
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents


Fake It

Note from Mia

Blurb

Chapter One: Sophia

Chapter Two: Thomas

Chapter Three: Sophia

Chapter Four: Sophia

Chapter Five: Thomas

Chapter Six: Sophia

Chapter Seven: Thomas

Chapter Eight : Sophia

Chapter Nine: Thomas

Chapter Ten: Sophia

Chapter Eleven: Thomas

Chapter Twelve: Sophia

Chapter Thirteen: Thomas

Chapter Fourteen: Sophia

Chapter Fifteen: Thomas

Chapter Sixteen: Sophia

Chapter Seventeen: Thomas

Chapter Eighteen: Sophia

Chapter Nineteen: Thomas

Chapter Twenty: Sophia

Chapter Twenty-One: Thomas

Chapter Twenty-Two: Sophia

Chapter Twenty-Three: Thomas

Epilogue: Sophia

A Chance Encounter

Broken – A Mountain Man’s Romance

DR. Delight

The Perfect Gift

Lust to Love

The Escort – A Never Before Published Story

More Steamy Romance by Mia Ford


Fake It

Copyright © 2017 

All rights reserved.  No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction.  While, as in all fiction, the literary perceptions and insights are based on life experiences and conclusions drawn from research, all names, characters, places and specific instances are products of the author’s imagination and used fictitiously. No actual reference to any real person, living or dead, is intended or inferred.


Note from Mia

A big thank you for choosing to download my book and read it. I am very grateful to have you on board and to thank you, I have included inside this one exclusive never before published bonus – “The Escort” as well as 5 of my previous best-selling novels as bonus stories to make your reading experience more enjoyable.

So, sit back, grab some wine and enjoy these STEAMY ROMANCE Books!!!

Thanks so much for looking into this while reading!

Once you are finished reading, I would love to hear back from you! So, if you have any feedback, drop me an email at mia@miafordpublishing.com 

Enjoy!!!

xoxo Mia.

Mia Ford. Let Loose Your Inner Nymphos.

* * *


Blurb

Fake It – well, that was the arrangement

But, why not make it real…if all seems to be going so well!

When I’m told to give my family an heir or lose my inheritance, 

The choice is simple. 

Boy, thanks to my no-strings relationship with Sophia, the bartender, 

This is not going to be difficult at all. 

I’ll give her an offer she won’t be able to put down;

And once the baby is born, we can move our separate ways.

 It’s going to be a no strings attached fake marriage. 

But when I hear the heartbeat of my baby for the first time, 

I want to be with her till death do us part. 

Oh, Sophia baby, 

You were just supposed to carry my baby. 

And now, you’ve stolen my heart. 

What am I going to do? 

Well, I’ll fake it till we make it! 

You are mine and mine forever, 

And I won’t let you go – not so easily!


Chapter One: Sophia

I tie my long dark curls back and get ready to go to work. The chatter around me blends together into a cacophony of slurred voices. Everyone is already wasted and they are yelling over each other, over the music, and over the buzzing in their own ears. God forbid you ever have a headache when you have to work. 

I’ve been working in bars for almost three years now and the scene is always the same. There are groups that come in and sort of interact with each other at a distance. You can almost pick out which guy is going to talk to which girl by the group of people they came into the bar with. One of my favorite games is “Will they or won’t they?”

I notice someone is either trying to talk to, making eyes at, or buys a drink for someone else. The other bartenders and I then make up the things they are saying to each other and what potential deal breakers can be. The reasons they won’t make it out of the bar and on their way to love town get completely ridiculous. Like he had a snake in the bathtub and wanted her to feed it rats. 

Another long evening is ahead of me and I take a deep breath before going out for the start of my shift. I stand just in the storage room where I can see everyone but they can’t see me and I can certainly hear them. The flat screen televisions in high-definition line the walls playing the latest game. There’s never any sound playing on the TVs because there just wouldn’t be a point, no one would hear anything. The bar is packed and with all the shoving going on, I knew it was a matter of time before this happened.

“I’m going to kill you,” a dyed blond Amazon screams. She’s freaking massive and as I get closer, I think about shying back a little. Maybe it’s not fair to call her that but she had to be at least six two and thin as a rail. She could definitely take me out or at least break me in two, with a half-hearted college try. 

“You just freaking try,” a short brunette with earrings that should be causing her to topple over swinging from her ears. I know she’s a D list socialite because she’s in the bar all the time and I’ve listened to her go on and on about her supposed fame. The Amazon will indeed kill her if I don’t step in. The last thing I want is to get in the Amazon’s way or be noticed, but the shorter blonde here wasn’t giving me much of a choice. The tall woman’s whole body is rigid as if steam could come from her ears and it would be mingling with all the vape and overpriced cologne in the air making my eyes tear. 

As predicted, the shoving starts, and people clear out from around them, scattering like mice away from the feral pair of cats. The bystanders escalate the situation by turning around to watch, blocking my view. After I make my way around the edge of the bar, I move into the fray to try and separate the two extremely drunk women. I shake my head at Gary, disappointed. The bouncer won’t break up girl fights. He worries about roughing up women too much and getting sued. He should be worried about our boss getting sued instead. But, that’s why I step in. Despite everything, I actually like my job. 

That leaves it all up to me to be the hero. I’m not out of shape, but I’m not the strongest woman. At five feet five, I hold my own. Going to yoga a few times a week really pays off as does running, when I can. Perhaps it has made me bolder than I should be because once I get into the middle of the women I realize this is a mistake. The Amazon woman looks about seven-foot-tall and the socialite swings right when I get in front of her catching me in the eye.

Stars explode around my vision as a throb begins. It’s not the hardest of punches, but it is enough to stun me for a couple of seconds. The jarring force propels me out of the fray for a second cupping my hand to my face. The blonde slings several more drunken slurs. Now I’m starting to get pissed. I regroup jumping back in and reaching out. I grab her by her slicked-back ponytail and give it a sharp tug. 

Okay, maybe I’m not fighting fair, but at this point, I don’t give a shit. I just can’t have bloodshed during my shift, and judging from the rage coloring Amazon’s face, there is the potential for bloodshed. She’s the kind of girl who probably writes REDRUM in the steam of her bathroom mirror after a shower. She has a look in her eyes that I’d definitely be afraid of if I were the other girl. 

I tighten my hold on her hair, pulling her away from the tall Amazon before we are both slung over the top of her mountainous body. This would go down easier if she would co-operate with me rather going against but I doubt she realizes I’m trying to end this as quickly as possible. 

“Regina,” I yell to the other bartender, “help me get them out of here.” Regina looks at me with a blank stare. I give her a curt nod which seems to get her moving. 

With Regina tentatively grabbing onto the larger one, we get the two women out of the bar. They push and pull against us but they can figure it out in the street if they need to fight. 

“Shit,” Regina says, “she got you good in that eye.” 

“Of course,” I say and touch a finger to the tender spot. I flinch. I’m surprised it’s swelling up already. The adrenaline ebbs leaving the pain behind and lucky that I didn’t feel exhaustion before my shift. 

“Bleach Blond Dumb-dumb got skills?” she chuckles. Regina is a natural blonde and not Amazon tall, but definitely several inches taller than me. 

I roll my eyes and wince, boy that smarts. “Nah, it was a lucky shot.” Leave it to Regina to find a joke somewhere within a disaster. Luck or not, it hurts like a bitch. I really hope she trips over something on her way to bed tonight or stubs her toe on a dresser. 

Regina chuckles. “Lucky or not, you’re gonna have a black eye.” Regina tries to touch it and I back up not needing the extra pressure on the spot. 

I groan. “Perfect. Let me go see if I can cover it up.” I tell her and walk into the bathroom. It’s already starting to turn black and I have a good feeling my eye is going to swell up. 

I walk to the lockers behind the bar to find some makeup and see if I can salvage my look. I depend on the tips I make nightly to survive. It’s going to be pretty hard to tend the bar like a one-eyed pirate. I’d borrowed some money one time for rent, and that was a mistake that has haunted me since I did.  Rent was coming up again and I needed to be able to flirt with the best of them, not look like a horror movie extra. Luckily, I keep enough makeup to cover six girls faces with me at all times. 

Regina came back to check on me. “Second shift is here. George is entertaining the crowd for a minute.” 

I look in the mirror, dabbing concealer around the darkest part of the bruise. I decide to make the most of a smoky eye before its swollen shut. At this rate, I’ll be lucky if I don’t accidentally stab myself with a mascara wand. “Yeah, I think I can cover up the darkness for tonight anyway. Not telling what it will look like tomorrow.”

“Will you be visited by a certain rich suitor this evening,” Regina asks biting a fingernail and leaning against the lockers. It’s a habit she has, and I’m pretty sure she doesn’t even know she’s doing it. I cringe thinking about the torn skin of her cuticle that’s got to burn when she drops lemons in the shots.

“Stop that,” I scold, and then a slow smile creeps across my face. “And, I’m not sure.”

Thomas is the best part of my evenings. Literally the highlight of my day and especially when I have to work. He likes to do it in public and coming to the bar is his favorite rendezvous. I’d only recently found out who Thomas really was. I thought he was just a nicely dressed guy who hit on me in the bar. It wasn’t until I saw him on Entertainment Tonight, I realized he was a public figure. He puts the D-list brunette to shame and makes my core tremble with anticipation.

I still didn’t quite understand what he was famous for. He’d been the boyfriend on a reality show. The girl was still on the show, but since they had broken up, the paparazzi still followed him individually. Maybe they were hoping they would get back together and romance the shit out of their lives on television. Me, well, I couldn’t bear to watch the old episodes and the look on his face or the way she treated him during that time. It may have been the past, but it still left me feeling burned, even though he wasn’t mine and this is all in fun. Fun is what I remind myself over and over checking my reflection in the mirror. I don’t even watch television that often and I’d gotten roped in. 

Regina keeps talking but I ignore most of what she says. “He’s way too hot. I can’t believe you landed Rosa Diaz’s ex-boyfriend.”

“I doubt he wants to be referred to as someone’s ex-boyfriend,” I say and finish up the final touches on my concealer. I turn my head from the left to the right. I’ve managed to cover up some of the redness and thankfully it’s not turning black . . . yet. I toss my makeup back into my locker and slam it shut. 

Regina hums, drawing my attention away from the metal door of the locker and my current rent problems. 

I look at Regina and can feel the color filling my cheeks.  “I do hope he stops by tonight though, my break is coming up.” I fan myself quickly because the blush on my face irritates the swollen ache in my eye. 

I’ve never met someone like Thomas. He knows my needs before I do and meets them in such a way that I’m never unsatisfied after we’re together. It’s fantastic every time. It just keeps getting better. He’s so hot and strong and that’s all I can think about for hours and hours after. 

When we get back to the bar, George is doing his usual showy tricks, throwing bottles in the air and twirling around. The women eat it up even though he’s one hundred percent gay. He flashes them his award-winning smile, winking at a few and blowing kisses to a few more. He sashays around the bar making me laugh. He’s a tease for sure but as long as they’re tipping well, who am I to complain?

Once I asked if it bothered him that the women thought he was like a huge porterhouse steak they’d love to sink their teeth into. “Honey, for tips I’ll be anything they want me to be,” was his response. 

Women can be absolutely fearless when they’re drinking. I can hardly believe some of the things I’ve seen them do. One older lady had about three martinis and slid her panties off to give to him. Another one attempted to give him a lap dance but fell down and sprained her wrist climbing over the bar. There is really nothing that surprises me anymore. 

I understand George’s point as I go back out to the bar to smile at the patrons and call them by little pet names like “honey”, “Darlin”, “Sugar” or some other sickeningly sweet name. One day, maybe, I’ll have a real career and won’t have to work so hard. I mean don’t get me wrong, being a bar bitch, something Regina and I affectionately call ourselves, has its perks. I’ve met some amazing people but mixing drinks and dealing with shit like getting socked in the eye gets old really, really quick. Mixing drinks isn’t as easy as a lot of people believe. There’s a lot of skill and concentration that goes into mixing the perfect drink. Sometimes it’s a matter of a cheap tip at the end of a bar tab or several twenties that buy lunch for the rest of the week. Personally, I like to eat lunch and do my best to earn those twenties.

Thomas won’t come up and order a drink. He’ll come in through the back and text me. He knows he’ll be recognized and he doesn’t want me on the cameras since we’re just having fun. Someone gold digging would be offended, but I agree, we’re just having fun, there’s really no need to draw unnecessary attention to whatever it is that we’re doing. I like my life just like it is, thank you very much. Well, for the most part. He might not ever be mine, not in the way conventional relationships work, but for now, I’ll take what he offers and enjoy it.

“I heard a rumor there, love drop,” one of the regulars tells me. I know he works for one of the entertainment networks that deal with celebrity gossip. I’d overheard him trying to impress a girl with his stories of chasing celebrities. I didn’t remember which one, nor did I care as long as he’s not putting Thomas and me in the same gossip column. 

“Oh really, a rumor about what?” I ask smiling while cringing on the inside. Love drop? Really? This weasel makes my skin twitch and more than anything, I’d love to sock him in the eye. My hand twitches holding the tall glass for a Tom Collins and arranging my tray for a run out onto the floor. He keeps yammering on and I half-listen. However, the next words out of his mouth give me pause, but only briefly. 

“That you’re lapping up some of Diaz’s sloppy seconds.” 

I freeze. I can’t deny or acknowledge anything without looking guilty of something. I’m no actress here. I don’t let my face give anything away but my blood turns to ice in my veins. If he even smells a story, he’ll follow me until he catches it. I’ve seen it before when we’ve let celebrities come into the VIP section. The press is ruthless. While I’m sure the press would do nothing but add free publicity to The Spot, I’d rather not have them in my life. 

I refuse to engage. This man is as slimy as his hair looks. He wreaks of desperation for a story and way too much aftershave. Well, he won’t get a story from me. Anonymity is where I plan on residing, it’s the only place I can be and keep Thomas in my life. 

Careful to keep my face from betraying my irritation, I flash the fake smile I’ve honed to perfection, at him. “Must be thinking about someone else. I don’t know who Diaz is. Don’t know anyone by that name.” I pour him a shot and flash him a wink. “I’m flattered that you think I look like someone important enough to harass, but I’m just a bar bitch.” I flash him a smile biting back the rise of bile in my throat. “Shot’s on me.”

I turn and walk away, leaving him watching after me. Ugh. If someone like that sleaze already suspects that something is going on, how long would it be before others picked up the scent?

The Spot used to be The D-Spot. D means exactly what you’d think of when naming a male strip club. So, occasionally middle-aged women came in looking for a good time. When Maria, our boss, had purchased the strip club, she wanted to keep the name similar so that the previous patrons would still come in. They just would be disappointed that there weren’t any naked men, once they came inside. Her thought process was they would be disappointed, but they’d stay for a drink.

A lot of them stayed for George, who not shockingly, worked at The D-Spot. I am sure that Maria hired him for that reason only and then was thrilled to find out he was an amazing bartender. He was also my neighbor at the apartment complex. He lived a floor above me and had been coming over to watch bad movies and eat popcorn. 

I continue to fill drinks, laugh, and occasionally take a shot bought by the customers. I chuckle at their stupid jokes and flirt as if my life depends on it. Because in all actuality, it kind of does. I have to be careful with the shots, they make my face feel numb, but they also make my tongue go loose. 

I turn and look back over my shoulder and find the tabloid dude watching my every mood. He’s relentless and obviously not giving up. 

Trying to ignore the irritation, I feel flared up inside and I give George a playful swat on the ass. “How’s it hanging buddy?” 

“Tired, I have a day job too. I don’t know how much longer I can sling drinks.” He wipes sweat from his forehead and accepts a tip from a pretty older ginger. 

I pretend to pout, but then again, the thought of George leaving saddens me. He’s fun to be around and a good friend. Who would I talk with about our goals and dreams between watching fantastic romance movies over and over again if he left and didn’t have time for me? 

“Aww, you can’t leave. You’d miss us too much,” I say, giving him a wink.

“If I leave, you won’t have much competition for the tips anymore.” He retorts playfully.

“I heard that,” Regina said coming back up.

“I’ll still be your neighbor Soph, don’t worry,” George winks and bumps me gently on the shoulder. 

The band on stage kicks into a cover song the crowd knows well.

Cupping my hands over my mouth I yell over the music, “Who’s here to party?” 

Sure, it’s cheesy, but I couldn’t care less because my energy pumps the crowd and sends people flooding to the bar and out onto the dancefloor. It gives us a minute to breathe and I notice the sleazy guy from before is finally gone somewhere in the crowd. When the band takes a break, everyone attacks the bar at once. 

I make a mental note to mention to Maria that perhaps taking a couple waitresses to help with crowd control would be smart. At least on nights where we’re at max capacity and have a band. Because honestly, I can’t handle getting in the middle of another fight with only one good eye at the moment and have a band.

Before I have time to think there’s a lady yelling at Regina for another beer. She’s not moving fast enough in her opinion. Just another day at the office. 


Chapter Two: Thomas

The paparazzi don’t follow me the way they did after the big break up, and while it’s not as much as they did before, they do, however, still follow me. Most of the time they simply yell inappropriate things about Rosa to get my reaction. I try not to give them one because I know, it will only add fuel to a fire I’d just rather let die out already. 

I know they do the same to her. We were together for almost three years and I appeared as a love-sick Romeo on countless episodes of her reality show. The time I spent on the show was not the proudest time of my life, but it could have been a lot worse. The constant reminders and cat-calls certainly don’t help. The public seems caught up in a reality they can’t have and won’t let me live the life I want. 

It was never a thing when we first started dating. Her sister had a huge scandal with a major athlete and it put their whole family on the map. Overnight we went from nights in with a pizza to nights out on the club scene making appearances. Her schedule became impossibly busy and I found it hard to keep up with her. 

Looking back now I wish we’d kept our lives a lot more private. Then, when the breakup happened it wouldn’t be so hard to see a tabloid talking about what could have been or accidentally turn on the show and see us together. Every time that happens it stings just a little bit, though not nearly as bad as it had in the beginning.

The girl I’d been hooking up with didn’t know who I was at first. I’d even dropped the name of the reality show to see if she’d watched it. She’d told me she didn’t watch that fake crap and then reached for my belt buckle and unzipped me giving me the best blow job I ever had. The fact that she thought I was just some average Joe was a huge turn-on. 

I didn’t argue with her that a lot of it is real and just put together to be the most entertaining. The producers cut it in a way that puts certain people in better light than the others. I was happy she really didn’t know who I was. It was a refreshing change of pace and made things significantly easier. It also took stress off from me. I really hate talking about all that crap.

It wasn’t until this last month she found out. She’d actually been flipping through the channels and happened to see me. It was almost unbelievable it had taken her that long. 

“Didn’t you ever think the guy on the front of some tabloids looked like me.” I had asked her as we were getting dressed. We’d just had a crazy hot little bump and grind in the parking lot of the bar she worked at after they’d closed. We really enjoyed public and risky places to have sex.  

There’s just something about the risk of getting caught that intensifies the sensations. Like, at any moment, someone could walk by us and see my bare ass or her as she’s bent over the trunk of the car screaming out her orgasm. It’s exciting and makes me hard just thinking about it. 

When I asked her, she thought about it a minute, “I don’t know, I guess I just never really paid attention to what was on them. They are gossip rags. Hardly a good source or news. I had zero intentions of reading them so I don’t typically make a habit out of even flipping through them. Maybe I’m oblivious to my surroundings.” I had carefully watched her face, trying to decide if she was trying to pull one over on me or if she was being sincere. The deeper I stared into her eyes, the more I realized, she was being truthful. She’s a refreshing change not interested in my money or notoriety. I know she’s not swimming in trust funds or fast cars and not once in all this time has she suggested anything of the sort. Part of me isn’t sure how to be with a woman who isn’t pining after something from me. 

“Well, maybe you just didn’t want to see,” I supply.

She just shrugged. “Not likely. I think those things are an invasion of people’s privacy. I mean sure, you were on a reality show, so it opens you up to that sort of thing. But still, I have my own life to worry about and don’t really have the time it takes to care about someone I may never meet.”

Ouch! “Don’t pull any punches, doll.”

She had lifted her shoulder and licked those beautifully full lips and I had to adjust myself. She grinned at me slowly sinking to her knees, “Why would I? We’re just having a good time.” 

I smile thinking about it. We’d had a good time again after that conversation and again and again. 

Now that I see her a little more frequently, I’m taking more precautions. First, I drive my car to a parking lot downtown and call for an Uber to pick me up down the street from where I park. It feels a little like a James Bond move and heightens the experience. I always did think I’d make a good spy. 

Once I get in the car I tell the driver to take me to a package store that’s close to The Spot. I get out of the car and look around after paying to see if anyone has followed me. I know. It looks like I’m trying to do something illegal. I just don’t want to bring the craziness into Sophia’s life, and she’s been on my mind a lot more than I really care to admit. I like that she’s a nice normal girl with a kinky side to her that doesn’t have expectations of breakfast in bed the next morning or trips to Venice and fashion week. 

So far, so good. I really am old news. As long as I don’t do anything to attract their attention, they hopefully have decided I’m not worth following anymore. Keeping my head down, I jog across the street and walk around the back of the package store. From there, I make my way through the empty parking lots to the back of the bar.

I make it to the back without incident. I can hear the music pulsing from outside as I lean my back against the rough brick wall. The lighting back here is dim, almost criminally so and for a second, I wonder how safe this really is for her walking to her car at night. I shake it off and quickly get back into the mood of why I’m here. A hookup and that’s it.  

Something rustles near the dumpster and I freeze. Is it possible someone spotted me. I’ve been very surprised the length some people will go to get a photo. Especially when Rosa and I were still together, it became the norm to see them popping out of dumpsters, jumping in our cab, or hot footing it across the street in traffic. It was a bit unnerving. 

 Hot and ready, is what I text her to let her know I’m out back. The only thing I can do is wait for her to let me in and pray that someone doesn’t happen by and think I’m trying to score drugs. I snort. Wouldn’t that just be an awesome headline? Ex-boyfriend of reality star is so distraught he’s reduced to buying drugs from a seedy dive bar. It’s not that the bar is that bad. It’s just never great to be spotted behind one this late at night. My PR folks would have a field day cleaning up that kind of press and the break up alone gives them enough work to do. 

It’s amazing to me the crap people write about me. They don’t know me. They see small glimpses of my life here and there. It bothers me that they would just make things up to sell their little magazines. When they stumble upon something tangible they can take a picture of, they have a field day. 

I look down at my phone. Only a few minutes have gone by, but I get worried she’s too busy and might not be able to let me in. The door suddenly flies open, causing me to yelp like a twelve-year-old girl. 

She pokes her head out. “Did you just scream?” She’s laughing at me. 

Yes. “No,” I snort after clearing my throat. Her smile beckons me as does the wiggle of her finger calling me inside. 

She chuckles and then rolls her eyes, the wild mass of hair flying around her head like a halo makes her look ethereal in the street lamp light.

“Hurry Hollywood,” she says. “Get in here before someone sees and both our asses are busted.” 

The hint of Latina in the lilt of her voice stirs my blood, prodding my dick awake. Nothing is sexier than when she rolls those R’s. I take that back, hearing her purr and talk while we’re having sex is sexier, but’ I’ve not told her that. Yet.

