and that I did see him. I did.”  
 
    I turned to see the look in Garth’s eyes. He looked away from me, sighing deeply.  
 
    “I’ll go talk to her,” Rebecca said. “As far as I’ve been able to tell, she hasn’t been checked out of the hospital yet.” 
 
    She padded to the door and stepped out as I took Garth’s hand,  
 
    “Oh, and Ally,” she paused, turning to look at me. “You should be careful. If you’re right and someone else is involved, they may want to … try and tie up loose ends.” 
 
    Without another word, she left the room.  
 
    I stared after her, my eyes wide, feeling a tear break from the corner of my eye. I couldn't believe this.  
 
    I took a deep breath and forced myself to sit up straighter.  
 
    “So, you think Brent did all this?” His voice was soft. 
 
    I opened my mouth to tell him I knew Brent had done all this, but I closed it and nodded. Sure, we’d say that’s what I think happened. If that’s really what was going to make him feel better.  
 
    I forced myself up, my body no longer aching. They must have me on some good pills, I thought, ambling over to the window and staring out at the sun.  
 
    “How long …” My brow furrowed as I tried to make sense of everything.  
 
    I had gone to work with Garth and then left with Alyssa—she wanted to take me to dinner, which I thought was odd. But I didn’t want to be rude, so I went. 
 
    And then … she took me to that house.  
 
    Goosebumps prickled over my skin. I resisted the urge to shiver as I thought about being down in that basement. I had done everything I could to get away from her, and it had worked. I’d convinced her to let me go. It would have been fine if he hadn’t showed up there when he did. We would have had time to get away from him.  
 
    “It’s been fifteen hours.” 
 
    I nodded, trying to process everything, and took a deep breath. What the hell did I get myself into? I wondered.  
 
    I turned back to the bed and stared at it. I was sitting here in a hospital. Looking down at my body, I saw it covered in bruises and small cuts. Should I even be standing? I wondered.  
 
    For fear that I was going to do some kind of damage to myself just by standing, I headed back to the bed and tucked myself in.  
 
    Garth still hadn’t said a word to me. I swallowed dryly, watching him. He refused to meet my gaze. 
 
    “Why would Brent do this?” he finally said, still not bringing himself to look at me. I could tell he didn’t believe what I was saying.  
 
    “I don’t know. Never had a chance to ask him.” I knew the last part was uncalled for but come on, if he wasn’t going to believe me, I was going to get a little snappy.  
 
    “It doesn’t make sense. And Alyssa, why would she do it?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe she was that desperate to get to you. Maybe he told her that if she did it, she’d have you, or maybe she’s power hungry, and he told her if they got rid of me, she could move up in the company?”  
 
    I wasn’t really sure why he expected me to know all this shit. I took a deep breath, trying to ignore just how annoyed I was.  
 
    “I just don’t get it,” he muttered.  
 
    “I wish I could explain it.” Trust me, I wish I knew what was going on here. “But I can’t. It’s just that simple. I was kidnapped by them. They didn’t tell me all their plans, Garth. I know it’s a shocker, but they didn’t tell me much of anything.” 
 
    Okay, I knew I was out of line there and knew I shouldn't be so rough on him. Guilt tugged at the pit of my stomach. I took a deep breath and reached out, taking his hand.  
 
    “I know this has got to be … rough.” And I knew rough didn’t sum it up. “But we can’t get through this together if you constantly question what I’m telling you.” 
 
    “He’s my best friend, Ally. Of course I’m going to question someone if they tell me that he’s behind all of this.” He paused. “I mean, the dead bodies, kidnapping you, threatening the company. Just because I fuck you doesn’t mean I trust you.” 
 
    My heart dropped into the pit of my stomach. Shattering.  
 
    I knew he made a point, but that didn’t make the blow any softer.  
 
    I felt like I’d had the wind knocked out of me. Like I was going to puke, and like I couldn't even swallow all at the same time. I inhaled deeply, anger boiling up inside me. I tried to push it down—to be the bigger one here. Even though I  was the one in an accident, I thought. Even though I was the one who was kidnapped.  
 
    The more I said it, the less it seemed real. I was hoping if I kept thinking about it then it would eventually sink in, but that wasn’t happening. That wasn’t making anything seem any more real for me.  
 
    I pulled my hand away from him. “I understand,” I said.  
 
    It was all I could say that would sound remotely nice. I pushed myself off the bed and reached for my dirty clothes. I hadn’t realized how dirty the basement was and hadn’t been paying any attention at all, but now I realized they were torn and ratty. I’d have to throw them out. 
 
    I winced, pain coming back to me, as I pulled the hospital gown off me and struggled back into the clothes I’d been wearing. I felt dirty, and like I needed a long shower.  
 
    “What are you doing?” he said.  
 
    “I’m getting dressed so I can go home.”  
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    Probably. But I didn’t say anything. 
 
    “She told you not to.” 
 
    I shrugged. I was going home. If he didn’t want to come with me, that was his issue. Yea, like I’m going to be able to be alone right now.  
 
    It didn’t matter if it was a lie or not. Garth stood behind me, I heard him clear his throat.  
 
    “No, you should stay with me.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said, praying he would fight me. I knew it was stupid, but after the way he’d just treated me, I wanted him to fight for me—to prove that I was worth it. I knew now was the worst time ever to start with that crap, but I couldn't help it; it came out before I realized it.  
 
    “I will not let you leave this room until you say you will come with me.” 
 
    I swallowed dryly, and my heart skipped a beat as I turned to look at him. I bit my lip, staring at the man in front of me.  
 
    “Okay,” I caved.  
 
    I didn’t want to fight and didn’t want to be alone. I just didn’t like that he was acting like he didn’t believe me. Just because I fuck you doesn’t mean I trust you. His words played in my head over and over again.  
 
    For a second today, my heart felt like it was broken. I forced a smile over my lips and headed for the door, and Garth fell into step with me. He didn’t touch me and didn’t even stand close to me as I made my way out of the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four  
 
      
 
    I made sure I was allowed to leave, and then Garth drove me back to his place.  
 
    The entire time, we didn’t speak to each other. I bit my lip trying to figure out what I was supposed to say, but the truth is it was hard enough for me to stay awake the entire time, let alone have a conversation. I didn’t care. I just stared out the window until we came to the condo, then I made my way to Garth’s place. Hardly paying attention to anything as I walked.  
 
    I felt like a zombie. Like I was just going through the motions but wasn’t fully there. The clothing rubbed against my skin, reminding me of what it had been like in that basement. Reminding me of having to run out of there and getting in that car.  
 
    I stopped as Garth unlocked his door, and I stepped in. The first thing I did was pull my shirt over my head, wincing at the pain coming back. The doctors had given me two pills that I was supposed to take eight hours from now to keep the pain tolerable.  
 
    I let the shirt fall to the floor and moved onto my bottoms.  
 
    I was out of them in a split second and left them lying there on the floor.  
 
    “I’ll put these in the wash,” he said softly. 
 
    “No,” I said. “Throw them out.” 
 
    I never wanted to see them again and never wanted to have to look at them. A shiver ran down my spine as I headed for the bathroom door. I didn’t bother closing it behind me before turning the taps on and putting the plug in the tub. I didn’t think I’d be able to stand, so it was a tub for me. I turned to the mirror.  
 
    Why did I do that?  
 
    I knew the second I did, I shouldn’t have. I was dirty and covered in black, blue, and red. I forced myself to look away, my gut twisting as I stepped into the tub, the warm water becoming dirty the second I stepped into it.  
 
    “Do you need anything?” he asked behind me.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you hungry?” 
 
    My stomach grumbled. I had been about to lie but guessed there was no point in that. 
 
    “Grilled cheese?” he offered.  
 
    “Alright.” I stared down at the murky water. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do now. Wash up. But that’s not what I meant. I meant that I didn’t know how I was going to keep going.  
 
    What was I going to do? 
 
    Go back to work tomorrow and pretend I was fine? A shiver ran down my spine, the warm water working its way into my muscles.  
 
    I took a deep breath, trying to convince myself all was fine as I reached for the bar of soap.  
 
    I spent an hour in the tub until the water was cold, dirty, and I had done everything but scrub my skin away.  
 
    I drained the water and stepped out of the tub. My skin felt clean, but I still felt dirty as I wrapped myself in a towel and left the bathroom. I took a deep breath of the grilled cheese that sat there waiting for me. Garth sat at the table, staring blankly at the wood.  
 
    “What?” I snapped. I hadn't meant to, but it came out before I could really think about how to word it. My cheeks flushed.  
 
    “I was thinking,” he said softly. He didn’t sound mad but looked up at me, his eyes red.  
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About you. If you’d … I …” He paused. “I came to that house so that I could trade myself for you if need be.” 
 
    My brow furrowed. “You were there?” 
 
    “You don’t remember me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I saw you on the stretcher.”  
 
    I shook my head, still unable to remember him. I could see the hurt in his eyes, but there was nothing I could do about it. I didn’t remember and wasn't going to lie. 
 
    I padded over to the table and sat down across from him, taking the grilled cheese. My stomach grumbled again, but I wasn’t sure I’d be able to actually eat. Taking a deep breath, I forced myself to take a bite and closed my eyes.  
 
    Savoring every bite of it, I took a deep breath, opening my eyes to see Garth staring at me.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “For dinner, I mean.”  
 
    Garth stared at me for a couple of seconds. “You know, if you want to go to therapy, the company will cover it.” 
 
    I inhaled sharply.. “I know.” I could hardly decide if I was going to put clothes on or not and wasn’t in a state to decide if I was going to go to therapy. Although, I did know I should. I knew it would be the smart thing to do, at least. I bit my lip, finishing the last of the grilled cheese and standing up. “I’m going to go put clothes on,” I said.  
 
    I padded into the bedroom and closed the door behind me, letting the towel drop. The doorbell rang.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat.  
 
    I wanted to ask who it was, but I couldn’t, and my heart raced.  
 
    “Brent,” I heard Garth say. “How’s it going, man?” 
 
    “Not well, mind if I come in.”  
 
    My heart galloped. No. He had to say no.  
 
    “Sure, do you want a beer?” 
 
    How could he have not said no? 
 
      
 
    “I know you’re in there. I need to talk.” 
 
    His words played in my head over and over again.  
 
    I knew I shouldn't have said yes, but what was I going to do? I couldn’t tell him to fuck off. I shouldn't have answered the door.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “What’s up man?” I asked, reaching for the cell phone on my table. If Ally was right and he had been the one to do this, I needed to call the cops. But do I believe her over my best friend?  
 
      
 
    I had no clue what I was supposed to do.  
 
    I didn’t know if I was supposed to go out there, or maybe I should hide? If I hid, I might be able to slip away and not be seen. I looked around the room for something to help me out of this situation.  
 
    My phone was in my purse, which was in the kitchen. Fuck, I thought and bit my lip.  
 
    “Is she here?” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat, and I closed my eyes. Say no. Please say no.  
 
    “Yea, she’s in the bedroom getting changed.”  
 
    I groaned.  
 
    “Go get her. And give me that.” 
 
    “My phone?”  
 
    “Give it to me, Garth.”  
 
    My heart raced. I looked around the room trying to figure out what I could do. I swallowed dryly, staring at the window. It was my only hope.  
 
