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Dedication

For the love of reading, for the love of writing. 

I need them. I love them. And they basically keep me sane. 
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Chapter 01
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***Zeke***

“Zeke...all I wanna do is cry...” Laudy’s voice is a distant whisper that flows through the phone. The pained words are clawing at my heart.

“What’s wrong? Shit...just...just go to our spot, Laudy. I’m already running out the door.” I tell her and start to pick up speed, making my way through the woods.

I don’t hear anything. I pull the phone away from my ear and see she’s hung up on me. My heart is pounding and branches are hitting me straight in the face with the same speed I’m rushing through the thick swamp forest.

“Laudy!” I bellow so hard my damn throat is raw the next instant.

I’m tasting blood already from the way I was tearing out of my house, pushing my lungs and body to their full extent. I don’t know what the hell is going on. All I know is Laudy needs me, and that’s enough to make me get to her at lightning speed. The devastation in her voice...she didn’t need to say anything else. 

We’ve been friends since kindergarten. First day of school a kid bullied me and Laudy walked up and she poured her milk over the little shit’s head. She became my best friend right then and there. Now, at the age of eighteen, I’ve been meaning to tell her that I want more than just the tight friendship we have. My feelings have grown, just like our bodies and minds developed over time. 

“Laudy!” My voice breaks as I reach the treehouse we built together. Somehow my gut knows she’s not here, but I climb up anyway. 

Reaching the top, I swing my head around and come up empty. She’s not here. She never came like I told her to...where the hell is she? I grab my phone except...the thing starts to ring in my hand.

An explosion rattles my brain. Swinging my head to the left, I can see it’s coming from the direction of Laudy’s place.

“Laudy!” I pant, my lungs still burning from running like a lunatic to get here. “Where are you?”

“Zeke. Zeke, it’s me. Listen,” It’s not Laudy’s voice but my brother’s, Roscoe. 

“Zeke. Zeke, wake the hell up, man.” 

I jolt awake at the sound of Earle’s voice, the sheet sticking to my sweaty skin. 

“Zeke. You awake, man? You okay?” My twin brother, Earle asks, standing next to my bed but keeping his distance.

I nod, not trusting my voice since my throat feels like someone deep throated me with a damn rasp or something.

“You sure? Didn’t sound like it when you woke me the fuck up, screaming her name.” Earle eyes me to see if I will talk about it.

Right this second, I hate having a twin brother, even more because we live in the same house. I should really get my own damn place so I don’t have to talk at all and just ignore the fact that I’ve been sleeping like shit for years. I give him another nod and slide out of bed, heading for the bathroom to pour myself a glass of water.

I stalk back into my bedroom and see Earle standing with a backpack in one hand. “I’m gonna head out, ‘kay. You know where to find me if you need me, right?”

Another nod is all I can manage before releasing a heavy breath, placing the glass on the nightstand. I might as well get dressed and head downstairs. There’s no fucking way I can sleep with that nightmare on a loop like it has been for the last few days. When they flare up like this, I know it will be weeks before they simmer down only to pop right back up again.

“This tears me up too, mon frère, seeing you like this,” Earle answers softly. “I’m going to fix Roscoe’s roof while I’m staying at his place. Take care, idiot. See you next week.”

I should say something but right now, I can only manage more nodding. I don’t even have a grunt to give. Earle knows when I need to be left alone. Hence the reason he’s going to stay for a week at our brother, Roscoe’s place. As an FBI agent, Roscoe spends a lot of time away as he’s been undercover for a while now. We all promised to look after the house he’s owned since he was about twenty and became a deputy in training. But it’s also been an escape for Earle. When I get in a mood like this, he stays out of my path, knowing I have to get through this alone.

I grab a pair of jeans along with a white tank and a flannel shirt. When I finally get downstairs, I notice my brother has already left and the house is finally quiet. Even if Earle woke me up before the dream turned even worse...I hate the fact that he now knows I still have them almost every damn night. He’s the only person who knows, though. I’ve never been able to give it a place in my heart, brain, whatever...when Laudy was ripped out of my life that day, sixteen years ago, a piece of me died.

Standing in the kitchen, I debate going to work or fixing myself something to eat. I decide to do neither of those things. Snatching up my keys, I head out and make a call in the process to see if Ken has some time for me later this afternoon. I’ve been adding more and more ink these last few months, my back piece is almost done. It’s the kind of therapy where I can deal with the pain and ink shit into my skin that’s already etched in my head anyway.

It’s late at night when I stroll back into the empty renovated church I call home and walk straight through the house and into my workspace. With a fresh haircut, slightly trimmed beard and more ink, I feel somewhat settled. Settled enough to focus on getting some work done anyway. I grab a beer from the fridge I have in my workspace, that’s located behind the church, and sit down at my desk. 

I select the chisel I was using to make a pattern into the wood and pick up where I left off to finish the pattern. I’ve been working on a new wooden handbag. That’s what I do...create different products out of wood. My specialty being handbags, clutches, hell...even coasters from bamboo, and shit. Delicate things that take me hours to make so it occupies my brain. Doesn’t hurt that it also feeds my bank account since the business I started up ten years ago has been most profitable. 

My clients are far more than just a few requests from around town, or the gift shop that my brother, Cyrus and his wife Bertie, own. Though I have to admit they do sell a lot of my products. I’ve also got a website where I receive orders from all around the world.

I’ve never went to school for any of it. As a kid, I would grab my pocketknife and start to carve a piece of wood. Laudy was the same way, we made lots of stuff together. Well, she used to focus on making hollow wood pencil cases. She used to go crazy with patterns, cutting out intricate pieces with such beauty and grace. I release a deep breath and curse myself internally for letting my mind slip back to her. 

I don’t know why the hell she’s been on my mind so much lately. It should be an open and shut memory in my head...Her family died, the night of that phone call...she lost everything that night...as I lost her. 

“Fuck,” I mutter as I throw the chisel I was using on the desk in front of me.

I clench my hand in an effort to contain where I cut myself. Standing up, I stalk over to the tiny sink in the corner and grab a towel from the shelf above it. My boot dents the trashcan as it goes flying in an effort to let go of some of my anger. From the fact that I wasn’t paying attention and from the way I still let Laudy rule my mind.

Just like Roscoe used to tell me, stop holding on to a dream while all you do is feed your nightmares; let her go. But that’s just it...I can’t...and that’s the reason Roscoe runs a check every now and then to see if she’s still out there. Roscoe transferred from the local sheriff’s office into the city quickly after it happened. Not so surprising since our hometown is fairly peaceful and there’s only room for one sheriff and he wasn’t going to retire any time soon. 

Roscoe always wanted to move higher up and was driven by righteousness, the need to complete a puzzle. Ever since Roscoe started working for the FBI, he’s kept his distance from us; his family, and his hometown for that matter. He does undercover work and seems to slide in deeper every time. 

I need to head on over to the locker at the train station to see if Roscoe left some news...maybe he has managed to track her down. Even now after all these years, I’m still searching for her. Yes, she might have died like the rest of her family that night; in the explosion. They never found her body but the heat and the explosion...anything is possible.

I’m the only one Roscoe keeps in touch with. Well, not really. He just drops off an envelope at a train station locker every once in a while. I do the same if I need him to know something, or hell...just to let him know how we’re all doing. How impersonal can you get, huh? But still, it’s a direct contact line to my brother so that’s how we keep it flowing between us.

No one knows where the locker is, except for me. Our family knows we keep in contact this way but with Roscoe being undercover it’s just safer not to tell and keep it how it is. He always places two envelopes in there. One with Claudette written on it, most times there’s only one paper in there letting me know he found nothing. And another envelope with a short letter to let me know everything is fine with him. It’s been weeks since I last went to check. 

I pull away the cloth and see the bleeding has somewhat stopped. Enough to put a bandage on it anyway. I take care of it and decide to make the long drive to the train station. Might as well since I can’t even manage to keep my brain focused on work...and it’s not like I’m looking forward to getting some sleep. Sleep that takes me back to where my brain is stuck in a moment it wants to change so badly...it gives it an effortless try every damn night.

Screw it. I’m gonna go. I grab a sketchpad and a pen from the desk along with an envelope and head out to my truck. It’s a long-ass drive but with some music on, I’ll be back within four hours. I make a stop when I’m almost there to grab some coffee. I make sure to write a note to my brother, letting him know how everybody is doing.

Like how Bertie and Cyrus are working on another kid. Hell, everybody is working on another kid except me, Earle, and Roscoe himself don’t have a woman...yet. My sister, Hallie Mae was the last victim. There’s this family tradition that goes around, something rooted in our DNA so to speak. Well, that’s what my ma and pa always like to say; once you meet the right one, you’re hooked. It worked for them, and hell...for more than half of my siblings too.

I’d still like to believe it, except my gut told me Laudy was still my one and only. Seeing I don’t have her and these last few months feel like I’m getting to be more of a lost cause. I’ve never even glanced at or touched another woman. I fold the letter and put it into the envelope, all the while shaking my head at my own thoughts.

Roscoe is the oldest but he’s still busy with his career, and I bet he’ll be old and gray before he will allow himself to settle down. As for my twin brother...he would need to do some kind of hygiene speed course, because that man makes women run away instead of throwing themselves at him.

At least I’ve got my shit together now; new haircut, beard trimmed, new ink. I’m glad I went into town today. And now this long drive...maybe I need to pack up and leave. Just pick a town somewhere and start all over. Earle would freak out, but maybe that will get him to look after himself.

Our sister, Hallie Mae, was with us for a few days a while back. She cleaned our whole house and I felt like I could finally breathe again. Yeah, I can admit to the fact that my brother and I lived like pigs. But I’ve kept everything clean since then, much to Earle’s irritation. Come to think of it...maybe he would just disappear underneath a thick layer of filth.

Fuck. I really need to think of a way to get him to clean up his act like I did after Hallie Mae showed me the benefits of cleanliness. Yeah...I might need to set up a huge intervention to get him to clean up...not just his act, hell...everything.

Finally reaching my destination, I park my truck and walk to the locker. To my surprise, it holds a box this time. The box has been wrapped with extra tape with two sealed envelopes laying on top. One with Laudy’s full name on it, and one with just my name. I switch the contents with my letter for Roscoe, close the locker and head back to my truck.

I decide it’s best to open everything when I get home. That way I won’t have my mind wondering about anything that can distract my driving. Instead, I focus on my way back, and the design I plan on finishing later tonight. The hours seem to fly by until I park my truck in front of the house. I grab the two envelopes and the box from the front seat and stalk into the house.

Placing the items on the table, I grab myself a beer, pop the top, and down half while eyeing the things on the table. My gut tells me not to open the package, yet my mind is curious as fuck. Maybe I should open the letter first...he never left a package before.

I check the package and see it’s been sent to a weird PO Box. The stamps indicate it came from the Netherlands, the date is over a month ago. What the hell? Before I know what I’m doing, the beer bottle dances in its place on the table while I start to rip open the package. When I reach inside, and my fingers wrap around the wooden craftsmanship, I feel as if someone plunged a knife in my chest.

Dropping it back into the box, I feel like I can’t breathe. I need air. I burst through the door and start to run. The first branches of the swamp forest hitting my face is the last thing I feel because my body goes completely numb. This can’t be happening, it’s impossible. My mind shuts down as my speed picks up.
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***Laudy***

The sounds of nature in this swamp around me are loud and yet there’s this serene silence that rings out in my ears. What a huge difference compared to yesterday when I was cooped up in the city life of Amsterdam. Sadness hits me and a tear slides down my cheek. Gosh, I’ve missed this place. The swamp. My hometown.

I take a deep breath and close my eyes. I did the right thing coming back here. Though it wasn’t on my mind until I got the letter with a plane ticket in there. And to be honest? It all still scares the shit out of me. But it couldn’t have happened at a better time.

I mean, when you have a roommate who sells your stuff so she can buy the weed she needs because she can’t last a day without a joint or three—to each their own—but I happen to like my stuff where it is and not having to worry if I will still have any personal possessions left by the end of the day. 

She even got me arrested a few weeks ago. She was listening to music so loud the windows were shaking, then left at the same time I came home. I turned down the volume and heard knocking. Surprise, surprise...it was the cops. 

They stated they would confiscate the stereo equipment and I said hell no. Since, yeah...it was mine, not my roommate’s, and I wasn’t even the one playing loud music. But what did they care, huh? The other choice they gave me was that I had to come with them. That’s right, they arrested me and I had to walk back in the middle of the night after they did all the paperwork. So here I am, starting all over like I had to sixteen years ago, but this time it’s wrapping me in old memories...ones I ran from last time. 

I shrug off my backpack and let it slide to the ground. Stalking over to the tree, I sit down and lean my back against it. I’m so tired from the long flight and getting here...even if this place is just a wooden floor, a railing, and a roof above my head...I consider this the second-best place on Earth. And I missed it. 

The first best place, though? Would be in the arms of my best friend. His bear hugs were the best. It’s been so many years yet if I close my eyes...I can still remember every detail. Even the thought of him makes warmth bloom inside me. Even if I haven’t seen him for so long, he’s been my strength and reason. The mere thought of him is what kept me alive for this long...and him along with it.

I hear someone approaching, branches snapping, hard breathing. Fear slices through me. Was the letter wrong? Did they lie about it being safe for me to return? My heart feels like it’s going to explode out of my chest as I shuffle into a corner where the shadow can hide me. 

Dammit, I left my backpack in the middle of the space. Nothing I can do about it now, except hope it’s the only person who knows about this place...the one I helped build...the one I’ve missed for sixteen years.

A large figure begins to climb the stairs. The moonlight isn’t giving much away other than an image of broad shoulders, thick hair, a beard...he’s huge. Zeke. Zeke is now standing in the tree house. The one we built together. The one that was our safe place...the one I knew he was running to when I had to leave town...leave town to protect him...the only person I had left.

His breathing is loud, rasping in and out while his chest rises and falls. The flannel shirt he’s wearing is hanging loose while the white tank underneath is stretched to its full extent. His sleeves are cuffed up, showing muscled forearms. He’s changed so much over time and the torment that’s plainly written on his face makes me gasp.

He turns to fully face me while I slowly stand up. 

“Zeke.” I croak.