Our relationship has been strictly sex. The conversations we have are shallow and are of your garden variety “How about the weather” topics. I can’t help that my fingers twitch wanting to latch onto her hips and hold her tight while I pound into her tight wet center from behind. 

She knows who I am now, but that’s just about it. Neither one of us has ventured into anything deeper. This is okay because the less I know, the less I become attached. It’s a win-win situation. 

Neither of us seems to be bothered by this. Having met her here at the bar surrounded by people imbibing to escape who they truly were, it seemed only natural. A no strings attached relationship was often desired by people but hard to achieve. Too many feelings got involved in sex. Not with me and Sophia though. It was all raw, hot, animal passion and leave your feelings at the door. No feelings here. No sir. And, if I have any say in the matter, that is how it’s going to stay.

The bartenders at The Spot wear denim and cut off t-shirts with the bar’s name on them. Tonight, Sophia has worn a tight little denim skirt, and it is taking all the strength I have not to reach out and grab that sweet ass. I bet I could strum the lace of her thong better than the cover band on stage right now. I groan as she walks in front of me. My eyes dancing over the natural, seductive sway of her hips. I can’t wait to push it up and screw her against a wall somewhere. I can almost feel her tight body wrapped around me. When I’m with Sophia, it’s one of the only times I can clear my mind without drowning it in a lot of alcohol. She’s the balm I need without realizing the impact she has on me. 

She’s exciting and doesn’t take everything so seriously like Rosa did. Rosa was a very straight-laced, sex with the lights off kind of girl. The sex wasn’t bad, it was just . . . well, boring. Since meeting Sophia, sex has never been so good.

I shake away the comparison my brain has conjured. I really have to stop thinking about Rosa when I’m meeting Sophia, the two are completely different. It isn’t fair to them either. I loved Rosa once upon a time and what I have with Sophia isn’t love. It’s lust like a head-on collision I can’t keep myself away from. Of course, looking at her, I wouldn’t want to stay away. 

I follow Sophia deeper inside the bar, watching as she looks over her shoulder and bites her lip. Her dark hair swings from her ponytail begging to be grabbed and wrapped around my fist. Yeah, I think it is high time that I forget about Rosa. Most definitely.

The music is thumping so hard and loud that I can feel it through the walls and into my chest. Even my cock feels the pulse and craves to be sheathed inside Sophia. We need to hurry this show up before I lose control and take her right here, right now. 


Chapter Three: Sophia

“Hurry,” I say trying to mask how excited I am to see him. As much as I want to play it cool he knows just how badly I want him. There isn’t any use in trying to hide it. So, I don’t bother trying.

I pull him into the employee bathroom and shut the door. It’s a nice bathroom, the boss lady went all out. There is even a couch and a little separate area for the toilet inside. We even have a shower if we need to use it and to be honest, it’s a secret fantasy I’ve had, having him in the shower, his body wet and glistening under the overhead lights. 

Thomas pulls me close to him and my body reacts instantly. My blood heats and a low dull ache starts in my abdomen. I wrap my arms around his neck and press my body flush against his. 

“You’re so sexy Sophia,” he growls, turning me into putty. My feet want to melt into the floor as my nipples tighten against my bra. As his body presses up against mine, the lace of my bra only teases my breasts further. Man, I hadn’t realized I was this hard up. I didn’t usually chase sex down, I’m not aggressive by nature, but sex this good was worth the chase and the anticipation of each encounter. 

He moves his lips to my neck sending a delicious shiver racing down my spine and all the way into my toes. Nerve endings become raw like exposed electrical circuits. He murmurs my name against my neck, giving me delicious cold chills all over. The second he moves away my body heats up again in a delicious back and forth that leaves me trembling. 

His voice is a rich baritone and is more than enough to make me orgasm from a single sentence. I am pretty sure, that at this point, the guy could read me the phone book and I’d be reduced to a puddle on the floor. Then, to make things hotter, when he directs that deep timbre at me, it’s that much more potent. His tone becomes a focalized point right to my core that quivers awaiting his next move. 

I realize now, after finding out who he is, the employee bathroom is probably not his scene. This is not the classiest place to bring Thomas Henry but from the desire written over his face, he doesn’t seem to mind. And it meets the requirements for being close and empty. 

Some would probably judge my behavior as being whorish but he’s never once treated me like one. This may all be temporary, but what we have is hot. What the hell does it matter anyway? Besides, what do I care what anyone thinks of me? There are only a few people in my life that matter and they are either very supportive of this or they don’t know. 

Thomas moves to lock the door and I can’t help but giggle. “The latch doesn’t work. Someone’s boyfriend busted it the other day when he was drunk and looking for her. Poor thing quit from embarrassment, but I hope she gets rid of him.” 

I hated when men roughed up their girlfriends. Halie’s boyfriend had seemed like a tool, and I knew she needed the money. I’m not sure why I feel the need to explain the situation, but I do. 

“The owner hasn’t gotten around to fix it yet,” I added with a shrug. Oh well. The thought of getting almost caught is more of a turn on than I’d really care to admit. However, if the wrong person walks in and my ass is in the air for all to see, I might as well bend right on over and give it a kiss because I’ll be out of a job. If something ever happened, if we ever got caught, I didn’t want him to think it was something I orchestrated. I would never do that him knowing how he feels about the public knowing his business.

Thomas slowly turns around, his body lean and made for sex, and the muscles between my legs clinch causing me to shift anxiously from one foot to the other. If he doesn’t make a move soon, I’m afraid I’m going to spontaneously combust.

Guess it’s time I move things along. Slowly, I flick my tongue out and roll it over my lips. His eyes darken as his pupils dilate. Bingo! With quick steps, he’s in front of me, his movement a blur of pure male stamina. I suck in a sharp breath when he reaches out and strokes my cheek.

His tender movement catches me off guard. This isn’t what we’re about. No tenderness. No strings. This gesture is full of emotion and I turn my head away. No point in hoping for the pointless. 

“You’re going to have a nice shiner tomorrow,” he says as he gently brushes his thumb under my tender eye. Until that moment, I’d forgotten all about it wrapped up in the sexual energy he sparks in me. 

My head whips around to look in the mirror and sure enough, the beginning of a black eye is evident. Now that the fight is over the pain’s starting to set in. I wince, and it makes it hurt even more. 

“Shit, I’m going to have to ice it when I get home. I thought Regina was just busting my tits,” I mutter. It ached before but now it really hurts. 

I lean over the sink to get a closer look and Thomas follows crowding me in from behind.

 His erection rubs over my ass and my momentary forgetfulness vanishes. Thomas’ strong hands grasp my hips and pull me against him. In the mirror, our eyes lock and I can feel the temperature in the room increase. Okay, so maybe it’s my temperature and not the room. Either way, I can feel the swollen lump hiding behind the rough denim of his jeans rubbing against me.

Despite the heat in the room, he makes me shiver again.

“Does your eye hurt,” he asks a devilish smile lighting his face. With a maddeningly slow movement, he rotates his hips against me, pulling a low whimper from my throat. I groan, tighten my grip on the sink, and rock back against him.

“Yes.” My voice’s breathless and his smile goes a notch higher.

“Do you want me to make it better?” he growls as he leans slightly over my back. His hot breath fans out against my neck. My knees go wobbly and I grip the sink so tight, my knuckles begin to ache. I nod my head still locked on his beautiful face in the mirror.

“Tell me. Tell me you want me to make you forget,” he orders grinding harder into me.

“Yes, make me forget. Please.” 

Before the words are completely out of my mouth, I hear the hiss of his zipper and the rustle of fabric. Thomas’ pants slide to his ankles and my panties are roughly jerked to the side. Maybe next time I’ll forgo the panties altogether, at this point I don’t have too many left in my wardrobe that he hasn’t stretched out already.  

I’m wet and ready for him as he enters and he knows it. I convulse around him trying to get used the invasion, but he gives me no chance because he gives me a dashing wink and begins to piston deep inside me. I hold onto the sink tighter needing it for support as he repeatedly slams into me. My breaths are coming out in short bursts and my hips pinch against the counter on each thrust.

“Hold on, don’t let go,” he growls as he wraps my ponytail around his hand forcing my neck to arch and pulls back just hard enough to make me whimper.

Once again, our eyes are locked as our bodies slap together with the intensity of our need. I push back as he thrusts, never wanting him to stop. Being stretched around him feels like heaven and I greedily pound back. 

As our passion climbs, our urgency increases. He roughly jerks my head back, and our mouths clash together with the passion between us. Sucking his bottom lip into my mouth I bite his lip, and he groans as we continue to collide with each other. The sound of skin slapping against skin echo through the room, somehow sounding louder than the pulsing music just down the hall. 

Without letting go of my hair his other hand reaches between my legs and strokes me with one finger. He moves in and out of me rapidly as his fingers make small circles. I start to shake. 

“Oh, shit,” I gasp. My head wants to sag forward, but he gives it a tug.

“Look at me,” he demands. 

With every ounce of energy, I can muster, I lift my glazed eyes to his. Our eyes lock in the mirror. I see the intense desire in his eyes, and he must have seen the same look in my eyes because Thomas takes this as encouragement and slams into me using more speed. I bite my lip and his eyes narrow the faster he pumps. His fingers pinch the sensitive nub between my legs and I’m sent careening over the edge. A scream travels up my throat, but Thomas is there to catch it. Kissing me deeply, his tongue thrusts into my mouth as I moan uncontrollably into him.

Thomas wrenches his lips from mine and pulls my head around his teeth scraping over my neck. He pulls out but doesn’t move his hand. My knees go weak as he relentlessly strokes me pushing his fingers inside of me not letting my orgasm subside. Trying to keep from alerting the entire bar that I am coming all over the place, I bite down on my lip and arch my back. Tremble after tremble slams over me, stealing my breath.

“You’re so sexy.”

As if I don’t weigh a thing Thomas picks me up and sits me on the sink. 

“What are you doing?”

He covers my mouth with his and my body heats up all over again. No one has ever been able to turn me on the way he does. Sometimes it’s just something he says. Other times it’s his mouth on me. It’s intoxicating and crazy how he makes me feel. 

As our lips battle each other I know for certain I’m ruined when it comes to men. Nobody will ever add up the undeniable chemistry between us. Thomas’ knees hit the floor and his tongue traces the outside of my thighs. His hands spread my legs apart as his tongue hits the sweet spot. Is he seriously going down on me after I just came? The second his tongue rolls over me, my head falls back and settles on the mirror while my hands burrow into his soft brown hair. 

He teases me letting his tongue swipe over my hardened nub before retreating and then doing it again. I’m excited by the fact someone could come in any minute with the busted lock. 

I pull his hair trying to get him to stay where I want him, but he resists. 

“You taste so damn good.” His breath brushes over my wetness and I grip his hair even tighter. 

He continues to torture me letting his tongue circle and tease me but not putting enough pressure to get the job done. A very unladylike plea falls from my lips. My thighs are quivering and I’m so close.

“Please,” I beg hoarse with need.

My plea breaks him. His lips close over me, and he sucks my Rosabud inside his mouth lashing his tongue over it. His strong fingers thrust into me and move in the same rhythm as his tongue. 

He pulls his lips away suddenly and I cry out in frustration. 

“Tease,” I say breathlessly.

He brings his mouth back and sucks hard. I’m thrown into a violent orgasm and I bite my lip to keep from screaming. My hands fist in his hair and my legs clasp around his head to keep him there as I grind into his face with no shame. I’ve never really been a shy lover anyway. Shoving his face where I need it is the norm with us. 

When my legs let go Thomas climbs up from the floor. He has a smug look on his face. His lips land on mine and taste myself all over him. Sweet musk makes me drunk and I thread my fingers through his hair in lazy strokes. 

“My turn,” Thomas says and my mouth waters just thinking of giving him pleasure. 

As I start to move off the sink to do just that the bathroom door starts to open and Thomas’ hand slams against it. 

“Hey,” someone screams.

“This bathroom is out of order,” he tells whoever is on the other side of the door. 

They grumble, and we listen as they walk off.

My body sags against the sink trying to get my breathing under control. The thrill of almost getting caught and coming down off two colossal orgasms has me panting like I ran a marathon.

“You know that if that was one of the bartenders they are going to get the bouncer, right?” 

“Why would they do that?” 

“It’s the employee bathroom, no patrons should be in here,” I say laughing at the confused look on his face. 

“Ok, let’s go, but we’ll continue this soon.” He says pulling up his pants. I watch him adjust himself and know he’s still hard for me. That makes me feel sexy and powerful. 

“I’ll go out first,” I say, “and then you.” 

He kisses me with a promise of continuing it later in the way he holds me and I go out the door in a lust induced daze adjusting my skirt.


Chapter Four: Sophia

I walk out of the bathroom in a great mood, but I only get a few steps out before my good mood takes a one-way flight south.  Regina is trying to hold a group of douchebags back from coming behind the bar. When I see the ringleader I instantly know what it’s about. They are the typical flashy dicks that make our evenings working a nightmare. I groan because I know this is going to be one confrontation I’m not going to get out of. I square my shoulders and move forward determined to get this over with as quickly as possible.

“What the hell are you doing kicking my girlfriend out? I basically float this place.” The arrogant guy wearing an expensive suit with the ugliest yellow tie I have ever seen in my life rages at me. The overwhelming urge to gag is almost too much for me to handle. He smells like he bathed in a musky cologne. My burning nose twitches and I wipe away the tears smudging my make-up job from before. 

The D list socialite’s even less well-known boyfriend has found his way into my face. He’s slurring his words so I know he’s incredibly drunk and not thinking clearly. The alcohol on his breath makes me gag. I’m also pretty certain I’m going to get drunk just by the noxious fumes. I look around to see if Maria is anywhere nearby but no luck. Usually, she can calm these situations down by leading them back to the VIP room and popping some bottles. She’s got that owner’s touch. 

I heave a sigh. “She got into a fight and clocked me when I tried to break it up.” I hold up my hand when he tries to cut me off to defend socialite Barbie. “You know the rules. Fighting is not tolerated in any form, and before you go on and give me some lame ass excuse about how she didn’t mean too, let me stop you right there. She knew good and damn well what she was doing. She made eye contact with me before slugging.” He can deny it until the cows come home but the jerk knows it’s true and now he’s all about saving face. 

“How dare you, you little bar bitch. You know who I am.” He growls this like its gospel and as if I should give a crap which I don’t.

He spits and sputters, his face turning a multitude of colors that range from purple to bright red. This isn’t the first time I’ve dealt with him. His dad is some famous designer, and as a result, the walking trust-fund brat thinks he deserves special treatment. I assume he has been spending the evening in the VIP section so why bimbo barbie was down with us simple peasants in the first place is beyond me. 

 “I didn’t kick you out, I kicked your girlfriend and the person she was fighting out. I didn’t call the cops, I simply took them outside.” It would be so much easier if Maria barred them from here but the money he spends is too good to give up, I’m guessing. 

At one point he was trying to get part ownership of the bar for some venture he was doing. In the end Maria told him no but let him have the event in the bar. 

He grabs my arm and pulls me towards him. I am blown away that he is touching me. A mixture of rage and shock bolts through me. 

Before I have a chance to react, Thomas’s hand flashes around me and closes around the dude’s wrist. In one swift motion, he jerks the guy's arm around and pushes it up the center of his back in a hold I’ve seen cops do in order to subdue their criminals. 

Okay, one, I had no clue that Thomas was even behind me and two, that was actually kind of hot. I push down my sudden urge to pounce on him and focus on the situation at hand. I make a mental note to give him some extra attention later as a little thank you. 

“Dude, what the hell? Who do you think you are?” Trust fund whines.

At this point, we’ve drawn a crowd. There are cell phones held up everywhere and my stomach drops. I know this is somehow going to get escalated. Thomas doesn’t see the phones or if he does he doesn’t say anything. He pushes the guy hard towards the crowd, and all his buddies begin to puff up like roosters. 

Seriously? These are a bunch of pansy-ass business dicks that wouldn’t know their fist from their butt. If I had to guess, I’d bet the nights tips that not a single one of them have ever been in a fight. They’re all wearing suits, which makes me snort. This is so not the kind of bar you wear a suit in especially an Armani. These guys look like they’ll cry getting a wrinkle in the fine Italian wool.

I watch as Thomas takes a slow step forward, getting into trust fund’s blotchy face. The muscles in Thomas’ cheek twitch angrily and at his sides, his hands curl into fists. Yep, he’s definitely gonna hit someone. I picture it and watch the guy go down in my mind’s eye. It would be so sweet, but not a good thing for Thomas at all. 

Never in my life has anyone come to my defense like this. Not my co-workers, not the bouncers, no one and I’m at a loss for how to handle it let alone the attention it comes with. Flashing smartphones blind me for a second as I take in the crowd now focused one hundred percent on us.  

“You don’t grab a lady like that, you understand me?” Thomas’ voice is low and gravely, but not the same kind of gravely it was five minutes ago in the bathroom. This tone is laced with a dangerous edge that carries a menacing threat, and for the first time since hooking up with him, I realize how much I don’t know about him. I’d wager I don’t know him at all.

“It’s like six against one, guy, are you serious,” the overconfident drunk says as he leers at Thomas. I look over to see he’s just grinning. I’ve never seen this side of him. Well, I’ve never seen anything but his sexual side, which can be a little aggressive. It makes sense he’d be itching to fight, but the last thing I want is for him to get hurt or for this to end up on the evening news. 

Thomas cocks a brow at him and lowers his head just a notch. “What can I say? I like a challenge. Though, something tells me it won’t be much of a fight.” He isn’t full of false bravado, he’s serious and I know he can handle himself just fine. 

I see the rage in the guy’s eyes as the comments hit his ears. I bite back a snicker. I should not laugh because this is serious and no matter what taunting, these drunk assholes are only going to escalate this further. 

As Thomas and the spoiled prick stare each other down, the guys who had been raring to go when they thought this tool was just going to be in my face have started to back down. They might recognize Thomas, or they may just not want to fight him. He’s tall, at least six three and in great shape. The socialite’s boyfriend is a little thing, skinny and just a bit taller than I am, which is not saying much since I come in at barely five feet five.

I see my buddy from earlier, the guy who works for the tabloid smiling at me. He’s spotted us, and it causes me to groan. Awesome. Just what I freaking need right now. His eyes meet mine as if to say “Ah-ha. Caught ya!”  I watch as he goes out of the bar. It’s probably a small amount of time before the paparazzi come in. We can’t stop them. It’s not like there’s a velvet rope for our bar. There should be. I decide that’s another thing I should tell Maria when the flashes of cameras rejoin the fray. I do not understand someone who lives their lives to invade other people’s privacy. That’s exactly what they’re doing. 

“Thomas, I just saw a reporter. You need to go.” I say as I yell at him from the chaos. I realize I’m more worried about him than I am with the scene in front of me. My eyes scan the crowd. Where in the hell are our bouncers? Lazy dudes must be on a smoke break or something out back and I’m not tall enough to see over half the crowd trying to find their useless asses. 

“I’m calling the police,” one of the pansy boys calls out.

Thomas stares down the group of guys, and for a moment, I think he’s really going to take on the entire group. I want to grab his arm and pull him back but I don’t think he’ll appreciate the gesture. 

 Finally, he backs away and takes off toward the back of the bar. He’s out of the door before anyone really knows what’s going on. I wonder what type of footage the crowd got on their phone as the first large camera flash hits me. Thomas is long gone but the reporter is back smiling at me so I know he’s at least having the photographer take pictures of me to write something. While the publicity will be great for the club, it won’t be that awesome for my job. Maria is awesome, but she’s also all business. She takes very little crap from anyone. I actually kind of admire her but not when it’s about to blow up in my face on the page six society pages and impact my job.

My eyes finally land on the bouncers, they strut up to us, all muscle and no neck. “Sorry,” one of them says. “There was an incident in the front lobby that needed to be taken care of.”

Sure, there was, I mutter. That slimy dude from before probably caused that to happen to keep tabs on the hot mess in here. 

“What the hell? Is there a full moon tonight?”

He snickers and looks at the group of rich guys that are slowly trying to disappear into the crowd.

However, trust fund is still standing there--well, maybe he’s swaying a bit. Good, I hope he’s hurt both in the ego and his body. 

“Is there a problem here,” one of the bouncers ask.

I look at the ringleader and arch my brow. “Well, is there?”

He scowls at me but seems to weigh his options. Finally, he shakes his head and I nod. 

“Good. If you cause any more problems tonight then you and your whole entourage will be tossed on your ass by Bruno here,” I say as I attempt to rest my arm on the mountain-sized man beside me. Instead, I settle for a pat on his overly muscled chest. “Are we clear?”

The dude grunts something that vaguely sounded like bitch before slinking away. I turn and look up at Bruno. “Keep an eye on them and let Gary know too.” 

He nods and then hulk's back over to where he can keep a clear eye on the group. I shouldn’t be so hard on the bouncers. They do have a lot to deal with every night. 

This night has turned into a nightmare. I press my fingers to my temples and massage small circles. And this night was going so well right up until the catfight and then this.  Regina puts her arm around me as I make my way back to the bar.

“You’re going to be famous now. I can’t believe that Price dick put his hands on you.” 

“Price? That’s his name. I just call him the little prick. Isn’t his dad or mom like a watch designer or some shit?” I ask as I smile at a guy holding up a finger for a beer. I go over and give him one. 

“No, his mother inherited all that money from her father who was like the sausage king or something. He’s old money, nothing new. He was in a watch commercial, maybe that’s what you’re thinking of,” Regina said. Okay, so maybe I was wrong about how trust fund prick got his money. Nevertheless, he’s still a douche and now because of him, I may find myself in the sleazy tabloids.

“Just freaking fantastic,” I grumble as I pour shots of tequila. I’d give anything for this night to be over. 


Chapter Five: Thomas

I’ll pay for defending her, but I couldn’t let that Price douchebag talk to her like that. I may be doing a lot of things, but I do know how to treat a woman. Seeing Sophia’s black eye and then hearing the guy talking to her in such a disrespectful way had brought something out of me. Something that was part of the old Thomas I hadn’t felt in a long time. 

I suddenly felt protective of her. Something in my brain said, defend your girl, you asshole. That wasn’t at all what I’d expected. We were a quick screw in the employee bathroom or a suck and blow in the parking lot. We were not in a relationship and I didn’t relish the idea of changing that status, and yet it felt good to step up for her. 

Instead of going back to my house and facing the photographers that likely have started to arrive there, I decide to head to a buddies’ house. I’ve learned the hard way over the past few years if people have cell phones in the bars, clubs, supermarkets, or parks where you are, the paparazzi is going to hear about it. A lot of companies pay top dollar for a good, clear picture. If you get into a huge fight with someone the paparazzi occasionally feature it’s going to be a big deal. 

“What’s up my man. You look like shit.” My friend Mason greets me at the door and lets me in. 

“Thanks, you got my text?” I say slipping into his ground floor apartment at Parker Hills. It’s got great security and since he’s a hedge fund manager and of no interest to the public, no cameras flashing.

“Yes, and I’ve been looking on all social media for the hashtags Henry punching and Price goes down.”

“Okay, well we got into a small altercation, I did not punch him.” 

“Well, that’s boring as hell. Drink?” Mason walks into his kitchen and I sink onto his couch. 