    I rushed towards it, grabbing a book off the bed and a pen that Garth kept by the bedside table for when ideas struck him late at night.  
 
    I scribbled in the book as the door opened and spun to see Garth standing there, his face pale. Maybe he was finally beginning to believe me. I wanted to say something snarky but couldn’t think of anything. So I just stood there with my mouth open  
 
    “Do you have a cell phone?” he mouthed. 
 
    I shook my head as he closed the door behind him and held up the book I was writing in, showing him my cry for help. He raised an eyebrow at me.  
 
    “What?” I mouthed.  
 
    “You wanna jump out the window?”  
 
    Garth raised his hands in submission, and I gave him a soft smile. I cleared my throat. “Just let me get dressed, and I’ll be right there,” I said loudly enough for him to most likely hear me. I paced over to the window and opened it carefully. “Oh, by the way babe,” I said over the sound of the window opening. “Do you have any plans for the weekend? My mom wanted us to come over for dinner.” I got the window open just enough to slip the book out.  
 
    “I’ll have to check my schedule,” he said, realizing what I was doing. “But you know my parents want to get together this weekend too. They are really excited to meet you.” 
 
    My cheeks flushed. I knew he was making it up, but the idea of his parents wanting to meet me made me happier than I'd like to admit. I closed the window carefully as he spoke.  
 
    “I told my mom we could probably do Sunday lunch.” 
 
    “I think that should be fine.” He nodded as I stepped away from the window. God, I hope someone picks that up soon, I thought, reaching for a pair of sweatpants on the bed.  
 
    “I love you,” he mouthed, turning on his heel. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I had to deal with this before it got out of hand. I needed to deal with them. Stupid girl.  She had messed everything up. She’d ruined everything.  
 
    If she had just left him, broken and useless, it would have been so much easier.  
 
    I thought if I could flirt a little and ask her out, it would all be said and done. But Garth had jumped on her the second he saw me near her. And I couldn’t keep going after her knowing that Garth was interested—otherwise, I’d look suspicious. I couldn’t peg anything on me. I couldn’t look like I might do anything wrong. That was what would win me this game.  
 
    I forced a smile over my lips as my eyes locked on the man I had once called a best friend.  
 
    That had been a long time ago. Long before my accident.  
 
    Did you know you could turn into a psychopath? It was true. At least, that’s what all the studies seemed to suggest—at the simplist. And here I was. Wasn’t I living proof? Or maybe it was all in my head. A genuine smirk spread over my lips. Pun intended, I thought.  
 
    Oh, come on; it was funny.  
 
    Part of me sorta felt bad for what I was about to do. The girl didn’t really deserve to die, but I had to deal with this. I wasn’t going to let years of planning get ruined and wasn’t going to let Garth win. He always won. It was my turn.  
 
    He stared at me with wide eyes. As if he could read my mind; as he if he knew I was about to kill him and his girlfriend and make it look like he had done it all.  
 
    My smirk widened.  
 
      
 
    I just had to hope that someone got the message, right? I mean it’s not like my life depended on it or anything. I strode into the living room and gave my friend a forced smile. I had no clue what I was supposed to do or say. She was right. He was behind all of this. Wasn’t he? My heart raced as I sat down across from my best friend. My best friend who had tried to kill my girlfriend. I took a deep breath as I heard the door open.  
 
    She wandered out slowly, her eyes locked on Brent.  
 
    “So,” I cleared my throat. “Should we beat around the bush a little longer, or should we just get to it?” 
 
    Brent looked at me.  
 
    Ally sat down at my side, her body shaking as I reached out and wrapped my arm around her.  
 
    A grin spread over Brent’s face. “What do you mean, my dear friend?” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    Brent laughed. “What do you mean? I have no clue.”  
 
    The doorbell ringing cut through the silence like a machete through butter. I stood.  
 
    “Don’t,” he snapped.   
 
    “Ally? Garth!” Rebecca called.  
 
    “He’s got to.” Her eyes locked on him as she stared coldly. Like she was totally okay. “She’s a cop. What happens if she realizes we're in here and not answering her?” 
 
    Brent stared at her, their eyes meeting. I opened my mouth to try and say something but couldn’t find the words. They stared each other down. How is she doing it? She didn’t look away from him the entire time.  
 
    She just stared hard and cold. He looked away; finally, he looked away.  
 
    "Fine, go get it," he said. 
 
    I saw the tight smile spread across her lips as I nodded and walked towards the door, my heart racing. Are we going to have some kind of shoot out here? I couldn't help wondering. 
 
    My pulse raced, and I could feel a cold sweat touch my neck as I reached out and grabbed the handle. 
 
      
 
    I looked away from him the second I could. I hated the idea of having to stare at the man in front of me but wasn't going to be weak and let him know how much he'd affected me. 
 
    "This isn't a movie," he whispered. I looked up. "You’re not going to win. Not after everything I’ve done. You should have died in that car crash—would have made my life so much easier.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. He wanted me dead. I already knew it but hearing him say that made my skin crawl. He’s going to try to kill me, I thought.  
 
    “Now everything is different. Now you’re part of this. You could have left when you had the chance.” His eyes sparkled.  
 
    Part of it.  
 
    I was part of this now.  
 
    I lowered my voice, leaning across the table. “Then do it now,” I challenged.  
 
    A laugh passed through his lips. “I see why he likes you. You have balls.” 
 
    I didn’t really think I did. I wanted to piss my pants right now, but hey; at least, I was a good actor—right? 
 
    I took a deep breath, forcing myself to straighten up as Rebecca and Garth came into the room. Garth’s face was pale and his eyes wide as he stared at me  
 
    “W-what's wrong? I stammered. I caught the smile on Brent’s lips before he forced it away.  
 
    “Garth, buddy, what’s going on?” 
 
    “I-I’ve got to go down to the police station to answer a couple questions about some mix-up,” he said, his voice all but shaking.  
 
    My eyes widened. What did Brent do? I wanted to ask. Rebecca caught my eye, and I tried to silently plead with her.  
 
    “Oh,” Brent sounded so upset. “I’m sure you will get it sorted out in no time. I can stay here with Ally. I’ll keep an eye on her after everything she’s been through.” 
 
    My heart dropped into the pit of my stomach as I saw the way he looked at me. 
 
    “Actually,” Rebecca spoke up, “we need you to come along as well.” She gave him a tight smile. 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re hoping you can help us clear up some of the miscommunication about your business partner.” 
 
    “Oh, I’d be happy to stop by tomorrow morning, but don’t you think someone should stay with Ally?” 
 
    “You’re completely right, someone should stay with her. That’s why I’ve asked an officer to come with me, who is willing to stay with her.” 
 
    “An officer? It’s just the two of you.” 
 
    “No, we have two patrol cars.” She gave him another tight smile.  
 
    The more he spoke, the more I was sure she was starting to believe me about his guilt. I tried not to get too excited. He’s sneaky. He might get out of this.  
 
    “Well, if you need my help, and it really can't’ wait. I just hope Ally is safe.” His eyes locked on mine as he stood  
 
    A shiver ran down my spine.  
 
    “I’ll see you later.” It didn’t sound nice, more like a threat—and a promise. I all but whimpered. But I forced myself to sound stronger than I actually was and managed to form a smile over my lips.  
 
    “For sure.” 
 
    I’ll be seeing you behind bars if I have anything to say about it, I thought. I just had to hope that Rebecca had found whatever she needed to convict him. I want him out of my life. I want to make sure he never has a chance to see me again. What I really wanted was to make sure he could never try to kill me again, but I wasn’t even willing to admit that to myself.  
 
    I looked at Rebecca; her eyes met mine. She looked sad for a fraction of a second, and I couldn’t figure out why. Then I realized what was going on. Both of the men were being taken in for questioning, which meant there was a reason Rebecca needed to talk to Garth. Misconceptions was what he had said. What kind of misconceptions? I wondered. My heart raced as I watched them head for the door. I bit my lip; it took everything I had not to run out after them and beg to come with them.  
 
    I didn’t dare move, though. I watched as the three of them made their way out of the room and into the hall, and I heard Rebecca speak.  
 
    “Keep a close eye on her. She’s still … a target, and I want to make sure she’s okay. This is very important after …” She trailed off and cleared her throat. “Just … call for backup if anything happens.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. What was going to happen to me? I took a deep breath trying to pretend I wasn’t scared shitless. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    The cop sat on the couch the entire time. He was on edge, and every sound made him jump. Whatever is going on is much worse than I realized, I thought. I stood, padding over to the kitchen and pulled a beer out of the fridge as I glanced at the clock. No wonder I was tired. I put the beer back in the fridge and turned to the cop.  
 
    “I’m going to get some sleep,” I told him,  
 
    He nodded. “If you need anything, just give me a shout,” he said.  
 
      
 
    “Now, you understand how that sounds, right?” Rebecca stared at me from across the table.  
 
    “It’s the truth!” I insisted.  
 
    She raised an eyebrow at me.  
 
    I had no clue how a bloody shirt had gotten in my office! I wouldn’t lie about it. But she thinks you're guilty; of course, she thinks you’re lying. I blew out a  deep breath.  
 
    “Fine,” I said, trying not to get angry. That would just make me look more guilty, right? “Look, why would I keep a bloody shirt in my office? Why? You do know that we hire cleaners to come in every other night, right? They would have found it by now if it had been there for a while. I’ve been in Japan most of the time.”  
 
    I watched the look on her face change; she tried to hide it, but I could tell. Please, please believe me.  I wanted to beg but refused to.  
 
    “So you’re saying you were set up?” She raised an eyebrow at me.  
 
    “You and I both know what Ally told us. It was Brent who kidnapped her.”  
 
    “And maybe you two are working together, and you are trying to pin it on him now that you’ve been caught.” 
 
    “Why would I have Ally kidnapped?” 
 
    “Maybe she’s gotten in the way.” 
 
    “I love her,” I said without thinking. “You … you don’t kidnap someone you love. You don’t put them in danger.” 
 
    “Then why did you let Brent in if you believed her?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want to believe her,” I admitted looking down. We’d been at this for hours. “I wanted to think my friend wasn’t behind this. He’s my best friend. My business partner.” 
 
    Rebecca shifted. She didn’t look happy. “And what would happen to the business if you were out of the picture?” 
 
    I stared at her with wide eyes.  
 
    “W-what do you mean?” The business would continue, I’d need Brent to keep things going. But … I’m not going to jail over this, I told myself.  
 
    Rebecca blew out a deep breath. “Come on, Garth. You’re saying that it’s not you who is doing all this …” She pulled out a picture of the dead girl. I couldn’t bring myself to look at it and stared down at the table we sat at. “But if it’s not you, someone is trying really hard to make it look like it’s you, so who would do that?” 
 
    “I’m sure I have lots of enemies.” I tried, one last time to defend my best friend.  
 
    “Then who could be doing this? Who has access to your office?”  
 
    I didn’t answer her.  
 
    “Alyssa? Ally? Brent? Who else?” 
 
    “I … I guess all the girls at the office, and the cleaners.” 
 