His eyes widen in shock, taking a step back, he stumbles over my backpack, falling down on his ass while he’s looking at me like he’s seen a ghost. And let’s face it...he might as well be. I was given a choice that night...I chose the one I thought was best. Seeing his face in this moment makes me wish I died that night too.

“Zeke,” I whisper again but he shakes his head no and scoots back.

Pointing at me he states, “You...you didn’t die? You’re here? Now?” He scrambles up, his voice rising as he says in anger, “You didn’t die and come here after all these years? I thought you fucking died. I died too that fucking day. I...I...” he stalks to the stairs we made together, facing me once more with a look that certainly makes me wish I did die that night. 

“You should have never come back,” he says with resolution.

Every word he threw at me feels like bricks piled up on my chest. I can’t breathe, I feel like my chest is ready to explode. The only thing I can manage is a sob that escapes. What was I thinking coming back here? It’s like losing him all over again.

It takes some time to get that big lump in my throat to lessen somewhat for me to get enough air into my lungs to make myself move. Picking up my backpack, I head for the only place I can think of...because that asshole who sent me the letter and the plane ticket was wrong. So damn wrong.

It’s been years since I’ve walked through this swamp and yet I know it like the back of my hand. And I damn well hope that asshole still lives in the same house because I’m knocking on his door in the middle of the night and I would be just as pissed as the new owners if he wasn’t living there anymore.

The door opens and I don’t even see who’s standing there but just fire off my fury. “You were wrong. How can you write me a letter like that? Give me a plane ticket to go with it to drag me back here, telling me that it’s safe again and that I need to see your brother. Well, newsflash, asshole, he hates me.” I’m pounding on a chest that’s grunting while I punctuate my words. “Hate, hate, hate.”

I sob as the guy wraps his arms around me, pulling me close into a tight hug. How can he be hugging me while I’m so freaking pissed? Wait. Oh, yikes. “Let me go, you freaking stink like a gator who’s been dead for six weeks.”


Pushing away, I see who I’ve been yelling at. It’s Earle, not Roscoe, and he looks exactly like his brother except his beard is all wild, ink on his biceps, and his hair is all over the place. There might be a mouse or two living in there by the smell of it.

“Seriously, Earle...what the hell?” I slap a hand over my mouth and nose. 

His furry eyebrows lower. “I was huggin’ ya, Claudette. I was being nice, no need to return the favor with being rude.”

“Well, excuse me, Mr. Stinky, for letting you know about your problem.” Dammit. I’m a nice person. I fist my hands and hold them up against my face. “Sorry, Earle. I’m just very angry right now and it’s all because of your brother.”

“Zeke? Well, don’t ya think that’s your problem? You rising back from the dead and all? I mean...that’s harder to fix then my so-called hygiene problem...don’t ya think?” Mister stinky even uses freaking air quotes with the word hygiene. 

Does he really not realize it’s that bad? “So-called...dude...you stink. Hasn’t anyone ever mentioned that to you before? Are you even around a girl, date? Crap...not my business, go get yourself a bath and get Roscoe for me because I need to punch him in the face.” 

“I did like hugging you,” Earle mutters while he fiddles with his beard.

“Earle,” I sigh. Shit...he always was such a dreamer, always locked in his own head, not a care in the world about anything else. Seems not much has changed. “Can you please either let me in so I can talk to Roscoe, or get him to the door?”

“Nah, I can’t...Roscoe hasn’t been home for years. He’s away for his job, haven’t heard from him in...well, years.” Earle steps back. “But you can come in.”

I follow him into the house after closing the door behind me. “Not heard from Roscoe in years? Is he not the sheriff? He was a deputy when I left.”

“He’s not the sheriff, no. He left a few weeks after you disappeared, got a better job in the next town over. He’s still in law enforcement, out on a job in fact...or somethin’ like that, hell if I know. Not here, that’s for sure, like I said...hasn’t been for years now.” Earle shrugs.

“Dammit. I really looked forward to punching him in the face. Why would he make me go back home when he hasn’t been here himself for years?” I mutter to myself.

“Wait just an effin’ minute. Roscoe made you come here?” Earle scratches himself on his head.

“Okay, buddy. You need to take a bath, shower, wash...get cleaned up. I’ll fix your hair when you’re done. Then we’ll talk. You are giving me the willies the way you are now.” I shudder.

His shoulders slump and he whines like a little kid. “But that’s so much work.” 

Oh, for crying out loud. “Yes, you big baby. That’s how the real world works, you have to do something to get something.” I shake my head. 

“Do I at least get another hug?” His eyes twinkle with mischief.

I poke him in his chest. “If you don’t smell and wear fresh clothes...maybe. Oh, wait...and if I can crash on the couch. I’ve been up almost twenty-six hours and I don’t have a place to stay.”

“Deal. Roscoe has a spare bedroom upstairs, end of the hall on the left. No need to get a room at the Snap-Inn. If that idiot brother of mine got you here, he probably has a reason. We’ll talk after my shower, yeah?”

“Yeah.” I smile.

He steps forward and I just know he’s trying to see if I would hug him again but I step back and point in his face. “Shower. Hygiene; fresh and squeaky clean. Get it done.”

“It was worth tryin’, hey?” The corner of his mouth twitches.

I watch him disappear up the stairs before I sit on the couch and grab a protein bar from my backpack. Crap. I’m so freaking drained. Polishing off the protein bar, I stalk into the kitchen and put my mouth underneath the tap and drink some before I resume my spot on the couch. Waiting seems to drag on because Earle is taking his time...well, he should, but it also makes me drowsy. 

I slide down to one side of the couch and close my eyes for just a tiny moment. I always hate sleeping, dreading it, because of the nightmares. It’s something I can’t control. Yet now it’s more like I’m crashing; my body is shutting down, needing to rest. Everything fades to black as I let exhaustion claim me.
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***Zeke***

Storming into the house, I try and catch my breath while standing in the living room. Christ. I think I’m going insane. The last few hours didn’t happen. It’s just not possible. I mean...yeah, I’ve had Roscoe search for her all these years, but it was just...I don’t fucking know...wishful thinking? Sixteen effin’ years. How? Just...how?

Anger rises within me, even more than when I saw her. A growl rips from my throat as I throw everything off the table in one go. The wood pencil case connects with the wall with force and splinters into pieces. Just fucking great.

Spinning on my heels, I head for my workspace. I need to get lost in something. Just...I don’t know, grab an ax and start chopping some wood. Anything to get rid of this fury boiling inside me.

Fury? It might be even close to desperation...or I might as well be losing my sanity for that matter. My hand tightens on the chisel while I drag a log into the middle of my workspace. Instead of going nuts, an eerie calm settles over me as I drag my knives, chisels and gouges closer as I begin to work on the log. 

Transforming the chunk of wood into something else. I don’t even care or focus on making something beforehand, I just go with what my hands create...how the wood reacts, where my mind is.

A few hours pass before I’m brought out of my work element by the ringing of my phone. Checking the caller ID, I see it’s Earle. My first thought is to let it ring but I didn’t even give him one damn word when he left this morning so I kinda owe him.

“Yeah?” I mutter. Hey, I know it’s not one of the nicest way to greet my brother but I’m trying here.

“Dude. Your girl is back from the dead.” The idiot whispers.

Why is he whispering? And... “How the hell do you know that?”

“Because she was knocking on Roscoe’s door. That effin’ idiot seems to have told her to come home for you.” He’s still whispering.

Why would Roscoe send her home? Shit. Stupid question since I’ve asked him to keep looking for her. I should have checked the damn locker sooner...a little warning might have...fuck, no. Sixteen damn years and not one effin’ word. Why fucking now? And, dammit, “Why are you still whispering, dude?”

“Because Detty is sleeping on Roscoe’s couch.”

“Detty? The fuck, Detty! It’s Claudette and you know it. Get away from her you creep and let her sleep.” Dammit, my brother’s an idiot.

“Ssssshhh, bro,” the idiot shushes me. “She hugged me. She promised another hug if I cleaned myself up so I took a shower.”

“You took a...” I groan and bang my phone against my forehead a few times to calm my shit. “Earle...I’m gonna hang up now. You’re going to get your stinkin’ ass upstairs and away from Claudette. Get some sleep, I’ll call in the morning.”

“I can do that. My ass doesn’t stink anymore...but okay...night, bro.”

“Yeah, night, Earle.” I close my eyes while releasing a heavy sigh.

There’s no way to talk sense into that guy anyway and it’s none of my business. Claudette has been on my mind and in my life enough to last a lifetime. From what I saw in that dim moonlight, life has treated her well. It’s not like she cared enough about me to let me know she was still alive. Why now? She had close to five thousand and nine hundred days to pick one of those days and let me know. To stop the worry and hurt. Yet she didn’t. Seems like she didn’t share the same love I held for her as she did for me. That’s pretty damn clear.

I put my phone on silent and pick up one of my knives. My whole body settles, like every nerve end numbs. My mind focuses on just the wood and the tool in my hand. The excitement of creating something new flows through my veins. For the first time in a long while, I feel like I’m closing a door from my past and opening a new one that holds the fresh promise of change.

It’s early morning when I finish as the first rays of sun burst through the side window. Snatching up the tools that are spread all around me, I make fast work to clean up. When I’m done, I stretch my arms above my head and look down at the finished design. There’s clearly an ache in my chest I’m ignoring. Eyeing the open heart I’ve created from the log, adding different details and texture, it’s like I’ve poured everything out.

A heart that’s not perfect; battered, cracked slightly in half caused by elements of life. Fuck. I’ve created something I want to smash to pieces since mine already is. Yeah...I might have closed the door to the past and yet I can’t help some shit that’s slipping through the cracks. I shake my head and stalk over to the house. I need a damn shower. I come to a stop when I see Earle and Claudette getting out of Earle’s truck. 

“Go away.” I growl.

There’s no use to slam the door in their face since Earle lives here too and therefore has an effin’ key. 

“Come on, Zeke, just hear the lady out,” Earle tries.

Spinning around, I point a finger at her while addressing Earle. “She had sixteen effin’ years. I gave her sixteen damn, effin’ years for that fucking option. It’s too late. I’m done.” 

Earle glances at Claudette. “What did I tell ya? He’s a koppige klootzak.” The idiot chuckles. “Did I pronounce that correctly?”

Sadness paints Claudette’s face while she nods.

“What was that?” I question, immediately regretting the question since I shouldn’t care. “Never mind,” I state and start to pick up the mess I threw off the table last night.

“I called you a stubborn asshole, that’s what. Well, more like a stubborn nutsack, in Dutch since Claudette spent time there and is now teaching me all the neat curse words. Because when she mentioned that the folks over there almost always use body parts as curse words...it’s funny.” Earle beams. “You know how to pronounce cut, right? It actually sounds a lot like kut in Dutch, but kut means pussy, you know...vagina. There, now I’ve taught you another Dutch word.”

“Fan-fucking-tastic. Just go and leave me alone.” I stalk into the hallway and grab the broom, swiping up the pencil case Claudette made and make sure she sees me throwing it in the trash.

The tiny gasp coming from her mouth should hurt me as much as it sounds like I’ve hurt her feelings by doing this, but the truth is...it’s all as raw as it is now so I decide to not care at all. It’s easier to deal with this by being an asshole, then so be it.

“Please, Zeke,” her voice wavers.


I make myself harden some more and face her head on. “No. We might have had something once, but whatever it was...we don’t have it anymore. You made that choice, not me. So, you see, Claudette...there’s nothing left. We are nothing to one another, the only similarities we have is the fact that we both belong to the human race.”

I don’t see Earle’s fist coming until it hits my jaw. “Koppige klootzak.” The idiot repeats again before taking Claudette’s elbow as he leads her out of the house. 

Good. 

Effin’. 

Riddance.

Every last inch of fight is drained from me as I drag my tired ass up the stairs. I take a quick shower before I finally crash on my bed. My eyes close and for the first time...I dream of absolutely nothing.

Waking up feels as if I’ve slept for a week. My head is pounding and my eyes burn. It’s like the worst sleep ever and yet one glance at the clock tells me I’ve slept over eight hours. Which means I’ve slept through the day. I decide to fix myself some food and head downstairs. After making a sandwich and grabbing a bottle of water from the fridge, I spend the rest of the night watching movies.

Days pass and it’s just like the same day is flipped to repeat, making them flash by uneventful. Until Tuesday comes around the corner. It’s the day I usually swing by the gift shop at Bertie’s gator farm. I gather a few things I made to sell at the gift shop and get in my truck. I need to swing by the grocery store on the way back so it’s a good day as any to run errands.  

I park my truck at the back entrance of the gator farm and lift my chin at Dale, my brother-in-law. He works here and is married to my sister, Elsie, who also works at the gift shop. Well, not every day anymore since they have a kid now. 

“Elsie in?” I shout at Dale as he unloads some bags onto a trolley. 

He places his boot on the trolley, takes off his cowboy hat and wipes his forehead. “Nah, she’s at home, she switched with Pam.”

“Okay, well...see ya guys next Saturday.” I say, reminding myself and him about the barbeque at my parents’ house that Elsie is organizing for the family. Well, everyone except for Roscoe since he hasn’t been back here in years due to his job.

“Yeah, see ya next Saturday.” Dale says and grabs another bag to throw on the trolley.

The gator farm is still quiet, not a lot of visitors yet, but it’s early enough so there’s that. My brother, Cyrus and his wife Bertie have made this place into a booming business. Protecting, saving, and caring for gators while raising funds to do so and let the public enjoy the gators from a healthy perspective for all.

My brother, Earle, helps with the gators too. Hell, we all know how to handle them, but Earle loves to roll around in the mud. With his stinky attitude and lack of hygiene to go with it, it shouldn’t come as such a surprise. But the thing is...he just likes the struggle. Like how he works out, he doesn’t choose to use iron to pump weight, but grabs a log or anything nature gives to pump his muscles. He’s just very basic.

I swing the bag off my shoulder as I step into the store, halting my steps when I see Claudette standing next to Pam behind the counter. Dammit. What the hell is she doing here? I choose to ignore her instead of making a scene, I stalk to the counter and place the bag on it.

“Pam. I brought some new stuff, can you log it in for me?” I say matter-of-factly

Pam beams at me. “Sure thing, handsome. I’ll get your stuff in a jiffy.” She dashes away while I make myself busy with pulling the items I made from my bag.