“Please.” 

I hadn’t had anything to drink and after the amount of exertion I had put in both with Sophia and running from the bar I was quite thirsty. 

“So, how’s Sophia?” Mason asks handing me a Rolling Rock and sitting across from me in a recliner. He’s a good guy in that he doesn’t ask a lot of probing questions I don’t feel like answering, but this situation isn’t one I can ignore either.

He’s the only one I’ve told about Sophia. We’ve been friends forever since we were in the same elementary private school. I don’t trust many people with good reason. Mason is one of the few. He has no interest in his fifteen minutes of fame or acquiring it through me. He’d just rather be alone.

I stare at the glass in my hands, watching as the ice slides back and forth. “She’s good. I was defending her, that’s what I didn’t include in the message.”

Mason sits up on the edge of his seat.  “Defending her? What for?” He was with me when I broke up with Rosa, he probably senses there’s more to this story then I’m letting on and he’d be right. I may or may not have slept on his couch under a blanket for three days straight. I came up to pee and chug liquor. He’s a great friend. 

I grind my jaws so hard together my teeth hurt. Just the thought of how he talked to her causes my blood to boil all over again. 

I take a large sip of my drink and relish in the slow burn as it works its way through my chest and into my belly. It warms my veins. I blow out an annoyed huff. “She kicked out that Price dick’s girlfriend and got punched.” I peel the label off the beer bottle and wonder what would have happened if I’d been inside the bar sooner. That wasn’t how Sophia and I operated but still. 

Mason held up his hand. “Wait, wait. Price punched Sophia”

I shake my head. “No, Price’s girlfriend was starting shit and when Sophia went to break it up, the girl punched her in the eye. Price’s panties were in a bunch because his girlfriend got tossed out on her bony ass.” I’m thinking the girl deserved it and then some.  “He was in her face. What kind of a tool tries to get in a fight with a broad?” I snort as an image of Sophia laying waste to all those trust fund brats emerges. Fairly certain she’d give me a good run for my money. Mason’s voice pulls me out of my fantasy.

“From what you’ve told me, Sophia can take care of herself.” He leans back swigging his beer and then rests his hands on his stomach looking at me with a thoughtful glance I shake off. He’s assessing this like he does his funds and it's annoying to be under the scrutiny. 

“Oh, I’m certain she can but still, I couldn’t let him talk to her like that.” I drain my glass and push from the sofa. I make my way into the kitchen in search of something to eat. I’m, starved. I rummage in the fridge but don’t find anything appealing. 

I spy a box of cereal on top of the fridge and help myself. I sit back down and begin eating my cereal. That was another good thing about Mason. He let me eat his cereal and didn’t expect anything in return, not that I wouldn’t replace it. I’m not that big of a dick. My nerves are frayed and chewing calms me. The anger and adrenaline from the almost fight hasn’t left my body yet. I feel anxious. I should text Sophia and make sure she’s alright but I force myself to not reach for my phone. 

I don’t want to seem overly concerned. We’ve both made it clear we are temporary. A fling that will eventually burn out. While it’s still burning hot, we’ll keep it going. She doesn’t need me texting and bothering her. 

Mason finishes his drink and then gives me a shrug. “You’re welcome to stay here tonight. You know I’ve got nothing going on,” Mason says.  He grabs the remote and turns on Sports Center. 

“And now for everyone’s favorite segment, the gossip segment.” The lady on the television smiles into the camera as a big picture pops up of Rosa. I groan because I already have a feeling I know where this is going.

“Oh shit, man. Let me just change this,” Mason starts.

“No, let’s see what she’s done now.” I lean forward. I can’t escape her. No matter where I go my ex-girlfriend haunts me. I get a sinking feeling in the pit of my gut that whatever is happening with her has something to do with me. I listen as the reporter continues. 

“Rosa Diaz, best known for stirring up drama on her reality series, “Diaz Says,” has a new beau in her life.” 

Color me surprised because that was not what I was expecting to hear. Now, with my eyes glued to the screen, I lean forward waiting to hear who this mystery man could be.

“Really, man. I can turn it off.” Mason says again. I wave him off and he looks like he’s about to say something else. 

I shush him. 

“Travis Leano hasn’t really been that well known for his basketball skills. He’s just known for drinking and doing things like this.” The lady on television continues.

It cuts to a video of a very drunk man in basketball shorts and a white tank top dancing on a table. He’s yelling obscenities, so the censors are beeping every other word. Whoever is manning the camera scans the crowd and shows a table with dozens of bottles of liquor piled up and a bag of weed sitting on a pool table. 

When he gets to the end of the table it upends because of the uneven weight distribution. I chuckle as I watch the chump has to climb drunkenly to his feet, cursing anyone who gets in his way as he tries to walk out of the room. It appears to be a house party, there is loud music playing and a lot of people cheering after his fall. 

He rudely pushes one girl out of his way, and the person filming follows her as she falls to the ground and cries out. The basketball star proceeds to go outside and piss on the porch. Despite Leano’s belligerence and verbal abuse, the cameraman is persistent. I watch the whole scene unfold as the moron half walks half trips from the sidewalk to his car. He seriously can’t be getting behind the wheel drunk with that many people watching him. Really? The camera still follows, videoing him trying to get into his car, as some of his buddies come out and try to wrestle the keys away from him. It’s irresponsible and disgusting and I can’t help but wonder what Rosa would see in a train wreck like that. 

After a moment of stunned silence, I lean back on the couch. That is who she left me for? We’ve been broken up for a while, but her sister told me she left me for a basketball player. I thought we were having problems, she was warming up his bed. I don’t love her anymore but I don’t like the idea of her scrapping the bottom of the barrel for a dude like this. To say I’m shocked is an understatement.

I voice this much to Mason, and when I look over at him he winces and avoids my gaze. I frown. “What aren’t you telling me?” I ask.

He shifts anxiously in his seat and I know that whatever he’s about to tell me is something he’s been keeping from me for a while, though I don’t know how. Mason isn’t widely known for his ability to keep secrets, but the guilt on his face is blatant.

“Out with it man,” I demand. 

He clears his throat.  “I didn’t really want you to know she was with him,” Mason says. 

“How did you know?” I frown while trying my hardest not to feel betrayed because he didn’t tell me. 

“I went to this charity thing with Talia last week,” he continues. “They were there. He is not someone who should be at a black-tie function. He made the biggest ass of himself because he’s on a pro-basketball team. I honestly can’t believe she’s with him. She’s insane if that’s what she left you for.”

“Cheated on me with,” I correct. I don’t know why that matters but it does. “He’s the tool that she cheated on me with. I’m the one that left her. Despite what all the damn tabloids say.” I grouse and shovel more cereal in my mouth chewing so I don’t choke on the thoughts. 

I’m pissed all over again. The media always likes to paint the woman as the victim. I left her. I broke her heart. I wanted to see other people. None of these things were even remotely true. 

My mind turns to Sophia, and I find myself wondering if she’s seeing anyone else. It doesn’t matter if she is, I’d just like to know if I’m in a rotation. 

Okay, that might have been a little harsh, but damn, the woman is smoking hot, much hotter than Rosa. In fact, she and Rosa have close to nothing in common. The only thing that they have in common was their Latino backgrounds. Maybe I have a type, but Sophia is different.

The television is still talking about them. “Time will tell if the spicy Diaz can tame this Dominican wild card. Judging by this footage of them together, it seems she might.” 

I wrinkle my nose at this show and its ridiculous names for these people. I continue to watch as the scene transitions from the all-night party in some undisclosed city to somewhere tropical. Bright blue water is in the background while the waves break over white sand beaches. It’s a place I would have taken her for a romantic getaway and instead she’s with this dumbass. I ponder taking Sophia somewhere where no one knows us. Somewhere that give us a chance to drown in each other and see where this goes. 

The video shows Rosa looking gorgeous in a flowing white wrap over a gold bikini and the Dominican wild card on the beach. The wind is blowing through her hair as she walks looking thoughtful. They are splashing each other in the ocean and she’s laughing. He grabs his dick at some people as they walk by, sticking out his tongue and rapidly flicking it up and down. I watch as Rosa just laughs and playfully slaps him on the arm. What in the hell? Is she completely okay with that kind of behavior? If I had even though about belching in public I got a forty-five-minute lecture about manners and essentially how the entire world is rude and socially unacceptable because of my actions.

“Charming,” I grunt.

When the television finally switches to some other breaking story, I’m thrilled. I look over at Mason and he’s busy staring down at his phone.

I remove my phone from my pocket and consider calling Sophia to check on her. I wonder how the rest of her night went. How did she handle the paparazzi when they showed up? Did she take a swing at them? How’s her black eye after all of this?

I snicker to myself as I think about the differences between Rosa and Sophia. Rosa has always been sophisticated. She came from a home filled with money. She never had to struggle for anything. Her biggest struggle was which Prada shoes to wear. 

Sophia, on the other hand, is the complete opposite. She is a girl that knows what it was like to struggle in life. She has worked hard for what little she has. I can tell her job isn’t her favorite, but she does the best that she can. 

The more I thought about her, the more my mind wandered back to our little tryst in the bathroom. Inwardly I groan as I can still hear her wild panting breaths and feel her nails raking over my back. Suddenly, my anger and annoyance with Rosa begin to slip away. I grin to myself when I think about watching her reflection in the mirror as she came around me. She was breathless, wild, and carefree. I wanted to suck my mark into the arch of her neck and make sure everyone knew she was taken. Again, it’s just a fun time nothing serious, she’s not taken. I need to get ahold of my thoughts lately, however, she is still really hot. 

I’ll just keep that image in mind whenever Rosa tries to sneak in.


Chapter Six: Sophia

I can feel the warm sunlight streaming through the slit in my curtains. I mentally curse my tiny east facing apartment. Every morning the sun assaults my windows with its cheery rays. Typically, I keep the heavy blackout drapes pulled together. Thanks to my hours at the bar, I typically don’t start most of my days before noon, but with the sunlight and persistent pinging sound my cell phone is currently making, I’m thinking noon is not gonna happen. 

With an annoyed grunt, I reach out and slap at my nightstand, hoping to kill my phone in the process. I fail. My fingers brush over the cool glass, and it almost instantly begins buzzing with all the missed text messages and calls. Whoever this is on my phone better have a good reason for waking me up. 

“This should be good,” I grumble as I pry one eye open and hold the phone above my face, willing my eyes to focus on the obtrusive and obnoxiously bright screen. I can tell I’ve missed a series of random messages telling me these bills are due soon, or those bills are already overdue. Another day, another headache, and another dollar short. I’ll have to see if Maria has an extra shift I can pick up so I can get back on track. 

I roll my eyes and continue to scroll through the next several messages, all of which happen to be from Regina. The first one just says you’ve made it. I’m hoping it’s a joke but I know it’s not. 

I cringe hoping that it doesn’t mean what I think it does. She’s included a link in the text. I click on it to see my face on the front page of the tabloid Just So. 

It’s not the most flattering picture, but the headline is worse than I could have imagined.

Barmaid Hooks up with Designer’s Son in Seedy Bar. A string of violent curses explodes from my mouth.

I shove myself up into a sitting position, resting my back against my headboard. Both eyes are open, or at least my good one is with the other feeling puffy and swollen. I’m on a mission. 

My fingers fly as I text Regina back, then I decide just to call her before she starts typing back. 

“Seedy? How could they call The Spot, seedy?” I practically screech as she picks up.

She chuckles, and I frown. “Well, it did use to be a strip club,” she replies airily. 

“Well, I know that,” I sputter, “but I just can’t believe how sleazy they are making it sound.”

“If I were you, I would be more concerned about the barmaid hookup,” she said. I know she’s right and I pull myself together tucking my knees up to my chest in bed. Maybe I should just go to sleep and let everything blow over. 

“Trust me, Gina, I am. The fact that my mother could be reading this right now gives me major anxiety.” If my mother sees this, she’ll be the next phone call I’m forced to take before lunch. 

“How did they know you hooked up with him. If you read on, it says patrons could hear the two getting it on in the bathroom.” 

I could feel the heat climbing into my cheeks. Maybe whoever it was on the other side of the door last night was listening. Okay, that’s just gross on a whole new level. “Well, that’s not true. The employee’s bathroom doesn’t allow patrons to be anywhere near.” 

“They guessed. Do you think Thomas is freaking out?” 

I lean my head back against the wall and squeeze my eyes tightly together tears of frustration burning at the edges. I begin to question if this whole thing hadn’t been one colossal mistake. I mean, hooking up with a guy at your place of business isn’t always the wisest career move.

“I honestly don’t know. Why didn’t you tell me he was such a big deal before I started hooking up with him?” I whine.

“How was I supposed to know you were seeing the Thomas Henry? That could be the name of any number of people.” 

I heave a heavy sigh. It’s not her fault I was thinking with my hormones and not my brain. “Well, I guess there’s not much I can do about it now. Guess I’ll just have to ride it out.” I pick a collection of fuzz off my blankets and flick it to the floor. My life has been nothing but a series of unavoidable wrinkles like my bed sheets. I try to remember the last time I washed them. My mind is a hundred places at once. 

I hear Regina snicker. “Isn’t that what got you into this mess to begin with?” She then cackles into the phone and it makes me smile despite the piss poor mood I’m in. Thomas Henry. I should nickname him Hottie Henry or something else equally inappropriate. 

“Yeah, yeah. I need coffee. I’m going to the coffee shop. Hopefully, this will all blow over.” Caffeine was my only drug of choice and it had better fix this because I didn’t know anything else that could. 

She just chuckles again and tells me bye. After disconnecting the call, I toss it to the blankets tangled around my feet. Then, leaning forward, I press my hands against my eyes. “Fine freaking mess you got me into,” I grumble to my libido. “See if I listen to you again,” I swear my libido chuckles back, cruel wench. She doesn’t care as long as her needs are getting met even if it proverbially screws me over again and again. 

After another fifteen minutes of wallowing in self-pity, I climb from bed and rummage through my closet for something to wear. I finally pull on a pair of capris and a short sleeve shirt. My favorite coffee shop is just a block from my house. The walk there is great exercise and refreshes me in the morning. I don’t even mind spending a little of my hard-earned tips every morning just for the pleasure. I think about calling upstairs to see if George wants to join me but he’s usually busy this time of day and I don’t need to rehash this all over again just yet. 

I open the door to my apartment and find a guy standing in the hallway. He is on his phone and seems startled when I come out. He doesn’t look like someone I’ve seen in the building before. I decide he’s waiting for the girl who lives in the apartment next to me. I lock my door and give him a polite nod and smile, but as I walk by him I hear him say quietly, “get ready, she’s coming.” 

Please tell me that my caffeine deficiency is causing me to hear things. Surely, he did not just tell someone that I’m coming out of my apartment. That wouldn’t make sense. I shrug it off as paranoia and stress and proceed on my way. 

When I get to the bottom floor I push the double doors open and am blinded by the brightest lights I’ve ever seen. Startled I jump back inside trying to adjust to the flashes in front of my eyes pulling the door closed with me. What was that?

I look out the window to the side of the door and see cameras. There are at least five men with cameras outside my apartment. My landlord already hates me because I’m perpetually late with rent. I can only imagine what all this attention is going to cause. If I’m not homeless by the end of the week because of late rent, I will be because of all the slimy paps hanging around the front doors. My building doesn’t have fancy security and this is going to blow up in my face.

Breathing heavily, I press my back against the wall by the window. One of the photographers comes up to it looking in, but he can’t see me. Maybe there’s someone else staying in the apartments is famous. That’s a possibility, right? 

“You need a bodyguard?” George comes up to me and smiles his brightest. “They can get my good side if I protect you.” I smile and grab onto George in a half hug. I’d never been so thankful to see a friend before. He hugs me back and ushers me forward. No place to go but moving on. 

“Can they come into the coffee shop?” I ask completely oblivious to how this whole thing works.

“No, they usually don’t.” He flips imaginary hair and smirks. “I once dated the stand-in for Brad Pitt in one of those movies. I got followed a couple of times.” My jaw drops and he winks reassuring me. 

“Oh okay, then walk with me to The Steam and Press, please?” 

“You’re going to the dry cleaners?” George asks.

“No, it’s a coffee place. They have the best coffee. Please, just walk me there. I can’t be photographed and stalked like this.” 

George nods and I take a deep breath. He pushes the door open and demands the cameramen get back. He uses his body to block them and guide me out onto the sidewalk. They press and hound us. 

“Hey sweetheart,” one of them yells, “are you going to see Thomas?” 

“Doll, look at me. Where does Thomas take you on dates.” 

“Back up a bit and let the lady walk,” George says as he pulls me into him. I tuck my head under his arm wishing I had some dark sunglasses to put on. This is what I have decided my nightmare consists of. I have no doubt that in less than an hour my mother will be frantically calling to ask what the heck is going on. 

The walk to the coffee shop is usually my time to think and relax. This is far from relaxing. In fact, I am really assessing my burning need for coffee. Like how badly do I really need the jolt of caffeine? Now might be the time to make a special trip to Target for a coffee maker which I’d been putting off since I cracked the glass on the last one I had. 

 Do they always follow Thomas like this? He told me once they wait outside the gates of his parent’s house and go to the clubs he’s at. He says you can’t do anything anymore once they catch your scent. 

I’m thinking this is probably the end of us. I can’t imagine him wanting to be with me if he can’t sneak to the bar anymore. For some reason, that thought bothers me a little more than it probably should. I’ve enjoyed our hookups and while yes, a secret part of me maybe hoped it could be more I’m not stupid. I wouldn’t take a moment with Thomas Henry for granted and now it’s gone. I don’t really want the cameras in my face all the time anyway. No matter how hot he is, I feel like that will give me anxiety. 

They are going to be watching him that much closer now. They are going to be watching his every little step. They will be trying to catch a glimpse of poor little bar girl, desperately sleeping with a rich boy as she tries to claw her way to the top. 

I frown because it wasn’t even like that. We met by chance. I didn’t know he was rich, and I certainly didn’t know who he was. I think he liked that until I saw him on television and almost dropped the glass I’d been drinking out of. 

Had I let any of my friends meet him or someone see us together, I would have known a lot sooner, but I liked for him to be my dirty little secret. Who wouldn’t? There’s just something about being sneaky and being bad. Well, this is as about as bad as I can afford and now I’m going to pay for it, possibly lose my job, maybe even my apartment when I can’t pay rent. 

George is right, when we walk through the doors of the coffee place, they don’t follow. They also don’t leave. They continue to hover outside like scavengers. He informs me that a lot of businesses won’t allow paparazzi through the doors because they believe their customers deserve privacy.

“Look at the relentless little vultures,” George says and scrunches his face up at the menu. “I like my coffee shop better.” 

Still, he orders a coffee right behind me and we sit in little plush chairs to wait out the cameras. 

“I don’t think they are budging,” George says after we’ve sipped in silence for a while.

“What could possibly be interesting about me getting coffee?” I throw up my hands. One of the cameras snaps through the window.

“Oh, now the headline will read slutty barmaid fights with a fabulous friend over gross coffee,” George says smiling. My eyes roll hard but I know he’s right. My every move will be scrutinized until they move on to the next big scandal or indiscretion. 

“Please, you’re probably right,” I smile. None of this is comfortable to me. I rarely post pictures of myself anywhere and if I can get out of being in a picture with someone, I will. I don’t even post on social media sites unless I’m obligated. 

After our coffee is finished I look outside to see only one of the five photographers have been deterred. When I get ready to go out and brave everyone, I see the guy who’d been standing in my apartment ordering a coffee.

There’s no way it’s a coincidence that he’s here and I am going to confront him. I walk up to him and cross my arms. He turns slowly and gives me a long look up and down which I don’t appreciate. 

“Why are you following me?” I ask and tap my foot impatiently. 

“I go where the boss says to go and that’s where the money is. Don’t worry honey when he hooks up with someone else, you’ll be old news.” He sneers. If I was into punching people on the regular, he would be on my hit list right up at the top. 

He walks away and try as I might I can’t think of anything clever to say to him. Still, what he says bothers me a little bit. When he hooks up with someone else. For some reason, that made what I’d been doing with Thomas feel dirty and cheap. Was I just another in a long list of hookups? I didn’t like having to second guess myself and I didn’t like the implied label this guy was giving me. 

I try to tell myself that these type of people say these things to make you mad. They want you to cuss them so they can report it. 

I hear him get on his phone as he’s leaving. “You’re outside of Rosa’s apartment? Beautiful, yell at her about the bar chick. Get a reaction.” 

Not only are they after me and Thomas, but they are going after his ex-girlfriend too? This sucks so bad. “This is madness,” I tell George as he prepares to shield me once again for the walk back to the apartments. 

“I know, I love it,” he yells as the photographers start hollering things at us again. The walk back feels like it takes twice as long and my mood dampens as the caffeine wears off.


Chapter Seven: Thomas 

I walk into my house around ten o’clock feeling the effects from last night. I’d slept in. Mason and I had stopped for breakfast at a little diner avoiding any discussion around Rosa or Sophia. He had some work to do at the office so I came home to face the music. That morning while we ate I saw the shaky phone footage of my fight on my phone. It had been posted to Instagram. About ten damning seconds of footage that was now captured forever, haunting me. Soon after there were alerts going off about Sophia going to get coffee and the girl I’d been defending was with some guy already. New hashtags popped up every few minutes because the trolls had nothing better to do than harass my girl. Whoa. Where had that thought come from? My girl. I still wasn’t used to the idea beyond a hookup.  

It is insane how fast they are. I don’t really understand how they can get news out as fast as they do. That’s why I’m always so careful. Now, because I threw that careful nature into the wind to help Sophia out, I was back in the news again. I groan slapping my hand to the wall. The move doesn’t change anything except to send a sting up my arm. I wish I had punched that Price dick. At least then I would have unloaded some of this frustration. 

“I just wonder what like the people who get followed every minute and have the paparazzi in their faces while they hold their kids go through,” I tell Mason before he leaves. “I’d be in jail if one of these yahoos put the camera in my kid’s faces.” Mini versions of Sophia with dark hair and impish smiles flood my brain and I pause stopping myself. No. No. No. 

“Like-wise, man. That’s why I’m glad you’re the famous one.” We fist bump and then I flip off a cameraman who has come to get a shot. He’s thrilled by this of course. Anytime they get a rise and get us to show some sort of anger and emotion, they see dollar signs. Flashes flicker and I consider busting a camera for show, but I hold back. My PR folks warned me about this and I’m letting them win by giving in. 

I’ve seen celebrities freak out before. They smash cameras, chase the paps, and basically rack up assault charges. The headlines always say they’re out of control, but it’s really the paps just push too far. 

I’m happy to drive into the gates of my parent’s house and get away from the cameras. I need to clear my head. 

As I make my way through the foyer I can smell the remnants of breakfast and realize my parents must have gotten up late as well. 

“Thomas is that you. Come here please, your father has lost his mind.”

My mother calls from the dining room. I walk in to find her playing solitaire on the table the old school way. She says it relaxes her. My dad is standing at the counter reading a newspaper. I grab a piece of bacon and sit at the table munching quietly waiting for him to speak. Despite just eating a large amount of breakfast, I just can’t pass up bacon. 