    “And you think it was any of them? I’ve interviewed them, Garth. I know what they are like.” Meaning, she was sure they didn’t do it. She took a deep breath and pushed herself out of her seat. “I can’t go much further. Chances are, I’ve already crossed a line here with you, and I can’t afford to cross it any more than I have. I’m going to go talk to Brent. When I come back, do you want a coffee?” 
 
    “Please,” I said softly. I couldn’t bring myself to look at her as she walked out of the room. How can this be happening to me?  
 
    Was there any way Brent could be behind all of this? How? Why?  
 
    I didn’t get it. Why would he do this to me? To us? If I go to jail for murder, the whole company will suffer. He will need to find someone else to take over this office, and the company name will be dragged through the mud.  
 
    Who would want to buy a house from a company that had been run by a murderer? I inhaled deeply, my fingers running through my hair as I felt a tear hit the corner of my eye.  
 
    What was going to happen?  
 
    Am I going to get charged with murder? How could they have found a bloody shirt in my office? I’d just been in there today. I would have noticed a bloody shirt! And how had someone gotten one of my shirts on in the first place?  
 
    I didn’t give anyone a key to my place. Which meant … Oh God.   
 
    I always kept two spare shirts in the office. Everyone knew that. So anyone who had access to the office could have gotten the shirt and put it back in there. My mind raced as I tried to figure out the last time I actually used one of my spare shirts.  
 
    For all I knew, that bloody shirt had been there for ages. A shiver ran down my spine at the idea that I’d been sitting in an office with a bloody shirt.  
 
    But I still don’t get it, I thought. Why would he do any of this? 
 
    I was left with that question for a long time. And the truth is, I couldn’t come up with a good reason. Maybe I was stupid, maybe he was stupid, or maybe I just didn’t want to see the truth.  
 
    Finally, the door opened. Rebecca stepped inside with two coffees in her hand.  
 
    “Long night?” I asked, looking at the dark circles under her eyes.  
 
    “I just heard from the officer stationed with Ally. She’s sleeping.” She looked around. “Not that I should be telling you that.” 
 
    “Then why are you?” 
 
    “Because, I believe you. I don’t think you did any of this … But …” She paused, handing me the coffee.  
 
    She watched as I took it from her and drank back half of it. “But what? 
 
    “But, Brent is doing a good job. He’s … saying exactly what he should be, and he’s very convincing.” 
 
    “But you don’t believe him?” 
 
    “He’s too convincing. I’m not the only one who sees it. But he wants to testify against you. He wants to help solve the case. If he goes on record saying ... 
 
    My heart raced. He was going to lie? 
 
    "No!" I said. "He's lying." 
 
    "I know, but there is nothing I can do about it." 
 
    "He's setting me up. He'd have access to my spare shirt in my office." 
 
    Rebecca raised an eyebrow. "Really? And you'd be willing to let us look at your office videos from the past two weeks?" 
 
    "Of course." Why was she even asking me. She should have known that I'd say yes. She should have just told me she wanted them. "Go get them if you want." 
 
    A smile touched her lips. "I'll send someone." She stood, paused, and flashed me a wide smile. "Thank you for cooperating with our investigation." 
 
    Of course. What else was I going to do? 
 
    I just nodded; I didn’t dare say it and didn’t want her to decide she shouldn’t be nice to me. I took a deep breath, trying not to worry about it. But I mean really, how could I not worry about this? 
 
    I might be going to jail for something I didn’t do. And if I didn’t go to jail, my best friend and business partner would be. I breathed deeply and tried to relax. Yea, that’s not going to work.  
 
      
 
    I woke the next morning to a door opening.  
 
    My heart slammed in my chest, and I bolted upright. How could I have slept? I looked at the clock. How could I have slept that long?  
 
    Throwing the blankets off my body, I jumped out of the bed, rushing for the door to see who was there.  
 
    “Garth!” I almost screamed.  
 
    I ran towards him, throwing my arms around his neck.  
 
    His arms wrapped around me tightly, pulling me close to him. His head nuzzled into the crook between my neck and my shoulders as he took a deep breath.  
 
    “Ally.” He whispered my name so softly I almost missed it.  
 
    I pulled away and looked him up and down.  
 
    “What’s wrong?”  
 
    He shook his head. “Nothing … everything … I don’t know.” 
 
    I looked past him. Rebecca stood there.  
 
    My heart skipped a  beat. “Are …wh—” I couldn’t bring myself to put together words, let alone a sentence. “Brent?” 
 
    “He was released along with Garth,” Rebecca said.  
 
    “What?” My heart dropped into the pit of my stomach. No. No, there was no way this could have happened. “No.” I shook my head. “You can’t.” 
 
    “I can’t convict him right now. There … isn’t enough evidence on him.” 
 
    “What about Alyssa?” 
 
    “Alyssa is dead.” 
 
    I felt my knees give. If it weren’t for Garth holding me, I would have hit the floor and knew it.  
 
    “What? No. She’s—” 
 
    “She was found in her hospital bed an hour before I came to pick Garth up last night,” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    My mind raced. I felt like I was going to puke, it was buzzing so fast. I shook my head. This couldn’t be happening.  
 
    I had never liked Alyssa, but that didn’t mean I wanted her dead. She had saved my life.  
 
    “It looks like she took her own life over the guilt.” 
 
    “You don’t believe that,” Garth said.  
 
    “If she were truly guilty over it, she would have helped us catch her partner,” Rebecca said. She looked away. “I shouldn’t be talking to you guys about this. You’re part of an investigation.” 
 
    My heart did a double take. We were part of an investigation. I couldn’t believe it.  
 
    I pulled away from Garth.  
 
    “I need to sit,” I muttered more to myself than anyone else. I knew that I wasn’t going to be able to stand much longer and couldn't make Garth hold me up the entire time.  
 
    “How could this have happened to her?” 
 
    “We didn’t have her guarded,” Rebecca defended. “We didn’t think it was going to be that bad. We didn’t think …” She shook her head. “After it happened, I knew Ally couldn’t be left alone when I took you away. She still can’t be left alone.” 
 
    “I won’t leave her alone.” 
 
    “Same.” 
 
    I looked up at Rebecca. She was going to be staying with us until all of this was said and done.  
 
    “You’re …” 
 
    “I have to.” She cut Garth off. “I uh, might have accidently said something to Brent that could put her in danger.” Her cheeks flushed. “I’ve got an officer out in the hallway as well.”  
 
    “Do you think he will actually risk it with an officer there?” 
 
    “Honestly, no.” Rebecca cleared her throat. “That’s why we’re going to need to get a little lucky. I’m hoping he will be watching the place. And I’m hoping he’s desperate enough to make his move as soon as that officer goes to get a coffee.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of hoping,” Garth said. I could tell he didn’t sound happy.  
 
    “We have limited options. You have any better ones?” She raised an eyebrow at him.  
 
    “Not really,” he admitted.  
 
    He crossed over to me and sat down, taking my hand.  
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    No.  
 
    This entire plan was banking on someone wanting to kill me.  
 
    But that being said, I didn’t know what other options we had.  
 
      
 
    So this was it. This was do or die.  
 
    If I didn’t, I was going to jail. She’d all but said it.  
 
    God, I hated that cop. It took all I had not to jump across that table and try to strangle her then and there. Maybe I will leave Garth alive.  Just enough to keep everything on him and send him to jail. Then I’d get out of here and hire someone to do one last kill—I’d have them kill the cop.  
 
    It would serve her right for getting in my way. When we’d seen her at the restaurant with the girl, I didn’t realize she was going to be this much of an issue. Otherwise, I would have taken her out of the picture by now.  
 
    I lowered my head as I passed a police car. Not that there was anyone in there, but I didn’t want them to catch me going there. To see my friend, who would be dead.  
 
    No, that would raise questions.  
 
    It didn’t make sense to me that they had the house protected; if it was just going to be outside the building, anyone could slip in.  
 
    And just one cop? Were they that understaffed?  
 
    It was almost stupid. Almost too easy.  
 
    Maybe that was just me, though. Maybe I was too smart for them; I had no trouble getting past them because I was outsmarting them.  
 
    I made my way into the lobby and hopped into the elevator, heading up to Garth’s floor.  
 
    My hands reached into my pocket where I held the key. The gun tucked safely at my hip, hidden behind my coat. I took a deep breath. This was it.  
 
    I was going to kill them, and then I’d be able to be done with it. I could find them, call the cops, and then be in such a state that I needed to go see my family or take a vacation to somewhere that the police couldn’t manage to get me in. I’d run the company from there for a few months while everything blew over.  
 
    It was the perfect plan really. It ended with me on a beach—how could it get better?  
 
    The elevator came to a stop, and the door opened. I stepped out into the hallway and looked around. There was no sign of any cops on the floor. Stupid. How were they this stupid?  
 
    I shook my head, smiling as I headed for the door, pulling the key out of my pocket and getting ready to finish this.  
 
    In under an hour, I’d be on a flight out of here, and everything would be done.  
 
    Years of planning finally put forth and paying off.  
 
    That’s what business was all about really, the pay off.  
 
      
 
    Time passed so slow. Hours felt like days. Finally, Rebecca looked down at her phone.  
 
    “Alright, he’s gone to get his coffee.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat.  
 
    “Do you really think he’s that stupid?” Garth asked.  
 
    “I’m not sure, to be honest,” Rebecca admitted. “If he were smart, he’d just leave.” 
 
    “If he left, he would never be charged, would he?”  
 
    “No, probably not,” Rebecca admitted. “Although, I might not have told him that.” 
 
    Garth and I both turned to her. Her eyes sparkled, but she didn’t say a word. 
 
    “What did you tell him?” 
 
    “Nothing I legally couldn’t.” She shrugged.  
 
    “Is this how you solve all your cases?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.  
 
    “No,” she admitted. “But we know he’s behind it. Alyssa said so herself; she told me everything, but we didn’t get it on record before …” She trailed off and cleared her throat. “Anyways, we don’t have proof. Me repeating what someone else told me isn’t going to hold up with the kind of lawyer he’s going to get.”  
 
    “You lied to him,” I said, saying what she wouldn’t admit. 
 
    She shrugged, looking away. 
 
    “Won’t that lose you your job?” 
 
    “It’s not a big deal.” She remained looking away from me.  
 
    I didn’t have to know much about being a cop to know that was a lie. “You could lose your job!”  
 
    “And you’ll be alive.” She still didn’t look at me.  
 
    Pushing herself to her feet, she padded over to the window.  
 
    “But ...” 
 
    “Don’t,” she snapped. “I made my choice. It’s not a big deal, okay?” 
 
    No. It wasn’t okay. It’s not okay.  
 
    How was I supposed to live if she lost her job because of me? She’s not thinking, I thought. She wasn’t thinking about how it was going to affect me if she lost her job and it was my fault. I crossed my arms over my chest and sat back. I wasn’t going to fight with her about it. She wasn’t going to budge. Instead, I was going to do the childish thing and give her the silent treatment.  
 
    I stared across the room, not really focusing on anything.  
 
    And then I heard it.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat as the door opened. We’d locked that, I thought.  
 
    I turned to see Rebecca slip away into the corner of the room. In the dim lighting, I could hardly see her. Now I understood why she hadn’t wanted all the lights on.  
 
    I turned to Garth. His body was tense as he stood there, staring at the hallway.  
 
    My pulse raced. What was going to happen next?  
 