“Hey, Zeke.” I hear her voice say my name and try like hell to ignore the turmoil of feelings it brings up inside me. “Hope you don’t mind me working here every now and then. Earle talked to Bertie and she said it was perfect because,”

“Yeah, Elsie has a kid and wants to spend more time at home now that they’re trying for a second. I don’t own this town, Claudette, and I certainly don’t own you. I couldn’t care less,” I mutter, regretting the sneer I lash out.

I’ve emptied my bag and decide to leave before I lose control and spew some more hurtful things. Dammit, I thought for sure the last few days of staying home, no more nightmares, and closing the door on what was back then would end what I felt for her. Guess I was wrong.

“Tell Pam to give the envelope to Elsie, I’ll get it from her.” I can’t help the rumble of words, making them come out harsher, before I turn to leave.

I’m almost at the door when I hear the clicking of heels and a soft hand on my arm. When I look back I’m actually hating the fact that it’s Pam that’s stopping me instead of Claudette. “Hang on, handsome...here, you forgot this.”

She holds out the envelope Elsie always gives me with all the details of the sales and shit.

“Thanks.” I give her a wink and take the envelope.

Pam sighs and curls a lock of her hair behind her ear. She’s pretty enough, blonde hair, blue eyes and a great personality. I’m just not attracted to her.

“Zeke...would you mind asking me to come to the barbeque Elsie was talking about? I’d love to go.” Her fingers slide over my arm again as she looks at me through her lashes. Unconsciously my eyes drift to Claudette who doesn’t even hide the hurt and jealousy written all over her face.

Her hands are tightened to fists, white from the clenching. What the hell? We were practically kids when she vanished; teenagers. I meant to tell her I wanted more but we never discussed it, I was too scared to throw away our friendship.

Yet again all of it becomes too much for me to deal with right now. And this also entails Pam. I don’t have any intention of hurting Claudette with dating someone else to get even. Fuck no. That’s not at all how my head, or this damn life works.

“No, Pam. The barbeque is family only and if it wasn’t...I’m not looking for a date or a damn girlfriend. Sorry, but I’m not your ticket in.” I gently tell her and yet my words are harsh enough to have her back off completely.


Pam gives me a reassuring smile. “Okay, no worries. I’ll ask Earle if he’s up for it.”

“You do that.” I shake my head at the indifference. 

And that’s how it normally goes–one chick tries with one of us and if me or my brother rejects the woman hops to the other brother. Good thing we don’t work that way. Some chicks think it’s necessary to compare dudes, even more when they’re twins. Without looking back, I leave the gift shop and head for my truck.

My brother and I might look the same, but we’re two complete different people. He’s more laid back while I eat myself up inside most of the time and fuss over shit he would shrug his damn shoulders over. 

Besides that? We don’t fall for the same chicks. I like the nerdy type, curvy with chestnut hair, slightly curly...glasses, high cheekbones and a cute as hell nose with freckles scattered over it. Fuck to hell and back...I just described Claudette to a T.

It might take another sixteen years to get over her. The curse of my family seems legit. Two of my brothers and both of my sisters are married, and all of them knew deep down that their person was it for them the first time they met. True love and all that shit. As a kid I knew Claudette was meant to be my friend...as I grew older I thought she was meant to be my whole world. Guess I was wrong.

I hit the gas and try to focus on the road and mentally adding things on my grocery list. That’s better than thinking of the shit I can’t seem to get a grip on anyway. This time I do wish I was more like my brother...he doesn’t have a care in the world, while I on the other hand still can’t shake the hurt and jealousy I saw on Claudette’s face when Pam slid her hand over my arm. 

A knock on my window brings me out of my thoughts. Dammit. I need to keep my head into the now since I was already parked in front of the grocery store. I really should clear my head, damn dangerous driving like that. Beau steps away from the door, allowing me to get out of my truck.

“Hey, Zeke.” He slaps me on my shoulder. “How’ve you been doin’? Still not sleeping well?”

Beau had a relationship with Claudette’s older sister, Geraldine. He might be the only one who understands how it’s been for the last sixteen years. Well, now with one damn difference, Geraldine’s not coming back since she died that night. 

“I’ve been sleeping well, ever since Claudette stumbled back into town like nothin’ effin’ happened.” I grumble. 

Beau stares at me wide eyed, face filled with panic while his mouth drops open, revealing a missing tooth. My brother knocked that one out years back and I guess he never got it fixed. It takes a moment before he schools himself. “No shit?”

“No shit, Beau. But that’s all I want to say about it. She should have stayed away, would have been better for all of us.” I tell him.

“I thought she was dead, man...I never expected her to still be alive after all these years.” Beau mutters as he scratches his chin.

“Well,” I sigh. “I don’t know what’s worse; sixteen years of hoping while deep down I thought she was already dead or have her cross my path expecting me to have a happy effin’ chat like we’re best effin’ buddies.” 

“Yeah, yeah...for sure. Look, I gotta go, there’s...I just...I gotta go.” Beau mutters and stumbles away.

Shit. I didn’t think. That must have been hard as hell with me spewin’ it out like that. His girlfriend died that night and here I am complaining Claudette’s back, alive and well.

I’m such a fucking idiot. I rush into the store and grab enough groceries to keep me locked inside the house for weeks. Best to keep to myself right now.
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***Laudy***

––––––––
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It’s been over two weeks since I came back, and I’ve seen Zeke two times. Now I’m about to do it again and hope that the third times a charm. I don’t know why I let Earle talk me into this. Well, I do. He used a pouty face, telling me he’s been a good boy and washed behind his ears and all. I chuckle at the thought. Earle has always been nice to me.

He’s still saying that Zeke will turn around and that I would have my chance to talk to him about all of it once he’s calmed down. Yet, I have my doubts. Zeke always was a guy who focused on something, good or bad, and pinned the thought to map out every detail. His mind would work overtime, a hard mindset until he gave it an indefinite place inside his head. And now, he’s not the guy I knew all those years ago. Clearly, he’s become a different man, still that hard head, yet different.

Not only by appearances, rugged as if the years have been harder on him, adding the gray hairs and lines in his face, giving him an older look. All that muscle, tattoos, and yet when I look at him I still feel the way I did when I left. I guess some things don’t change because I left for him...I couldn’t stand losing Zeke how I lost my whole family. Leaving was indeed the best, and only option I had been given.

“You want a beer?” Earle holds out a bottle for me.

I should leave, though their family welcomed me mere minutes ago with open arms. And that’s just it...Zeke’s whole family is here. Well, everyone except for Roscoe. The man I would like to throat punch, that’s for sure.

“Thanks.” I mutter and grab the bottle when I see Zeke strolling into the back yard. 

Judging by the look on his face I really do need a beer, more than one, most likely. Either that or I need to disappear on the spot or somehow leave without being seen. Shit. So much for that because he’s stalking right toward us.

“Why’s she here, Earle?” Zeke rumbles without acknowledging me. 

I release a deep sigh, deciding I might as well be the bitch he thinks I am. “Earle, give us a moment, please.” 

Earle nods while he glares at Zeke before he stalks away.

“Listen, I didn’t come here to fight with you or beg for your forgiveness or anything. I came because Earle asked me to and I haven’t been anywhere except for Roscoe’s house and the gift shop. Even the gift shop was only two times, so...” 

“Are you seeing Earle now? That’s how it is?” The vein on the side of his head is ready to blow while his eyes are filled with fury.

Tightening my hand into a fist, I punch his shoulder. I get ready to punch him again when he grabs my waist and spins us around, my back hitting the tree. Zeke hisses and drags me to the ground the next instant. 

The turmoil of shouting, Zeke standing up, glancing around while he orders me to stay down confuses the hell out of me. All Zeke’s family members storm into the house and come out the next minute armored with shotguns and start to disappear into the trees that surround the house.

Zeke is rooted to the ground until his eyes find mine. “You okay?”

My eyes bounce from the tree lines back to him until I notice his shoulder that’s starting to turn red. “You’re bleeding!” I gasp and flash up.

Zeke curls his arm around my waist and turns me toward the house. “Come on, we need to get inside.”

“Inside? But you’re hurt...why...what, what’s happening?” I ask in confusion.

Zeke doesn’t stop until we’re standing in a bedroom inside the house, surrounded by the protection of walls. “I took a hit in the shoulder, and if my eyes weren’t playing tricks on me...I just saw my fucking brother chasing someone through the woods.”

“Someone shot you? Oh, God...it wasn’t safe for me to return...but why would your brother say it was? I never would have returned if...oh, shit.” The blood in my veins turns cold. This is why I stayed away for almost sixteen years. “I need to go. Now. Let go, Zeke. I need to get away from you.” I plead.

Zeke’s fingers tighten on my upper arms. “What brother of mine said it was? The same fucking brother I just thought I saw? The one who none of us have seen in years? What the fuck is going on, Claudette?”

“You’re hurting me,” I whimper at the way he’s still gripping me.

Zeke’s chest is rapidly rising and falling, his eyes hold so many emotions and I’m sure they mirror mine. I wish we were back to the point in time where there was still an us. Where the man standing before me was the guy who had faith in me, trusted me like I trusted him. I now realize that I did lose him that night. Losing a loved one is unbearable, yet this feels the same and somehow repeats the hurt over and over.

“Claudette,” Zeke snaps.

I whimper from the pain in my upper arms before I steel myself and tug free from his hard grip.

“No more!” I scream and step back to point a finger in his face. “It was your brother who told me to run and hide because he couldn’t get me into witness protection, or protective custody, what the hell ever, but I needed to stay away from you. And it was your brother who wrote me a letter with a plane ticket asking me to return home. That it was safe, that you needed me, that...” my voice breaks as I’m unable to keep the rest to myself. “That I finally had the chance to tell you how I felt about you. But it’s gone. He lied. All these years and look! You’re bleeding! He could have killed you! I can’t...I need to go. This time I won’t come back, Zeke. And that’s what you wanted these last few weeks right? Wishing I never came back? Well...you got it.” I furiously wipe the tears away that have silently and unwillingly fallen before I add. “I’m sorry. About everything. I never wished for any of this to happen.”

I try to step around him but he blocks me. “Now wait just a goddamned minute. Give me a name, Claudette. Or better yet, give me two. Who the hell took a shot at you and what fucking brother of mine? Never mind, I can guess that one, Roscoe, right?”

“I don’t know who! That’s just it. The person who’s responsible for killing my family...I never saw him. Roscoe said that night that the perp was going to go after me. I was supposed to be home too, but I was late. We fell asleep on your couch and I was almost an hour past my curfew. Roscoe said I would get you and him killed too if I stayed. Rambling about how we lived in a little town, that there was no chance, I could easily die. And that you would never let me go...so he gave me money to get on a plane. I...I didn’t want to leave, I didn’t want you hurt...I had no one. I trusted him...I saw the truth in his eyes and with what just happened...with what I saw...I had no other choice.” I swallow back the emotions that should have died inside me along with everything else on that day.

I was broken and numb. Then and now; all of this is bringing back waves of memories and emotions I had tried to bury deep. The only thing that I haven’t told him...dammit, I might as well. “I didn’t choose for myself to live that night. I chose you. And look at the blood, Zeke. Look. All I ever do is cause you pain. How we worked so well in the past, you were right, we might have had something once, but whatever it was...”

I can’t even finish that sentence. For the second time I try to pass him but Zeke grabs my shoulders and spins me around, my back hitting the door as he cages me in with his body.

“Fucking look where I’m hit, Claudette. See how that’s eye level for you? Because that bullet was meant to hit you right in the fucking head. Don’t tell me it’s me they’re after, or that I’m at risk. Fuck that. My brother might have been right but that was not his decision to make. And I will for damn sure tell him myself when I get my hands on him.”

Voices ring out in another part of the house. Zeke steps back and guides me away from the door. He laces his fingers with mine as he leaves me no other choice but to follow him into the living room.

Zeke’s mother, Jo, is standing with a shotgun in her hand. “Nothin’. Looks like we chased an effin’ ghost.”

Zeke’s father, Billy Bob, takes his shotgun and Jo’s to set on the large table. “Make that two ghosts, ‘cause for darn sure there were two sets of footprints out there.”

“Any of you catch up with Roscoe?” Zeke’s question makes the room fall silent.

Everyone stares at Zeke until Billy Bob shakes his head. “You sure that bullet didn’t nick your head instead of your arm there, son? Roscoe hasn’t been home in years. If that boy was running outside he would be wavin’ his hand at your ma first before chasing down another man. He’s not that rude, we raised him ourselves.”

“You’re goin’ loony. Roscoe wasn’t here, he’s out of state.” Cyrus says as he locks away the shotguns.

“I need to get going.” I say and all eyes are now fixed on me. While I try like hell to tug my hand from Zeke’s grip. “Let go, Zeke, I need to leave.”

“You’re not going anywhere.” There’s a promise in his voice that’s as tight as his grip on my hand. “You’ve tried the running element for over sixteen effin’ years, now it’s time you let us handle this.”

“Us?” I squeak. “You can’t do that! Roscoe made me promise not to go to the sheriff here, or anywhere else for that matter.”


Gasps come from all around the room. Dammit, how come Roscoe reached out to me a few weeks ago, stepped up for me all those years ago, and yet hasn’t said anything to any of them? It makes no freaking sense at all.

Jo walks up to me and takes my other hand, leading me to the couch. “Sit down, sweetie and let’s talk because I’m sure no one here understands what’s going on. It will allow us to all chip in and see if we can figure this out.” She glares at Zeke. “You can let go now, I’m pretty sure we all can outrun her, boy.”

A twinge of warmth hits my chest when I see the look on Zeke’s face. He really doesn’t want to let go of my hand and is clearly debating going up against his ma. But I know, as well as he does, that that’s something none of her kids have ever done. She might be old and gray, but she’s always been fierce. Like how she went into the woods just now with the rest of them, shotgun in hand.

Zeke lets go of my hand but sits down next to me on the couch so close, he might be trying to glue us together. Jo shakes her head at him but doesn’t say anything. The rest of Zeke’s brothers, and Billy Bob, gather around while the women stay with the children in the background.


“Dammit...there are kids here, I can’t put them all at risk, you guys need to let me go.” I plead, yet again.

“Yeah, not happening. We’ll be taking you somewhere safe in a moment, no worries, but we’re going to have a little chat first.” Dale winks.