Mom is wearing her Sunday outfit of a silk robe and kerchief around her curlers. Dad is dressed for the day already in slacks and a polo shirt. They both seem anxious. 

“What’s going on?” I ask taking another piece of bacon off the huge stack in the middle of the table. No one says anything and I wait in the pregnant silence. 

My mother is stressed, when she’s stressed she gets her chef to cook a lot of food for each meal. Now that’s added up to more bacon than anyone needs even if I do like it. 

“Your father is losing it, Thomas. I don’t even know what to say.” I notice she’s got a mimosa and wonder what number she’s on. She isn’t slurring her words but the carefree way she holding the glass and chugging it down does worry me. 

“I’m not losing it, Thomas. I’ve never been clearer in my whole life. What are materialistic things really? They’re not what’s important.” He’s pontificating and I still don’t know how serious to take him. To say my parents can be eccentric is putting it mildly even if I’ve never heard this before. 

I’ve not heard my father speak like this before and I wonder where he’s going with this. I go over to the coffee pot and pour a large mug full before joining my mother at the table. I’m careful not to disturb her cards. She’s particular about them staying lined up just so. 

“Tell me, what have you come up with dad? What is important?” I watch them as I sip the coffee thinking it’s the perfect temperature of hot. If it wasn’t, I could have escaped to the kitchen to heat it up while dad organizes his thoughts better. 

“Ah, but that’s the question, isn’t it. I’ve decided I’m done being rich, I don’t want the money anymore. I’m going to give it away.” 

I swallow my coffee and put it down, my finger circling the rim slowly to give my hand something to do. 

“You are?” I’m shocked. My father has always taken so much pride in what we had. He’s always been generous and never greedy, but to just give it all away, well this doesn’t sound like him at all.

“I am. There’s the matter of your inheritance. I wanted to talk to you about it.” 

“Okay, I’m listening.” I still am not sure where this is going, but I see my mother has downed her mimosa and is clutching the edge of the table with one hand while angrily slamming down cards with the other. She flips over a single card huffing and grabbing another with a snap. She’s clearly not happy about what’s happening but she doesn’t interrupt my dad. 

He clears his throat and starts up again, “You need a baby and a woman in the next twelve months to get anything from me. You’re too old to be going out with models and celebrities. It’s time to find a nice girl and settle down.”

While I’m not opposed to a family someday… someday being the operative word here, this is a shock. 

“I am not going to orchestrate my life so I can gain an inheritance. I’ll just go get a job and earn my own way.” He’s got to be bluffing. There’s no other explanation. 

“That’s fine son. I want to give my money to charity. I want to live off the grid with your mother.” 

Mom continues snapping cards but her voice is angry and stilted as she puts the last card down with a slam that jiggles the table. “If you think I’m going to go with you while you live out some mountain man fantasy, you’re insane,” my mother says shoving bacon into her mouth. 

“Honey, it will be romantic, just the two of us.” His arms are open wide as if this has been something he’s been discussing for years and the rest of us are being unreasonable about it. I have a good mind to check him for competency but say nothing. 

He gets in these moods. There was one time he wanted everyone to take a watercolor class with him. We decided to try and went with him to the class. He gave up after a week because it never looked like the instructor’s painting. 

I walk into the living room to get away from their bickering and ridiculous ultimatums. He said a baby first before the girl. He wants a grandkid, but why. Is he dying? 

When I walk into the sunken living room and head towards the couch I realize my childhood friend Julia Sugarman is sitting on the couch with Mintzy and Pepper, my mother’s miniature poodles. Mintzy growls at me like she always does. 

“Mintzy, it’s me. You know me.” I say reaching out to pet Pepper who loves me. The dogs merely sniff the air looking for food. Well, that’s about to dry up if dad has his way and gives it all away. I wonder if the dogs can sense the tension and I turn to Julia. 

“Why are you here?” I ask Julia. She’s watching something about animals and has her legs tucked up under her with a pillow in her lap.

“Your mother wanted a dog sitter while she tried to talk some sense into your father.”

I roll my eyes. 

“She’s in the other room, they could just be sitting here on the couch fine. Is she paying you?” 

“Yes, in one of her exclusive Chanel purses.” Julia smiles at me. “Have you decided if you’re going through with the whole baby thing? If you need a fake wife I can do it.” Her smile is saccharine and way too eager for my liking. I’m going to be the next steak up for butchering if I’m not careful. 

I know Julia has feelings for me. She has now for a while. The thing is, I’m just not attracted to her. I look at her like a sister. It’s not that she isn’t pretty. She’s pleasant to look at. She has a face you’d consider plain but pretty. Her short blond hair hits her shoulders perfectly. I’ve never seen her with her hair up or wearing a pair of sweatpants. She’s always dressed up and ready to be photographed. Sometimes I wonder if that’s to show me she’d make the perfect companion for my crazy life.  

I feel bad having to always pretend I don’t know she likes me and shutting her down. She scoots over on the couch and I scoot into the corner. This cannot be seriously happening right now, but it is. 

“Yeah right,” I laugh. “That would be when hell froze over.” I stand up because if I scooted any further I’d be sitting on the floor. I need some distance. I need enough space that consists of hundreds of miles. 

She smiles tightly and nods. “I know right, but truthfully. What are you going to do?” 

“I’m going to get a job. I don’t need his money.” 

“You don’t need to work so hard for something that you already have,” Julia says. 

“That’s the difference between you and me Julia, I don’t think I’m owed anything because my parents are rich.” 

“That’s not fair Thomas. I could get a job just as easily as you.” 

“Yes, watching my mother’s dogs. I’m telling you, I don’t need his money.” 

“You don’t.” My mother enters the room, “But I do. Think of your poor mother, Thomas. He’s giving all the money away. That means I won’t have anything. If you get your inheritance, you can take care of me and the pups.  I did carry you for nine months.” She pouts and I wonder what she will do. 

“You could get a job mother.” I don’t really have any sympathy for her. She’s had a very privileged life and plenty of opportunities to learn skills that consist of something other than gardening and charity tea functions. 

“Fine, if you won’t do it for me, do it for Dinah.” Of course, she uses my baby sister as leverage but I’m all out of caring. 

“She’ll be fine too. I don’t think she should grow up with all this wealth anyway.” 

“Son, she’s in private school. She’ll be pulled out, away from all her friends. Think about what that will do to a thirteen-year-old girl. She’ll have to quit her lessons and all her extracurriculars. You know how much she loves her horse, she’d have to sell him.” 

My little sister is a weak spot for me. My mom knows how to get under my skin. Of course, I don’t want her to suffer because I couldn’t get it together. To have a child though, just for money seems really wrong. I’d be bringing a life into the world no better than the one I’m leading now. 

“It’s okay son. I know you’re not able to see anyone but hussies and fame chasers.” My father enters the room, “I think you’ll make a fine businessman.” His encouragement doesn’t make me feel better, it’s more like a slap in the face. 

A plan is forming in my head and while it’s definitely not full proof, it’s a plan. Something about my dad saying I see hussies causing a switch to go off. “I have a girlfriend.” 

The words just come out before I can stop them. I didn’t know I could bold face lie with such ease but I do. It’s nearly worth an Oscar performance from the reactions on their faces. 

“You do,” both my father and Julia say. Him with a huge smile and her with a frown. The reactions are expected and I continue with the charade. 

“Yes, her name is Sophia, she’s a bar manager and a gorgeous sophisticated woman. I’ve moved on from Rosa and I could definitely have a baby with her. It could already be happening.” I think about how hot our last sexual encounter was and my dick jumps into action recalling her tight wet sheath and pumping deep inside her while she moaned into the bathroom mirror making the glass fog up. If I’m not careful I’m going to have an awkward moment with my family in about ten seconds. 

“Oh yes,” my mother actually jumps into the air. “I knew you wouldn’t let me down.” 

She, of course, did not know that. It’s why she pulled out Dina. Now I’ve over exaggerated and painted Sophia as something she’s not. In more ways than one. This won’t end well and I know that. 

“Wait, the girl that the tabloids had plastered everywhere? I thought she was just a sleazy bartender looking for attention.” Julia walks over to me planting her hands on my chest suggestively and inching closer than I’m comfortable with. I can’t have her thinking my chubby is for her because it’s definitely not. No way. I grip her hands in mine and remove them from my chest sternly. 

My blood heats up when Julia calls her sleazy. “Watch your mouth. You’re talking about my baby.” 

She scrunches her face up appearing to fight back tears and runs out of the room. I’m sure that within moments social media outlets with have this information at their fingertips. I try not to think like that, but Julia hasn’t proven to be the most trustworthy friend I have in my life in the past few months. 

I wasn’t being nice to her just then so it goes both ways. I’ll have to eventually apologize for the dog comment. I know she does that so she can come over and see me. It gives her an excuse, I’m not dumb. 

“Well done, my darling boy.” Mother reaches me and kisses my cheek before summoning her dogs to follow her. 

Dad merely nods and heads into his office leaving me to wonder what the hell I’ve put into motion. 

I go upstairs to my room leaving everyone awestruck downstairs. I hope Sophia will go along with what I’m planning because if she doesn’t my little sister is screwed. Part of me thought my dad was joking at first. I thought he wanted to test me for some reason, but when I mentioned Sophia the look on his face was pure joy. He’s serious about this. 

Later while I’m lying in my bed a thought hits me. “Dad,” I yell down the hall.

“What son?” 

“You’re not dying, are you?” 

“No son, your mothers already asked.” 

Well that’s good news, but now I don’t have any clue why he’s taken this sudden change of direction. I pull out my laptop and search for jobs in my area for the things I studied in school to see what’s out there until I fall asleep.


Chapter Eight : Sophia 

I count down the drawers behind the bar and get ready for a much-needed last call. This night cannot be over quick enough. I feel dead on my feet and ready to kick these shoes off. 

The last dishwasher left so I’m all alone ready to close up the bar. I don’t mind being here by myself and find I can do the closing a lot faster when it’s just me left. No one is chatting up my ear while I count the twenties and make notes for Maria in the morning. I’m lucky I don’t have to do the bank drop and can lock this up in the safe and leave. I still carry pepper spray when I walk out to my car though. I’m not completely careless and we’d all been bugging our boss to fix the lights out back that seem darker than they did a month ago. 

Maria had come into work to have a conversation with me about the altercation. 

“I heard there was a young man who came out of the back to your defense.” She’d raised an eyebrow and I couldn’t tell if she knew or not. The way she was talking it felt like she knew exactly what I’d been up to. Surely, she didn’t have cameras set up in the back of the bar. That was a strange thought, my boss watching me get it on multiple times while I was at work.

I guessed if she asked me what the hell I was thinking, I could just say it was during my break. 

“So, Price was unhappy when he was asked to leave?” 

“He was, but I also think he was really drunk. That girl of his is something else.”

“Ah yes, I heard about your black eye. I’ve told you to let the men break those up.” 

“I know, but they won’t break up girl fights because they’re afraid to hurt them.” 

“Okay,” Maria said putting a finger on her chin. “Call the police then. I don’t want you getting involved in those kinds of things.”

“Okay, I won’t.” 

I admire Maria so much. She’s ten years older than me. She owns this bar and a small restaurant she spends most of the day in. She’s not married but does have a twelve-year-old son. She owns her house and always dresses extremely nice. I know she would lend me money if I needed it, but I would never ask. 

“Good, I’ll reach out to his agent and see if there’s a way to smooth it over. I understand and completely agree he was in the wrong, but his family gives a lot of money to this community. I won’t tolerate him talking to anyone like that though.” 

She said things that were contradictory, but I don’t say anything. She’s the boss. 

“Okay Sophia, I’ll see you soon.” She said and that was that. I breath out a sigh of relief after she’s gone she didn’t mention Thomas at all. I’m sure maybe she wanted to. 

My feet are killing me as I walk out the employee exit of the bar. All I can think about is getting into my sweats and curling up under my blanket after I chow down on a cold piece of leftover pizza that’s been calling my name. I drag my ass to my car and my exhausted mind starts hallucinating as I picture Thomas leaning against my hood with a wicked smile on his face. Maybe I should take a nap in my car before I attempt to drive home.

As I move closer I realize that I’m not hallucinating and Thomas is leaning against my car looking like a fucking magazine model. His navy suit jacket parts showing his button-down shirt undone at the collar and alluding to the muscles underneath that my fingers itch to touch. His jeans ride low on his hips and I bit my lip trying to not think of the last time the denim fabric rubbed against my skirt clad bottom. I run my fingers through my hair in a pathetic attempt to fix what after an eight-hour shift cannot be fixed. I’m a mess and I hope he can accept that.

I look around us for cameramen or crazy reporters to jump out at me. He makes a clucking sound like he knows what I’m scanning our surroundings for. 

“Don’t worry I had a look-alike come here and then leave, they are trailing the wrong Thomas Henry. They are easily fooled.” He walks towards me with his arms open and I sink right into them. He’s comforting and I swear I feel his lips kiss my head.  

I lean back to look at him, “What are you doing here?” I ask dumbly. 

Thomas reaches out to stabilize me and heat flare where his hands connect. My breath hitches and from the smile he sends me I know he heard it. 

“I wanted to see you.” The meaning behind his words is obvious and I already know I’m not going to deny him. Not after the last time I let him have his way with me. I feel a little thrill move through me as I bring those memories up. 

“Well you saw me,” I say trying to be nonchalant while I force myself not to jump up and down eagerly. He has a way of getting under my skin and I want him to stay there with me.

“It’s dark why don’t we talk in your car.” He suggests leading me over to my vehicle. It looks like a rusted bucket but she’s been good to me and I don’t want to give her up. Yes, I think of my car as a girl and even named her Pearl too for her original paint job color. 

He lets go of my shoulders and I feel chilly from the sudden absence of his warmth. There’s something about him that burns inside of me, and I crave his touch. 

“I didn’t expect you to be scared of the dark,” I joke as I get out my keys and unlock my car. 

I hold Pearl’s door open letting him slide in. 

“Will you protect me?” he asks as he slides his perfectly tailored jeans on my worn-out back seat.

“I don’t think I like you that much to protect you.”

He clutches his chest mocking me.

“Ouch Sophia, I didn’t know you had your claws sharpened since the last time I saw you.” He pats the seat beside him only moving over a little so I’ll be very close to him when I get in the car. 

“You liked my claws just fine the last time I saw you if I remember correctly.” I slide into the seat beside him. 

His hand draws tiny circles on my thigh and I clench them together to give them the friction they are begging for. In the tiny confines of my car, there is no denying the pure male scent he exudes. It’s more potent than coffee and I perk up instantly with him beside me.

“Well, I can’t argue with you there.”

“Besides I thought the man was supposed to be the protector, not the woman.”

“Are you questioning my manhood?” He chuckles and I shrug passive aggressively. 

Before I can think of a clever comeback Thomas takes my hand and places it on his undeniable manhood that’s straining against his jeans. My nipples harden behind my bra as the heat in the car goes up a notch. I wouldn’t be surprised if the windows weren’t fogging up. I just refuse to stop looking at Thomas long enough to check.

Gently I squeeze down on his jean covered cock. He hisses out at the contact and I feel powerful. He has a way of intensifying all my emotions making things seem more intense. With Thomas, everything just feels more. 

“I want you.” Thomas tugs on my hand and I move over so I’m straddling him. 

I grind on him ready and willing to let him take me right there. My hands fumble with his zipper and he stops me. I look up at him confused. Both of us breathing heavily. I don’t want to pause, I want to throw caution to the wind. 

“Why did you stop me?”

“Because I don’t want one of your coworkers to come out here while I’m pleasuring you.”

I blink and come back to reality. At that moment I forgot where I was and would have let him take me in front of the whole bar. 

“Do you want to go back to the employee bathroom?” I don’t move off his lap enjoying the feel of his erection digging into me. Almost wishing he didn’t have the wherewithal to stop us. Obviously, he is the mature one tonight. 

He sighs.

“I can’t wait that long.”

His hands move up to my breasts and he massages them. His fingers pinch the tips through the lace and I moan needing more. My nipples dig into his palms and I shift on his lap. It’s too much and yet not enough. 

“We can go into the alley,” I suggest still shifting over his clothed dick ready to get off anyway I can. His nod is the only indication I need to take us out of there. 

I rush around from the backseat and get into the driver’s side. My legs stick together from the arousal that’s leaked from my core. He gets in the passengers. Thankfully my car starts without giving me any trouble. Pearl could be persnickety when she wanted to be and I didn’t want my old car impeding my sex life tonight. With shaky hands, I drive the couple yards to the back alley away from the back of the bar. 

I park and gaze out to the security cameras on the side of the building wondering if I should keep driving. The unknown eggs me on. 

Thomas’ reaches over me and tilts my seat back as far as it can go. The seat jerks and I giggle as he reaches for me.  

“I don’t know if we are out of the camera's view,” I tell him as his fingers inch into my waistband. I shiver as his hand dives further teasing my lips and slicking my juices up my center. 

“I can’t wait any longer,” he admits as his teeth bite my earlobe. “Do you care if they can see us?” His fingers dance circles around my clit over the lace tapping the button and then pressing down the crease to tease my core spreading my desire. 

A thrill runs through me and I’m not sure if it’s because of the possibility of being caught or that Thomas’s finger is running up and down my soaked panties. I have a feeling it is a combination of both and I’m as eager as he is. 

“I don’t care. Let them be jealous.” 

He leans up and smiles before his lips crash down on me. His tongue thrusts into my mouth the exact time he pushes a finger inside of me. All thoughts of the camera and anybody but Thomas fly out of my mind with the press of a second finger. I’d take him all if I could feel this with him again and again.  

I kiss him back letting our tongues battle as he fingers me. I spread my legs as wide as the seat will let me giving him as much room as I can to let his fingers work their magic. 

His thumb circles my swollen nub and I arch off the seat. Thomas uses his other hand to pull down my shirt and bra. Somewhere fabric tears and I don’t care. My breasts are in his mouth and I can’t control my hips from bucking off the seat helping him hit the spot that will push me over the edge. 

“Oh yes more!” His fingers spear before curling upward, my eyes rolling back on the tidal wave of emotions. 

“Come for me. You won’t get me fully until you do.”

I push harder into his hand letting his thumb work me into a frenzy. He bites my nipple and orgasmic bliss blasts through me. 

“Shit,” I yell out as my fingers dig into his shoulder my nails likely leaving crescent marks on his skin. 

Thomas takes his hand out of my waistband and licks his fingers. The sight of him tasting my release has me almost ready to come again. Wanting to taste him I push him back in his seat and unzip his pants. I want all of him as deep as he’ll go. 

His dick is in my mouth before he has a chance to figure out what I’m doing. I let my cheeks hollow out sucking him and lick down his shaft. 

“Yes, baby,” he groans as his fingers tangle in my hair.

I let my jaw relax trying to get as much of him in my mouth as I can. I use my hand to stimulate what won’t fit. Using my tongue, I press up and down his rock-hard shaft as I move. His fingers contract against my scalp when I lightly scrape my teeth over the head of his manhood. 

“Gently baby.” He groans and I know he’s loving every minute of this. 

When the tip hits the back of my throat I make a swallowing motion against it before pulling all the way out. His thighs are tight under me and the tension is palpable. I slide back down again and this time his hand grasps my hair and pulls me up not letting me continue.

He pulls me up smashes his lips to mine sharing the salt of his desire and the musk of mine. Our kiss is wild and full of need. My lips feel swollen and hot from going down on him. 

“That felt too good. I had to stop you before I lost all control. I want to feel you around my dick.” He punctuates each word with hard kisses to my lips, my neck, my breasts and anywhere else he can reach.

He reclines his seat back and pulls me on top of him. I lean up and he removes my clothes ripping my underwear off. Thomas positions himself at my entrance and I impale myself on his massive erection making a happy sigh as he fills me completely.

He slides easily into me since it has already been primed by my mouth. We both stop when I’m fully seated on him letting the moment sink in looking into each other’s eyes.

“Ride me,” he orders as his hands splay across my hips forcing me to grind down on him. 

I slide up and smother him with my breasts. He gets the hint and starts sucking on my nipples the way he knows drives me crazy. Thomas’ hands tighten on my hips as I start to grind on him. 

I can feel him pulse inside of me and I know he is just as close as I am. His hands move me up and down needing his own release. I suck on his chest biting his nipples the way he has bitten mine. Turnabout is fair play, I say. 

His thrusts become more frenzied. Our mouths and hands are everywhere licking, sucking, biting, and clawing. Trying to get even closer than we already are. Thomas moves a finger between us to add more pressure to my core.

I grind down on his hand and cock letting the sensation build until it’s unbearable. I’m so tightly wound I could shoot off into the sky at this rate. 

“Let go,” he grunts and pushes into me faster.

My eyes close and my fingers curl into him as waves of intense pleasure pour over every nerve ending. Every muscle is tense as I cope with the massive amount of pleasure. I can feel my walls convulse around him.

I force myself to open my eyes as Thomas brutally pounds into me so he can ride the same wave I’m on. His eyes lock on mine as his jaw clenches and I know he’s coming. I can feel his dick expand before he lets go. My head hits the roof of the car as I lean back and he bucks into me. 

With limp limbs, I ride him hard prolonging the orgasm still rocketing through me and wanting to wring out all the pleasure I can give to him. 

I’m in awe at the raw emotion on his face when I feel his cock jump inside me spilling his release inside. His fingers are bruising my hips because he’s holding on so hard but I don’t care the pleasure out ways it all. 

I collapse on top of him both of us trying to catch our breaths. His hand strokes my spine and my body shivers with aftershocks as my breathing starts to slow.  There’s a chill in the car but he warms me and I feel safe.


Chapter Nine: Thomas

I hadn’t planned on having sex with her when I came to the bar, but Sophia is like my Achilles heel with her sexy body and sweet moans. I need to talk to her about the deal. It isn’t going to be easy to tell her something so crazy and now after we’ve had sex in her car I don’t know how to start it. I situate myself in the passenger seat and I can tell she’s waiting for me just to bail. It’s what I’ve done after every other encounter so why would she expect something more of me?

“Sophia?” I look over and see her fixing her hair in the rearview mirror her concentration making her bite her lip. She’s humming a song I don’t recognize except it might be a cheesy rap song with a cool beat and all I want to do is get inside of her all over again. 

“Yeah Thomas?” 

“I need to talk to you. Can we go to your place to talk?” My own nerves have me rubbing my hands on the back of my neck.

She stops messing with her hair and turns to me with wide eyes. “You want to go to my house?”

“Yes, I live with some other people. It won’t be private.” I tell her. I should probably tell her I live with my parents. If she agrees to have my baby then I’m going to need to be honest with her and maybe move into my own place. I’m pretty sure that any adult male living with his parents probably loses his cool card no matter what the reason is. 

“Thomas, I know you live in a mansion. You won’t find my apartment even a little charming.” She says and I realize she’s serious. Does she have a reason for not wanting me to see her place? 

“Sophia, it doesn’t matter to me if you live in a cardboard box. Let’s just go.” I’m tired and want this over with. 

“Okay, I didn’t want to tell you about my cardboard house, but you’re about to go deep into my world buddy.” 

She laughs and I’m not sure if she’s kidding or not. I feel like I should know if she lives in a cardboard box. I’m relieved when we turn into an apartment complex but she pauses and I look up to see why. 