    Am I going to die? I wondered. What would happen then? Does heaven exist?  Would I even go there if I died? Probably not. I hadn’t been a wonderful person in my life. I hadn’t been evil, but there had been a lot of chances for me to be better than I actually was. I took a deep breath and tried not to let my mind wander off.  
 
    Footsteps. Slow, almost so quiet that I didn’t hear them.  
 
    I took a deep breath.  
 
    Thump. Thump. Thump.  
 
    My heart pounded in my chest. Faster and faster. I tried to take a deep breath and tried to slow my heart rate. The steps came closer and closer.  
 
    I saw his shadow. I blinked, adjusting to the light. It  took me a fraction of a second to make out his features.  
 
    “Why would you do this?” Garth whispered.  
 
    “You didn’t think I was going to give you your payout, did you?” His voice was soft, emotionless.  
 
    Money.  
 
    He did this for money?  
 
    I couldn’t believe it. No. I’m not understanding him. That had to be it.  
 
    “My payout?” Garth sounded like he felt the same way I did. I tried to follow everything, but my mind was spinning. “This is about money to you?” 
 
    “Well, yea. What else would it be about?” 
 
    “I thought I was your friend!”  
 
    Brent laughed.  
 
    A cold chill ran down my spine. My mind screamed to do something, but I couldn’t bring myself to move. I tried. I wanted badly to move. To do something; to save Garth.  
 
    A gun aimed at chest level. He didn’t bat an eye or seem to care about it at all.  
 
      
 
    I stared at my best friend. Ex-best friend, I told myself.  
 
    The man standing in front of me smiled as he held a gun to me. This was no friend of mine. He was …  
 
    “You’re fucking crazy,” I muttered.  
 
    Money. This was about fucking money to him. About my payout. It was in the contract that if one of us wanted to go it alone, we would have to provide our partner with a two-year income equivalent to their pay.  
 
    I laughed.  
 
    I couldn’t help it.  
 
    I know you’re not supposed to laugh at the person pointing the gun at you, but I couldn’t help it. I couldn't believe that my friend would do this to me. How long have you been planning this? I wanted to ask but couldn't bring myself to. I didn’t want the answer. I didn’t want to know how long my friend had been planning to send me to jail, how many women he’d killed, how many years he’d thought about killing.  
 
    “Put your hands in the air.” 
 
    Rebecca’s voice was calm as she spoke.  
 
    Brent turned his attention to her, the gun moving towards her. My heart skipped a beat.  
 
    “Drop the gun.” 
 
    “And why wouldn’t I just kill you?” 
 
    “Because, there are these nifty little things called video cameras.” She smirked. “I have one recording right now. Drop your gun, kick it towards me, and then let me come over there and handcuff you, and maybe you will get a little leniency.”  
 
    Brent’s gun wavered for a fraction of a second.  
 
    “H-how do I know you’re not just making this up?” 
 
    My brow furrowed. He was right. We knew she had lied about things to him alright. Was she lying about this too? 
 
    “You don’t.” She shrugged. “But you can find out the hard way if you want.”  
 
    “Fuck it,” he muttered. He turned to me, the gun aiming at my head this time.  
 
    “No!” Ally shouted.  
 
    My heart rate slackened, to my surprise, It should have been racing. I should have been on my knees begging him not to kill me. But I wasn’t.  
 
    I closed my eyes. Is this how I’m going out?” I wondered. Is this how I want to be remembered?  
 
    No.  
 
    The answer was simple. My eyes snapped open and locked on the man I had once called a friend.  
 
    I didn’t really feel my body moving or realize what I was doing until it was happening.  
 
    I rushed towards Brent, ducking out of the line of the fire. I don’t know what I was thinking and know it was stupid; I guess maybe I wanted to die a hero instead of just someone who let Brent kill them. I wanted to fight.  
 
    I closed the distance between us without realizing it. My arms wrapped around him, tackling him to the ground. The gun went off. A gun. I’m not sure which one.  
 
    I heard Ally scream.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. If you killed her, I will kill you, I thought, fixing my eyes on his as I tackled him to the ground.  
 
    He rolled off me, and I grabbed him, the gun no longer in his hands. I looked around for it.  
 
    Rebecca placed a foot on it, kicking it to the far corner of the room as I reached out. I looked up at her, unable to reach the gun anymore. Her eyes locked on mine. Her gun pointed at me. Well, at Brent, I think. I was between them.  
 
    I raised my hands.  
 
    The door opened, and my head snapped towards it.  
 
    “Did I miss anything bo—” A young police officer stood there, a coffee cup in his hand. He walked into the room, his eyes taking everything in. “Why does it always happen when I’m gone?” 
 
    “You miss all the fun.” Rebecca smirked. Their eyes locked for a fraction of a second, then he pulled out a pair of handcuffs. 
 
    “Both of ’em?” 
 
    “No. Just the one with the broken nose.” 
 
    Broken nose?  
 
    I turned to Brent. His nose was bent towards the left side of his face. I smirked. Serves him right.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I’d heard the gun go off and Ally scream. Ally. 
 
    I turned to her, jumping to my feet.  
 
      
 
    I sat there frozen. Useless. Unable to bring myself to make a move. I watched Garth stand, his lip bloody. He rushed over to me, his arms wrapping around my body.  
 
    “Ally,” he whispered. “Thank God, you’re okay.” 
 
    Of course, I was okay. My arms wrapped around him.  
 
    “Are you?” I pulled away, looking him up and down.  
 
    “Yes.” He gave me a soft smile, and his lips touched mine for a fraction of a second. His fingers tangled in my hair. “You’re okay.” He stared at me, looking me over. “You screamed. I thought you got hit. I was so scared.” His lips crashed against mine.  
 
    My heart did a backflip, and I pulled him closer to me.  
 
    “I’m fine,” I whispered. I drew away, looking myself over. I hadn’t been shot—right? 
 
    Nope. No blood. Thank God. I looked past Garth as Brent was pulled to his feet. He glared at the man in front of me.  
 
    The officer took him out of the room.  
 
    “Well, I guess that’s that.” She gave us a soft smile. 
 
    “So ... he’s going to jail?” 
 
    “He pointed a gun at an officer; I’m sure we can make some charges stick. And I wasn’t lying. I was recording this.” 
 
    “You were?” 
 
    “Of course.” She gave us a soft smile. “With the kind of backing he’s going to have, we need to make sure this is as clean as it can be.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “What about me?” She shrugged. “I’ll go back to work.” 
 
    I looked around. “But … won’t you be in trouble?” 
 
    “Nope.” She smiled at me. “Anyways, I’ll manage.” 
 
    She walked out of the room without another word, closing the door behind her. Garth stood looking around. His eyes looked sad, then everything came flooding back. It hit me what had just happened.  
 
    “So … are you okay?” 
 
    “Will you marry me?” 
 
    I stared at him with wide eyes. “Er, what?” 
 
    His eyes widened as if realizing what he had just said. “I mean … when you … when I thought you’d been shot. I was so scared. All I could think was that I didn’t want you to die. That if you did …” He trailed off. 
 
    Wait … he did just ask me to marry him, right? I stared at him with wide eyes.  
 
    He turned to me. “Ally ...” He dropped back down to his knee as he took my hand. “I know this is fast. I know it’s not something I’d expected so soon and it might be crazy, but will you marry me?” 
 
    I processed, staring at him like a deer caught in headlights. 
 
    “Yes,” I breathed. The words almost didn’t come out of my mouth.  
 
    His hand squeezed mine.  
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes.” I giggled.  
 
    I was getting married.  
 
    I was going to marry the man kneeling in front of me.  
 
    His lips crashed against mine, pulling me into his arms. His eyes sparkled as they locked on mine.  
 
    My fingers tangled in his hair, and I sucked in a deep breath,  
 
    “We’re engaged,” I squealed.  
 
    Garth laughed softly. He stood, pulling me up into his arms, his lips crashing against mine.  
 
    “We are.” His lips touched my neck. “You're going to be a wife, missy.”  
 
    “No. I’m going to be your wife.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat saying it. I couldn't believe it. It was like a fairy tale  
 
    Garth’s arms wrapped around me tighter, his lips touching mine as my heart raced. I couldn't believe anything that had happened within the past day. 
 
      
 
    Three Weeks Later  
 
      
 
    When the weekend finally rolled around, we did something I was shocked we were doing. I know I’d told him my mom wanted to meet him, but that had been a lie. In fact, my mom hadn’t really known about him until I called her up the night before and asked if she wanted to meet my new boyfriend—er, fiance. But I didn’t tell her that part! 
 
    We were going to go out shopping for a ring later that night, but we had decided not to tell either of the families yet. They would never understand what we went through together and would think we were just rushing things. Hell, maybe we were.  
 
    The company, the wedding, everything was moving fast, but if this had taught me anything, it was that I didn’t want to move slowly. Life was short, and I didn’t want to waste any more time on it.  
 
    Garth came into the room, a woman following him as my brow furrowed. I was still trying to figure out what to wear to see my mom for lunch. I didn’t want to be underdressed but didn’t know if she would think my new set of clothes were too much.  
 
    I looked up, then back down at my clothes. Wait.  I looked up again, looking past those grey-green eyes I loved. “Who are you?” 
 
    She had short brown hair. She wore five-inch heels, which was the only reason she was an inch taller than me.  
 
    She smiled softly, revealing a row of white teeth. “Your husband to be hired me. I’m your wedding planner.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat.  
 
    Wedding planner? Was she going to tell me what to do? 
 
    The question must have been written all over my face. She gave a quiet laugh.  
 
    “Don’t worry, you get to make all the choices, I’m just here to make sure you get what you want and you don’t have to worry about any of the finer details.”  
 
    I stared at her with wide eyes. The idea was nice. I wouldn’t have to worry about anything. All I would have to do was decide what I want. But that was a good question. What did I want? 
 
    My brow creased as I turned back to the clothing and held them both out to her.  
 
    “I’m meeting his family today, which one should I wear?” 
 
    The girl looked taken aback for a fraction of a second, then smiled. “Whatever one makes you feel more confident.” 
 
    I grinned, I couldn't help it. Good answer. I set aside the more expensive outfit. I guess you can never be overdressed, I thought and turned my attention back to the girl. “So, what can I do to help you?”  
 
    I led her over to the couch.  
 
    “It’s not about what you can do for me, it’s about what I can do for you.” Her eyes sparkled. “First, I’d like to get a little feel for you and your husband to be. But, first things first; do you have a budget in mind?” 
 
    “No,” Garth said before I could even think about it. “There is no budget.” 
 
    Both the girl and I turned to him with wide eyes.  
 
    “There isn’t?” I stammered.  
 
    Garth gave me a smile as he came over to the couch and sat down beside me. “Of course not.” He smiled broadly. “But I thought we could go to Paris to get your dress. What do you think of that idea?” 
 
    My heart did a backflip. A wedding dress from Paris. It sounded like every girl’s dream. And I was going to live it. I took a deep breath, trying to remain calm.  
 
    “We could look there,” I said, trying to make it sound like this was a normal conversation to be having.  
 
    “So, are you thinking a large guest list?” 
 
    “No. Just family and some friends,” I said before Garth could answer. I caught his eye. They sparkled at me as he nodded.  
 