Shit. Seems like I have no choice, and yet this is the first time in years someone is standing up for me. It’s suffocating not to have the ability to run, not talk about it, and handle everything myself...while on the other hand...concern is written on all of these people’s faces.

People I’ve known all my life. People I grew up with. People my parents loved. I bury my face in my hands while sobs and tears escape.
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***Zeke***

“Oh, for effin’ sake.” I grumble and pull her on my lap.

I have a sobbing woman in my arms that feels so damn right. Well, except for the tears of course. 

“Could you guys give us some room?” I glare at my parents and siblings, all crowding around.

I know they want to help out but right now we’re suffocating her, putting her on the spot like that. With what just happened and from the shit I’ve heard coming from her, I’m sure it’s a whole whirlwind right now where she doesn’t even know top from bottom. All of it having to do with her family being murdered, and how is my brother wrapped up in this?

“All right, y’all. Let’s get things settled outside first. Chester, go check on the burgers, I reckon they’re burned to crisp. The rest of you...go clean up, dinner will have to wait.” My dad tells everyone as my mom shoos them out of the room.

Silence surrounds us as I gently stoke a hand down her soft, chestnut hair. The sobbing has stopped but the way her body still shakes against mine, I know the emotions and tears are far from gone. I slide my fingers underneath her chin and tip it slightly back.

“Aw, dammit.” I croak before taking off her glasses and placing them next to me on the couch.

Her tearstained face is slicing the pain she feels straight through my own heart.

“You’ve got to let me go, Zeke. When I went into the house sixteen years ago my brother ran up to me, pushing me out, whispering to me Geraldine and our parents were dead and that the killer was still in the house. He was about to say something else when someone from behind him shoved a knife through his throat and sliding it out over and over. The knife kept plunging into his body. I screamed so loud...his eyes. There was so much blood. I ran out of the house but smacked right into Roscoe’s chest. I yelled for him to let me go. I needed to get away, that the killer was in the house. He put me in the backseat of his patrol car, Zeke. I couldn’t get out...I saw Roscoe enter the house and sometime later, I saw a man ran out the back, disappearing into the woods. Roscoe came back with a cut on his arm. He shoved a metal box in my hands, the one my father kept our papers in along with a few personal items, and said that I needed to run. He urged me on that I couldn’t go over his head and tell the sheriff about any of this. I have no clue why but he just said it wasn’t safe for anyone...not for me, not for you. I believed him, Zeke. He’s never lied to me, and the look on his face...I was so scared and in shock, I didn’t know what to do. I lost everything that night and I don’t know what happened when he went back into the house, or why, but I believed him...like how I believed it when I got his letter a few weeks ago. It was strange how he found me,” Her eyes bounce around as if she’s searching her mind until her gaze snaps back to me. “I was arrested weeks ago...does that go on file? Can he track something like that? Is that how he found me?”

“Probably.” I nod, while still trying to process what she’s saying. “Did you see who the killer was?”

I wonder, because why would Roscoe say and do this? Keep her away, not let her stay or wait till the sheriff arrived. Does Roscoe know who the killer is? Nothing makes sense.

“He was standing behind my brother, I didn’t see...all I had eyes for was my brother...until that man killed him. Do you think Roscoe got a good look at him? Does he know who it is? Is that why he...oh, God...he does, doesn’t he? Why did he say it was safe for me to come back home when clearly it isn’t? I wanted to contact you but I couldn’t risk it. I wanted to, so many times, if only...” Her breathing picks up and I can see the full-blown panic in her eyes.

“Calm down, ma chèrie. The turmoil inside your head isn’t helping. We all need to calm down. I’ll contact Roscoe and leave a message. He’ll explain, I’m sure.” I tell her and somehow my gut is telling me differently because why the hell would Roscoe do this?

She nods and wipes her eyes as she goes rigid, suddenly realizing she’s in my lap. Claudette practically jumps up, snatches her glasses off the couch before putting them back on, and creates a distance between us that I’m not liking one bit.

“What was that for?” I practically snarl, unable to keep my displeasure and hurt inside because, fuck...I needed to comfort her and keep her close. Believe me, I know how fucked up it is and sounds, but I needed it as much as she did. It felt good, dammit.

“Don’t call me ma chèrie. I can’t...you can’t,” Earle steps inside the room, preventing her from finishing her sentence.

He holds out his arms and she fucking goes to him. “Let go.” I snap, making the both of them turn toward me.

Claudette’s still got her arms around Earle but my brother gently takes her by her shoulders and steps away from her. 

Earle cocks an eyebrow. “You sure?”

I lift my chin without hesitation. Yeah, I’m damn sure I don’t want him touching her. Claudette’s face washes off all emotion as she starts to nod while stepping toward the door. Fuck. I’m betting she took this the wrong way.

“Laudy.” I say with a stern voice but she spins around on me.

“No. Don’t start Laudy me, like we’re back to being besties, how it was all those years ago. Clearly, it’s been Claudette since my ass stumbled back here. You drew the line, and a firmer one now that you’re warning me away from Earle.” She takes a shaky breath, making her voice come out with a hint of defeat. Yet the rising and falling of her chest and the way her upper lip twitches with anger, I can see all the fierce emotions that are still dueling inside her. “But it’s fine, I get it. I’m the one to blame for all of it. I should have never come back.” 

Earle starts to chuckle, the damn fool is making it worse. “Detty...he didn’t warn you, he warned me. He doesn’t want me touching you. And for the record...I don’t think he wants to be besties this time since besties don’t,”

“Shut the hell up, Earle. And I told you to stop calling her Detty.” I growl. Again.

“Hey,” Earle says, holding his hands palms up. “I was just trying to help, you know...stating the obvious...besties with benefits is an option since you two are all grown up and all. Penis, pussy, tits, and ass. Options.”

“Earle.” Laudy and I both snap.

“You two are no fun.” Earle grumbles. 

For fuck’s sake. I step forward and take Laudy’s hand, pulling her away from Earle and out back to where the rest of my family is. With the threat gone for now, I feel confident enough to know she’s safe for the time being.

Before I reach them, I turn around and let her know. “Earle was right.” I rub a hand over my beard to think of how to word it more clearly.

“Christ, Zeke. You two are idiots. I have other things on my mind, like not getting shot at, keeping you safe and all...don’t start talking about penis and pussy options.” She rolls her eyes clearly wanting to escape this conversation but that’s not happening.

“Dammit, Laudy, I was talking about me warning him away, okay? You and I? We need to work together. Can we just put things behind us and talk this shit through when there’s time after we make sure it’s safe enough that someone isn’t trying to shoot you?” I reach out and grab her chin, making sure our gazes are locked. “I need for you to be safe. I understand this is the reason you left that day. I didn’t get a chance to protect you all those years ago. Please, give me this. We’ll talk when we’re both calm since there’s a lot of shit we don’t know from then, in between, and up till now. Okay?”

“Okay.” She says in defeat and I don’t fucking know if she’s saying it just to put a pin in this dilemma so she can get out of here, or if she’s really with me on this.

Frustration fills my veins to know that this is my best friend from sixteen years ago and yet she’s standing here as a grown woman who I’ve not had the pleasure of getting to know fully and openly. Brand new and yet a solid foundation of the beautiful personality I remember that’s rooted deep inside her. With this knowledge I’m also aware I can’t push her to listen to me. But I can definitely warn her so she’s aware I’m not the same boy I was back then either.

“I’m not going anywhere and neither are you.” I make sure she hears the promise in my voice. “We’re going to be attached to the hip again, Laudy, until this shit is all cleared up. Understood?” 

She rolls her eyes at me. “Sure, Tickles.”

Tickles. That’s what she used to call me whenever we were joking around. Though the endearment strokes my heart, it also causes me to warn her. “Careful, ma chèrie. This man tickles a whole different way now.”

Her eyes go wide and shit...is that a flash of desire swirling in there? But just as easily it’s gone, like it was only a fragment of my imagination.

My ma’s voice rips us out of our staring match. “Zeke, did you clear it up about Roscoe? Was it my boy who sent her here?”

I reach for my phone. “I think it’s time we found out the right way.” 

I hit the number I promised to only use in case of emergencies, except...the number is out of order.

“What the heck?” I mutter and dial it again, earning the same result. “It’s out of order.” I say, stunned, because this number should work. 

It’s the one thing he would never give up. I’ve used it once to let him know dad had a minor heart attack two years ago. He called me right back after I left him a message. That’s the only time I used it.

“I’m sure your fat fingers are hitting the wrong number, lemme try.” Earle says but within seconds he’s wearing the same confused look.

My siblings and parents now all grab for their phones and check.

“Something’s not right. He wouldn’t cut us off like that.” My dad says, and he’s right.

Dammit. I swing my head to Laudy. “Did he give you a number, any way to contact him?”

She shakes her head. “All I have is the letter he sent along with the envelope that contained the plane ticket.”

The letter. Fuck. I have one too. Or better yet...I have two. I pulled them out of the trashcan over two weeks ago after I had thrown them away when I was angry about the situation with Laudy. I have it all stashed in a drawer in the kitchen.

“Okay, first things first. I need a safe place for Laudy. I figure my place isn’t the brightest...Roscoe’s?” I ask and look around at my family to give me suggestions.

Cyrus steps forward. “How about the tiny house in the back of the gator farm? The whole park is covered with surveillance cams and all of us live pretty close.”

“Sounds good, son.” My father says, smacking me on the shoulder. “Go pack a bag and some of the stuff you’ll need for a few days. We’ll get your girl over there and we will all get to the bottom of this.” 

He’s right. I lock my gaze with Laudy and my heart tugs. She looks exhausted, scared, and damn well defeated. I want to take her into my arms and promise her it will all be all right, but the reality is that I can’t. No one can make such a promise since we can’t look into the future. And fuck...looking back at the past isn’t something to build a future on. 

But I’ll be damned if I will let her down. I gather my strength and hope to fuck I can be strong enough for the two of us because that’s my intention right now. Shoving everything aside, leaving the past behind me, I will now focus on the future. One where my priority is to keep Laudy safe.  
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***Laudy***

Why isn’t there such a thing as a do over? One where you already lived through one choice and go back in time to make another decision to prevent the outcome. Dammit. Someone should really invent a time machine.

I glance around the room once more. It’s a cozy, yet tiny, living room. It only holds a couch with a small table in front of it, and a TV on the wall. Though it’s bigger than the apartment I shared with my roommate in Amsterdam. Amsterdam...the only reason I picked the Netherlands was because of the tiny windmill Zeke once carved for me out of a piece of wood. When I was at the airport, the first flight out of there with an available seat was Amsterdam. 

Being miles away never felt like I was starting a new life, it was more like I needed to keep on living. To be honest? Even with the threat hanging over my head? I rather be here than back in the Netherlands. Because for me, this is home.

Being back in my hometown, the swamp...it also makes me feel closer to the family I lost. I didn’t even have the chance to bury, or say goodbye to my parents and siblings, or visit their graves. Sadness hits me and I glance over to where Zeke is fixing us dinner in the kitchen.

“Hey,” I clear my throat in an effort to get rid of the emotional lump that seems to be stuck there. “Do you...I haven’t...” swallowing again, I tighten my fists and get it all out. “I didn’t get to say goodbye to them. I haven’t...do you know?”

Zeke lays down the knife he was using to cut the tomatoes and steps closer. “My family saw to it, Laudy. I’ll take you when we have the time and when it’s safe.”

My gaze slides over his shoulder, now bandaged up. He follows my gaze and shakes his head, reaching his hand out to cup the back of my neck.

“No, ma chèrie. Don’t. I know exactly what you’re thinking and you have to realize that you already tried to keep me out of it, remember? Leaving me behind without any choice. This time you need to understand that things will go differently. Not because I’m not going to let you run away or try to protect me again by doing so...nope, you’re going to let me do things my way.” He brushes his knuckles along my cheek. “I was so angry when you got back. I couldn’t believe you were alive after all this time and just left me. I thought I meant nothing to you. But now I realize it’s the opposite...by leaving you chose me. This time, ma chèrie...choose us.”

A tear slides down my cheek. Clearly my emotions on the inside are boiling over. He gets why I left. Knows I couldn’t bear to lose him too and yet in the end I did. Though with what he just said, the way he stepped up at his parents’ house, I owe it to him. I owe it to myself to let him in and handle it. 

“Okay.” I croak.

He gently takes my glasses off and sets them on the kitchen counter before he surrounds me. His arms drag me against his hard chest as he hugs me close. His bearded cheek is rubbing against my head while he slowly rocks the both of us. 

Even if it’s something we did a million times over when we were kids, teenagers growing up...that horrific day, it was the last thing we did before I left his house to go home. I’ve kept that memory locked in my head for years. Because way back then I almost spilled my feelings toward him. I told him ‘I love you’ so many times but that day I wanted to explain that my love had grown past the point of friendship. Yet I didn’t have the nerve to say it and it’s something I’ve regretted ever since.

“I’ve missed you so damn much.” Zeke mutters.

I tighten my arms around him as I whisper back the words we always used when we were kids. “Double that and triple it some more.”

Zeke’s body shifts and I feel his lower body step away before he releases me. Cupping my face, he gives me a tentative smile. With his thumb he brushes away the tears from my cheeks. 

Reaching for my glasses, he puts them back on and then he surprises the hell out of me when he leans in and quickly brushes his lips against mine. The corner of his mouth twitches when he takes in the surprise that must be clearly written all over my face. 

“Wanna make somethin’?” he asks. 

Babies? My mind offers. And I’m thankful to have stunned myself enough I can’t manage to form words. That’s a mind-fart I didn’t need to have gone past my lips right now, so I just nod instead.

“Okay, why don’t you grab my backpack? I’ve got my tools in there and I brought some wood to work with in the bag by the door. I’m gonna finish making us some food, then we’ll work together, like the ol’days.” He brushes his knuckles over my cheek and I have to step away because my face flushes with heat when I think about wanting his lips against mine.

I dash out of the kitchen and head for the door where I see a large bag. Earle and Cyrus brought me over to this tiny house hiding in the back of the huge gator farm. Walking through that place made my nerves settle some. It was already getting dark and the park was closed. Those gators in their habitat and the security system noticeable gives me a safe feeling, I know it’s weird but it does.

There are different pieces of wood in the bag and I have to smile because he also put a few pieces of bamboo wood in there. I grab one that he’s already cut into a rectangle, knowing I’d want it for a pencil case, and head over to his backpack to grab a pencil. Happy to have something to do with my hands and head. I settle in and start to draw a design I can cut out later.