“Shit,” she says, “there’s paparazzi here waiting for me. You need to go around the back.”

“It’s okay if they see me. It has to do with what I want to talk to you about.” I tell her. My heart is beating really fast and I feel twitchy sitting in her car. I didn’t realize when I started to think about this plan I’d be so nervous to ask her. It’s not every day I ask a woman to have my baby. 

“Okay, but this is going to be strange for me, you realize that?”

“Yes, and I’m sorry. Just walk normal and ignore them. The goal is to pretend they aren’t there.” 

She grumbles, “Easy for you to say.” It’s cute and I clutch her hand in mine squeezing it gently in a way that I hope reassures her as she parks. 

As we park I see the moment one of the cameramen spots her car. They are in for a treat this time because I open the door and emerge first going around to open her door. We walk to the front of the apartment and two more cameramen join the first. They push each other walking backward to take pictures of us.

To her credit, Sophia does a great job of ignoring them. That is until one yells, “who destroyed your apartment bar girl?” My face gets hot when they don’t know her name. It isn’t right I know this is my fault for dragging her into this. 

“Her name is Sophia asshole, learn it,” I say to the guy. I do a quick check to make sure none of their cameras are videoing. 

Sophia has stopped and turned to ask the camera guy what he meant, but I gently grab her arm and she takes mine so we can continue walking towards her place. They snap pictures as we walk in and continue to yell. I’ll deal with the fall out later, right now I just want to protect her. 

“Thomas, are you spending the night here? Thomas is she better than Rosa. Thomas, what do you think about Kanye’s new album?” I don’t answer them and hope that wasn’t the song Sophia was humming earlier. That’s just crazy, no one was there. 

I shut the door in their faces and clicking cameras.

“I still think you should have snuck in around back,” she says as she walks in her front door. “I know I don’t quite know how this goes, but I can imagine those pictures will be splashed everywhere tomorrow.” 

I watch her skirt around her apartment and while it’s not a cardboard box it’s definitely nothing spectacular, but I don’t say anything. 

“Yes, and I know that sounds strange. I need to talk to you about something and it’s going to sound weird at first.”

I realize she’s stopped and is standing in the middle of her apartment. From what I can see the pictures on the wall have been broken and knocked down. There are some broken dishes right in front of her on the floor. 

“Jesus,” I mutter taking in the destruction.

“Damn it.” She clutches her purse to her chest heaving a deep breath. 

“What’s going on Sophia?” I ask.

“That asshole trashed my whole place. I should have known the paps weren’t just saying that.” She says. I can tell she’s not listening to me as she moves into the apartment further. Her apartment is the size of my room and I am shocked she’s living in such a small space. 

All the things were thrown about and the way they’re piled up on the floor make it look a lot smaller.

She starts picking things up and moving them but doesn’t appear to be making much progress turning items over and then tossing them back into the pile looking defeated. Finally, she gives up and goes to get a beer out of the fridge. I pick a few things to pick up out of the floor and then walk into the living room area which seems to be the whole front part and clear off her couch.

“I’ll help you clean it up,” I say. 

She doesn’t respond but continues to drink the beer guzzling the entire thing down before slamming it on the counter and wiping her mouth with her arm. She reaches into the fridge and grabs a second one opening that for a sip this time. I decide to give her a moment before I ask her who did this. Once she’s halfway done with her beer, I figure enough time has passed. 

“Who did this to you?”

“It’s embarrassing and you won’t understand.” She runs a hand through her hair and starts to pace. 

“Try me,” I say, I really want to know what’s going on in her life. I’m still feeling protective of her. 

“About five months ago I was going to get evicted. I was three months behind on the rent due to an unfortunate problem that had to be fixed in my car.” She leans against her wall and looks down. “I borrowed the money from someone I shouldn’t have and now he hounds me for payments and interest. It’s like no matter how much I give him, it’s not enough.”

The guy sounds like a loan shark and I don’t like that she’s been dealing with this all this time and I never knew until now. 

“I’m sorry. What a jackass. I think what I have to talk to you about could help you with that problem and some other things.” 

 “Do I need another beer?” She says already finishing her first.

“Yes. Bring me one too please” 

Once she brings the beers over I take a deep breath. I figure the best way to tell her what’s going on is just to get it all out. The deep breath doesn’t help me but I force the words out. 

“I’m going to lose my inheritance if I don’t have a baby. I want to pay you to have that baby for me.” 

My heart has sped up even more and I wait to try to determine what she’s thinking by the look on her face. The response I get is not what I expected. She laughs loudly and holds her stomach as she bends over. She’s beautiful but then I remember that it’s my predicament she’s laughing about and I feel grumpy. 

I wait for her to get it out of her system. When she stands back up wiping tears from her eyes I look at her as seriously as I can.

“Sophia, I’m serious,” I say and take a drink from my beer letting her absorb the information. Part of me feels insulted she’s not jumping at the idea of having my baby. 

She is still laughing for a minute but then she stops and sits down on the couch. I watch as she chugs her beer and I don’t know what to think about how she’s taking this.

“You want to pay me to have a baby. I don’t even understand why this is happening?” Her hands wring together and I cup my palm over them.

“Believe me, I don’t understand it either, but my dad–well, he’s got this idea to give everything away if I don’t do this.”

“He’s that rich?” She says it with a level of distaste I currently feel. Yeah, my dad has buckets of money and he’s manipulating all of us to get what he wants.

“I wouldn’t do this for just me, but he’s going to take the money away from my little sister. My mother and father can do without wealth, but she doesn’t really deserve to get it taken away from her.” 

“You have a sister?” She asks and I’m surprised that’s her first question. 

“Yes. Her name is Dinah and if I don’t figure this out my dad is cutting us all off. My mother too, even though I think she could get a job.”

She hums for a moment but says nothing until I nudge her with my shoulder. 

“Well?” I prompt. 

“This is crazy. What kind of money do you even pay for something like that.” Her mouth drops open and I think about her kissing her way down my chest and sucking me off earlier. Grunting I adjust myself on the couch and give her a number that seems fair. 

“I’ll give you five hundred thousand dollars.”

She spits her beer out and some of it splashes on my shoes.

She looks embarrassed and apologizes, “I’m so sorry Thomas. That’s just so much money I freaked out for a minute. None of this seems real and since the paps have been hounding me it all seems like a strange dream I can’t wake up from.”

“It’s okay. I just want to make it worth it to you and I’ll take care of this whole mess.” I gesture around me at the mess the people left in her house. “I’ll pay him off with interest and get a cleaning crew in here Sophia. You won’t have to worry.” I don’t want her to have to think about anything except hosting my baby inside her sexy body. 

She starts to say something and bursts into tears. I watch as she runs to the bathroom leaving me completely confused as to what I said to upset her. Her apartment is so small so I can hear her talking to herself in the bathroom. She’s still crying but seems to be reasoning something out. I just sit quietly hoping she’ll come out when she’s ready to tell me if I’m insane or if this is something that can actually happen. I need her more than she needs me but I need to convince her I’m worth the risk.

Women crying does something to me. I want to do whatever I can to make them feel better. Especially if I care about them. My mind starts spinning trying to come up with ways I can make everything better. This is completely uncharted territory. I know it’s not something minor I’m asking her to do. This is a huge deal and I won’t take her decision lightly. 


Chapter Ten: Sophia

I splash water on my face and curse myself for crying in front of Thomas. I’ve only wanted him to see me as the sexy girl who liked to get it on wherever he wanted. Now I’d turned into the girl who has thugs ransack their apartment because she can’t pay back money and is an emotional wreck. I blame it on my hormones and the fact that my period is due. I’m sure he’ll love to hear all about that if we’re going to actually do this crazy thing he suggested. I imagine myself getting carted to all the premier baby doctors and having my body poked and prodded for the perfect specimen. I don’t know if I should be more upset or honored he’s chosen me. 

The tears came from knowing that if I only had a little money, the relief would be that much greater.  It was like music to my ears, but there’s the matter of having to grow a human being inside my body for him. I’ve always wanted children, but when I was happily married to a sexy businessman who bought me a Maltese puppy just because. I’ve had a very specific fantasy in my head about having children for a long time. This isn’t the fantasy, it’s like ordering from Amazon with a specific delivery date and I don’t know how to feel about that. 

This is just not what I pictured for myself. The pros are obvious; I get to become a mom, I get to have tons of sex with Thomas, and I get all that money. I can pay off the debtors and buy a nice place for the baby and me. My mother would have a cow if she knew I was considering getting paid to have a baby, but she’d just have to get over it if I decide to do it. She’s got opinions about everything and I don’t need the added stress of her thinking less of me of having some snarky comment that demeans everything I like about Thomas. 

I grip the sink and stare at my reflection. My eyes are bloodshot from all the tears and look great against my bruised eye making the purples and yellows stand out. I really do hate crying, especially in front of people, but especially in front of Thomas. This is probably the least sexy look he’s gotten of me and it isn’t winning me any favors or beauty contests. I sigh and roll my shoulders to try and relieve some of the tension that has been building there. 

“Are you alright in there?” Thomas calls out and I squeeze my eyes shut. I can’t move into the bathroom and I can’t exactly ask him to leave with this decision looming over my head. 

So, now I have a decision to make. This is a big deal. I’m not wired to say “oh sure, here’s my body. Use it all you want?” I’m not disposable. It would be concerning if he approached it that way. Hello, doll, I need to borrow your body for nine months, you don’t mind right. I mean granted he will be paying me handsomely. That money would be such a lifesaver. I have to come out of the bathroom now and pull up my big girl panties. 

“I can do this,” I whisper to my reflection. However, no matter how many times I tell myself this, I can still see the doubt in my eyes. “You’ve got this,” I say, trying to give myself a pep-talk. This is something I can do. It’s only a few months out of my life, less than a full year and at the end, I’ll have a nice little nest egg for the future. 

I walk out of the bathroom to find him still sitting on the couch. 

Taking a deep breath, I start the conversation. “How would it work?”

He looks nervous and I take a slow step forward standing in front of him at the couch’s edge. He looks like he wants to reach for me but holds back. I wish he would reach for me. It would be so much more reassuring than this.

He clears his throat, “I’ll give you half the money for the consummation and half the money once you have the baby. We’ll break up amicably after the arrangement. I’ll visit the baby when appropriate and he or she will be yours.”

“So, no more sex in public places?” I try to lighten the mood and he laughs.

“Oh, we can totally still do that,” he says smiling at me. 

 “Well, you didn’t run away from my insane emotional outbursts. That’s probably a good thing considering pregnant women are the worst,” I say as I sit beside him. He takes my hand in his examining my palm. 

He shifts beside me until he’s looking at me full on. “Why did you get so upset?” He looks genuinely concerned, and I feel a slight tightening in my chest. He reaches out and puts a light hand on my arm. The move seems tender and close, but I let it stay there. 

“The money. I just couldn’t deal with the relief it would be to pay him off. To not have to worry if I made enough tips for the night. It was just overwhelming. It kind of all hit me at once, you know?”

I want to say, I made a bad choice. This time I’d trusted the wrong kind of people. I don’t say that though. It’s hard to admit when I’m wrong. 

He nods. “So, does this mean you’ll do it?” 

I feel myself shift in my seat and suck in a breath. “Can I have some time?” Bringing a child into the world is a huge decision. Some people just do it without a second thought, but this is different and the parts that come after the birth might be terrifying to be all alone with him popping in when he felt like it. Would I ever be able to have a relationship? Would I even want to?

“Of course. How about you give me your decision next Sunday. That’s a week and you can weigh all the pros and cons.” He’s generous, but he’s obviously the winner in this no matter how I look at it right now. 

“We’ve already made our public debut. The thing that you might not like is the cameras are going to be all over this.” 

“That was our debut?” I am a little upset he didn’t clue me into the plan in the beginning. 

He leans over and pulls me into a hug. I feel strange with us touching in a way that won’t lead to sex. We’ve only ever been one thing to each other. Now that’s all going to change. 

“I’m going to go,” Thomas says pulling me out of my thoughts. “I’ll leave you be until Sunday, so you can make your decision.” Our hands linger until he finally lets me go. 

He kisses the top of my head in another unfamiliar gesture. He takes a look around the room at the giant mess that Sonny left behind. “Do you want me to help you clean up?”

I feel myself smile. 

“Nah, don’t worry about it. I can handle everything.”

“You sure?”

No, I want you to stay here with me, but I don’t say it out loud. “Yeah. I promise.” He gives me a soft smile before turning and walking out my front door. 

I look around at the mess that asshole left my apartment in. Sonny doesn’t play, I think of how nice it will be to tell him here is all your money. I go and try to lock the door realizing when they broke in they broke the lock. They must have kicked the door open. I sigh wondering if the chair from my cheap dining set will hold the door until I can get it fixed. 

I wouldn’t dare press charges because I’d be too scared. I bet the cameraman got the whole thing as it happened. My landlord is going to want to press charges. That’s something I’ll try to avoid and it will probably cost me an arm and a leg. 

I contemplate a bath after trying to clean for a little while. Someone walks up to my door and all the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. I look around for something I could use as a weapon if I needed to. There isn’t much to choose from. Finally, I grab the broom and hold it in front of me.

The guy is young and clean shaven. He wears a pair of Khakis and a green polo that says Luck’s Locksmith. I let out the anxious breath I’d been holding because he looks pretty harmless considering the week I’ve had. 

“I’m here to fix your door, and put on a deadbolt,” he says and gets to work on the door.

I stand confused with my mouth open still holding the broom. He looks at me and raises an eyebrow.

“Mr. Henry sent me to fix it. Everything is paid for and it won’t take me long. You can go about your business.”

He sent a locksmith and paid for him?

It’s thoughtful of him and not at all insulting. So, why do I feel my cheeks getting hot and my hands clenching into fists? Because he thinks I can’t take care of it. He thinks I’m some helpless girl. 

No, I calm down the rage. He cares about my safety and that’s what this is about. He’s protecting his potential baby mama from danger and that’s okay. Satisfied that this is a good thing I go about cleaning deciding I’ll take a bath after he’s gone, and the door is securely locked. 

When Sonny had threatened I kind of thought he was blowing smoke. I am a little surprised to see how wrong I was. He would come after you if you were behind on the payments and now I had to watch my back. At least I will be able to sleep tonight with the door locked. 

I have a whole week to think about it, but if the peace I feel right now is what it will be like to have money then I’ve already made my decision. I don’t want to have to live my life constantly looking over my shoulder and Thomas Henry is the answer to solving all my problems right now. 

I fall into bed after straightening up some more of my things thankful I didn’t have anything worth a lot of money. Everything in my apartment is replaceable and now I’ll have the means to replace it. 

The knock on the door that wakes me up is loud and fast. I can’t imagine who would be here at this hour. I look at the clock and realize I’ve slept until almost eleven which never happens. My body aches older than my years and I groan trying to sit up in bed. Did I need to be up for an early shift? 

The knock happens again, and a cheery woman’s voice calls Hello? from the other side of the door. Immediately I want to stab her with a fork simply because of her perkiness. Nobody had a right to be this cheerful this early in the day. 

“Can I help you?” I ask, clearing the gravel encrusted frog from my throat.

Her reply is bright and bubbly, causing me to groan.

“Merry Maids.” 

Merry what? I close my eyes and then open them again. “I’m sorry did you say Merry Maids.” I should feel hung-over, Jesus, I should be hung-over from the beer last night, but it’s more from the whirlwind otherwise dubbed, Thomas freaking hottie Henry who has usurped my world. 

“Yes, ma’am.”

Too tired to stand there and argue with my door, I twist the new locks and pull the door open.

On the other side of the door, I find two women standing with little white button-up dresses. They have a cart with cleaning supplies and a large purple duster. I’m still confused.

“We’re here to tidy up love. Go about your day,” the one in the front says as she breezes into my house like she owned the place. She frowns as she takes in the situation. The other tuts and moves the debris from the pile in the floor into a large black trash bag. 

“Did Thomas Henry call you?” I ask. 

She bobs her head, already fluffing the couch cushions and placing stacks of items on the table to be sorted. The other woman disappears into the kitchen. I soon hear water running and dishes being shuffled around.

The only thing I can do is stand there and shake my head.  I can’t believe this man. If the devil wears Prada, then angels must wear Gucci because Thomas is most certainly my guardian angel?

How did I get so lucky? I mean we aren’t technically even together and he’s doing all these nice things for me. It’s also a bit uncomfortable. I’m letting these women do something I could totally do myself. 

I don’t really know what to. The maids walk around picking up things I missed and cleaning my tiny space. I try to help but they just shoo me out of the way like I’m underfoot in my own home. 

Finally, just to get out of their way I go into my room and climb into the middle of the bed with my laptop. I start looking up pregnancy stories just to see how people felt when they got pregnant. I make the mistake of googling births and end up watching the worst horror movie in the history of ever--a woman giving birth. My stomach turns. That can’t . . . I mean I couldn’t possibly . . . how the hell does someone recover from something like that? My body couldn’t possibly do that. Could it? 

I shut the computer and try to get the image out of my head, but I am pretty certain that image is forever seared into my brain along with my desire to never eat a watermelon again. 


Chapter Eleven: Thomas

I have been on pins and needles waiting on Sophia’s answer. Her answer hinges so much on my own future. I’ve paced the carpet in the bedroom making marks in it to the point that the housekeeping staff has offered to replace it. It’s only Saturday though and I had given her a whole week. I’ve avoided all my usual haunts thinking that she might contact me sooner and put me out of my misery but no such luck. Once Tuesday rolled around I was too stir crazy and decided to do something. I called a friend of mine from grad school to see if I could get some job interviews. I didn’t have a lick of work experience, but he didn’t seem to think it will hurt me that I don’t have the experience because of my name and my education. For once my name is paying off with clout. 

This is my contingency plan. If for some reason my dad changes his mind or Sophia can’t get pregnant having my own money will help me out. It won’t keep Dinah in her fancy school with ponies and parties or my mother happy with just her dogs, but it’s a start. 

I had two interviews set up right away. One on that Tuesday afternoon and one on Wednesday. It seemed once he mentioned I was looking those two companies jumped right on board with offers that would be hard to turn down. I thought the interviews had gone well and they seemed genuinely interested in me. I was told by Baxter and Church the guy I would be replacing had a corner office, a personal secretary, and an intern who would be my personal assistant if I got the job. If anything, the job would keep me on the right path to securing my future. 

Now it’s Saturday and I’ve come downstairs to find something to eat. Mother had a book club yesterday and there are still bagels and cream cheese left over. I scan through the news on my phone while I eat two and drink coffee. Everyone is still asleep and it’s almost ten am. After hustling all week to keep my mind off Sophia, I’m starting to view everyone else in a new light. I don’t know if I could sleep past ten again or stay out until final call. Responsibility is nipping at my heels like a jealous lover I can’t appease. 

My phone starts to ring with John Baxter’s number. Their job offer is the one I’m really hoping for and I didn’t think I’d hear back so soon or on the weekend. I swallow the last bite of bagel and answer.

“Thomas Henry,” I immediately start pacing behind the kitchen table.

“Hey Thomas, it’s John. Listen, we loved meeting you and think you’d be a good fit as one of our marketing managers. If you can start Monday we’re all ready for you.” He tells me a bit more about the job and their expectations but I stopped listening right after the offer. I needed this so badly and now I’ve got one part of my list accomplished. He finishes up and I realize he’s waiting for my answer. That bagel wants to repeat in my throat and I swallow it down. 

“That’s great news, I can’t wait. I can’t believe you’re working on a Saturday. You guys don’t quit.”

“Got to always chase the dream, baby,” he says.

“See you on Monday.” I hang up and fist pump a bit. Excitement fills me and I look at my phone wanting to dial Sophia and tell her. Is it weird that she’s the one I want to reach for first with this kind of news? This is the beginning of getting somewhere in life. I can never make the money needed to keep my sister in school, but if the Sophia thing falls through maybe I can help her continue to live the lifestyle she’s living.

If I have to rely on just this income though, my mother will have to become a camping enthusiast or find a sugar daddy. That thought causes me to sit back down at the table. I’d never thought of my mother as a greedy woman, but now I wonder if she’d consider leaving my father if money was no longer available to her. Surely, she loved him? Uneasiness pits in my stomach.

Of course, Rosa had said she loved me. She’d said we’d be together forever. I’d even contemplated putting a ring on it and then she’d found someone else, so who can you believe.

“Hey, what are you doing,” I look up to see Julia walking into the kitchen with Pepper under her arm. 

“I just had some bagels and I got a job!” I yell that last part. 

She raises an eyebrow at my enthusiasm. “What the hell kind of job are you going to do?” Guess I was wrong that someone around here would be excited for me and the effort I’m making. 

“Marketing manager for Baxter and Church. Jiji, be happy for me.” I really hope this job will be the beginning of me moving out of here at the least. Julia may not be my favorite person but I’m hoping this news will be a good thing.

The corners of her mouth turn up when she hears my nickname for her. There’s a little flush to her cheeks. I wished many times I could fall for her, but I’ll always see her as my best friend and I go out of my way to make sure she knows that.

“Why do you come watch her dogs? She’s literally upstairs right now.” I ask her. 

She puts Pepper down and he runs into the other room barking at nothing. 

“If you think your parents are too much, you should be at the Sugarman household lately. Which, my mother has been asking why you haven’t been over for ages.” 

I roll my eyes, her parents probably wonder why I haven’t put a ring on Julia’s finger, but I couldn’t. They were good people but I didn’t feel the draw to Julia like I should. I couldn’t do that to her. 

“What’s so bad about Frank and Carla?” I ask. I always loved going to Julia’s house when we were younger. It was a great escape from my house and all the things my parents expected of me when I was little.

“Carla has become more dependent on her little blue helpers and Frank is oblivious. He literally does nothing but sit in his chair and groan at the television. It’s just not comfortable for me at home anymore.” 

I can tell she wants to talk more, but my phone rings again with Sophia’s number. Without thinking I put my hand up to stop her from saying anything else. I don’t want to be rude but this could be my baby momma. It’s a heady thought I can’t let go of and I don’t want to do this with Julia and her sad puppy eyes looking at me.  

“I have to take this Julia, hold on.” I walk away from her, “Hello Sophia.”

“Hello, Thomas. I don’t want to make this an awkward drawn out thing. I’m about to go to work, but I’ve decided to have your baby. Send me the, um, details of how it needs to go down okay.” She doesn’t quite sound like herself but I’m so relieved to hear from her I don’t explore it further. We have time to hash out those other details and I’m just so glad we’re going to make this work. 

“Oh, that’s great news Soph, I’m so happy. I’ll talk to you soon.” 

“Okay, well, then I better go.” She hangs up leaving me holding the phone to stare at for a second before I give another fist pump to the room. Today is just a banner day. Everything is going my way. 

“Who was that?” Julia asks as she shoves some bagel into her mouth and repeats my fist pump move. I’m not sure if she’s being sarcastic, but I’m too ecstatic to give it much thought. 

 This is it, it’s time to start acting and Julia knows me better than anyone. If she believes the lie then I’m golden. 

“My girlfriend,” I say smiling and pouring myself more coffee to turn and look at Julia dead in the eye. 

“Your girlfriend.” She says around the bagel in her mouth. She looks like she’d rather choke on it but this is something she’ll have to get used to. 