    I reached out and took his hand in mine, glad we were agreeing on things. I didn’t want our wedding to be the reason we fought. I know a lot of couples had that issue, but right then and there, I promised myself it wouldn’t be us.  
 
    “And um, would it be possible to look at venues with you sometime next weekend? Are you planning on having the wedding within the next two years? Depending on the season, venues can be booked up to three or even four years in advance.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. I had no idea weddings were going to take so long.  
 
    Garth glanced at me.  
 
    “We’d be open to looking next weekend; of course, we’d like to not have to wait four years if we can.”  
 
    I nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    My heart raced as I thought about everything I wanted from the wedding. Everything I wanted it to be. Not just a celebration of us, but a celebration of love and family, of everything we’d been through and of our business together.  
 
    I turned to the man beside me, resting against his shoulder softly as I placed a kiss on his cheek.  
 
    “You two are so cute together.” The girl smiled. “You can tell just by looking at you guys that you’re really in love.”  
 
    I wasn’t sure if it was something she said to everyone or if she actually meant it, but it made my cheeks flush. 
 
    The past few weeks had been hell on us both, and now here we were both jobless for the time being, and we were thinking about a wedding, it seemed crazy, but with the new company going live in a week, I knew we were going to be swamped with work soon, and that meant we weren’t going to have time for stuff like planning a wedding. I knew it was going to be hard but also knew we were going to make it work.  
 
    The woman, Jan, didn’t stay very long. She got to know us a little, asked some questions and then got my email, promising to email me some info, along with some suggestions for the venues we could go to. She tried not to show it, but she was thrilled that she didn’t have a budget—then again, I guess she probably got a commission for everything she did. And the more she did, the more she got.  
 
    She left us with a wide smile after saying she was going to contact some photographers about an engagement shoot.  
 
    I swallowed dryly as I turned to Garth. His eyes sparkled.  
 
    “So, you sure you don’t want to back out of it? I mean, you’ve still got a little time.” 
 
    “Sounds like I have two or three years at least.” I shot him a grin. “Why do you want to back out?” 
 
    He laughed softly. “Of course not. I can’t think of anyone else I’d rather spend my life with than you.” 
 
    His words sent color racing to my cheeks. I tried to ignore it.  
 
    He reached out and touched me. Suddenly, all serious.  
 
    “I’m glad you’re with me,” he whispered.  
 
    “I’m glad I am too,” I replied, a little unsure of what I was actually supposed to say.  
 
    He smirked.  
 
    “I mean it, you had a lot of chances to run away over the past couple weeks, and I pushed you away one of those times. I’m glad you came back. I love you, Ally.” 
 
    “I love you too, Garth.” 
 
    I stepped towards him, wrapping my arms around his neck and pulling him towards me. Our lips met softly, but the kiss didn’t stay soft for long.  
 
    Garth pulled me close to him, a deep breath passing through his lips as his teeth grazed my lower lip.  
 
    I moaned, my fingers tangling in his hair.  
 
    Mom.  
 
    I pulled away, laughing softly. “We can’t,” I whispered. We have to wait.  
 
    He pouted.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. “Later,” I promised. 
 
    His eyes sparkled. “You’d better mean that.”  
 
    I do.” I grinned. I wanted nothing more than for us to just stay here and make our way to the bedroom, but my mom was going to be pissed if we didn’t meet up with her.  
 
    I pulled away and headed to the bedroom, slipping out of my clothes.  
 
    “Sp, what kind of flowers do you want at the wedding?” he asked, following me into the room.  
 
    “I was thinking we could have those colorful ones,” I said, like the ones he had sent me the time everyone found out about us.  
 
    I paused as I slipped into my skirt.  
 
    “I like that idea.” 
 
    “Do you think we’re moving too fast?” I asked. I mean, we were moving fast, but was that a bad thing? We were moving too fast? Was it going to get us in trouble? 
 
    “No,” he said without thinking about it. “I wondered that a lot over the past couple days. I mean when I said I wanted you to marry me; I hadn’t quite been thinking this year. Then I realized that the wedding could be this year and it kind of freaked me out. But I realized that you are the person I want to spend the rest of my life with.” 
 
    My cheeks flushed as I watched him come into the room. I grabbed my shirt and slipped into it as he paced over to the window and stared out.  
 
    “I realized while we were designing the business website that we were going to be partners for life now … unless you’re going to try to set me up for murder.” It didn’t sound like a joke, but I knew he was trying to make light of the situation. So, if we’re going to be partners for life, why not be life partners too?” He paused, turning to me.  
 
    I smiled, taking it all in. My heart raced as I thought about his words.  
 
    “I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have as a life partner than you,” he said, giving me a smile.” 
 
    That did it!  
 
    My heart did another backflip, and for a second, I thought I might have to worry about having a heart attack. I took a deep breath and finished getting dressed before I made my way into the bathroom and applied some makeup.  
 
    I was nervous, mostly about how my mom would like him. My dad was easy to please, he’d see that I was happy and then he would be happy. My mom would want to judge every part of the relationship, and there were some parts I didn’t want her knowing. I didn’t really want her knowing that he had been my boss, she’d judge that.  
 
    She’d judge that he’d taken me traveling already, that we were getting married this soon.  But how long am I going to be able to hide that from her? I wondered.  
 
    I was hoping I’d be able to do it for a while. But if I couldn't, then I’d just have to face facts and tell her. Maybe after we book the venue, I thought 
 
    That might be a nice time to do it. It was still a few weeks away, maybe. I’d tell her sometime next month. Yes. That’s what I will do, I told myself.  
 
    Garth had every intention of going in there and telling his family right here and now. I couldn’t believe he was going to do it, but he insisted that that’s how he wanted to do it, so I wasn’t going to tell him otherwise.  
 
    I tied my hair up into a bun and came out of the bathroom. I stared down a murder. I can meet his mom.  
 
    Sadly, I think I was more nervous about meeting his mom than the murder.  
 
      
 
    My mother took everything much better than I thought she would. She actually liked him, after finding out he had started his own business when he was still in high school.  
 
    “So,” her eyes shone. “how did you two meet?” 
 
    “At work,” I said.  
 
    Garth grinned widely. “Actually, she inspired me to start my own business.”  
 
    My mother’s eyes widened, and my cheeks flushed.  
 
    I hadn’t planned on telling her that yet. I had been hoping to wait a little longer so she didn’t think we were moving too fast, but I guess that was out of the options.  
 
    “Yea.” I cleared my throat. “You’re looking at the proud new owners of a business.” 
 
    My mother's jaw dropped.  
 
    My dad perked up, setting his beer down. “Owners?” 
 
    “Yup.” I gave him a smile. “We’re going into it together. Don’t worry,” I added quickly, “we’re getting a fair contract done up in case things … don’t work out.” It had been a hard topic for Garth, but he understood we had to do it. We both knew we had to have something in place. WE were in love, not stupid.  
 
    “Wow.” My mom stared at me with wide eyes. “Talk about moving fast.” 
 
    “Yea.”  
 
    I was so glad she didn’t know about the wedding. She’d have a heart attack.  
 
    I let Garth take over, explaining what we would be doing and why there was a market for it. My father half-listened. I caught his eye during it. He just gave me a smile and nodded, taking a sip of his beer. As always my dad said little, but I think he caught onto more than people told him. He just smiled watching, listening as Garth told my mom everything. Slowly, she was beginning to become quite the fan of him, I could tell.  
 
    By the time we finished our dinner, my mom was more than impressed with the boyfriend I had brought to meet her. Finally, I was able to say my goodbyes.  
 
    My mom pulled Garth into a hug. 
 
    “It was so nice to meet you,” she gushed as my dad pulled me into a hug of my own.  
 
    “You look happy,” he whispered in my ear. “If he makes you happy, I like him.” 
 
    My cheeks flushed as the sudden emotion overwhelmed me. I wanted to tell him. I wanted him to know how happy Garth made me. Happy enough that we were getting married. But I didn’t say it. I pulled away and smiled, giving him a smile and nod.  
 
    That seemed to be enough for him. His smile widened as he turned to Garth and held his hand out.  
 
    “Take good care of her, eh? Otherwise we’re going to have an issue.” 
 
    Garth smiled, shaking my dad’s hand. “Trust me sir, I try. But your daughter takes damn good care of herself.” 
 
    My dad laughed softly. “Good.” 
 
    He looked at me again, and my smile broadened. You raised me right, dad, I thought.  
 
    He always said I shouldn’t have to rely on a man to take care of me. And here I was, alive and proof that I’d somehow managed to take care of myself. Garth turned his attention to me, took my hand and led the way out of the restaurant.  
 
    “You know, my mom would have had a heart attack if we’d driven here,” I said.  
 
    “You mean, in your Jag?” I laughed, shaking my head.  
 
    “No, we’d have to take one of your cars.” I wasn’t willing to explain to her why I had a new car, and such an expensive one.  
 
    Garth laughed softly, letting me take his arm to support myself as we headed down the street.  
 
    “So, you’re just not going to tell them are you?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I hope they don’t find out.” My parents never were ones to watch the news, and thankfully, they didn’t have many friends who could tell on me. “I don’t see the point. I mean, it’s in the past now—right?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure I fully believed it was, but I had to keep telling myself that; otherwise, I’d never move on. Garth wanted me to go to therapy for it, and he made a good point. I mean, it was covered under my insurance.  
 
    It was all kind of confusing because with Brent in jail, we didn’t have to leave the company. Garth was fighting to have him removed from the company without giving him the payout. That was more a shot in the face than anything else since the whole thing started with Brent not wanting to just give Garth his payout.  
 
    His lawyer was confident it wouldn’t be hard. Which meant we didn’t have to leave the company.  
 
    We were going to keep the connections, though. We were going to keep everyone if they wanted to stay. Which I wasn’t sure why they wouldn’t want to. We had a lot going for us, and why would they want to find a new job if they didn’t have to? 
 
    We walked in silence for a while, both of us lost in our own minds. We were having Garth’s parents over later that night, just for a quick bit of coffee. Just so we could all meet each other. Just to get it all out of the way. I was still nervous but didn’t dare admit it.  
 
    “So, I was thinking. Do you want to have the wedding on a boat?” 
 
    “What?” I turned to Garth. 
 
    “I mean, we could easily rent a boat for the reception.” 
 
    “What kind of boat are you thinking?” I asked, raising my eyebrow.  
 
    He grinned. “There are some gorgeous cruises that go through the area.” 
 
    I snorted. Of course, he wanted to rent a cruise for our wedding. I shook my head. “You’re crazy,” I muttered. But I wasn’t saying I didn’t like the idea, and Garth picked up on that. His eyes sparkled. He pulled me closer to him and placed a kiss on top of my head.  
 
    “I love you, Ally.” 
 
    “I love you too, Garth.” 
 
    His brow furrowed as he pulled away from me, and his phone came out of his pocket. He looked down at it. “So, it seems like my parents are too busy to get together tonight.” I didn’t hear any disappointment in his voice, but I still felt bad.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He shrugged, then came to a stop. I looked around. We were only a block away from his condo. Why were we stopping? 
 
    I opened my mouth to ask, but he cut me off.  
 