“Come on, Laudy, let’s eat first.” Zeke says, ripping me out of my zone and breaking my concentration.


He’s holding a bowl filled with chicken and rice, and I have to admit, it smells amazing. I rush to put the things on the table and take the bowl he’s holding out. He flips on the TV and sits down next to me with his own bowl in hand. We silently eat and watch some TV and it makes my heart fill with warmth. And my stomach because for real...the food is delicious.

“Thanks.” I say and place the bowl on the table. “That was really good.”

“You’re welcome, ma chèrie. Earle can’t cook for shit, it’s a matter of survival for me to cook. Well, he does make a good breakfast, but anything more than eggs and he’s lost. Or make that; the kitchen is lost. Since he can literally burn the place down.” Zeke chuckles and places his bowl next to mine on the table.

Zeke reaches for me and tugs me against him. I feel like we’ve reverted back to the teenagers we once were, snuggled close on the couch watching TV. Back then we grew up together, without the ‘oh, God, he’s a boy and he’s touching me’. Now I’m aware of every inch of his body and I’m kinda curious what he thinks about this.

“Relax, Laudy.” Zeke says with a slight chuckle following those words. “We might have grown into adults apart from each other, but we still have the comfort of being old friends rooted deep inside our memories. At least, that’s my two cents.” Another chuckle slips before his voice drops to husky. “The other option is two adults being alone with many other options we could do to pass the time.”

My ass is off the couch the next instant. “No way. I’m still the same virgin from back then,” I gasp, and realized I screwed up when I see his eyes widen with shock. 

I cover my face with both hands. Dammit, why did I blabber out those words like that? I feel fingers wrapping around my wrist before I’m tugged down onto the couch. 

“Sit, Laudy.” He says and does nothing more but pins his stare on the TV while keeping his arm around my shoulder. 

It takes half a movie for me to somewhat relax again. How’s this even possible? It’s not like he’s a stranger, yet he’s grown into such a hunk that my inside start to quiver by just looking at him. 

Space...I need space between us. Flashing up from the couch, I head toward the kitchen. “You want something to drink?” 

I’ve got a grip on the refrigerator door and bend over to see what’s inside when I feel Zeke bending over me. “A beer would be nice.” He says right next to my ear and reaches forward to grab a bottle, disappearing into the living room just as fast.

Great. First I had all these mixed feelings about coming back here. Then he was all angry and I had more and other feelings. Now he’s turned around so fast where my mind is spinning and wondering what the hell he’s up to.

I’m still wondering while leaning against the wall, holding my own beer when I hear his voice. “Sit down, Laudy.”

“Stop ordering me around,” I snap, because for real, he’s been going on forever with the ‘sit, Laudy’, ‘relax, Laudy’, ugh!

Great. And now he just chuckles. “What’s really bothering you, ma chèrie?”

I decide to ignore him and drink my beer, snatching the bamboo wood from the table, I plant my ass on the floor and decide to work on that instead of sitting on the couch close to Zeke.

“Fine. If you’d like to avoid this thing between us, that’s on you. But I’m not making the same mistake. See, I’ve learned from the past and now I know I might have you one day and you might be gone the next, so listen up. I’ve loved you in more ways than just friendship for a while before you left my life. Back then I didn’t want to say anything. I was too scared it would change things between us, but right now? Shit is twisted up as it is so I’m getting it out there. When things are handled, I’d like to take you out on a date.”

“A date?” I squeak, and dammit...the pencil I was holding breaks in two.

“Yes, a date...for starters. Look,” he releases a deep sigh and reaches for his backpack. 

He pulls something out of it and places it in my hands. It’s an amazing clutch and I can tell he’s worked so hard on this piece. That’s right, I recognize his handy work. We would always share the same passion, crafting from wood.

“It’s gorgeous.” I whisper, letting my fingers travel over the tiny details he put in there.

“I made it for,” He plows a hand through his hair and I can tell he’s struggling to find the right words. “Two of my brothers and both my sisters knew who their soulmate was the second they laid eyes on them. Soulmate, love at first sight, call it what you want. It runs in the family...kinda like a tradition. Though I’ve always known there was only one for me. When I made that clutch, I had you on my mind...so yeah...I made it for you.”

I’m staring at the clutch. Unable to meet his eyes. Couldn’t he just have said that he made it for me? Without saying anything about soulmates, love at first sight, his family, and how he knew there was one for him...me. Just how I always saved myself for him. I chose him, even if that meant to leave him behind and never see him again...I still chose him. Yet again, a tear slides down my cheek. I’m turning into a mushy wreck at every turn. 

“I wanted to tell you so many times I love you more than a friend too. But I was so scared.” I direct the words to the clutch, still not able to face him. 

Like all those years ago, I’m still afraid to see his reaction. Even though he said it first, even after all these years. All of the things that changed between us and all those years apart. With everything going on...and yet my feelings for him are rooted deep and have never faded.

“We have all the time now, Laudy. There’s a gap we need to close as it is...with all the years apart and the stuff that’s going on. It’s good we both feel the same way so we can move forward. Now come on, get your ass back on this couch next to me so we can watch the ending of this movie and head to bed afterwards.”

“I told you to stop ordering me around,” I squawk before I realize what he said. “I’m not gonna dive into bed with you!”

His chuckle flows through the room, prickling my skin. “There’s only one bed. But don’t worry, it’s big enough for the two of us. We’ve slept in one bed together before without doing anything else but sleep, remember?”

Oh, I remember all right. The last time we were in bed together he was tickling the shit out of me and it ended with him hoovering over me, the both of us staring at each other...that was when I almost spilled my feelings. 

Tickles...I gave him that nickname for a reason. Every chance he got he would tickle the shit out of me. Dammit. Why did he have to tell me back at his parents’ house that he tickles a whole different way? And why am I thinking about this now?

Our eyes lock and it’s as if he sees my train of thought. A sly smile spreads his face. Yeah, I’m so not going to sleep in one bed with this man.
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***Zeke***

I don’t mind doing the dishes. She offered to do it since I cooked but I damn well know she was going to use it to delay getting ready for bed. I told her to just grab a shower instead. We made a lot of headway today with the both of us admitting we felt more for each other than just friends all those years ago.

For me that’s something solid. Man, do I wish things were different. We not only lost all those years but I can’t seem to wrap my mind around the fact it was my brother who sent her away...away from me. I brought the envelopes he put in the locker with me, but I still haven’t read them. 

I hate saying it but I’m actually afraid to. What if the letter says something that makes me see Laudy through different eyes again? I just got over my raw feelings of her coming back into my life after leaving. I just couldn’t take another hit like that. And for fuck’s sake...what the hell was my brother thinking running her out of our hometown and dropping her at the airport, and giving her cash to get her ass on a plane?

Right now, I choose not to care. Right now, all I need is a hot shower to wash it all away and to share a bed with a person that means a whole helluva lot, and who I’ve missed more than words can describe. Making a quick round to make sure everything is locked up tight, I stroll into the bedroom. Laudy comes out of the bathroom at the same time. 

Her hair is wet from the shower she just took and she’s wearing hot pink pineapple pajama shorts that make her legs look long and delicious. And the way her tits are hugged by a matching pink tank top is really making my dick hard. Her nipples are saluting me through the thin fabric and she’s most definitely not wearing a bra. Everything about her is taunting me, inviting, making me want to swoop her off her feet and make her mine...but I can’t.

I damn well won’t. Because I’ve got my mind set on making her mine the right way. Like every masterpiece I’ve created. I used to grab a chunk of wood, start immediately and see how I sculpt it into something. 

But nowadays I spend time to really see how the raw piece has the ability to turn into something more. That’s what I’m doing. When I see Laudy, I see everything. Every possibility. That’s why I’m not rushing anything. Because what we have together is going to be built on a solid foundation.  

Her eyes slide to dick level and they widen at the way the front of my jeans are tenting. “I can’t hide the way you obviously make me feel, Laudy. But I promise nothing is going to happen tonight. Well, nothing more than the both of us getting into bed together to get a good night sleep that is. So, dive in while I take a quick shower, okay?”

She slowly scurries toward the bed while I disappear into the bathroom. I take my time showering, allowing her the time to doze off to sleep. When I stroll back into the bathroom with a towel wrapped low around my waist, I can tell she’s pretending to be asleep. How do I know? No one sleeps with a tight grip on the sheet. Not with your knuckles all white and your body as rigid as she’s got going on.  

That right there fuels my intentions. I was going to grab some boxers from my backpack, but with seeing her like this...all tightened up? I see no need to hide myself. I never sleep with boxers on so why start now? The corner of my mouth twitches as I drop the towel and slide underneath the covers.

I tug my arms underneath my pillow and stare at the ceiling. It’s fucked up that I’m smiling the way I am, the wound on my shoulder still stings as a reminder someone tried to kill her, and yet I can’t help the feeling of content flowing through me. She’s right there next to me in this bed. Not dead and gone how all my nightmares ended.

Good thing my hands are buried behind my head because I’m itching to reach out and pull her close. We’ve slept in the same bed many times. As friends, doing homework, spending time watching movies, whatever. But as grownups, knowing we could fuck? Knowing we both have had more feelings than friendship, back then and now? Yeah...I suddenly understand the way her hands had tightened on the sheets. 

“For fuck’s sake.” I mutter and reach for her. She squeals as I turn her over and plaster her against my side. “Our bodies might have changed but we’re no strangers, Laudy. Just relax and go sleep.”

She goes slack and actually sighs in content as she rubs her cheek over my bare chest. Damn, that feels good. 

“Night, Tickles,” she says with a smile lacing those words.

“Night, ma chèrie,” I murmur against her hair as I place a kiss on the top of her head.

Yet with the feel of her body against me, I already know I won’t get any shut eye. We’re never promised a tomorrow, so I might as well revel in today. And right now, having this woman close...might just be the most perfect moment I’ve had in years.

I feel Laudy slipping away into a deep sleep. As I suspected, I can’t find the sleep I need. My mind is running in circles, going over everything and I still come up empty about why, how, and what my brother has to do with all of this. An unsettling feeling rises up in my gut and causes me to slide out of bed and pulling on a pair of sweatpants.

I grab my backpack and dive deep. I tucked the two envelopes into a tiny bag and made sure they were at the bottom. Now that I have them in my hands, I still have doubts whether to read them or not. Fucked-up, I know. After another moment or two I make the decision and I start to open the one that says Claudette.

Glancing over my brother’s handwriting he basically tells me that he’s located Claudette and that she’s working in a small shop in Amsterdam where she also sells her woodwork. He ordered a sample for me to see if it’s really her work but there’s a last line in there where he says he contacted her and asked her to return home.

Dammit. If only I’d read the fucking letter sooner, or hell...why didn’t Roscoe call to tell me this? My mind is still spinning when I place the letter on the table and open the other one. Roscoe always writes a short note about regular things, if he’s okay or if there’s something he wants to know about the family. Common things, chit chat...but this note isn’t that, it’s more like he’s saying goodbye...or rather...what the hell?

“Hey,” Laudy’s soft, sleepy voice flows through the room. “Can’t sleep?”

I hold out the letter. “The day you came back...when I ran to our tree house, I had just opened a package I got along with two letters. I didn’t open the letters, only the package that contained the pencil case you made. I was choking on my emotions so I ran out of the house, then there you were...I couldn’t handle it and I ended up not reading the letters. Until now.”

“What do they say?” Laudy questions tentatively.

I hand her both and she reads them over. First the one about her, then the one from Roscoe, making her eyes go wide. “Please tell me this is not some kamikaze suicide note. Because it sure seems like an admittance, plan of action, whatever...but it sounds so final and yet he doesn’t give any details.”

“I have the same feeling. Why else would he say it was something he should have done the day he came to your house? Cleaning up this mess once and for all? And for fuck’s sake...even if it takes my last breath, I’m good with it? It doesn’t make sense.” I tug my beard in an effort to think things through but this shit is as confusing as a ballerina dancin’ on mud.

“Do you think he used me as bait?” Laudy’s voice quivers and fuck...I think she might be right.

Fury boils inside me. “That scumbag. Oh, it will cost him his last breath alright. Brother or not, when I get my damn hands on him...”

“Hey,” Laudy wraps her arms around me, hugging close. “I’m here because of him too, remember that.”

Even if that’s true, I can’t see past my brother’s intention. But the bottom line is...nothing makes sense. I hug Laudy even closer, having her in my arms is practically the only thing that does feel how things should be. 

“Come on, let’s get some sleep, all of this will still be here tomorrow. Maybe we can ask your brothers to have a look at the letter? Or we’ll talk some more tomorrow, something, anything.” She presses.

I let her guide me toward the bedroom. With red cheeks she quickly diverts her eyes when I slide my sweatpants down. My nakedness doesn’t stop her from snuggling close to me. Her finger is making circles on my chest while we’re reminiscing.

Suddenly she pushes up and asks, “Did anyone ever hear anything from Leroy?”

Leroy. Just like Laudy and I were friends, Leroy was her sister’s best friend. He disappeared about a week before her family was killed.

“No. His grandma died about six months after Leroy disappeared. No one ever heard anything from him. The sheriff said he might have gotten lost in the swamp or left town to search for something better in the city.”

I never gave it any thought till now, and to be honest...no one did. He was kind of a loner. Well, he and Laudy’s sister were always together, when she wasn’t on a date with Beau that is. Leroy was a good dude, no one never said a bad word about him. He was always helping his grandma around the house, making sure she was cared for.

“Did you know he told my sister he loved her? Like...like us...how we did just now?” Laudy asks.

Confusion hits me. “Like us? But your sister was dating Beau.”

Laudy settles back on my chest. “Yeah. She was shocked. I remember her telling me all of this as if it was yesterday. Even more because I felt the same way about you and I saw what happened with her and Leroy. She told both Leroy and Beau she wanted time to think. Leroy was gone, vanished without a trace...that made it so much harder for her, she regretted it because she told me herself that she loved Leroy the same way...but she couldn’t just drop Beau like that. Even if Beau and Geraldine only started dating for about three weeks before Leroy told her about his feelings.”

“She went back to Beau because Leroy left?” I question.

“I don’t know. She didn’t want to talk to me about it. I thought she was still thinking things over because she wanted to wait for Leroy to come back but then...then,” Her voice wavers.