 “You know what would be fun. You and Mason should go out with Sophia and me. It would be a fun double date. He would love you and I think you’d enjoy him.” I put just enough enthusiasm in my voice.

“No thanks, I’ll pass,” Julia says. She shoves the rest of the bagel into her mouth and walks away. I wonder how often she’ll be by to watch mother’s dogs after this news. 

I text Sophia because I just can’t wait.

I’ll pick you up tomorrow for a nice dinner and then we’ll go to a hotel and get a suite. I’ll wine and dine my baby mama.

I look at the words baby mama for a long time and try to imagine all the ways my life is going to change. 

Sophia doesn’t text me back for some time and by then I’ve got the nicest hotel reserved with champagne and strawberries in their honeymoon suite waiting for us. I watch the phone light up with dots as if she’s writing something profound but it never comes. She’s a woman of few words when she finally gets back to me with, “Sounds great.” 

I’ll just have to be excited for both of us when I run upstairs and pull out my best suit to pick her up in. 


Chapter Twelve: Sophia

I almost die when I walk outside and find Thomas has shown up in a limousine to pick me up. It’s sleek, black, flashy, and I’ve never been inside one before. I remember when I went to prom, my date and I couldn’t get that kind of money together even with a group of us, so our parent’s cars made do and a curfew of midnight had us home before anything too sexy could happen. There are so many cameras outside my apartment and the constant flashing makes me feel like I’m going to have a seizure. I hold my hands out to steady myself and I’m sure I look ridiculous. I did try to get really dolled up but now I’m completely self-conscious about everything I’m wearing. Even though this dress cost a fortune I don’t have, I feel like the model at Target from the clearance rack compared to his suit and fancy car. Target is fine if you want pizza and a screw, but I think Thomas is more of a caviar and Chanel kind of guy. After all, he did promise to romance me.  

He gets out of the car and looks me over. I wore a pink dress cinched at the waist with a black Rosa belt. My heels are a bit too tall, but he’s still taller. I swept my hair up in braids on the side. The dress cost more than I could make at the bar in a month, but he opened up an account for me at three department stores and had his new assistant text me the names. I finally told her to pick something out because I couldn’t decide but I told her to not go crazy. I’m pretty sure without a specific limit she went crazy and this is what I ended up with. 

It’s seriously like living in a fairy tale. I kind of feel like I’m living in someone else’s life right now. 

“You look gorgeous Sophia, I can’t wait to spend this evening with you.” I feel awkward with him looking at me like I’m a piece of meat because in a way I am. I’m prime grade A baby maker right now. 

“You didn’t spare any expense, did you?” I let out a nervous giggle and push my hair back. 

“I figured if we are going to make a baby we might as well do it in style. I mean it would be a better story than we made you a bathroom at a bar.”

The way he said it cheapened our former encounters and my feelings were a bit hurt. He was right but my shame didn’t let me take his words lightly.

“I would hope you never discuss conception where ever it is. I don’t even want to think about my parents together.” He steps back and instead invites me to get in the car for the silent ride to the restaurant. 

I’m not able to eat much at dinner. The food is amazing and so is the atmosphere. This is one of the most expensive and exclusive restaurants we could go to, but I’m just not feeling it. 

I don’t know that I’m nervous, just worried if I eat too much I won’t have time to digest before the sex. I finally decide I need the energy and polish off half my pasta. He’s paying me to carry his baby, not care about how bloated I feel after a meal of carbs. 

“Did you get enough to eat?” Thomas asks as we get back in the limo. His hand strays to my back guiding me and his touch sends a shiver through me. It strikes me as an affectionate move. This is not something I expect from him. I wonder what other surprises he has in store for me today. 

“Plenty, where are we going to stay?” 

“I’ve booked a hotel that has the best suites. Our room has a pool inside of it. I think you’ll be impressed.” 

“Is that what you’re trying to do? Impress me?” It comes out snarkier than I mean it too. He’s trying to do right by me and this situation but I can’t help feel jaded. This isn’t love. Our baby, my baby isn’t being conceived by two parents who are planning to stay together. We’re doing this for money. 

“Well, I just want to show you I’ll take care of you since you’re doing something so wonderful for me.” 

“I know, but you’re paying me. You don’t have to do all this. It’s almost like you like me.” I lift my shoulder and he balks. 

“Of course, I like you, Sophia. We’ve been having fun for how long now? You are the best person for this because you don’t get tied up in your feelings. You know what you like and you go for it.” It should be a compliment but I can’t let go of how heartless it sounds. 

I think about this as we pull up in front of the hotel. The Regional. The outside is just gorgeous with large fountains and golden pillars. I feel kind of like we’ve traveled to Vegas and are staying on the strip. If the strip was way posher and respectable, this would be it. 

“This is gorgeous,” I say and start to get out when I notice the cameras. They’re lined up and down the sides of the hotel street. There had been some in front of the restaurant. I had noticed them but it hadn’t bothered me probably because Thomas had been protecting me and guiding me from the table to the car. Most of the blinding flashes had been outside my apartment, but now this was twice as much. 

He checks us in as I stand in the corner looking demure. I hope I look demure anyway. Otherwise, it looks scandalous. Oh God, what if they think I’m a hooker? I try avoiding the eye line of any clerk behind the desk or the bellhop standing nearby. 

Luckily, he rescues me from my self and comes over to guide me to the elevator. We go to the top floor. When he unlocks the door to our room, my breath catches. It’s huge. The room is bigger than any house or apartment I’ve ever lived in. I walk inside and look around. 

 “Where would you like to make our first attempt? We have the pool, the hot tub, shower, bed, floor, against the window. Take your pick.” He claps his hands getting my attention and I’m struggling to get into the mood. Sure, he’s hot and yes, I’m into him, but once he’s inside me unprotected we’re on a timetable for this baby. 

My stomach flutters and I put my hand on it to calm it down. No matter how little I ate I still have a nervous stomach. “Maybe we should stay away from the water. You know just to make sure none of, well, so it doesn’t wash away.” I squeeze my eyes shut to get rid of the thoughts. 

Thomas laughs and pulls me into his hard body. I smile at him but still can’t fight the nerves.

“Hey, this is us. It’s not like we haven’t done this before.” He lifts my chin so I have to face him. 

The urge to run away passes over me until I focus on his face. A face that I have memorized in and out of passion. A face that is going to mix with mine to make a tiny human that is going to become the center of my world. 

I take a deep breath and decide to be truthful with him. It is something I’m going to have to do for the next eighteen years so I might as well start now. 

“I know it’s stupid to feel awkward. It’s not like we haven’t done this before.” We’ve definitely done this before and I let go of the anxiety focusing on his eyes, the jut of his chin and the smile curving his mouth.

His hands cup my face. “And we do it well.”

I laugh knowing that is what he is looking for.

“It’s just this is a huge decision and I don’t even know if I will be able to enjoy it knowing what we are doing.”

“Challenge accepted,” Thomas growls as he picks me up and carries me into the bedroom. I scream from the unexpected movement and his hand lightly slaps my ass heating up the flesh. 

I am able to get a quick look at the white room with modern touches of grey and red before I bounce on the bed. I don’t have to wait long because he’s pulling his tie off and lunging at me. 

My nipples pebble against my bra as Thomas’ lips glide across my neck making me hot. His hands skim up the side of my body lighting it on fire with his touch. I need this from him. I need to forget why we’re doing it and just go with it. 

A shiver runs through me when he lightly brushes my hardened nipples. 

“You’re wearing too many clothes. I’ve never seen you completely naked and I am going to change that now.” 

His hands patiently bunch my dress up to my hips as he stares at my legs. His large hands let go of my dress and skim over my calves, brushing my knees, and barely touching my thighs. My shoes hit the floor with lightning speed. 

When his thumbs push into my arch I don’t care about the embarrassing moan that comes from the back of my throat. He takes his time massaging both feet until the tension leaves them. Ever so slowly he moves up my legs and kneads my calves. My muscles turn to liquid as he molds them in his hands. 

By the time he reaches my inner thighs, I am a puddle of need. He pushes my dress up further until it sticks to the bottom of my breasts. I lean up with what little strength I have left as he strips the rest of my clothing off. The air in the room chills me and I want him to hurry up and cover me with his body. 

Fully nude Thomas studies me as a small smile plays on the sides of his mouth. He lets his palm move over my stomach his fingers trailing behind. His head dips down and I gasp when his tongue circles my belly button. 

I am shaking when he pushes my legs apart and licks a hot streak up my wanting wetness. 

“You taste so good,” he groans before pulling my lips apart with his tongue and diving in. 

For someone who took his time undressing me he is in a rush now. His tongue and fingers work me into a frenzy and when I come a silent scream is all I can manage thrashing my head back and forth on the bedding. 

Thomas kisses up my body finding spots I never knew existed. I feel the blunt tip of Thomas’ erection before it smoothly enters me. I’m so wet there’s no resistance as he fills me to the hilt bottoming out. His balls lightly slap my ass and I move my hips upwards to get him lodged deeper inside me. We both pause as the rightness settles over us. At the moment we aren’t making a baby. There is no contract. It is just the two of us feeling each other and finding passion and pleasure together. I could stay like this for eternity with him if only circumstances were different. 

When Thomas continues to stay frozen I take control. The ebbing orgasm his tongue has given me makes me needy for another. My hips rock against him and he finally wakes up from his stupor. He becomes a man on a mission and I don’t deny him. 

He grabs my hips pulling me up with him. A thrill of feeling the power in his hands as he grasps my ass brings me close to another burst of energy. Thomas’ hips piston into me not stopping his thrusts and I don’t want him to. Our skin sticks grinding out on his plunging cock. 

“More,” I yell at him as I meet every thrust coating his dick with my arousal. 

The slapping of our skin is an erotic sound and I quiver as I come around him. Thomas thrusts three more times. I am in awe as his face contorts in pleasure. His mouth rounds out in a silent O and my mouth becomes loose lips wanting to tell him sweet things I shouldn’t. I bit my lip to keep those secrets to myself. 

I’ve never been more aware of anyone finding their finish inside of me. The nerves that had been banished while we clashed in our sensual dance come hurtling back.

“From the sounds you were just making I assume that you enjoyed it.” Thomas lays down on the bed and brings me with him so I am plastered against his side. My head rests against his heart beating erratically. 

I tweak his nipple teasingly. “Or I’m just a good actor.”

Thomas laughs next to me and I smile as the rich masculine sound blankets me.

“I was going to take my time with you but seeing you naked and tasting you broke my resolve,” Thomas admits as he nuzzles my hair.

“I like it when you lose control.” I figure since he is admitting stuff I can too.

I frowned and looked up at him. His eyes were half closed as he relaxed on his back. 

“You know. You didn’t kiss me.”

He glanced down and seemed startled by my observation. “You’re right.”

“Well, what are you going to do about it?” I goad him.

When I am with Thomas I feel lighter. He has the ability to put me at ease in the darkest situations. 

Thomas puts his hand on his chin as if he is deep in thought. I try not to laugh. He lowers his lips to mine and kisses me until we are both breathless. Our hands move slowly at first but soon become urgent like our kiss. When Thomas pulls me under him and enters me we’re just as passionate as the last time. He tries to go slow but I don’t let him. 

Not wanting Thomas to slow I lock my legs around his hips and dig my heels into his ass cheeks keeping him close to me. We both find our release at the same time. Moaning and panting as we collapse on the bed and fall into a deep sleep. It’s the most peace I’ve felt in a long, long time. It isn’t about the money, it’s about the comfort he gives me when I need it. 

I wake up entangled in Thomas’ arms and legs. I study him in the brightening room. His hair has a way of relaxing when he’s asleep and his face looks more youthful and less worried than it’s been recently. I try not to move a muscle prolonging this time together. We woke up in less of a frenzy later last night. Thomas slipped inside of me and we slowly reached our peak together quickly falling back to sleep with his member still inside me.

I reach out to touch the stubble on Thomas’ chin but stop before I connect with him. I need to be careful to make sure that I don’t develop any life-altering feelings for Thomas. I care for him, and I’ll love our baby, but I can’t let myself get hurt when he leaves me. 

We are going to be together for a long time if we are able to make a baby. Even though Thomas this for money he’ll still be a part of my life and falling for him in any way would be a stupid thing.

I could already be pregnant. The reality starts to crash down as I climb into the huge marble shower. There’s no going back now. 

The five shower heads work magic on my muscles that had a workout all night. A pair of arms circle my front and I feel Thomas’ eager cock push into my back. My palms connect with the cool tile walls and he nudges my legs apart to slip between them. 

His morning voice is sexier than should be allowed. “Why didn’t you wake me?” 

“I figured I tired you out,” I tell him as I turn in his arms. 

Our lips clash together and before I know it Thomas has me plastered against the side of the shower. My legs wrap around him and when he enters me our kiss becomes animalistic. Under the pounding water, Thomas pounds me to oblivion. My back will bear bruises but I don’t care.

When I come I bite into his shoulder as I ride the pleasure only Thomas can provide me. I slide down his body and he helps me wash up. We don’t say much as we get ready to face the outside world. 

“I’ll pick you up after work. Two Thirty?”

I startle at Thomas’ words breaking me out of my own little world.

After all, what do you say to the man hell-bent on knocking you up for five hundred grand?

“Oh, I’m not done with you.”

“Really again?” I say my voice is husky and I’m already craving him to be inside of me immediately. I’m no shy flower but I thought he’d want more distance between us like our arrangement before.

“Don’t think I’m not going to take advantage of this, Sofia. Until I know you are pregnant I will be inside of you as much as I possibly can.” Thomas stalked toward me and kissed me deeply. My core clenches likely launching his seed further up my body. Part of me hopes it takes a long time for him to knock me up because I could get used to Thomas Henry on the regular. 

“Come on let’s get you home so you can rest. We have a lot to do tonight.” Thomas grabbed our bags in one hand and my hand in the other as he led me out of the hotel room. 

I glanced back one last time viewing the nicest place I had ever been and wondering if this was the last of his chivalrous behavior.


Chapter Thirteen: Thomas

I’m not going to complain about two months of having sex with Sophia. Sure, we’ve had it a little more conventional than we used to like, but it’s a process. We’ve gone from the nice hotels to meeting up in her new apartment. The one she was living in wasn’t acceptable for her or me. I helped her find a great place that was safer and it has a gate so the cameramen can’t get in and bother her. She was a bit hesitant to leave her old place behind.

“I just feel like I’m taking advantage of your generosity. You’re already giving me so much,” she had said when I showed her the pictures I’d taken of the place.

“Nonsense,” I’d responded. “This is something you deserve.” 

She’d finally relented and moved into the apartment last week. I had a mover do everything for her and opened up some accounts for her in nearby stores. 

I needed to feel like she was safe while I actually had to be somewhere every day. Any minute she could be carrying my little heir. The job has mostly been the guys who work right under the CEO pitching me ideas I could fund.  I'm beginning to think the only reason they hired me was so I could foot the bill. I’m a little unclear on how legal it is to do that. It seems like there should be some conflict of interest. 

I don't want to write it off yet. They've listened to a couple of my ideas and it will be cool to see one actually come to life. 

I took Sophia to dinner with my parents last night. It went as well as could be expected. For some reason, my mother had invited Julia. Probably her reasoning was to make it as awkward as possible. Here's how the night went.

We arrived early to the house and mother said dinner was at seven. She was nowhere to be found at fifteen minutes before. My father said she was still getting ready so I shouldn't have been surprised when she came down in a long green gown and a tiara.

“You didn't tell me this was formal,” I said as she glided into the room glass of wine in hand. 

“There's nothing wrong with getting dressed up to meet your lady love son.” My mother walked up to Sophia and held out her hand. 

Sophia took it and smiled. She looked lovely in a purple dress. 

Julia came in also over-dressed for the dinner and blatantly looked at Sophia when she said, “Oh I thought this was a nice dinner.”

Sophia didn't seem to notice or ignored the slight. “I didn't know you had a sister honey,” she said holding a hand out to Julia.

“I'm not his sister. We're very good friends. We go way back.”

“Julia is a lovely dog sitter, “my mother said. 

I had to fight a smile because my mother completely took the wind out of her sails. 

“I love dogs.” Sophia sat at the table in front of my mother and I took the seat next to her.

“So, Sophia, what do you do?” Julia asked. I had told her what she did of course, but the paper hadn’t said she was a manager and I hadn’t clued her into the fact that I lied a little about what she did.  

“I work at the bar. I’m sure you’ve seen it in the papers,” she says spooning some soup into her mouth. 

“Yes, Julia,” my father says. “Remember he told us about her.” 

The rest of the dinner had been just as awkward with my mother getting drunker with every course and Julia asking inappropriate questions. I had been happy to retreat.

My father had followed me outside when we’d gotten ready to leave.

“Sophia seems lovely son, I hope you’re as happy as you seem.” 

That statement threw me off a bit, but I didn’t think there was any way he could see through what we were doing. Sophia did make me happy as a lover and a friend, so it was probably genuine feelings he was getting from me. There was no reason for him to know the seriousness of our relationship wasn’t real. 

“Thank you, Dad.” I smiled and walked towards the car.

“I’m proud of you for getting a job too, son. It’s good to see you not resting on your laurels. This whole thing with the heir was kind of to wake you up, but if you end up marrying and having children with Sophia, I’ll honor it. You know your mother is very angry with me. I just want to see what life is like when you don’t have anything.” 

“You’ll still have whatever you need from me, you know that.” 

He clapped me on the back and smiled. The thought had crossed my mind a couple of times there was something my father wasn’t telling me. I didn’t know what it could be, maybe just a feeling. 

I pull up my anonymous email address and send a couple gossip mags a tip about where Sophia and I are going to have lunch. I think I’ll take her to Chopped. 

Once she’s pregnant, I won’t do this anymore. It’s simply for authenticity at this point. Once she’s pregnant she will need to avoid getting swarmed by photographers. I have been checking the tabloids to see what they say. I need my father to think this is something that developed organically. 

One said they were doing a bump watch with Sophia which she said made her feel strange. It made me feel protective of her to think of the men constantly staking out her apartment. Sometimes I feel guilty, I hadn’t really thought of how much this whole thing would interfere with her life. 

I find myself looking forward to having lunch with her. I just have to get through meeting with the partners first. 

“Thomas, looking well,” Baxter says as I walk into the conference room. They’ve set out lots of finger foods and drinks. I didn’t realize we were going to meet with a client. I had thought it was just the partners. There’s a very pretty redhead sitting at the head of the table with a much older man. She wears a white suit with a white hat and looks very put out by the sandwiches. 

“Mrs. And Mr. Bernard, I give you Thomas Henry.” Jeffry Church the other partner says as he points to me. I stand and shake hands with the couple. 

“They own the old theater downtown and are looking for someone to help them rebuild it. Our company would handle all the advertising for the shows after it’s rebuilt.”

“That’s amazing. Marketing plays and musical acts would be a dream come true,” I nod. 

“Thomas, the Bernards feel like they have enough funds to get started on the renovation, but they may need a little extra push once it really gets going. I mentioned to them you liked to fund charitable events and we thought this might be an opportunity for one.” 

“Don’t get me wrong,” the redhead speaks in a throaty voice. She must smoke a lot of cigarettes. “We have plenty of money. It’s just not money we’re willing to tie up in this particular investment.” 

Because you’re stingy with it. I think, but I don’t express it.

If this is how they want to play Baxter and Church are in for a game. I’m not just going to give money to whoever they want me to.

“I think we could do something great with it. A community theater or a camp for kids. We can raise money for several fundraisers throughout the year. Once you get started, we’ll know how much you’ll need and how many events we need to have.” 

“Jeffry, you said he’d just give us the money,” Mrs. Bernard says. 

I try not to let them see the anger building up inside of me. It’s now becoming more obvious I’ve only been hired to be their purse strings. 

“Well,” Jeff stammers, “I said we’d see if he wanted to contribute.” 

“Harold,” Mrs. Bernard addresses her husband who hasn’t said a word. “We’re leaving. We’ll find someone serious about financing.”

“Last I checked, we were a marketing company,” I said when they left. “I’m not here to just invest in your client’s needs. I thought you wanted me here because of my background and good ideas. I’ll be in my office.” 

I think my pride is hurt more than anything else. I almost told them right then my dad was cutting me off. It’s no good having a lot of money. People don’t take you seriously. I kill time until my lunch with Sophia and neither man comes in to tell me I have it all wrong. Their actions speak volumes. 


Chapter Fourteen: Sophia

I'm feeling so bloated and over it today. The clothes Thomas has let me buy are so gorgeous. I just feel like a bloated princess. Everything hangs weird and the elastic in my maternity panties is digging into my skin. I can’t get comfortable at all. 

I took a test and found out we've already been successful. These past four weeks have been amazing and I feel close to Thomas. Since this whole thing is a scam I really don't want to feel anything. I'm hoping it's just the hormones of the newly growing life force inside of me. I feel tears forming in the corners of my eyes. I’m worried he won’t want to have sex with me anymore when he knows. I feel like I need to be close to him and over time I’ve developed some feelings I need to keep buried deeply. 

I haven't been sick or anything I just knew when my period didn't come. I took three tests and they all say pregnant. I'm only telling him because it's so early and I want to go to the doctor and know for sure. I am about to get a huge payday and I have mixed feelings about it.

“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me you were dating him, Sophia. I have to find out from a blog your brother’s wife showed me.” 

My mother was finally calling to tell me how disappointed she was in me, but surprisingly she was being really nice. I almost wanted to tell her, but I knew better. 

“I just want you to be happy my love, your Abuela is dying though. She’s so excited about this. You’ll have to bring him to the house.” 

“I didn’t want to say anything until I knew it was serious. Now that it is getting serious, I’ll bring him around. You see the pictures, you know how the press won’t leave someone alone.” 

“Okay darling, I love you. I can’t wait to see you and him.” 

I hang up wondering where my mother had been taken since her body has obviously been taken over by aliens. Maybe she’ll be excited she’s going to be an Abuela herself. I hope so anyway, my mother’s approval has always been important to me. 

Thomas has been so great taking care of me I haven't needed anything. I stand in front of the mirror and put a hand on my belly. 

I can use it for the baby to go wherever they want to school. It will be his or her money to start a life. My kid is never going to have to struggle like I have. 

That's a good feeling. No matter what happens with Thomas I’ll be able to provide for us. I haven't been back to his house, thank God. His mother made me feel uncomfortable and I've noticed every time I call him there Julia is around. 

She doesn't like me one bit and I can only guess it's because she's always been in love with him.

I wonder as I get showered and ready when I should quit the bar. I could do it at any time but when would be appropriate? Maria has always been good to me so I hate to leave her shorthanded. Especially since George is thinking of leaving. 

I also know I can't show up with a round belly in a cropped The Spot shirt. I had been reading a lot more and everything was going to swell. My feet couldn’t handle standing up for hours slinging drinks. I think the tips I would get would be out of pity.

No, I need another job. I don't want to just rely on the baby making money. I think I'll go a little crazy. Maybe not right after the baby comes but certainly once he or she can stay with someone else.

I call him to see if he can do lunch.

“Baxter and Church, this is Brianna.” 

“Hi, is Thomas in?”

“Yes, he is Sophia darling, I'll send you through.” 