    “You know, there’s no reason we have to be here right now.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Well, I mean we could go to the airport. We’re not working right now; the office is shut down for renovations. Why don’t we go somewhere?” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    Garth shrugged. “Let’s go pack our bags and then go to the airport. We can see where is cheap.” 
 
    I stared at him with wide eyes. He wasn’t joking. He meant what he was saying. “I … of course!” 
 
    Was this going to be something we could just do? Just go. Somewhere, anywhere, on a whim? Oh God, I hoped this was going to become a normal thing for me.  
 
    Garth grinned widely; he took my hand, and we made our way back to the condo, moving a little faster this time than we had been before. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Hawaii.  
 
    That was where we decided to go. We’d talked about it before but decided on Japan, instead, which had been worth it. But now, here I was. Sun and sandy beaches; and I could not be more excited about it.  
 
    I looked around.  
 
    “So, can I get you a coconut bra?” Garth teased.  
 
    I wrinkled my nose at the thought of wearing one. It sounded like it would hurt—a lot.  
 
    “No,” I said. “Not unless I can get you a coconut jock strap.” I said it loud enough for the people behind us to hear, and I know they heard it because I heard the man snort.  
 
    Garth laughed.  
 
    “Fine, you win.”  
 
    “Of course, I do, honey.” I gave him a wide, fake smile. My eyes sparkling. “You should get used to that with the whole wife thing.” I grinned widely, and Garth laughed again.  
 
    “Too late to back out?” He teased.  
 
    “Sorry, my mom already loves you. Too late to back out.”  
 
    Garth grinned. “Don’t worry, I have no intention of backing out.” He finished paying for our hotel room, and we headed down the hall. Unlike most places, where the higher up you went, the more expensive it was, this place was more expensive if you were on the ground floor; so you could just walk out onto the beach. And boy was it worth it.  
 
    I unlocked our door and looked around. “Wow.” 
 
    This sure wasn’t a simple dingy motel. This was top of the time.  
 
    The entire place looked like it was all done up modern style. With sleek black furniture and red walls. There was a big TV, not that we’d be using it—since everything that happened, we didn’t watch much TV; otherwise, we’d see the news and risk seeing an update on Brent. It was hard on Garth to see his best friend like that, and it was hard on me to see the man who had tried to kill me smiling on TV. So overall, it was just easier to avoid it. Which would be easy here.  
 
    I tossed my oversized purse onto the bed; we’d agreed we would both just bring a carry-on, and then probably end up buying something here so we could take a bunch of crap home. 
 
    I headed over to the window and stared out of it.  
 
      
 
    This was the perfect idea.  
 
    I’d been thinking about getting away from home ever since we’d gotten back from Japan, but last night had been the end of it. I’d always wanted to just get in the car and go, so now here I was. We were in Hawaii because I suggested we just left. And it felt so damn good.  
 
    I watched her eyes sparkle as she headed over to the window and stared out at the calm ocean.  
 
    I followed her over to the window, my arms wrapping around her hips and pulling her close to me. She let out a soft sigh, her fingers tangling with mine.  
 
    “It’s perfect,” she whispered. “This … all of it … not just the ocean.”  
 
    “You’re perfect.” My lips touched her cheek for a fraction of a second. I watched the blush grow and grinned.. Another kiss touched her cheek quickly.  
 
    She pulled away from me, just enough to spin around, my arms still around her as she reached out and wrapped her arms around my neck. Her lips touched mine.  
 
      
 
    My body ached, I was so tired. But that didn't matter to me. All that mattered was his hot lips against mine.  
 
    I pulled him closer to me, letting out a soft breath. His hands traced over the curves of my body, pulling me closer to him as he guided me over to the bed. Despite how tired I was, I wanted nothing more than to just have him inside me. Not rough, it wasn’t about the second. Not this time.  
 
    This time, it was about being close. Him being so close to me he couldn’t get closer.  
 
    He pulled me down onto the bed, his hands tracing my body’s curves. I bit his lip gently and he let out a deep breath, his nails digging into me. I moaned louder, crawling on top of him, my legs straddling his hips.  
 
    I could feel his boner, even with his thick jeans on and my shorts on. I pulled away, my eyes locking on his. He grinned widely.  
 
    “We should try to fuck all over the world,” he whispered.  
 
    I barked out a laugh but wasn't going to disagree with him on that. I lowered myself to him, my lips touching his neck ever so gently.  
 
    His fingers tangled in my hair, pulling me closer. My lips traced up his neck, my hand reaching for his and our fingers tangling together. My free hand traced over his muscular chest; memorizing every part of him.  
 
    I pulled away, looking down at him.  
 
    Those grey-green eyes sparkled at me as he looked me up and down.  
 
    “Take your shirt off. “ 
 
    “Yes, sir.” My eyes shone as I did as I was told, tossing my shirt over toward the window. It was wide open, but I couldn’t see anyone out on the beach. I'll close it later, I thought, unhooking my bra. It’s not like anyone would be able to see anything except my bare back anyways. Garth grabbed my wrist, pulling me down, our lips crashing together.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. Desire rushing down my spine and pooling in the pit of my stomach.  
 
    His teeth grazed my lower lip.  
 
    I moaned, the desire growing. My pussy itched to have him inside me. I didn’t want to ask, not yet. I wanted to enjoy the foreplay.  
 
    Garth rolled me onto my back, his lips trailing over my neck softly. I moaned, my fingers tangling in his hair and pulling him towards my lips. My teeth grazed his lower lip. He gasped, his eyes rolling back as he pulled me closer, and his eyes sparkled as they locked on mine.  
 
    “I love you,” I whispered against his lips.  
 
    “And I you,” he replied, his kiss deepening against my lips. A soft moan passed through my lips as he reached for the button on my shorts. I grinned widely, pressing my hips against him.  
 
    His eyes sparkled as my legs wrapped around him, pulling him closer to me. He pressed himself against me, his rough jeans rubbing against my thigh. I moaned softly, my eyes rolling back as I detangled my legs from him and watched him push himself up just enough to undo his jeans and slip out of them. He pushed himself off the bed and headed for his bag.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat as I watched him pull his shirt off and let it fall to the ground as he walked. He grabbed a condom from his backpack and headed back over to me. His eyes roamed over my body as I slipped my shorts and panties down my legs. I tossed them onto the ground and spread my legs as Garth climbed back onto the bed. He lowered his lips to my pussy.  
 
    I gasped, feeling his hot kiss against my folds. His tongue slipped between them.  
 
    My hips arched as I gasped, my fingers tangling in his hair. His tongue slipped into my pussy, exploring every inch of me he could reach before slipping out of me, licking my folds, circling my clit and moving back inside me.  
 
    I moaned, my eyes rolling back as his tongue slipped back inside me and then back out, moving faster and faster. 
 
    His tongue worked over my pussy, slipping inside me, circling my clit.  
 
    My fingers tangled in his hair, pulling gently.  
 
    He pulled away from me, his eyes sparkling. “Does it feel that good?” he teased.  
 
    “Oh God, yes.” My eyes locked on his. “Everything you do to me makes me want to cum.” 
 
    I saw his eyes light up when I said it. He swallowed dryly and turned his attention to the condom in his hands. He tore into it and slipped the condom over his full length, his eyes sparkling as he looked down at me, his hand tracing over the curves of my body.  
 
    “If you don’t get in me soon, I’m going to go crazy.”  
 
    Garth laughed softly.  
 
    “When you say that, it makes me want to tease you even more.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to protest, but he grabbed me and thrust into me.  
 
    I gasped, my hips arching as Garth filled me.  
 
    My fingers dug into the bedding as I let out a deep moan.  
 
    He slipped away and thrust back into me softly. His lips lowered to my neck.  
 
    “How’s it feel?” he whispered.  
 
    “So good,” I moaned.  
 
    Garth reached out and took my hand with one hand, the other tightened around my hip.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Fast and hard, right off the bat.  
 
    I gasped, my moans growing louder and louder with every thrust. My heart raced as pleasure overwhelmed my body.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    He thrust into me faster and faster. Harder and harder.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Garth’s lips touched my neck, ever so gently. I moaned louder.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    He thrust into me faster and faster. I moaned, my hand reaching between my legs and my fingers touching my clit. I massaged myself in time to the thrusts, working faster and faster with every thrust.  
 
    Garth’s lips trailed along my neck, over every inch of me he could reach as his free hand traced over the curves of my body, resting against my breast. I moaned as his hand massaged my breast gently.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Faster and faster, harder and harder. I moaned louder as he thrust into me.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Stroke.  
 
    My fingers worked over my clit faster and faster, keeping time with him. 
 
    His lips touched my earlobe gently, nibbling softly. I moaned louder. My eyes rolling back.  
 
    Pleasure distorted my sense.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    I moaned louder.  
 
    My fingers working faster.  
 
    Garth thrust into me faster and faster. Harder and harder.  
 
    “Oh fuck yes,” I moaned, his fingers massaging my breast gently, his thumb and forefinger playing with my nipple. I gasped softly, arching under him.  
 
    He pulled away. 
 
    “Roll over.” 
 
    I rolled onto my hands and knees, pushing myself up.  
 
    Garth didn’t waste time; he slammed back into me, grabbing my hips and pulling me close. I gasped, my eyes rolling back as his hand traced to the small of my back. He pushed me down into the bedding softly, my hips opening.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Fast and hard.  
 
    I moaned louder and louder, my hand reaching between my legs again. 
 
    “Oh fuck.” My words slurred. “I’m so close,” I whispered.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Faster and faster. Harder and harder. I moaned louder as he thrust into me.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    My fingers worked over my clit faster and faster. I bit my lip as my eyes rolled back, everything going a hazy white.  
 
    “Ohhh,” I moaned.  
 
    “Cum for me,” he whispered.  
 
    I gasped, his warm hands pressing me down into the bedding.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.  
 
    Faster and harder. He slammed into me again and again. 
 
    My hips buckled as pleasure overwhelmed my body, coming in waves and crashing through me.  
 
    “Oh God,” I moaned, gasping for breath. My hips arched towards him, my free hand digging into the bedding as my toes curled. I moaned, grinding against him as pleasure spread through my body.  
 
    Wave after wave. 
 
    Garth slammed into me, letting out a gasp of his own.  
 
    I moaned, another wave of pleasure surging through my body. My toes curled as my hips rose to meet his every thrust.  
 
    Another wave of pleasure, this time just a little softer, than another, and another. Each one softer than the last.  
 
    Stroke. Stroke. Stroke. Garth thrust into me, each thrust growing softer.  
 
    My eyes opened, everything still a little hazy. I looked around, pulling away. My eyes locking on the man in front of me as he pulled away and placed a kiss on my lips.  
 
    Pure emotion.  
 
    My arms wrapped around him, pulling him closer to me.  
 
    He pulled away from me, slipping off the bed and heading for the bathroom. I watched his butt as he tossed the condom out, came back to the bed and dropped down beside me. His arms wrapped around my body. He took my hand in his and brought it to his lips.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat as I pulled the blanket over us and looked at the man beside me.  
 
    “Do you know who your maid of honor will be?” 
 
    I stared at him blankly. I didn’t really have a best friend these days. Not like most people. I had a few friends that I had known for a long time, but there wasn’t anyone I would consider a best friend.  
 