“Then she died,” I state and rub her back, silently telling her she doesn’t have to finish her sentence.

Damn. That makes me feel even more shitty for Beau. And even as hard for Laudy because we had the same feelings but they were unspoken. She had her sister’s example of friends getting their feelings out in the open and then look what happened.

“I’ve had my own company for years, did you know?” I question, in an effort to change topics.

“No,” She pushes up again to look in my eyes. “I avoided checking up on you. It was just too hard...but that’s amazing. Do you have a website? Because you also sell through the shop, right? That’s why you brought all that stuff over for Elsie to put on the shelves, huh?”

“Yes. I make stuff I like to make and sell it at the shop at the gator farm. Though through my website they can place a direct order. I love it. It gives me the freedom I need to do what I want and like and support myself along with it.” I state proudly.

“I’m happy for you.” She gushes and moves forward to place a kiss on my cheek but I clearly see what her intentions are so I turn just in time to catch her lips with my mouth.

A little gasp escapes her, allowing me to swirl my tongue against hers. The moan that rips from the back of her throat spurs me on. My fingers dive into her hair so I can pull her closer and guide her head to deepen the kiss. The flames of the kiss grow into an inferno as she straddles me to take control into her own hands.
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***Laudy***

Kissing is most definitely a nice way to pass the time. Even more when my whole body lights up because of it. The feel of his beard against my skin, his hands roaming my body, the way he groans into my mouth. It’s everything about this man that spurs me on to obtain more. So much more. And by the feel of his dick trapped between our bodies, it’s exactly what he craves too.

When I left, I thought Roscoe would have told him everything, and that I had no choice. Like how Roscoe explained everything to me...but clearly, he didn’t. No wonder Zeke reacted the way he did when I came back. Then reading the letters just now, and how he saved me from a bullet, while he was still angry with me I might add. Right now, it’s us. Just us and our connection that clearly surpassed the point of friendship. 

Zeke grips my hips and grinds me harder against him. “You feel so good, ma chèrie. So. Good. All these years with nightmares...not wanting to sleep...afraid to close my eyes...I would always try to avoid the bad dreams and start with thinking of something that would make me happy. Something that would be worth dreaming about. This was it, Laudy. Finally having you, being able to touch you the way I crave you. All of you. I never got the chance. Every night I would lose you all over again. Please tell me I’m not dreaming right now. Tell me the nightmare is over, that you’re really here and that I won’t ever lose you again.” The emotion and fear that cracks through his words tug at my heart. 

“I thought Roscoe would explain it all to you. I had no idea.” Dammit, why do my tears keep falling around this man?

“That makes the both of us, Laudy. Now give me your mouth again. Now that I have you, I ain’t ever letting go. I intend to make every second of our life count.”

Zeke sits up and rolls us over so he’s now hovering over me. My vision is blurry from the tears and my glasses are on the bedside table, and yet I see him clearly for the first time. My fingers slide along the side of his face, his neck, up into his hair while we both stare at each other. Both very aware of the shift in our relationship along with the sexual desire crackling in the air that surrounds us.

Slowly Zeke sits back and starts to slide off my pink pineapple shorts, my top quickly following. The tender, yet fierce emotion flowing through his eyes is something that I’ve never seen, and it’s all directed at me. Within this moment he makes me feel as if I’m the most valuable person in the world...one he needs to possess and claim, to make sure this is as precious and real as life gets.  

“So damn beautiful,” he murmurs, more to himself than to me.

Fingertips are sliding around my breasts, pinching my nipples to hard peaks before they slide over my stomach, making me quiver underneath his touch. Inching forward, his mouth is now a breath away from my pussy. I want to keep watching him but when his tongue laps lazily over my clit, my eyes roll into the back of my head as my back arches up. Holy hell that feels good.

I’m fisting the bedsheets where I would rather be holding Zeke’s head in a tight grip. It’s like he’s teasing me or exploring what feels good to me when in fact everything he does makes my body react in a way I’ve never experienced. I can feel one of his fingers sliding inside me. A groan rumbles from deep within his throat, making it vibrate against my pussy.

“You’re going to feel so good when I slide my dick inside you. Tight like a vice this pussy, and it’s all mine. I’m going to need this sweet body to come gloriously before it’s ready for me to claim, though.” Is he talking to me? To himself? 

Oh, shit...never mind...his words...his touch...his damn mouth that’s capable of throwing me off a cliff and making me land into an ocean of heavenly pleasure as I scream his name. Air...I need air to breathe and yet I can’t quite catch my breath. What the hell was that?

“That hoarse voice screaming my name during your orgasm just made my dick harder than it’s ever been.” Zeke says, his eyes burning into mine while his beard is glistening.

He crawls up my body while making a trail of kisses. His beard tickling me along the way. His eyes now fiercely boring into mine. “Have you ever had a moment in life where you take your next breath and realize the sole reason why you’re walking this earth? That’s me right now. It’s never been clearer to me that we belong together.” His dick nudges at my entrance, the tip slowly easing in and out. “Feel that?” He groans. “Feel how perfectly matched we are? How good you look beneath me? How well we were as friends?”

One surge and he’s buried deep within me. If he hadn’t just stolen my breath away, he would have robbed me of it just now. He doesn’t even allow me to scream out the burn of his dick stretching my pussy because he’s kissing me like I’ve never been kissed before. Sweet and yet all-consuming while he’s letting my body adjust to the intrusion. My lips tingle while his tongue strokes mine. His hips start to move and I find myself meeting every thrust. 

Our mouths aren’t capable anymore to focus on kissing. There are grunts and moans leaving both our bodies while he buries his head against my neck. My nails desperately scratch over his back in an effort to get him even closer. I have no clue how he’s doing it but there’s a fire that’s building inside yet again, and it needs to be released.

“Please,” I beg and I don’t even know what I want him to do because I want more and yet I don’t want it to end either.

He nips the skin on my neck and starts to suck while he surges in and out of me while...I dunno...rotating his hips or another angle but all of it doesn’t matter because he just grabbed a night filled with stars and smacked me right in it. Absolute bliss washes over me as I hear him groan and feel him still above me while hot pulses fill my body.

Hard breathing overtakes the room before I hear Zeke mutter against my neck. “That was over way too damn fast.”

“Yes,” I sigh a bit dreamily.

Zeke lifts his head up to pierce me with his gaze. “That was a little too fast of an agreement there, ma chèrie. Not that charmed with my performance I reckon?”

“On the contrary, could you maybe...I dunno, put it on repeat or something? Because that would be nice.” I tell him and with that he chuckles, making his dick slide out of me along with...shit. “We didn’t use a condom.”

“We didn’t,” Zeke simply states. “That’s a good thing if you’re not on the pill too. Better chance for me to knock you up so you won’t be able to get rid of me ever again.”

“That’s not a reason to get pregnant!” I gasp.

“I don’t need a reason,” Zeke connects our lips quickly before he adds, “All I need is you and whatever life has in store for us. I’m just saying I’m embracing all of it, Laudy. If we created life together it would be just as amazing now as if it were five years down the road. All I’m saying is...I’m not letting you walk out of my life again.”

“You might have said that more than once already.” I muse. “Seeing I have no other place to go, and this position, and what you just did feels good...I don’t feel like I need a change of plans any time soon.”

Zeke lets out a drowsy chuckle. Safe, warm, and comfortable...that’s what I am when I drift off to sleep in his arms. It still feels unreal when I wake up draped all over him hours later. Someone is knocking on the door and Zeke curses as he slides out from underneath me. He throws on some sweatpants as I grab for some underwear and clothes. I get a glimpse of Zeke holding a shotgun before he puts it down and opens the door.

“Earle, what the hell are you doing here so early, man?” Zeke’s voice is way too harsh.

“Hey, Earle. Did you bring breakfast?” I quip, eyeing the bag he’s holding.

“Yeah, would you? Please? I miss...” Earle swallows when he hears Zeke growl. Clearly choosing different words before he continues. “Having you around to fix breakfast. Having you around made the house more like...I dunno, home.”

A giggle escapes me. “Right, Earle. That’s your belly talking. But sure, give me the bag, sit down and I’ll fix all of us some breakfast. Or are you going to help me again?”

“Help. Most definitely. I tried to do it this morning how you’ve been teaching me but it all went wrong again. I’ve got the tubes of dough in the bag along with everything else, walk me through it...again.” Earle sighs in defeat, making me bite on my lip since it’s too adorable. 

For the last two weeks I’ve stayed with him, I’ve been teaching him how to make cinnamon sticks. I made them the first morning and he devoured them all in a blink of an eye. The first time I didn’t even have time to spread the frosting over them.

I step toward the kitchen but suddenly Zeke is in my path. “My brother isn’t going to help you fix anything.”

Jeez, what the hell crawled up his ass?

“Mon frère! You finally blew a nut, didn’t you? I can totally tell, you have the ‘I just fucked’ look on your face.” Earle announces as he drops the bag he was holding and grabs Zeke in a bear hug. “My brother finally lost his virginity!”

Wait...what?



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 09
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***Zeke***

Dammit, why the effin’ hell would Earle say that shit out loud like that? She’s right fucking there, hearing every word he said. I feel heat spread my face and I’m damn effin’ sure I’m a nice shade of red by now as I’m staring at Laudy who’s eyes are wide. Yeah, now she realizes why I came so damn fast. I’ve never been inside a woman before last night.

Like her, I was still a virgin. Hell yes, I watched porn and talked, heard, and saw enough shit around me all my damn life but I was saving myself for one woman...my woman. The one I couldn’t let go and I was effin’ right to save myself because she did the same. Yet where I think it’s the most honorable gift she gave me...I would liked to have kept mine a damn secret. 

Only Earle knew, ‘cause that fucker has been living with me twenty-four seven. And being my twin that kinda makes him notice shit I can hide from others. Like now...I didn’t even know there were letters on my damn forehead stating I finally had sex for the first time. Not just sex...made love. Mind blowing orgasm, such a strong difference from taking matters in your own hand so to speak.

“Shut the hell up,” I growl. “I need you to read Roscoe’s letter.” I say in an effort to change the damn subject.

“What letter?” Earle steps away from me. 

Laudy stalks over to the table, grabs the letter and holds it out. “Here, go read.”

Earle takes it and strolls to the couch, plunking down on it while Laudy closes the distance between us.

She raises herself on her toes and plants a kiss on my lips so tenderly my heart leaps. “Thank you,” she muses. “You and me are all kinds of special, huh?”

“Not only special, ma chèrie, you ain’t seen nothin’ yet. We just got started.” I promise and pull her flush against my body, because that tender kiss erupted a hunger that needs to be stilled by an all-consuming one.

My fingers slide over her back up to her hair, tightening it to a fist to guide her head. I groan at the happiness that flows through my veins. Such a strong contradiction then yesterday morning. Fuck...I don’t think I’ve ever felt this way before, and it’s all because of her.

“Can you two stop sucking face and please tell me why the effin’ hell our brother is on a mission, tipping over as if he’s ready to go full nuthouse?” Earle barks. 

I regretfully pull back and relish in the fact that Laudy is still in front of me fully wrapped in the afterglow of our kiss. Her lips slightly parted, eyes closed, cheeks flushed. The most gorgeous look...no, that’s when she comes on my dick...so this would be the second most gorgeous look. I make a mental note to see how many more gorgeous looks she’s got because I for damn sure need her to be happy and living her life fully.

“I’m calling Cyrus. Chester too.” Earle mutters and grabs his phone.

“Call Ma and Pa too, they all need to read that letter. And I didn’t see things out in the woods yesterday. With this letter, I’m damn sure I saw Roscoe going after the one who tried to shoot Laudy.” I tell my brother who gives me a tight nod as he starts to talk into his phone.

I feel soft lips on my cheek before Laudy whispers in my ear. “I’m going to make some breakfast and some coffee, okay?”

“Thanks, ma chèrie.” I tell her and smack that tight ass, earning me a fine smile she throws over her shoulder.

There’s a knock on the door. When I’m about to grab my shotgun, just in case, Earle runs past me. “I got it, it’s Dale. Cyrus told me he was working on a habitat and would be here in a minute.”

“What the fuck is Dale doing here?” I mutter, more to myself because I thought we only asked blood to come here.

“Cyrus decided he needed to be in too. He’s always working here and therefor needs to know. Besides...the fucker is from Texas, knows how to handle a gun and a gator...extra set of hands and eyes man.” Earle states, swinging the door open to let Dale in.

“Hey, guys. Cyrus is on his way. I was already close by but I haven’t had coffee yet, you got some?” Dale rambles as he strolls in.

“Zeke blew a nut!” Earle bellows so damn hard it’s a damn miracle the walls aren’t shaking.

Dale raises his eyebrow at me and his eyes go to Earle and back at me. “Good for you. Well, I hope it was good. Hell, can we skip this weird shit and talk about getting me some coffee instead?”

Another knock at the door and since Earle is still standing there, he opens it after checking and lets Cyrus inside.

“Zeke blew a nut!” Earle’s voice yet again blows through the room.

“What the hell, Earle? Could you stop already?” Laudy says as she strolls over to me with two steaming cups in her hands while she holds one out for me to take.

“I’m just happy for you two.” Earle shrugs, all damn innocent.

Laudy leans forward toward Earle and whispers, “Be happy a little less wordy. Or rephrase it by saying we’re together now. Since your brother here keeps telling me he isn’t going to let me go.”

“Ah, keeping you prisoner, huh? If you need to escape, I’m your man.” Earle whispers and chuckles at his own stupidity. Even Dale and Cyrus are shaking their heads, clearly, they’ve been whispering for nothing seeing everyone heard them.

More knocking on the front door but before Earle can open it, I tell him. “No more blowing a nut statements.”

He rolls his eyes and lets my parents inside. Right when I think he’s not gonna say anything...words start to pour from his mouth. “They did it!”

“Earle!” Laudy squeaks.

“What?” Earle says, again all innocent. “I was gonna add you two are finally together...you know...as one.” He wiggles his damn eyebrows and I’m happy to say this earns him a smack on the back of his head by our mom.

“Hush, Earle. I already knew those two would end up together. I knew it the first day I picked him up from school with that pretty girl with pigtails walking beside him.” Mom says, now turning to face me. “Took you long enough though.” Before Laudy knows what’s happening, I snatch the coffee from her hand as I see my ma gripping her in a hug. “Welcome to the family sweetie.”