I've only met Brianna a couple of times but I really like her. She's from the south so she has an adorable accent. She and her husband moved here for his work and she took on the job as personal secretary to the man who worked in Thomas spot before him. Now, she was his.

Thomas was really finding his way in the company. He'd been eagerly telling me about the campaigns he was working on and I like that he is getting excited about something. 

Part of me worries he may not care about our arrangement since he's doing so well. It's too late now. 

“Hi Sophia, how are you?”

He's so formal with me. I mean he used to call me some pretty sexy things and now sometimes I feel like a means to an end. 

“Hi Thomas,” I realize I don't know how to express that I need to tell him something. “Can we meet for lunch today at that little pasta house with the private booths?”

“Okay, that’s fine. I’ll just have to email the paps again and tell them about the new location.”

“Oh, you’re still tipping them off.” I feel a little disappointed he’s still hyping the relationship up so much. It feels like a huge publicity stunt, which it is. Well, it sort of is.

“You don’t want me to?” He asks.

“No, it’s fine. Just didn’t know you were still doing that. I’ll meet you at your office. I can’t wait.” I hang up and go to look at myself in the mirror one more time. Some makeup will help.

When I get to his office I feel a little more pulled together. The purple maxi dress and golden sandals his assistant picked out are so pretty. I’m wearing several large pieces of gold jewelry and a huge black purse. I feel like a movie star as several cameras flash while I enter the building. It hadn’t taken the press anytime to realize Thomas was working here and they were outside all the time. It was crazy these people’s only job seems to be to take pictures of him and now me. 

When I walk into the lobby of his office I am struck by how beautiful everything is. The chairs in the waiting area are plush with large black pillows. There are two televisions mounted with the news on and a huge fish tank with colorful fish covered one whole wall. I didn’t expect to see Julia standing in front of the fish tank though. 

She looks pulled together in a black pencil skirt and a gold blouse with cut out shoulders. Her long hair is braided and she’s wearing glasses with cat eye frames. 

“Hello Julia,” I say trying to be civil.

“What are you doing here?” she doesn’t bother saying hello back. “I came to see if Thomas wanted to grab lunch while I’m in between meetings.” 

I don’t know what she does and I really don’t care. 

“I’m actually having lunch with Thomas because I have some important news to tell him. I’m excited about it. Maybe you can get lunch some other time.”

She visibly bristles like a cat who’s seen a large dog. 

“You’re not going to last Sophia. You’re just a trashy bar slut he’s infatuated with since that crazy Rosa left him. This is a phase he’ll get over and you know who will be there? Me.” She smiles smugly.

I just can’t help myself. “I’m pregnant Julia. I’m having his baby and we’re going to be so happy with our little love child. We’ll probably get married after it’s born.” 

Inside I’m jumping for joy that I could impart such news to her. I keep it cool on the outside waiting for her to respond.

“He’ll make you get rid of it. There’s no way you can trap him. He’s not going to be tied down by a baby from some trash he was having fun with.”

I want to slap her. How could she say something so awful about her friend and about my baby? I think of describing to her in detail how it feels to have him inside of me and how he tells me it’s the best place to be. Instead, I say, “I’ll make sure to tell Thomas you callously said he’ll want to get rid of his own child. I’m sure he’s going to love your true opinion of him, Julia. Have a nice day.”

I get complete satisfaction from the way her face falls before she walks away. Two can play her horrible game, I’m just better at it. 

“Hi darling,” Thomas has excellent timing and pulls me into a hug just before she is out of sight. She’s able to see the whole thing and I simply smile over his shoulder.

“Hi, you ready to go eat?” 

I feel a lot more nervous than I thought I was as we walk from his office to the little pasta place. They have the best food so I’m trying to focus on that. 

Once we’re seated in the booth. I smile and he wipes his face. “Do I have something on my face? Why are you looking at me like that?” 

The booths at this restaurant are completely private. It’s why I wanted him to bring me.

“We did it, I’m pregnant,” I say because there really isn’t another way to do it.

He looks at me for a minute as if he’s trying to comprehend what I just said and then he’s in the booth with me pulling me into his arms.

“We did? That was fast!” He exclaims.

He presses his lips against mine and kisses me in a tender way. It shocks me and I return the kiss before he hugs me again. 

 “We’re going to move in together. I got my first paycheck and found a great apartment for the three of us.” He smiles and my chest tightens a little.

“The three of us? You want to live with me and the baby?” 

“Well I mean we’re already three now. We can decide how to break up and all that stuff later, but right now we’re selling it and you’re pregnant!” He moves back to his side of the booth and the waiter comes to take our order. 

“Thomas, you just moved me into that nice apartment. I feel bad moving again.” 

I could imagine the neighbors and my landlord wondering who I thought I was. Then again, why did I care what anyone thought? It doesn’t matter, this is my future. This is my time. I am going to have Thomas Henry’s baby and even though the seriousness of our relationship isn’t real, no one can take that away from me. 

“It’s okay Sophia. You are supposed to live with your boyfriend. We’ll tell my parents over dinner tonight. I’m moving out and we’re moving in.” 

The word boyfriend sends a little chill through me. He’s my boyfriend, my baby daddy, my roommate. It’s surreal.

“Can we please not invite Julia,” I ask as our food arrives at the table. I find I’m starving.

“Why not? You don’t like her.” He asks fluffing his napkin and putting it in his lap. He’s so refined, I do the same thing.

I tell him about my encounter with her in the lobby and watch his face turn red. He’s visibly upset by her words to me.

“I’ll take care of Julia doll, you won’t have to worry about her anymore. Of course, she isn’t invited.

“So, how is work going?” I want to change the subject for now. Our food arrives and I dive into the pasta a little too eagerly. 

“Well, okay I guess.” He looks down at his plate and I wonder what’s on his mind.

“Tell me, what’s bothering you?” 

“It’s just I feel like they hired me because I have money. They seem to want me to fund things for their clients rather than giving me real work. I have a lot of good ideas and it kind of sucks to feel useless, you know?” 

I’ve never seen him vulnerable. I felt true joy coming from him when I told him about the baby. Now I can tell he’s in despair. I don’t know how to help when it comes to stuff like this. I think for a minute.

“Well, you just have to prove to them you’re more than just money Thomas. I know you can. You are smart and if this company can’t see that you need to leave them or start your own.”

“You give me far too much credit, doll.” He has a shy smile as she takes a sip of water.

“No, Thomas. You don’t give yourself enough.” 

I believe the words I’m saying. I think he is smart and while we started this journey to save his inheritance, I truly believe he could make his own way and be just as successful. Now if I can just get him to believe it. 


Chapter Fifteen: Thomas

“She’s pregnant!” I tell Mason when I show up unannounced after work.

“You sound excited about this. Is this a good thing, man?” 

“Yes, you see I didn’t tell you. My dad is giving away all his wealth. I had to have an heir or he wasn’t going to give me anything to get by. I told him to stick it, but then my mother brought up Dinah not having anything.” 

“Dude, this is a terrible idea. She’s going to fall for you and sue you for I don’t know everything.” 

“I’m paying her,” I tell him thinking somehow that makes it better.

“Wow, this is just. I can’t believe you’re paying someone to have your baby.”

“I know, but I’m excited too. I’m going to be a dad. Sophia is going to be such a great mother.” 

“Are you sure, you haven’t fallen for her?” Mason asks walking to the fridge and grabbing me a beer. 

“Yes, I’m sure. She’s cool with the arrangement.”

“It’s not like she’s pretending to be your lover. She’s having your baby. That’s a big deal dude.”

“I’m not taking this lightly,” I say, “I realize it sounds like it’s just a throwaway thing, but I am taking this seriously. Both of us are committed to making sure the baby has a good life.” 

“Are you though? You don’t see it right now, but when he’s fifteen or sixteen and wants to know why his parents aren’t together you aren’t going to tell him the truth.” 

“Of course, we are,” I argue, but I don’t know if we truly will. Now he’s put some doubt in my mind that I might not be doing the right thing. I don’t think I’ve been thinking of how the child is going to be affected. 

My phone rings and I see Julia is calling me. I’d noticed she’d been avoiding me so to see her calling is a bit of a shock. She’d been out of town the month after she talked to Sophia in the lobby at work. This month she’d made a point of not being around. 

“I’ve been waiting for this phone call,” I tell Mason showing him the screen.

He raises his eyebrows and nods going to sit in his chair to watch the show. 

“Julia my oldest friend,” I start knowing this is not going to be a nice conversation.

“Yes, and as your oldest friend, I want to ask what the hell you think you’re doing. A baby Thomas? Your mother doesn’t even trust you to watch her dogs.”

She’s hitting below the belt, isn’t she? It doesn’t bother me, but in our many years of friendship, I’ve never heard her talk like this. 

“Let me just stop you right there. As someone who I thought knew me better than anyone, it’s insane for me to think you’d say what you did. I would never make someone get rid of my child for my image or any other reason.”

“I never said that, Thomas.” 

“Yes, you did. You’re someone I’ve always trusted Julia, and now you’ve lost that trust. Lose my number.” 

I hang up as she’s saying, “You’ll regret this Thomas, I promise you.” 

Mason shakes his head. “I hope you know what you’re doing, man. I’ve always thought Julia was hot, but she sounds insane.” 

“I don’t know, it’s like her jealousy has made her a different person. Those things she said are unforgivable. Burning bridges and creating new ones.” 

I do feel very protective of Sophia and if Julia even thinks her way I’ll put a stop to it. It’s Sunday and tomorrow I have a meeting that will last all day followed by dinner with my parents. Sophia is going to meet us at the restaurant. It’s been almost two months since Julia broke the news to them that Sophia was going to have a baby.

She was so vindictive she didn’t even give us the opportunity. We’d planned on waiting until we were further along, to make sure everything was okay. Sophia hadn’t wanted me to go to the first ultrasound with her, but I did. There had been paparazzi outside the doctor’s office so the rumor mill had been spinning on all the press outlets. The first visit was just to see if she was truly pregnant and she was. The next one will be after three months to hear the heartbeat. 

The meeting goes a little better. The partners listen to my ideas although deep down I think they’re appeasing me to get my money. Neither has apologized for the awkward encounter with Mrs. Bernard, but they did give me the go-ahead to start fundraising for the theater. 

Sophia has still been extremely encouraging which I’m happy for. She feels like I can do anything and it makes me feel like it’s true, at least when I’m with her. I call her to make sure she knows where we’re going to dinner. It’s a place my mother likes. My father has been trying to appease her as much as possible while his lawyers go through the best ways to distribute his wealth. He’s already given away a lot according to my mother.

I’ve seen some things in the paper. He gave a lot of money to the hospital which was great and then he turned around and gave a bunch of money to a miniatures enthusiast’s club.

“I just love that they make everything little. It’s like you can own a whole world of mini things.”

Of course, my father doesn’t own any miniatures so it seemed like a strange choice to give charitable donations to. I show up to the restaurant at around fifteen til six and wait outside for Sophia.

“Hey Thomas, is Sophia meeting you here? When are you guys getting married.” The first photographer starts as he snaps pictures.

I try to just ignore them while I stand and wait. 

“There’s a rumor she’s pregnant Thomas. Are you going to be a daddy soon?” 

I still don’t say anything. I see Sophia drive up and find a parking spot on the street. She’s refused so far to let me get her a new car, but that will be the next thing I get her to give up. I swear that pile of metal could break down any minute. 

The photographers don’t notice her at first but when she starts walking towards me they catch on.

“Sophia you look gorgeous tonight. Sophia where’s your dress from.” 

She’s gotten pretty good at ignoring them too. The apartment we’ve moved into is gated like my parent’s house so she doesn’t have to worry about them bothering her while she’s at home. I’ve been letting her deal with the movers and decorators and asked her to take responsibility for them when she’s not working. 

Another thing I can’t control is she still works at the bar. I don’t want her to think I’m trying to control her life, but I wish she’d work in a safer environment. 

“Ready for this?” I ask as I let my hand fall to the small of her back and guide her inside. My parents are already seated so it’s a matter of being led to our table.

“Hello dear,” my mother overdressed in a black cocktail dress and a headband that borders on tiara stands to hug me. 

“Hello, mom, dad. How are you two camping enthusiasts this evening?” 

Dad says, “Great,” as my mother says, “not drunk enough.” 

My father ignores her, “Sophia darling, you’re practically glowing.” 

“Thank you,” she says and I look at her to see she is indeed glowing. 

“Just beautiful,” I tell her squeezing her hand. She looks into my eyes and I think I catch a moment of something I’ve not seen before, but it’s gone before I can tell what it is. 

“I’ve been a little out of sorts because Julia hasn’t been around to watch the dogs. I think they feel lonely.” I try to think of a response that will sound like I care, but I really don’t.

“She was a,” I start to tell her exactly what I think when I feel Sophia grab my leg and squeeze.

“A bit busy. I’m sure she misses Mintzy and Pepper a lot.” 

I don’t question why she interrupted. One look at mother beaming with pride and I know. She loves those dogs much more than her family. 

“What about names. Clearly, you’re going to name him Thomas if it’s a boy, but I quite like Gloria if it’s a girl.” Mother says looking at Sophia. 

“We haven’t actually discussed names, Mrs. Henry. I like Gloria but I’m just not sure about that for my little girl.” 

“It’s her name, Sophia. Mother, we are not naming our child after you.” I tell her pointedly. 

“Okay well what about Ophelia? It’s a nice name, sophisticated. Will go well with Gloria in the middle.” She shrugs and takes a sip of wine. Ophelia was her mother’s name. 

Sophia looks at me with a look that says over my dead body and I chuckle.

“Like I said we’ll talk about it and let you know what we come up with.”

The rest of the dinner goes the same. My mother makes suggestions for the baby that Sophia politely smiles at. None of them are good suggestions. I’m impressed with how patient she is especially when my mother tells her she wants to be in the room when her grandchild makes its appearance. 

“We are going to discuss our birth plan once we get closer to the due date. At this point it’s just me and Thomas in the room,” Sophia says smiling at me. I feel a little chill go through me as I think of being by her side as she delivers my baby. 

“That’s just ridiculous. Doesn’t your mother want to be in the room?” 

“I’m going to visit my mother once we find out what we’re having and tell her. She doesn’t know we’re pregnant yet.” My mother gives her a look that I can’t quite read. 

“You wouldn’t have either,” I say, “If Julia hadn’t told you.” 

“Is that why you aren’t speaking to her?” My mother loves to be in the middle of all the gossip.

“Among other things,” I say. 

My father starts talking about miniatures and promises Sophia if it’s a girl he’ll have some custom doll house pieces made for her. I sip my drink and watch my mother’s face. If she suspects anything with Sophia and me, she isn’t showing it. 

As we part from my parents I walk her to the car. “See you at home,” I smile and love how right it sounds to say that to her.

“See you at home,” she says and gets into her car as I yell at the photographers to back up and let her drive out. 

“It’s nice to hear her say that. It’s nice we’re going to the same place. Everyday that passes I enjoy spending time with her more. 


Chapter Sixteen: Sophia

We find out the sex today, I’m more than excited. I can’t wait to determine if there’s a little Thomas or a little Sophia inside. I’m a little over four months pregnant now and still not even really showing. I feel like I’m going to be one of those women that pops out at the last minute and looks huge.  I am so excited to start picking out nursery colors and little clothes once I know what I’m having. There will be lots of things monogrammed with his or her initials. 

Also, it’s my second day at the office. Thomas was happy to help me find a job when I told him the bar made me nervous now. Something about being pregnant didn’t make me want to wink at guys and break up girl fights all night. He got me a job working for a school friend of his as a security. She went out on maternity leave and would return when I was getting ready to go out. It was perfect. 

When I walk into work on my second day there’s a strange feeling in the room. Everyone appears to be looking at me. When I get to my desk, my phone beeps and I see a text from Gina. There’s a link to an article that says Soap Heiress Opens Up About Her Bestie Thomas Henry and the Gold-digger He’s Knocked UP. 

I didn’t know Julia was a soap heiress, but there’s no way this isn’t her. My heart starts to race and I start breathing heavily. What did she say about me? I’ve been lucky in my life I’ve never really had toxic relationships with other women. I’ve pretty much steered clear of having female friends my whole life, but I have a feeling this could get nasty. 

I start to read. Julia Sugarman an heiress to her father’s company Happy Beauty is coming out to talk about her concern over Thomas Henry’s new woman. The reality star’s girlfriend is six months pregnant and Julia thinks it was a fluke. She says Sophia wasn’t even on the radar until Thomas’s father started talking about cutting him out of the inheritance if he didn’t produce an heir. Sugarman says she believes the relationship will end shortly after the baby is born and that it will all have been for nothing. 

There’s a video attached to the article. I anxiously hit play and see a guy walking outside a large building that looks like a cathedral. 

A reporter was able to talk to Thomas’s fourteen-year-old sister who had this to say, “my brother doesn’t get into relationships lightly. Julia has always wanted it to be her. I think he cares for this woman and I can’t wait to meet her.” 

My heartstrings felt tugged at Dinah’s honest response. I hadn’t thought of how all these crazy news stories probably reached her and she had to deal.

My phone is ringing and I stop reading.

“They went after my sister Soph, I’m going to kill Julia. What is her problem?” I haven’t heard him sound so distraught before. The love he has for Dinah warms my heart. 

“I know Thomas. She didn’t seem too bothered by it. What a great kid.” 

“I’m coming to get you for this appointment, I don’t want you to get hurt or feel uncomfortable. I don’t know if they know where you work, but I’m guessing they do.” 

“Okay, I’ll see you soon.”

My co-workers are looking at me. Luckily my boss is behind a closed door but there are two other secretaries and a financial manager I share the office space with.

“We’re going to find out if it’s a boy or a girl today,” I tell them smiling.

The chorus of oohs and ahs replaces my anxiety as they all break into questions about names and what sex I prefer. Healthy, of course, isn’t that always the answer? I picture a little Thomas Henry with a suit and tie. The image just pops into my head. I shake it free.

I want a healthy baby, I think again, boy or girl. 

Thomas wasn’t kidding about the press. Our appointment is at one thirty and when I walk out at one I am swarmed by cameramen. Some of them are their usual nice selves.

“You look lovely Sophia, how do you like the new job. Over here Sophia, look at me please.” 

Then there are some that aren’t being polite at all. 

“Gold-digger. How could you do this to Thomas, he loves you. This baby is an abomination.” 

I’m getting confused and light headed. They seem to be closing in on me from all sides. All I want to do is go back into the building and hide under my desk. Somewhere out of the fray Thomas reaches for me and pulls me into him protectively. 

“What is wrong with you? She’s pregnant and you’re crowding her.” 

“Is it true you’re losing your fortune and that’s why you and Sophia are having a baby?”

“I could lose all my fortune and as long as I have her and my baby I’ll be fine.”

“Sophia, do you believe that’s true?” One of them asks. I’ve put my head against Thomas and I’m not even trying to see them anymore as he guides me to the car.

 “You guys have it all wrong. I love her. You’re insane, get away from her.” Thomas is frantic as he pulls me towards his car. I’m not surprised Julia has continued her attack on me, but this is getting ridiculous.

The things he’s saying are so nice and romantic. It’s really too bad they aren’t real. 

We pull up to the clinic and I’m still so rattled I don’t want to get out. The cameramen have followed us of course, but not as many. 

“Back off,” Thomas yells as he comes around to help me out. “Let us have our day. We’re finding out if it’s a girl or a boy.” 

I feel safe as he guides me inside and we make it into the second set of double doors. The place is used to this kind of craziness. It’s a clinic one of the Kardashians had been to for her pre-pregnancy appointments. The lady at the front desk had told us that last time we were here. 

“Going to find out what you’re having today!” The same lady squeals as we walk up to the front counter. Suddenly, I’m nervous. I can’t wait to know, but I’m scared to know. I think part of me realizes once we know, it’s going to be really real.

When we walk into the room and I lay down beside the machines I feel better. My hand goes to my stomach and I look over at Thomas. He’s smiling.

“There she is, look at her moving.” The technician says and points to the screen. 

I watch and see some flashes on the screen. It isn’t until the wand moves up my belly and a profile comes into focus I understand what I’m looking at.

“That’s the face!” I exclaim and point to the screen.

“Yes, it is, now I’m going to move down and try to see the little privates. If the baby doesn’t have its legs crossed, we should be able to tell you what it is today.” 

She pushes and moves the wand around on my belly the gel slipping around. I hold my breath as I see what looks like a little butt shining out at me. 

“There we go,” she points to a part of the screen. “See those three lines?”

I nod leaning forward. I see three faint lines, but I can’t tell what I’m looking at as far as body parts go. 

“It’s a girl,” she smiles and looks at the two of us.

I immediately start to cry. There’s no reason for it, it’s just knowing there’s a little girl inside of me.

“Aurora,” I say without thinking.

“Is that what you want to name her?” 

“I’m sorry, hormones.” I wipe away my tears. “I’ve had a baby girl name picked out since I was six. I know that’s weird. Aurora June Henry.” 

“That’s beautiful, Sophia. It’s perfect.”

I cry some more, and the woman goes out to give us a minute. I let him hold me. This has become very real and I find I’m happy. 

After a little while, she comes back in to measure the head and look at some other things. I’m floating on air when we leave, and I can’t wait to tell my mother she’s going to have a little granddaughter. It might calm down how mad she’s going to be when she finds out I’m pregnant out of wedlock. 

“You want to go out for lunch?” Thomas asks me as we’re leaving.

 I’m suddenly hit with a craving and the desire to cook. I don’t know if it’s a form of nesting. 

“I want to cook, let’s just go home,” I tell him hoping he won’t object. He has no idea if I can cook or not. 

“Sounds great.” He says, and we walk outside to a chorus of cameramen screaming at us. I ignore them because I don’t want anything to dampen my mood. 


Chapter Seventeen: Thomas

 “I’m glad you agreed to stay in Thomas. I am getting more and more freaked out by the camera guys following us everywhere. I think it’s part paranoia instilled by my mother and part this growing bean. I can stop calling her a bean now!” 

Sophia is beside herself and she looks happier than she has in months. I hadn’t realized how much the cameras were bothering her until I saw them today. Something changed inside of me when I saw the fear in her eyes. I love this woman and I need to protect her at all cost. Those were the words rushing through me as I ran up to save her. I wanted to push all the paparazzi away and carry her from danger. 

It’s a very strange feeling for me to be so territorial and so possessive. I was never that way with Rosa. If anything, I was a docile puppy. I shake my head thinking of that pathetic sap who followed her around on television. 

I watch Sophia at the counter chopping the salad for lunch. Her hair is loose like a dark curtain and she’s making small cuts in the vegetables. I never thought I’d see a woman making food as something sexy but I could get used to this. We’ve shared meals before but fancy ones I’ve taken her out to, nothing she’s ever made for me and it feels different, more intimate maybe?

“You’re staring,” she says over her shoulder not looking at me, her cuts of the carrots precise and neat. 

“How do you know, Soph?” I ask moving to stand behind her and rest my hands on her hips, my chin on her shoulder. 

“Because I can see you in the reflection on the fridge.” She shrugs, and I glance at the stainless-steel appliances of our apartment and laugh. Of course, she can see me, but it doesn’t change why I’m staring. 

I’m mesmerized by her. 