    “Maybe my cousin.” I realized soon I’d have to tell all my family that we were getting married. I’d be bombarded with questions, wouldn’t I? I bit my lip.  
 
    Am I ready for all this? I wondered.  
 
    Wasn’t it too late, really? I tried not to think like that, but the truth is, I was pretty sure it was too late. Anyways, I don’t want to call it off.  The idea of marrying this man made my heart skip a beat. I couldn’t wait to say “I do” to him. I couldn't wait to wear that white dress.  
 
      
 
    I lowered her hand from my lips. She looked lost in thought. I wanted to know what she was thinking but didn’t want to push it. Instead, I just watched her. I grinned, taking everything in. Soon her hair would need to be re-dyed, but that didn’t matter to me. She was still the most beautiful woman in any room we walked into—at least, to me she was.  
 
    Her skin was still covered in small cuts and bruises, and I loved the fact that it didn’t seem to bother her. She walked around in a bikini without a second thought.  
 
    I loved that about her.  
 
    I know we hadn’t been together that long, but I couldn’t help thinking that I didn’t want to spend my time with anyone else. I wanted it to be her—all the time.  
 
    The business, the wedding.  
 
    That would just be formalities to me. Even if they weren’t there, I wouldn't want to spend my time with anyone else.  
 
    Maybe I was still falling in love with her, maybe it was all the puppy dog love stage. But that didn’t matter to me.  
 
    I squeezed her hand gently. “Have you thought about it much? The wedding, I mean.” 
 
    “Not really.” Her cheeks flushed, and for a split second, I wasn’t sure she was telling me the full truth. She smiled widely. “What about you?” 
 
    It had been all I could think about.  
 
    “A little,” I lied. I didn’t want her to think I was too into it. But the truth is, I’d been thinking about it almost nonstop.  
 
    “Do you know who you’re going to have as a best man?” I could see the nervous look in her eyes.  
 
    I had. I nodded. 
 
    “I’m not sure who it will be. But I think we both should go out and make some friends when we get back.” 
 
    It would have been Brent, you know if he wasn’t in jail for trying to kill me and my then girlfriend. Now, well, there were a few old friends I’d kept in contact with, but I wasn’t sure. I did have an uncle I was very close to that I had thought about asking.  
 
    Thankfully, we had lots of time to figure everything out. And lots of time to meet new people if we had to.  
 
    “I want teal.” 
 
    “Teal?” 
 
    “Yes. And a chocolate buffet.” 
 
    I laughed. Her top concern was a chocolate buffet. This is why I am marrying this woman. She didn’t care about all the crap. She cared about making sure it was us.   
 
    “Small, right? Just friends and family?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “Yes. I want it to just be friends and family. I don’t want to invite everyone we know and their hairstylist.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. Interesting way of putting it.  
 
    I pulled her close to me, our naked bodies radiating warmth against each other. Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath. “So, you want teal? What other colors?” 
 
    “I don’t know. What other colors do you want?” 
 
    “How about … silver and black?”  
 
    She bit her lip, mulling it over. “I like the idea of that. I think those will look nice together.” 
 
    I don’t know why everyone said planning a wedding was hard. This was easy so far. Then again, we’re just in the planning stage. And once the business got up and going, it would make everything harder. That’s what the planner is for.   
 
    I didn’t want to put any extra stress on Ally, and I know oftentimes the girls got the extra pressure—so I decided to hire her a wedding planner. I just hoped it would be for the best and she could take full advantage of it.  
 
    “Do you know when you’re going to tell your parents?” 
 
    Ally bit her lip. “I was thinking in a month or two, at least … closer to three or four …” I could tell how nervous she sounded about it. “If that is okay?”  
 
    “It’s not my choice to make for you.” 
 
    “I know, but I don’t want you to feel like I’m second guessing it or anything. It’s just … my mom. She’s crazy about this kind of stuff. Her and my dad were together for eight years before they got married, so she thinks that is how it should be.”  
 
      
 
    And the truth is, I knew it was all moving really fast, and once my mom found out how much money Garth had, I didn’t want her thinking that I was getting married to him because of his money.  
 
    Once the company started up and we started making money, I’d be making more. I could contribute to the wedding more and could let her see that I wasn’t marrying him for his money but because I actually really loved him. I took a deep breath and squeezed Garth’s hand.  
 
    I knew if I were him, I wouldn’t like it.  
 
    “I get it,” he said with a grin.  
 
    My heart did a backflip. How did I get so lucky? I wondered.  
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    I knew I could never really put into words how much it meant to me that he didn’t mind, but I still tried.  
 
    Garth pulled me closer to him, his arms wrapping around me as he pulled me into his chest. My lips touched his skin as I closed my eyes. A yawn passed through my lips. Suddenly I was beyond tired and could hardly think.  
 
    I don’t remember falling asleep, but I do remember my dream. I was wearing a white lacy dress. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    “Well, hello gorgeous.” His voice sounded like silk. “How are you doing?” 
 
    “I got my toes in the water and my ass in the sand. How can it get better?”  
 
    “Actually, yes it can.” I turned to see him holding a beer out to me. I grinned, taking it from him. 
 
    “Now, I’m not sure it can get better.”  
 
    Garth settled down beside me, a beer in his own hand. He reached out and pulled me into his arms. I rested my head against his shoulder and took a deep reach of the fresh air, trying to savor every second of what we were going through.  
 
    It was perfect. I couldn’t ask for more. 
 
    “I was thinking, maybe we should come here after the wedding,” I said softly.  
 
    “I was thinking we could go somewhere else. Maybe Alaska, or Holland, or maybe even Ireland.” 
 
    “How about all of them?” I asked with a grin.  
 
    Garth grinned. “If that’s what you want.” 
 
    The idea of traveling the world did sound amazing. “Maybe once the business is up and going a little more. We could travel unless we really have to be into show places and get them set up. Which reminds me, everyone is going to go through training, right?” 
 
    Garth nodded. “I’ve been talking to a couple coaches about this. They think it would be a great idea if we both worked together and presented it together.” 
 
    My brow furrowed. “Are you thinking of actually staging a house?” 
 
    I was pretty sure we had a couple around that we could use.  
 
    “Yes. I was actually thinking of buying one.” My eyes widened. His cheeks flushed. “I know, I haven’t talked to you about it, but I was thinking if we bought one we could use it for training all the time. We wouldn’t have to worry about finding a place every time we wanted to do a training session. The coach suggested doing two or three sessions at least; he said if we did less, it would be harder for everyone to take everything in.” I nodded. I could see it, I guess.  
 
    “Alright, I guess that is how we will do it then.”  
 
    I looked out, watching someone surfing. “Would you ever try it?” I asked.  
 
    “What, that?” He pointed out to the person. “For sure.” 
 
    “Really?” My eyes widened. You should.” 
 
    He shrugged, a blush touching his cheeks. “Maybe if I get a little more drunk.” I laughed.  
 
    “I don’t think they are going to let you out in the water if you get too drunk.” 
 
    Garth’s eyes sparkled. “I’ll try. Maybe we can do it tomorrow.” 
 
    My heart did a backflip. Both of us? I hadn’t planned on learning to surf. I was more than happy to sit on the beach and work on my tan. Hell, water wasn’t really my thing. It’s not that I was scared of it, just that I wasn’t a huge fan of it. As long as I stayed away from it, I would be more than happy.  
 
    I took a swig of my beer. “So, what’s the plan for tonight?” 
 
    “I was thinking we could just sit here and drink beer.” 
 
    “So no dinner?” I raised an eyebrow. “You don’t want to try some local food?” 
 
    Garth pushed himself to his feet and held his hand out to me. “We can go anywhere you want.” And for a split second, I wasn’t sure if he was actually talking about just dinner. I took a deep breath and held my hand out to him. He pulled me to my feet, his eyes sparkling. His lips touched mine, and we headed for the hotel room so I could change..I know most people were walking around in their bikinis, but I was getting cold and didn’t want to freeze my butt off. I changed into a pair of jean booty shorts, and a sweater. It was still warm enough to have most of my skin showing. Garth reached out and traced the curves of my legs, up to my butt and placed a soft smack on it.  
 
    I jumped, letting out a soft giggle. I grabbed my purse and we headed out to the beach again.  
 
    “There is supposed to be a pretty good place down there.” Garth pointed towards a group of buildings. “It was on TV or something, some cooking show about how good it was.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. That peaked my interested.  
 
    “Sure, let’s go there.” 
 
    Garth grinned widely as he took my hand. “This is perfect. I’m so glad we decided to come here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath. It was amazing out here in the morning. I actually got up early enough to watch the sun rise, and it was so worth it. I stared, a warm cup of coffee in my hand.  
 
    Garth was still asleep, and for the first time in a while, I was truly alone for more than a couple seconds. I closed my eyes. 
 
    Everything was so crazy right now. I wanted to go home and just spend a few months at my place. I wanted to fall into a normal boring routine where everything … well, was normal. I didn’t want to have to think about being kidnapped, I didn’t want to need therapy. I didn’t want to plan my wedding—as excited as I was about it, I wanted a sense of calm. I wanted to feel like everything was boring. Was that so much to ask for? Was that strange? 
 
    Is it normal? I have everything anyone would want, but still I just want to go back to the way things were a few months ago.  
 
    It wasn’t that I didn’t love Garth or love being able to travel with him—I still wanted to travel the world. I still wanted to experience everything, and I was thankful that I could, but part of me did miss the simplicity of not being able to travel. Of not having money. 
 
    I smirked.  
 
    I’ve been wishing I had more money since I was 15, and now that I have the opportunity to make as much money as I can, I want to go back to being broke. I shook my head.  
 
    That wasn’t it. Even to myself, I couldn’t work it right.  
 
    “Morning, gorgeous.” His voice sent a chill down my spine. A good one.  
 
    I turned to him. My heart skipped a  beat, and for a split second, I questioned everything I had just thought about.  
 
    I stared at the man in front of me, and at that moment, I could see everything flash before my eyes. Wedding, kids, success, happiness. A smile touched my lips. He was in every one of those pictures with me.  
 
    I stood and padded over to him, wrapping my arms around his neck.  
 
    “Morning.” I placed a soft kiss on his lips, pulling him closer to me. “I’m glad you’re up in time to watch the sunrise with me.” 
 
    “How romantic of you.” His eyes sparkled as I pulled away. He looked me up and down as we drew apart, taking my hand as he reached out with the other hand and grasped my coffee cup. He drank half of it before giving it back.  
 
    I took it from him, trying to decide if I wanted to give him shit or laugh. Instead of doing either, I let him pull me over to where I had been sitting. We dropped down together.  
 
    “So, what’s the plan for the day?” I asked.  
 
    “I was thinking nothing. We laze around on the beach all day and read, or go on Twitter, or something.” He smiled as he looked out at the sunrise.  
 
      
 
    And that was exactly what we did most of the day. We sat around and did nothing. We lay on the beach, we read, we swam. Garth even tried to learn how to surf—which was much more fun to watch than anything I could have asked for.  
 
    He tried to convince me to join him, but I had no interest in learning how to surf. So I just sat back and watched as the girl tried to teach him, and as he sorta figured out what he was supposed to do. It was actually nice, both of us having our own thing to do. Mostly, I let my thoughts take over.  
 