“Okay, that’s enough, let her go.” I grumble and nudge them apart with my elbow, careful not to spill our coffee.

Laudy takes her cup back and sneaks me a shy smile. Fuck. Those glasses, her hair all over the place from sleeping in my bed. Yeah, this too is one of those gorgeous looks I’m adding to my list.

“Is this the letter?” Cyrus quips grabbing it from the table as he starts to read it.

“Yeah. I think there’s something more going on than all of us know. It’s weird how Roscoe wanted to protect Laudy, and me too for that matter. He knew how I felt about her...hell, all of you did, so why else would he send her away and leave town for another job a few weeks later? But what I don’t understand is why he would risk her life by bringing her back. It’s like he’s using her as bait or something.” I sigh and take a sip of my coffee that’s turned lukewarm. Yikes. “What I also don’t understand is why he wrote that letter, as if saying goodbye...like he’s ending it even if it’ll be the end of him.”

Dammit. The look on my mom’s face is telling me I should have chosen my words more carefully.

“He’s right about the letter.” Cyrus states and holds it out for our pa to take. 

Pa glances it over and gives it to our mother. “What is that boy up to? And why the effin’ hell didn’t he come home when he’s clearly back in town?” 

“That’s what I’d like to know.” Ma fumes.

“What if he knows who did it, and it’s somebody we all know or trust?” Laudy’s words barely reach my ears but fuck...that would make sense.


“We should talk to the sheriff.” Dale states.

“No.” Laudy snaps. “Roscoe made that very clear, back then and when he told me to come back. Maybe that’s why he didn’t tell us he’s back, he needs for us to...I dunno, act normal?”

“Well, then there’s your answer. Roscoe clearly doesn’t trust the local police to deal with this, hence the reason he’s taking it on himself. Maybe he didn’t know exactly who did it, or just found out...or did know but couldn’t find the guy. Hell, see? It doesn’t help shit talking about it when we need Roscoe if we want his reasons.” Dale washes a hand down his face.

“We should keep Laudy safe like we’ve been doing and let Roscoe do whatever he’s doing. And to be honest? What the hell else can we do?” Cyrus asks, eyeing everyone in the room.

“He’s right.” Pa states. 

“Can I take this letter?” Ma asks and I nod, it’s not like I need to save it and everyone already read it by now.

We decide to keep our eyes open and for Laudy and I to stay here for a couple of days at least. If anyone runs into any news or something comes up, we’ll get our heads back together again to talk things through.

For now, it’s just Laudy and me in this tiny house and that’s actually something I’m okay with. Even if I had to push my twin out the door who was yelling about breakfast that was promised to him. And yeah, it smells damn amazing as I stalk into the kitchen and see Laudy pulling something from the oven.

“Cinnamon twists.” She smiles and puts them on the counter before she carefully places some on a plate.

While Laudy takes the food, I carry the steaming cups of coffee so we can enjoy both on the couch in the living room. 

“Hey, wanna check out the baby gators later?” I question.

“Oh! Earle told me there was a baby albino, can I see that one?” Laudy’s face is lit with excitement.

“We could do that. And I’ll show you the other albino we have, that one is old though.” That particular one is a pain in the ass who we keep in a habitat separate from the rest.

“Could we also pick up some more bamboo wood? I’d like to keep my hands busy.” The cinnamon stick she’s holding hovers in front of her mouth. She’s clearly waiting for my answer.

“Didn’t I bring enough?” I thought I grabbed a few that were the perfect size for the things she always made.

“Yes, But I’d love a bigger piece. I want to design some clothes hangers. In a theme, you know, like a swamp setting in the middle all cut out. Would be nice to sell at the shop here, don’t you think?”

“That’s damn amazing.” I tell her in all honesty. “It’s seriously something that would be unique and most definitely a handmade souvenir people would want to buy. I’ll call Earle and ask if he can swing by our house to grab some for you. I really don’t want to leave the premises for now. We’ve got people close and also security cameras all over the park. If something happens here we have a better shot at keeping you safe and finding out who the hell is doing this.”

“I understand. And hopefully catch the person who’s responsible for the deaths of my family.” She takes a bite of the cinnamon stick she’s holding and yet it seems like she isn’t hungry at all.

My heart tugs. “We’ll get this cleared up, and put the one responsible behind bars. Please don’t worry, you’ve been through hell already...then me adding to it when you came back. Come on, ma chèrie, let’s enjoy some breakfast before I let you hold some baby gators, huh?”

“I get to hold them? Sweet!” Damn, that smile. Makes me want to reach out to the sun and adjust the angle so it will always shine on her to give all the warmth in life she deserves.
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Chapter 10
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***Laudy***

If today is similar to the last few days and continues to be like that for the rest of my life...I would eventually die as one very happy wrinkled up old lady. Even if it’s been less than a week that Zeke and I have been together, it’s been amazing. It’s crazy how you know a person growing up and then skip years and find out they are still the same deep down and yet with so much more added.

As friends we created a strong connection. One where we can look at each other and know what the other one is thinking. Even if we’ve been staying either in this tiny house or have been roaming around the gator farm. That’s enough. Though I’d love to head into town and do some shopping or be free to do anything or go anywhere we like.

But we still don’t know what’s going on or if it’s safe, and there haven’t been any new developments. Zeke keeps saying that whoever is after me must have lost track. What he’s not saying, and something I can clearly read in his eyes, is the fact that Roscoe is tied up in this, and it’s killing him. It’s the not knowing who and how that’s the frustrating part.

No one has been able to get a hold of Roscoe either. His mother even called the FBI in an effort to get in touch with her son but that ended up a dead end too. After all, Roscoe is a grown man, not a criminal, not missing, so there’s not anything anyone can do.

“Now what do I do?” Earle asks as he stares at the oven.

“Now you wait until they’re slightly browned. Then you can remove them from the oven and let them cool for a minute or two and add the icing.” I smile at Zeke’s twin explaining for the gazillionth time how to make cinnamon sticks.

Even when we were young he was always around Zeke and I a lot. He’s also been like a brother to me. Though right now he’s more like a curious kid. Treating me like I’m a source that has the answer to a lot of things in life. I do have to give it to him though...he picks things up real fast. Well, maybe not when it comes to cooking, but the rest? Yeah. He’s been a real sport since he also knows when to leave so Zeke and I have our alone time.

I mean that in a good way. He doesn’t push or bugs us. He’s fun to be around and I do know they’ve lived together for so long and with them being twins...they just like to hang around a lot together. I hope there’s a special girl for Earle out there who will challenge him as much as he will challenge her. He’s sweet and he deserves someone sweet in return.

“You guys done in here?” Zeke asks, standing in the doorway with his arms crossed in front of his chest.

I stroll over and he holds out his arms, wrapping me in his embrace and placing a kiss on the top of my head. See? Swoon worthy life. We even manage to do woodwork together like we did in the old days. Of course, we both have our own items we prefer to make but there’s something about sitting at a table together, sharing tools and asking for opinions in designs.

Not that it’s always happy go sunshine with a cherry on top. Hell no. Especially during those ‘share opinions’ discussions. But I guess that’s also because I really hate his strong opinion in things and I’m protective about my designs. When my agitation settles though? I can see his point of view and smooth things out for the better. Not that I will let him know he’s right...and to give him credit...he sees the change eventually and he chooses not to rub it in, so there’s that.

“You hungry?” I question while staring up. 

His eyes flare with heat, making my cheeks flush since I woke up this morning with his face buried between my legs. He ravished me and might have mentioned he needed to start his day with a breakfast like that every day of the week.

The corner of his mouth twitches. “I could eat.”

“Almost, you guys. Go on into the living room, I got this.” Earle says with determination.

“You heard him, let’s go,” Zeke takes me with him. “Did you want to go check on the baby gators later?”

“Sure,” I quip. 

We’ve been making rounds all through the park every day and seems like this day is no different. Earle manages to make the cinnamon twists to a success this time and we’re all out the door in less than a half hour. We’re almost at the building where the baby gators are when I hear my name. Turning, I see Beau coming up from my left. 

“Beau. Hi. It’s been awhile.” I state and feel a bit awkward since he and my sister were at a point in a relationship I wasn’t sure about, and then she was murdered and I left town...I really don’t know what to say to him.

“I heard you were back,” Beau eyes me like I came back and grew another head or something.

“About three weeks now.” I look toward Zeke, hoping he has more words to add to the few I just threw out.

Zeke smiles at me and squeezes my hand. “Yeah, and we’re also together now.”

“Together?” Beau’s face fills with an emotion I can’t quite place. “I’m happy for you guys. Look, I got to go...I was just dropping some papers off for my dad, he needed Cyrus to have them this morning. I’m gonna...you guys have a nice day, ‘kay?” He rushes off, leaving Zeke and myself to stare after him.

“Is it me or was that weird?” I ask as I glance back at Zeke and he’s still staring at Beau who’s rushing off toward the parking lot.

“He was in love with your sister and then lost her. He’s asked me about you over all the years you’ve been missing. I guess seeing us together now kinda hits him hard, you know?” Zeke is right.

“I guess...I mean...I wouldn’t know how to react if I bumped into Leroy right now. I would be just as freaked out. With him missing for all these years...with me missing and turning up out of nowhere...yeah, I get it...that would be weird.” I muse.

“Come on, let’s see if Freckles got bigger.” Zeke chuckles, making me smile. We named the albino baby gator Freckles. 

We’re about to go inside the building when we hear someone bellow. “Get down!” Before the both of us are being thrown to the ground. Gun shots ring out as I glance up in horror to see someone with a rugged appearance balancing over us. He’s holding a gun in his hand but the gray shirt he’s wearing is turning red on one side. Oh, shit, he’s bleeding.

He dashes up and runs forward, gun still aiming in front of him while he snarls, “Stay down, fucker. I’ve got you now.”

Towering over a person on the ground, the man sets his big biker boot on the hand lying on the floor, allowing him to take away the shotgun the man was holding. What Beau was holding. Since I now recognize him clearly. He was the one shooting at us? At me? The wounded man puts his gun away and grabs Beau’s arms, twisting them behind his back as he cuffs him.

After that the man takes his phone and brings it to his ear. “Hayes here, I caught the perp. Red-fucking-handed. Yeah, shotgun. Took a damn hit too, call it in and get me a damn ambulance. Fuck.”

The man glances back and when I stare into his eyes...it’s not the man who told me to leave town sixteen years ago...and yet it is. Except this man is very different, I can’t explain it.

“Roscoe?” Zeke says, unsure. And for real, I don’t blame him because this man looks too hardened. Too...I dunno...detached? Cold?

“Zeke.” He gives a slight nod while Cyrus comes rushing toward us.

“What the hell happened, who the...effin’ hell, is that Beau? You dirty scumbag, I’ll...” Cyrus’ words die in his throat when he realizes Roscoe is standing close to him.

“Cyrus.” Again, with just the name and a nod.

Why is Roscoe acting like this? Though a shiver runs through me with the thought that this might not be an act...that he’s as cold and hard as he appears to be. 

“Did you plan all of this?” Zeke hisses through his teeth.

Roscoe shrugs. “When your girl here got arrested a few weeks ago, her name popped up. I thought it was the perfect time and way to bring this fucker to justice. He’s killed too many people and now that I wasn’t a rookie anymore, nor working underneath the fucked up dirty sheriff in this fuckhole, I had enough reason and ability to do it.”

“You fucking used her? As bait to lay a trap to benefit you? She could have fucking died!” Zeke seethes.

Again, his idiot brother only shrugs. “She would have died that night if I didn’t make her leave. See, this fuckwit here, the son of the almighty sheriff, killed Leroy. Well, I obviously can’t prove that shit because the local law enforcement covered it up. When I responded to a scene at your girl’s house, walked inside and fought a guy who I recognized as the son of the sheriff...and with the knowledge of the shit that happened a week before that? Beau standing in front of Leroy’s house with a bloodstain on his chest? His father, the sheriff sending me away because he could handle something that wasn’t anything. All so he could make it vanish into thin air...sweep away any report, even if Leroy turned up missing right after? Yeah, go fight that shit when it’s the sheriff and his son you’re dealing with as a damn rookie. Like I said, it all changed when her name popped up a few weeks ago. I handled it for you guys, and I got you back together again. You’re welcome.” Roscoe grunts, placing his hand on his side that’s now drenched with blood.

The sirens are getting closer, it’s like time is standing still and yet moving oh so fast. The brothers are eyeing each other. I say brothers but yet within this moment, Roscoe seems more like a stranger to the other two.

EMT’s get to the scene as well as men dressed in black suits who snatch up Beau and drag him off. Roscoe clearly wants to go with them but stumbles. That’s no surprise since the guy has been shot and has lost a lot of blood already.

Roscoe disappears into an ambulance while one man in a black suit is still talking to Zeke about everything that happened. It’s all a blur inside my head that’s settled on one thing. My sister’s boyfriend killed her...killed my brother...and our parents...he tried to kill me, again. And from what Roscoe said...he also killed my sister’s best friend. 

Leroy spilled his feelings to his best friend...wanting her fully, friends, lovers...a life for the two of them. He waited too long or realized when she started dating Beau. Oh, God...what if he never said anything? Then everyone would still be alive. Or if he only said something sooner, before my sister started to date Beau. My breathing is out of control as sobs leave my body. My knees buckle and hit the ground hard. It’s over...it’s all over.
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Chapter 11
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***Zeke***

It’s been four days. Four dragging, very confusing days, for all of us. Roscoe just left the hospital. Well, I might have to add that he checked himself out because he should have stayed longer since the shell did a lot of damage. I couldn’t bear to go see him. 

Our parents did but my mother won’t say anything, dad’s the same. And it makes me wonder what went down in that hospital room. No one talks about it. It’s like Roscoe wasn’t even here or got shot...nope. It’s like my brother is still gone on a job like he’s been for years. 

“Hey.” Laudy says as she strolls back into the house, she was sitting on the patio drinking coffee. 

I’ve brought her back to my and Earle’s house four days ago. Earle’s been staying at Roscoe’s house. Earle stated that it’s clear Roscoe wouldn’t be using the house any time soon so he claimed it as his. And with that, he gave us the space Laudy and I need. Because even though the threat is now completely gone, and with that, the case of her family’s murders is now solved and closed...it’s not so much closed when it comes to turmoil inside her head. Feelings and emotions aren’t an open and shut case.