    As I sat on the beach, I thought about everything I’d be able to teach everyone and the idea of having to do it. I’d never been good at speaking in groups. But I taught Alyssa before.  
 
    My heart dropped into the pit of my stomach. We’d gone to her funeral, along with everyone else who had worked with her, but since then, I hadn’t seen any of them. I hadn’t really wanted to go, but Garth insisted we did.  
 
    “Hey.”  
 
    His voice snapped me back to reality. “Hey, done already?” I looked him up and down. He had his clothes back on though his hair was still damp. He ran his fingers through it grinning.  
 
    “Yea, my body’s sore.” He laughed. “Anyways, I thought we could go do a little touring around.” 
 
    I stood, grabbing my purse and slipping it over my shoulder.  
 
    “Sounds good. Where did you have in mind?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I was just going to head downtown,” he said, taking my hand.  
 
    We headed for the hotel where we had a cab call for us. I waited outside, looking around. It truly was gorgeous. Even nicer than the postcards made it out to look. The palm trees rose high above the rest of the buildings around us, not that there were many buildings around us. There was the hotel and a couple other places like a restaurant. But it was pretty underpopulated compared to where I was used to living.  
 
    Garth came out and stood beside me. “They said they should be here soon.”  
 
    I nodded, crossing my arms over my chest. The sky was blue, and what few clouds were in it looked like you could just reach up and grab them without any issue. I knew that wasn’t true, but even still, I was tempted to try.  
 
    “Garth ...” I cleared my throat. “Do you think I have what it takes to help run this company?” I asked.  
 
    Garth paused, biting his lip. “Honestly, after everything that has happened recently, I’m inclined to doubt just about anything. But … I think you can. I think you have a chance at being amazing, honestly.”  
 
    “Are you going to be okay? I mean, starting a new business so soon.” 
 
    We hadn’t really talked about it. 
 
    Garth shrugged. “I’m not sure. I’m taking it one step at a time and seeing where I end up. It’s just a shame … I mean, he did it all for the payout. If I’d known he didn’t want me in the company … I’d have happily left, and we could have gone out on our own. I could have left the company, the money wouldn’t have mattered to me. I would have gladly given that up. I wouldn't have even batted an eyelash, but he hadn’t come to me about it. He’d never even suggested it might be an option.”  
 
    Garth stared off into space.  
 
    I reached out and grabbed his hand, squeezing gently.  
 
    “It’s just a shame, but I guess that’s what he deserves.” I couldn’t dispute him on that. 
 
    I knew Brent was Garth’s best friend at one point, but I had no attachment to him; other than the fact that he tried to kill me. I didn’t want anything to do with him ever again, and honestly, I never wanted to think about him or know if he was even alive or not. 
 
    Still, I knew it was hard on Garth, and if he was going to push me to go to therapy, I was going to go, but I was going to make sure he came with me. A smile touched his lips. “How did I get lucky enough to have you?” 
 
    “I was just wondering how I got lucky enough to have you,” I lied. Sure, that might not have been what I was thinking, but it was something I had wondered. So that kinda counted, right?  
 
    The fact is, I wanted to make him smile, and I did. So that was what mattered.  
 
    “Oh, there’s our cab,” I said, pointing towards it as he pulled into the parking lot and came towards us. It came to a stop, Garth stepped forward and opened the door for me.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said sliding into the back seat; he followed me and turned his attention to the driver.  
 
    “Downtown, please.” 
 
    The driver nodded, not saying anything as he put the car into drive and we headed towards the downtown area.  
 
    It didn’t take long; during the drive, neither Garth or I said a word. Garth paid the driver as he came to a stop. We got out, Garth held his arm out to me, and I took it.  
 
    “So, what do you buy while in Hawaii?” I asked, looking around.  
 
    “A snack.” Garth pulled me towards a street cart full of food. My eyes widened. The place we’d tried to go to last night had been closed, which meant we’d had to settle to for American. Now I stared at a sign that said Manapua. My brow furrowed as I looked at the small bun, and my mouth watered. It looked so good.  
 
    We made our way up to the cart and Garth ordered us each one, along with a papaya to split.  
 
    We took them over to a bench and sat down together.  
 
    My stomach grumbled as I stared down at the pastry, eagerly unwrapping it. My eyes sparkled as I took a bite.  
 
    “Mhmm.” I chewed, savoring every moment of it.  
 
    It was so fucking good. A sweet meat paste oozed out of the bite I’d just taken. I chewed quickly and swallowed.  
 
    “Here,” Garth handed me a piece of fruit before I could take another bite of my bun. My brow creased as I took the fruit from him; it’s not that I didn’t want it, just that I wanted to keep eating the bun.  
 
    Flavor overwhelmed me as I bit into it, the fresh juice trickling down my chin.  
 
    I closed my eyes, taking a deep breath.  
 
    The warm sun beat down on me. Garth sat beside me, and the food was amazing; the air smelt fresh, the scenery around me was gorgeous. I wasn’t sure what more I could want from a vacation. Except a little bit of shopping.  
 
    We finished our meal and stood again. 
 
    “That was really good,” I said, swallowing down the last bite.  
 
    “I can tell; you didn’t say a word the entire time.” Garth’s eyes sparkled.  
 
    He held his arm out for me again, and I took it, letting him lead me around.  
 
    “So, have you been here before?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “No?” My brow furrowed. “But … it’s like you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    Garth laughed again. “I did a quick Google search, nothing that impressive.” 
 
    My cheeks flushed.  Why hadn’t I thought about doing that? I’d been so excited about the trip. I should have thought to do a little research.  
 
    “So, we’ve got to bring back souvenirs, right?” His voice snapped me back to reality.  
 
    “I guess that’s probably a good idea.” I mean, no one actually knew we were here—but it would still be nice of us. Right? 
 
    Let’s try this place.” Garth motioned towards a small store.  
 
    My jaw dropped when he opened the door. I wasn’t sure how he’d decided on this one, but it was a good choice. The walls were full of shelves, all of which had something that looked homemade on it.  
 
    There were cans of preservatives, there were sweets, bags of coffee, purses, flowers, even jewelry. I bit my lip looking around.  
 
    There were so many options. I reached for a bracelet.  
 
    “Hi.” A woman smiled to my left. “Can I help you with anything?” 
 
    “Just looking around.” I gave her a soft smile. 
 
    “Are you visiting?” 
 
    “Yes,” Garth said.  
 
    She nodded, her gray curly hair bobbing up and down. “Just so you know,” She pointed towards a pile of purses. “Those are all made by a local designer. A great gift to take back for loved ones, or for yourself.” Her eyes shone. “If you need anything, just let me know.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, surprised she wasn’t trying to sell us everything in the store.  
 
    Garth padded over to the purses and looked through them.  
 
    “I bet my mom would love this,” he muttered, more to himself than anyone else. But it was a good idea.  
 
    I frowned as I grabbed a necklace and then headed over to the purses.  
 
    “That’s a good idea.”  
 
    Garth laughed softly. His eyes sparkling as I reached for a purse.  
 
      
 
    We headed back home the next day. We had needed a suitcase by the time we finished our shopping, and more than anything, we were going to be in need of a couple picture frames. I was excited to start personalizing the place, but it was what Garth said as we sat watching a movie that took me off guard,  
 
    “You know, we’re going to have to sell your place or mine depending on where we decide to live.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. I hadn't thought about it. “Well, I’m in a lease for a year still.” I bit my lip. What were we going to do? “You own this place?” 
 
    Garth nodded. “A friend of mine built the building, he gave me a good discount if I sold all the other condos within the first year of it being built.” 
 
    “And you did?” 
 
    “I had them sold within three months and even got a bidding war on two of them. He ended out making over two million that year.” 
 
    I stared wide-eyed at him. Wow. I had no clue how he had managed to do that, but I was impressed.  
 
    “So, you think we should get rid of my place?” I asked.  
 
    Garth bit his lip softly. “That depends; do you want to look for new places altogether? Or do you want to save up a little longer so we can afford something really nice?” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I honestly had no clue. “Let’s wait a little while. I’ll talk to my landlord and see what they say about getting released from the contract.” 
 
    After we figured out what was happening with that, we could figure out what to do next. I reached out and pulled him closer to me. I couldn't believe we were talking about houses and weddings. Not long ago, we hadn’t even really known each other.  
 
    It didn’t seem like that long ago that I jumped at the chance to move up in the company so that I could make more money. And when he’d taken me out shopping for the first time and said I couldn’t wear twenty dollar shoes to sell billion dollar homes—oh, I’d wanted to hit him! 
 
    I smirked. 
 
    Garth stretched out, resting his head on my lap as he took a deep breath. 
 
    “No kids, not any time soon,” he said out of the blue. 
 
    I stared down at him and snorted. “Alright.” I had no trouble agreeing to that. 
 
    We had our whole lives ahead of us. 
 
    We had England, and Ireland, and Canada ahead of us. Kids could wait for a little while; right? 
 
    My fingers tangled in his hair, and we both relaxed. This was what it was going to be soon. Work and relaxing together. 
 
    “So,” Garth cleared his throat. “Rebecca asked me if I’d be willing to take the stand during trials.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. All sense of calm I had was gone.  
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “I said I would if it meant you didn’t have to.” 
 
    “I can do it.”  
 
    I’d faced him down before, I could do it again.  
 
    “No. I’ll do it. I have to, for Alyssa.” 
 
    He wasn’t willing to admit it, but I think Alyssa’s death had hit him harder than he was saying.   
 
    “I think she’d rather you take the stand than I did.” I gave him a soft smile. “After all, you know how much she hated me.” 
 
    “I don’t think she hated you. I think she just hated the fact that I love you.” 
 
    When she found out about Garth and I, I’d thought she would try to kill me. There had been a couple times I thought she might try. 
 
    It’s a shame. And it was a shame that she had been taken advantage of by Brent. That he had dragged so many people into this without any regard for them. It made me sick that he could so easily disregard their lives—hell, even my life he so easily disregarded. 
 
    I had been in the way, and he thought the best thing to do was kidnap me. I should have been thankful it was Alyssa who was down there the entire time; I had been able to get through to her. 
 
    “I’ll be there with you,” I said. 
 
    Garth’s brow furrowed, processing my words. 
 
    Had I been lost in my own head that long? 
 
    “I mean when you’re testifying.” 
 
    “Oh. Are you sure? He might be there.” 
 
    I shrugged, pretending it didn’t matter. “I’ll be there with you.” 
 
    This was about us being there for each other. If that meant I had to be in the same room as Brent then I would have to suffer with that. I wasn’t going to leave Garth to go it alone. 
 
    We were in this life together now. We had to be there for each other, and I was going to be there for him. It was just that simple. 
 
    He reached up and grabbed my cheeks, pulling me down gently into a kiss. 
 
    “You’re amazing,” he whispered. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    His lips touched mine ever so gently. 
 
    The kiss was soft, loving. I poured every ounce of emotion I had for Garth into that kiss, hoping that he would be able to feel it. 
 
    He pulled away from me and sat up, pulling me into his arms. I reached out and grabbed the blanket, resting against his warm body. I wrapped the blanket around us and closed my eyes. 
 
    In my fiancé’s arms, I felt safe—despite everything we had been through and despite everything we were going to have to go through, right here and right now, I felt safe. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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