These things take time and it’s like she’s trying to avoid talking about it, like she’s on autopilot. Taking in air, food, getting through the damn day but not exactly living. I can’t seem to get through to her. I think it’s time to bring her someplace where she might be able to let some of the turmoil inside of her out.

I grab my keys and step toward the door. “You ready?” 

She gives me a confused look. “What for?”

“I’ll show you, but you have to come with.” There’s really nothing else for me to say and the lack of excitement or any emotion for that matter is discouraging.

Laudy decides to indulge me. It takes less than ten minutes for me to park in front of the tiny cemetery. Getting out, I round the truck and open the door for her. She’s not moving, her eyes set on her hands that are folded on her lap.

“Come on, ma chérie,” I whisper and take her hand, giving it a little tug.

“I can’t,” she croaks. 

“I’m right here, Laudy. We can do this, together. Like how we were years ago and still on this day we’re stronger...you and me, Laudy...always. You know life’s funny that way, right? No matter how much you work for it, how badly you want something, or if you take different directions...it always requires a first step. Even if it’s an ‘all or nothing’ moment...your mind can’t keep spinning in the what ifs. You have to be alive to push yourself to live to the fullest. Looking back many of us would have done things differently, and yeah...it might have led to other things in life but there would still be things left that in our head needed to be done differently. It’s an everlasting circle. Sometimes you have to glance around and see what you’ve got left and enjoy that within the moment you’ve got to spend here on earth. And I’m right here, Laudy...I’m right fucking here. Open your eyes and see me, ma chérie. Because even if I close my own damn eyes...I will always see you.”

She launches herself at me and I can barely brace myself to prevent the both of us from crashing to the ground. “Why didn’t Leroy say anything sooner? Why didn’t you? Why did Beau kill Leroy when my sister hadn’t even made her choice yet? Why...dammit, why? It’s making me crazy, Zeke. And I can’t believe the sheriff...the one who should protect his citizens. He chose to protect a killer. Even if it was his son...so many lives are gone because of those two. With Leroy the sheriff knew...he knew and yet he did nothing so he let my family get killed. Why?” 

I keep holding her close, letting the words and tears flow out of her. She’s been closed off for days now, she needs this. Though most of those questions will stay unanswered. It’s good to have all of this out. We’re all aware of the sheriff who’s now awaiting trial, just like his son is. But with a case like this, that’s just a technicality. Emotions run deep and so is the hurt that’s forever imprinted on your soul. 

I slowly guide us to the spot where her family is buried. It’s where we spend the rest of the afternoon talking before we head back home. And for the first time in days she reaches over and takes my hand. My heart tugs for her but with that tiny move, and the knowledge how strong my woman is, I have all the faith in the future...one we will share together.
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***Laudy***

My heart feels like it’s been ripped out, torn to shreds before gluing it back together, and throwing it back inside. Yet when I glance at Zeke there’s warmth that settles there, as if it’s mending. For days I’ve felt lost, questions left unanswered running through my head as I unintentionally pushed everyone away. But Zeke stayed understanding, stayed sweet, he simply...stayed. 

He pushed through the turmoil that was going on inside me and I feel like he broke that dam and let it all out so I could take a step back and look at things through different eyes. One where I got the opportunity to catch a glimpse at the future, allowing myself the reminder that I have one...with him right there beside me. 

Zeke disappeared into the kitchen when we got back from the cemetery. As if he knew I needed time for myself. I grabbed the tools and a piece of bamboo wood and started to design. Getting lost in my head with something mindless to do, and I feel so much better now. Or it might also be the delicious smell that’s coming from the kitchen. Gumbo. He made gumbo.

“That smells amazing.” I murmur and wrap my hands around him, plastering myself against his back as I try to glimpse around him.

“Let’s hope the scent doesn’t travel all the way to Earle, because if he knew I made gumbo, he would be bursting through the door.” Zeke chuckles.

“Absolutely.” I smile and think of how things seem to fall into place. Although there’s something I’ve always wondered about, now that I’m living here. “Hey, why do you guys have a bathtub in the yard that can be heated with a fire?”

“We have a normal bathroom as you know.” Zeke fills two bowls and hands me one. “But that wasn’t always the case...I’ve had the bathroom installed a few months ago after my sister stayed here awhile. We were living like pigs and when she cleaned up the place, I kinda liked it. Hence the reason I had it designed but Earle couldn’t be bothered to clean up. Not until you came into town.”

“Oh, gosh, he smelled! When I came back and we saw each other, I headed over to Roscoe’s house to give him a piece of my mind, but Earle was there instead. And he gave me a hug but it was awful. Such a bad smell. I had to hold myself together not to puke. I had to tell him how bad it was, that’s no way to live.” My body gives a shudder at remembering the horrible smell, and I might automatically trigger my gag reflex along with it.

Zeke tips his head back and laughs. “Well, that’s one way to get him to clean up his act. You did something that up to now, no one has ever succeeded at.”

We both take a seat on the front porch. The evening sun is keeping us company and when I glance to my left to see him sitting lazily in a chair, eating gumbo he made especially for the both of us, I realize just how lucky I am. Not only within this moment but also to have a family, his family, surrounding me since they’ve made it clear time and time again that I’m very much a part of this family now too.

Even if they don’t talk about Roscoe, I feel like I do owe him my life. Even if he put it on the line like he did...I do think he did it for the right reasons. He gave me peace of mind and brought the murderer to justice.

Zeke’s head turns and he shoots me a wink, making my heart skip a beat. See? Just a mere action from this man has the ability to raise a reaction inside of me that settles a feeling of content that I am where I want and need to be. Right here in my hometown, the man I’ve loved for almost all of my life at my side, to love for the rest of the time we have on this Earth.

I give him a smile in return that blooms straight from my heart before I start to fill my stomach with his amazing food. As if the both of us realize this is the point where we are, finally allowed to embrace everything life has to offer. I sit back and just enjoy everything live gives...the view, the food, and the man beside me who for me...makes it all possible, and complete.
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Epilogue
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Two years later

***Laudy***

The back yard is filled with family. Kids running around while parents enjoy small talk and some good food, drinks, and music. Bertie is playing the mandolin while her kids are dancing in front of her. Zeke’s dad is playing the accordion while Jo is singing. Earle grabs spoons and uses them as a percussion instrument. Gosh, I love this bunch.


Zeke is dancing with our little girl in his arms, as if he’s dancing with a grown woman. Sabine’s cheeks are round from the bright smile she gives her daddy. I could sit here forever and relish in the way these people enrich my life.

It’s Sabine’s birthday we’re celebrating. She turned one year old today. The whole family is complete. Well, not so much complete since Roscoe is still missing. Meaning no one has seen or heard from him since he left the hospital.

Maybe not completely true because a few weeks after Roscoe left, a large file was delivered to Zeke’s house with my name on it. There were all different kinds of reports in it, transcripts of statements from all involved in my family’s case. 

There was a personal note, handwritten by Roscoe with the words ‘I’m sorry for the way all of this messed up your life. Hope this will be a start of a new beginning. Take care of my family, and my brother, he deserves his true love.’

It also had a quick explanation for his reasons to bring me into danger like he did. Roscoe was handling a case where three women were murdered who all had the same resemblance as me. All killed and found miles from our hometown. The cases were linked and spiked Roscoe’s attention. Then I got arrested and Roscoe admitted he used me to catch the killer...making Beau pay for all the murders.

I understand his reasoning, even believe his words when he mentioned he had teams set in place to secure my safety. But all of it sounds so surreal and clinical. I mean...yeah, Roscoe did what he did to pull a killer off of the streets and pulled a bad sheriff out of commission, but it’s more something that you watch happening in a movie, not tangled with my life and the ones I hold dear.

Thinking back, I could still cry. Roscoe was right to send me running all those years ago because he couldn’t do then, what he did two years ago. The sheriff confessed he responded to a call from Leroy, stating someone was in the house and trying to attack him. 

Turns out, it was Beau who came at him with a knife. When the sheriff came to the scene, Leroy was already dead. The sheriff confessed he sent Roscoe away when he arrived at the scene ten minutes later.

All of this because the sheriff wanted to cover up the murder his son committed. That was easy enough since the swamp is dangerous for someone living to disappear, let alone someone who’s not running anymore and wrapped with the smell of blood...yeah, easy cleanup. Another loss and a case closed since Leroy isn’t classified as missing anymore.

Beau confessed to the murders of my family. It was hard reading through his statement but I needed to know. Turns out that day my sister told him she couldn’t have a relationship with anyone at that point in time. With Leroy missing she didn’t want to get involved with Beau. 

In his words...he saw red, grabbed the knife from the kitchen counter and stabbed my sister to death. My dad came running, then my mother and my brother...if it wasn’t for my brother I would have died too that day. He told me to run while someone, well, not someone— Beau—was killing him. 

What I also didn’t know and read in the report was that the sheriff admitted to opening up the gas so he could create an explosion to cover up all the evidence his son could have left behind. They assumed I got lost in the swamp or ran away, or hell...I guess the sheriff was confident he, or his son, could silence me if I popped up at any time.

So many things would have gone differently if the sheriff would have been the first one to arrive at the scene instead of Roscoe, then I would have been dead for sure, I just know it. And I also don’t like to think about what might have happened if the sheriff would have been there at the same time with Roscoe, because he might have killed Roscoe too seeing the sheriff went to great lengths to cover up for his son.

Not knowing and knowing is a huge difference. Losing loved ones is devastating. But I was able to mentally close the lid on the why and who. Roscoe gave me that. Even if he took Zeke away from me for sixteen years before doing so. Looking back, I know there wasn’t any other choice. He was a rookie and knew something was up but with no one to turn to, seeing the one in charge was the one who turned on the system...to him, this was the safest way.

Zeke doesn’t see it that way and I hope someday he will. He also doesn’t want to read the file or Roscoe’s note. I’ve talked to his parents and Jo told me to leave it, that it was his choice. Their choice...both grown men and I had to respect that.

Tuning back into the present, I see Zeke coming at me with a sleeping Sabine in his arms. “She’s out. I’m gonna put her in bed so she can take a nap, okay?”

I kiss the top of my little baby girl’s head and then my lips brush my husband’s. “Perfect. I’ll wait for you right here.”

Zeke disappears into his parents’ house. They’ve got a bedroom with three tiny beds for their grandkids when they stay over so Sabine can sleep safely. It takes a few minutes for Zeke to stroll back outside, a baby monitor in hand. He gives it to Elsie and leans in to say something before he strolls to me.

“Come on.” He says and takes my hand.

Walking past the trees, it suddenly hits me where he’s taking me. The treehouse. A place we made together and used to go to as kids growing up. The place we collided again when I returned here. It’s always been a spot where the both of us have memories of each other, the good and the bad, all linked back and tangled with our friendship as a strong bond between us.

“Go on up.” Zeke’s husky voice makes me smile as I playfully shove his shoulder.

“That’s not the gentleman talking, mister...that’s the horndog who wants to stare at my ass.” I tell him but start to climb the ladder.

His warm chuckle lets me know he’s right behind me. I take my time climbing up because I like to torture him. I’m wearing a dark blue, spaghetti strap summer dress that comes halfway down my thighs. And from Zeke’s angle, he has a nice view of the dark blue lace thong I’m wearing.

I only manage a few steps on the wooden floor before Zeke spins me around, crushing his mouth against mine in a hungry kiss. His hands roam my body, traveling down to the hem of my dress to pull it up. Fingers sliding underneath my thong to pull it slightly to the side while a growl rumbles in his chest. 

He spins us around so my back is now plastered against the rough bark of the tree. “I’ve been waiting for this moment all day.” 

He sounds like he’s struggling to breathe, just like me consumed by the love I hold for him and the need to feel our bodies connect physically.

“Just today, huh?” I tease. “I have fond dreams where we were doing all kinds of dirty things here in this treehouse. Dating back to the time...”

“Oh, ma chérie, don’t get me started. Because everything you might have dreamed about? Double that and triple it some more, maybe then you’ll be close to the things that have been roaming in my head for almost all my life.”

I can’t reply because my legs are tightly wrapped around him as he slides inside me so gently, it takes my breath away. I was expecting him to fill me in one stroke, being this consumed with the need to have one another, and yet he’s hissing to the same extent as a soft moan escapes my lips. Sensual overload where every inch of our bodies and minds is active; in this moment...this need...to consume our love, over and over again.

Or the fact that we’re thrown back into time, turning into the two horny teenagers we didn’t allow ourselves to be all those years ago. In the end, it doesn’t matter. He’s my husband, the father of our daughter, and of the unborn child in my belly. A family, parents, lovers, enjoying life to the fullest the way we embrace it.

Zeke places gentle kisses along my neck, up to my jaw, heading for my ear where he whispers sweet words of his adoration for me. My nails dig into his shoulders, pulling him closer due to the intensity of his dick filling me over and over again. I’m gasping for air when my orgasm hits me by surprise.

“Oh, fuck. You’re gonna make me...” Zeke grunts while he keeps a steady rhythm throwing his hips back and forth until he surges up one last time, burying himself deep before emptying inside me.

We both need a moment to get down from the high we put ourselves in. Zeke lets me down slowly but swoops me off my feet before sitting down, settling me on his lap while he leans back against the tree. The serenity of this place with both past and present memories wrapped around us.

In life, you might get a lot of chances and most might turn out slightly different, miss, or shoot straight for the stars. It’s all about decisions, taking someone’s word for it, making your own choices...spur of the moment or well thought through. No matter what...the future will always be uncertain. 

It’s the past we can learn from, the things we see and how we react to it. Friendship, advice, a gut feeling, or life experience. Take it all and make your life your own. Because in the end? No matter how much struggle, or how much pain and conquest you must face...there will always be new chances and possibilities to reach out to.

I still believe Roscoe saved me that day, and sixteen years later again. I was right to trust him since it’s the reason I’m sitting here, my heart filled with love, surrounded by family and new life growing inside my belly.

I cuddle close, putting my palm over his heart that’s beating like crazy. “I’ve loved you forever and will continue to do so endlessly.”

“My love for you is double that and triple it some more.” He murmurs against the top of my head, making me swoon all over again.

THE END

The next standalone book in this series will be Earle’s story.
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