My hands shift covering the swell of her small belly and I think about our baby and how much I’ll miss if I’m not around every day. I regret the stipulations of our contract at this moment because I want more with her. 

“Put the knife down, sweetheart.” I pull her back against me and the utensil clatters to the counter as her hands reach up and around my neck. 

“You want something, Thomas?” She smiles and I turn her around to lift her up on the counter. My hands rest on her thighs before running up her body. 

“I want you.” I cup her face in my hands.

“You know the deed is pretty much done, right?” She snarks. I shake my head thinking how flippant she’s been lately, and I don’t know how I feel about that. I want more.

“Doesn’t mean I can’t keep practicing with you.” I kiss her neck sliding her dress over her shoulder to expose the curve and line of her collarbone.

“With me?” I lick her neck and bit her earlobe gently. How can she think I’d want anyone else?

“With only you.” 

She moans twisting her neck and I use that as my advantage to slip my hands under her ass to move her to the bedroom. I want to have my way with her.

“Thomas!” She squeaks nearly strangling me on my way into the bedroom.

“You’re mine, Sophia.” I let her down on the bed and she scoots back. I pull out my belt and undo my zipper kicking my pants off. I’m eager and need to be inside her soon. I can’t wait. 

I roll onto my back and pull her over me. I scrunch up her dress and tug off her panties. She obliges and shifts leaning down and sucking on my cock until I’m good and wet.

“Uh, baby, up here.” I tug on her hair and pull her up. She climbs back on top and lowers herself over me. Her sheath is more than ready for me and she takes me with ease. It’s still tight and she clenches on the way down but moves her hips until she’s settled. 

“Thomas feels so good.” She moans, and I raise my hips to thrust up and deep inside her. I won’t last long having wanted her and thinking about her all day long. It’s almost embarrassing how quickly she can get me to come like this. 

“You feel good, baby.” I reach between us and press on her with my thumb rubbing gentle circles until she’s breathless and bouncing up and down over me. I watch her lose herself as she comes, and I follow soon after releasing inside her. I love not having to use condoms and if she wasn’t pregnant before then I’m confident this coupling would have done it as well. 

“What prompted all that? I thought you were hungry before?” She giggles rolling to her back legs and arms star-fished on the bed and out of breath.

I turn my head to look at her profile. Her face is serene, and cheeks flushed. She’s absolutely beautiful. I raise up on my elbow and brush her hair off her face. “I’m always hungry for you.” 

She rolls her eyes.

“Hey, I’m serious.”

“Uh huh.” She moves to roll off the bed and stands away from me. The distance feels like miles instead of feet.

“Sophia?”

She turns back to look at me. “The salad will keep but the steaks won’t.” 

I grab her hand and pull her back. “I’ve been thinking, I want more.”

Her brow furrows, “More?”

“I’d like to be more involved.”

“With the cooking? Grill the steak if you want.”

“No, Soph. I’m serious. I want to be in your life with the baby.”

“Oh.” She looks speechless as I feel, and I know it’s a lot to take in but, I think, I think I love this girl.

“Say something, please.” I hold my hand out to her and she kneels on the bed.

“I think you’re caught up in the moment, Thomas. This is all…” She looks around before finishing on a frown, “pretty intense.” 

It is intense but that’s not why I want more with her and the baby. My baby. 

“Maybe, but can’t we try?” 

She crushes my hope after shaking her head no and I wonder how much she’s thought about this. 

“Thomas it’ll be harder for when you leave. You won’t want this when it’s all over. It’ll get messy and complicated and I don’t think I could deal with that; you know?”

“Yeah, I guess.” But I don’t believe that for a moment. 

“So, how about some dinner?” She smiles but it doesn’t feel like it fully reaches her whole face. 

“I think I’ll move on to dessert instead.” I get up from the bed and stand in front of her to pull her dress off and continue having my way with her all over again. Maybe I can change her mind but, in the meantime, I want to be with her as much as possible. 


Chapter Eighteen: Sophia

I’ve been distant with Thomas. We’re living together same as before, but I’ve made it a point to be tired when he’s home from work and keep my distance. I don’t like to do it, but it’s something that I feel like I need to do. I’m protecting my heart and my ego a little bit. 

 I know he’s noticed the shift. He’s not pushing me into anything which I appreciate, but I can tell he’s sad. And that only makes my emotions worse. I don’t like seeing him that way, but what can I do? If I go into this thing with my whole heart after I’ve had a plan for what it would look like from the beginning then everything will just get thrown off. I don’t want to feel attached to him because we’re having a baby and then after the baby comes feel like that was the only reason we were together. That wouldn’t be any way to live. 

If we do go out together somewhere I play the part for the insane number of cameras. I don’t know that I’ll ever get used to the people that are in our faces all the time. It’s not just the cameramen, it’s the fans too. Thomas has some haters. There’s a whole culture of women out there that side with Rosa after the break-up. They yell at him and call him terrible things and they all dress alike. It’s just a bizarre situation to deal with. 

There are also tons of girls that love to throw themselves at him right in front of me. They have no shame at all and barely any clothing at all. I hold his hand and make a point to smile lovingly at him, but once we’re a good distance from the cameras I go back to the cold shoulder. 

I can distract myself. That’s what I can do. So, I’ve been spending a lot of time with George because he broke up with his boyfriend and wanted to cry about it. I know it’s a cowardly thing of me to do, hide behind my friend’s breakup, but I’m kind of a chicken right now. 

 We go to coffee almost daily. I’m not sure how Thomas and George would get on. It’s possible they might love each other, George is certainly a fan. I’ve mentioned him a couple of times and asked if Thomas wants to meet him.

He’s said he’d love to and for some reason, I’ve still not invited him. 

I know he can’t really be in love with me. I’ve read up on it. People feel close when they’ve created a life together. He’s just wrapped up in this whole baby thing. I know because I am too. I know it can’t happen, but it doesn’t stop me from daydreaming about it. I find myself thinking about this baby and what it would be like to have one with Thomas. Our baby. He would make an excellent father. I have no doubt about that, but I refuse to be with someone that doesn’t love me.  I realized it before he told me he wanted to be with me. 

I’m in love with him. I honestly think I have been for quite some time, but I just didn’t know how to acknowledge it. I tried to fight it. Hell, I’m still fighting it. I fight it because I know what’s going to happen. I can’t let myself fall. He won’t be around and I’m going to have a little one to take care of.

Thomas can’t just go from having sexy flings to settling down. It’s just not who he is. Maybe he was before Rosa ruined him for all women. People just don’t go from we’re just having fun to I want to be with you forever. Once he figures out I’m not really what he wants, it will be too late. We’ll already be knee deep in diapers screaming at each other with no sleep.

I want so badly to call Regina and talk this out. I just don’t want to sound like I’m ungrateful while she continues to struggle at the bar every day and night. 

I’ve taken to coming to my mother’s house on the weekends and letting her cook for me. Let’s face it, who doesn’t want to go home again? I love when my momma cooks for me. So, when she offers, I jump at the chance.

She’s thrilled not only am I having a daughter but giving her middle name to her. June is my mother’s name and it’s what I’ve always wanted to name my little girl, but it’s special because it’s a part of her. It helps me pass something on that hopefully will continue. 

“I’m happy you’re here so much, Hija Preciosa. I have to wonder though if your relationship is not suffering.” 

My mother sits with me as I devour a plate of her tamales. Her long dark hair is braided and wrapped several times in a neat bun. She looks just like me but older. I hope I look as good as she does as I age. She’s also so wise to think about my relationship. Mother’s really do know best. 

I chew thoughtfully, trying not to let my emotions show through, but my mother sees through me. She always has, really. It’s actually quite disturbing how she always seems to be able to read my thoughts. 

I sigh heavily and think of what to say. “It’s just been hard. I think I’m feeling out of sorts and I don’t want to just pick fights with him, you know. I’m six months pregnant, I’m not feeling my best.” 

My mother’s face lights with a warm smile. Tiny crow’s feet gather at the corners of her eyes but it does nothing but enhance her beauty. 

“This is when a woman is most beautiful. You’re glowing and gorgeous. You should embrace it.” My mom pats my hand and goes to the fridge. “Orange juice?” 

“No, Ginger Ale, please. My heartburn is so bad right now.” She nods knowingly and removes a bottle from the fridge.

“You always gave me heartburn,” she chuckles as she moves back over to where I’m sitting. She places the drink in front of me and I sip it. I feel a slight relief as the carbonation works its magic. 

“I can’t pretend to know your relationship because I haven’t met him.” My mother takes this opportunity to give me a look that says for shame. I get the hint and flush. 

“Yeah, sorry about that.”

She chuckles lightly and waves her hand.  “However, you need to think of how he feels on his side. How is all this affecting him? You’re the one pregnant, but did you consider that he might be going through some things as well? If I were a gambling woman, I’d bet that this fellow has some conflicting emotions just like you do. You’re not the only one that is entitled to be confused.”

Oomph. Leave it to my mother to not pull any punches. I guess that’s where I get my spirit from. But still, she hit me right in the feels with that one. I want to balk and stomp my feet. I want to act like a petulant five-year-old saying me, me, me. It’s all about me, but I know she’s right. He probably is going through just as much emotionally without having to deal with the physical stuff. 

“You’re right.” I sigh.

Guilt slams into my chest. I shouldn’t have treated him so callously. It wasn’t fair, nor was it right of me. We need to talk about his confession of love. And I most definitely need to apologize for my immediate dismissal. It wasn’t nice of me.   I should have at least heard him out. Okay, now I’m feeling pretty shitty. Who am I to tell him his feelings? He’s been nothing but caring to me. Is it so hard for me to sit and listen to him? He’s doted on me and showered me with everything I’ve ever wanted. Maybe there’s something wrong with me. 

I release a slow breath and nod. “You’re right. I have been kind of selfish.”

Momma gave me a feigned indignant look. “I never said no such thing,” she said with a little twinkle in her eyes.

I roll my eyes. “You know darn good and well what you did. We’ll talk when I go home, and I’ll let you know how it goes.” 

My mother has been nothing but supportive. I thought she’d be angry and judgmental. It’s true what they say, becoming grandparents really changes a person. In Thomas’s mothers’ case that might not be true, but in people who aren’t used to having everything done for them. 

Reaching for my phone I call a cab. I take a taxi to my mother’s house because it’s not too far away. I don’t want to drive by myself at this stage in my pregnancy. I’m always worried something is going to go wrong and I’ll be by myself. My mother walks me out the front door and as the cab pulls into the drive, she pulls me into an embrace. 

“I’ll talk to you soon, momma,” I say, hugging her as if my very life depended on it. She squeezes me back and I walk down the steps and climb into the backseat.

A few minutes later, we pull up in front of the house I see a delivery truck unloading boxes and carrying them inside. 

It’s afternoon on a Sunday so it’s strange they would be delivering today. After paying the driver, I walk up to our apartment surprised to see they are being delivered to us. 

“Hi,” I say walking in to find Thomas buried in boxes and putting together a stroller. 

“Hey,” he says not looking up until he notices the delivery guys are behind me. “Oh, the crib. Just bring that right over here please.” 

“What’s going on?” I ask as I drop my keys and purse on the table.

“Well, Aurora needs a crib, and playpen, and so many things. We only have three months or so until she’s here. I need to talk to you.”  Everything seems to tumble out of his mouth at once. 

I’m overcome with emotion that he cares to get ready for the baby and scared that he immediately followed it with we need to talk.

“Come over here and sit down for me please.” 

“Okay,” I walk on wobbly legs to the couch and sit waiting for him to join me. 

“So, I know you’re scared to get into a real relationship with me. I think I know why. It’s the circumstances in which we met.” He grabs my hands and I turn my body towards him. I’m aware of how round my belly is getting. 

“Thomas, I,” I start to say.

“No, don’t interrupt me. I’m seriously trying to get this out I practiced all day, okay?” 

I just nod and listen. I find it incredibly cute that he actually practiced his speech. So, I listen intently.

“When we met it was purely sexual because I was guarded. The relationship with Rose really messed me up, but I’ve always cared about you. I know it seems like I was just out looking for sex, but the truth is you’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen and now you’re carrying my baby. I want to make this work. I love you.” 

He leans forward and kisses me softly. I don’t know what to say but of course, I start crying again. He loves me? Like really loves me? I don’t know what to say. Right now, the tears are falling like waterfalls and I can’t control my sobs.

“What are you thinking?” He asks softly. I know he wants me to say I love him too. I just can’t do it for some reason.

“How do we start over at this stage in our complicated relationship?” 

“Just like that.” He says smiling. I can see the relief on his face I didn’t shut him down.

“Okay.” I’m not sure where to go with this conversation next.

“No, I mean it for real, we’ll just start over. Go on a first date, date each other like we’ve just met. It will be great.”

“That actually does sound great.” I smile and really feel at ease with him for the first time in months. 

“Okay mama,” he says helping me to my feet. “We’ve got a crib to put together.”


Chapter Nineteen: Thomas

I am going all out. I left the house, so I could pick Sophia up for our first date. The cameras have died down a bit, but now that her stomach is fully out there they are still clamoring for pictures. It unnerves me every time we leave anywhere that they run up and get that close. 

“You’ve got it bad, huh?” Mason says as he watches me get ready at his place. I’ve got a suit and tie ready. I told her to dress like we were going to the opera. I have a big surprise planned. 

“I do, and I don’t care what you say. This is the real deal.” 

He holds up his hand in protest. “I’m glad. It’s way better than the arrangement you had before. Now you can be a real family.” 

He wipes a fake tear, but I can’t even be mad at him. It’s the truth. We’re going to be a family me, Sophia, and Aurora. I just hope she likes what I’ve put together. 

As I'm grabbing a water from the fridge there's a knock on the door.

"That should be Sara," Mason says.

When he opens the door, he's doused with mayonnaise and ketchup.

At least that's what it looks like.

"What the hell?" He exclaims backing up. 

"We are Rosa Diaz’s fateful three." The girls yell and push their way into the house. They have more bottles and I didn't bring a change of clothes.

I rush into Masons bedroom and shut the door. Fan girls of Rosa's have always been insane. When we were dating they stalked her all the time. There's a whole blog dedicated to bashing me and how I mistreated her. It's amazing to me how some people put on such blinders when it comes to someone they idolize. 

I recognize the short hairstyle she's wearing now and the bodysuit with jeans. She used to say it was her signature look. These girls and many like then wear the same things.

I hold the door shut and yell, "Mason."

“I’m calling the police man, just hang on. Crazy bitches running into my house.” He sounds pretty upset and I hope they leave if they know what’s good for them. 

“Come out you asshole,” they call through the door, “face the music.”

“She cheated on me guys. She cheated on me.” Why am I defending myself to these crazy people? They ran into someone’s house and threw condiments on him. 

“Girls I’m not kidding the cops are on their way. You assaulted me, and you broke into my house.” 

“Shit Vickie, I can’t go to jail.” I hear one say.

“Next time Henry,” another yells and then they laugh as they run out of the door.

“How the hell did they know you were here?” Mason comes in, his white shirt covered in ketchup.

“They did some really good research.” I say. “Did you lock the door.” 

“Yes, and I didn’t call the police for real. That’s all I need is to draw more attention to this whole situation.”

“Okay, how do I look?” 

“Like a million bucks,” Mason says. “Go knock them dead.” He follows me out and goes to get in his car. A friend of his, Sara, is waiting there with a fake belly and her hair styled like Sophia’s. The first step to the perfect date night is tricking the paparazzi. 

Once I’ve let them see me get into my car and drive to the apartment, Mason follows behind a few car lengths. When I reach our apartment we both go to park around the back. 

I go into the apartment first and the two of them follow to wait out in the hall. Luckily, we have the gates around the front so even if the paps drive into the parking lot, they can’t get in the back to see our little switch-a-roo. I do this a lot by myself. I hire someone or get a buddy to dress like me and go out to lure them away. I’ve never tried with two people so this should be interesting. 

I knock on the door and she answers looking gorgeous in a red dress that shows off her pregnant belly. 

“Hi, I’m here to pick you up for our first date. I’m not that nervous.” I say and pretend to bite my nails. Good Lord, when did I turn into a dorky teenager. 

She giggles, “I’m excited to see the opera.” 

“Oh, we’re not going to the opera, that was to throw you off. I have a few surprises lined up for the evening.”

“Oh, thank God. I had no clue what to do at the opera.” She laughs. Her face lights up and I’m overwhelmed with admiration for her.

When we walk out into the hall and see Mason and Sara waiting there she raises her brows at me. “Double date?” 

“Nope, they’re our distraction.” 

I lead her towards the back of the apartment as Mason leads Sara the same way towards the front. He puts on sunglasses and a hat and Sara pushes her hair in her face. I think they’ll pass for us at least long enough for us to get out of here. 

“That’s too funny. She had a belly!” Sophia says when we walk out and there are no cameramen in the back. 

“Yes, we’ve been planning this to make sure everything was perfect.” 

“I can’t wait to see where we’re going.” 

We get into the car and I pull out glancing over to see all the flashbulbs as Mason and Sara rush down the street. We pull out without getting noticed. It’s the best feeling in the world. 

She smiles at me and I can tell she’s much more relaxed than normal. “I know you don’t like dealing with them, especially with little Aurora swimming around.”

“Thank you, Thomas. This is really thoughtful.”

I drive to the destination without much traffic to deter me. I assume by now they’ve figured out my decoys are not who they thought they were. The walkway from our apartment only goes so far and the only thing they could reach was a small park.

I’d told them to walk to the park and stand by the pond with their arms around each other. It was starting to get dark as we’d left, but eventually, when they turned to go back and get in the car, the paps would catch on. 

I pull into the parking lot of The Bistro. It’s a place Sophia has mentioned loving in the past. I walk around to let her out of the car.

“The Bistro is only open for lunch?” She looks at me with a curious smirk.

“I know, but I rented the whole place just for our dinner, so we could get to know each other. The perfect first date for two people who don’t ever get privacy.”

She squeals, “I love everything on the menu here!” 

We walk in and see a buffet set up to the side with an attendant to slice the meats. There is one of everything from the menu set out and ready for us to enjoy. 

“I’m in heaven!” She doesn’t have any shame in going straight to the table and piling food on her plate. I think I have fallen even more in love just now watching her load her plate and the happiness on her face. I want to always do things that make her look this happy. 

We sit after I pile up my plate and dig in as the waiter comes over to pour water and wine. She covers her glass. “None for me, thank you. I will have a Sprite or Ginger Ale thought.”

“So, I thought we’d do like a fire round of questions to get to know each other better.” 

“That sounds fun,” she says. “I’m going to eat and talk though because I’m starving. You’ll just have to look away from my terrible manners.”

“One of the benefits of having the place to ourselves,” I say smiling. “Okay, where and when did you lose your virginity?” 

“Oh, getting right into the juicy ones,” Sophia says sucking some of the sauce from her pasta from her fingers. “I was nineteen on a boat in the middle of a lake. It was not romantic. There were bugs and it was really hot. I got a horrible sunburn on parts that shouldn’t have been in the sun.” 

I laugh. That is the best story ever. 

“How about you?” 

“I was eighteen and it was in the pool house at my parent’s house. They were both gone for like a week and I did it with two different girls while they were out.” 

“Oh wow, you always were a ladies’ man even in the beginning.” She laughs and the waiter brings her Sprite. “Thank you, this will save me from heartburn.”

“Biggest regret?” I know that’s a loaded one, but it’s also a good way to get to know each other.

“Not knowing my father better. He left us, and he’s a son of a bitch, but I wish I’d have taken the time to really get to know him.”

“That’s a good one. Mine is a friend I lost in middle school. He was not in the same circles but we were buddies. Once my mother figured out he was on scholarship and couldn’t actually afford our private school she put all these things in my head. I should have ignored her and just been his friend.” 

“What happened, he found out?” 

“I shunned him and then he started all these rumors about me and we just never made up.”

“At least our regrets aren’t robbing banks and murdering people,” she says.

“That’s true.” 

The rest of the meal is a lot of the same. I feel like we’ve learned so much about each other just from sitting and communicating. 

“We’re going to do this again,” I tell her as we’re finishing up dinner. 

“Oh yeah, have more first dates?” 

“Yes, because we need to know each other and make time for us even if we have a kid. Even if we have ten kids.”

“Okay, it’s a promise,” Sophia says.

We leave the restaurant and I’m surprised but there are still no cameramen waiting for us in the parking lot. I’m stuffed to the hilt and just want to go home and cuddle with Sophia feeling our baby kick. I kiss her long and slow before opening her car door. This is right where I want to be and everything is going to be different from this night on. 


Chapter Twenty: Sophia

“Hi sweetie, I just got to your parent’s house. I got off a little early so I made my way over here.” 

I leave a message for Thomas and look at my watch. It’s a little past four. He won’t be to his parent’s house until a bit after five, but I wasn’t feeling going all the way back to our apartment after work. I like the serenity of this side of town. Everyone has huge houses with security gates so there’s not a ton of traffic.

I feel like a whale. I’m nearing the end of my eighth month and my belly has really popped. I get tired easily and love just sitting with my swollen feet up. Thomas has been so great for these past couple months. We’re really getting our relationship on track and I’m so happy about that.

I’m going to have the baby and the man. 

We are dog sitting tonight for his parents while they go check out campers and Thomas Sr. convinced her to go to a cabin in the woods. Thomas said she’s not happy about it, but she’s trying to keep him happy in hopes he’ll decide to keep the money. 

“Thomas and I will be happy to come over and help you with the dogs,” I hear myself saying. Why? I don’t know. I don’t feel comfortable at his parent’s house and I’m the size of their couch. I just want to feel like I’m making an effort with his parents. Last month he went with me to my mother’s house and he was amazing. She ate it up loving having him there. They both doted on me and brought me everything I could possibly need. She even offered to come and stay with me when I come home from the hospital.

I’m stoked to have that time to bond with my mother. I think it will be good to have her around when Thomas goes back to work. I don’t know what I’m doing with a newborn. At least for the first couple weeks having someone around who does, will help me cope.

I walk into the kitchen and see that there’s a plate of fruit and some cookies left over from something. I take a cookie and sit at the kitchen table. Now when I sit down it’s the best feeling in the world. 

I sit for a while before Mrs. Henry comes into the kitchen with her dogs. She’s carrying a wine glass which isn’t unusual, but I notice the way she’s walking is kind of clumsy.

“Hello, how are you today?” I ask not getting up but thinking I have a good reason.

“Oh, it’s you,” the words slur out and I realize she’s been drinking more than just one glass of wine.

“Um, yes. Sorry, I got here before Thomas, I got out of work early.” I rub my belly and wait for her response. She’s not throwing out the friendliest vibes. 

“Here’s the thing missy. I have pictures of you with another man. Let me show you.” She slurs some more. I watch as she tries to do something on her phone and closes one eye to see it. 

Finally, she thrusts the phone at me and downs the rest of the wine in her glass. She makes her way over to the refrigerator and pulls out a bottle. 

I look at the pictures and see it’s me and George. I’m hugging him outside The Bistro and he’s kissing the top of my head. We do that when we part just because. She flips and another picture shows us eating ice cream together on a bench. His arm is around me and we’re smiling. It’s actually a nice picture. 

“Oh no, this is George. He’s very gay.” I smile and hand the phone back thinking that should explain it. “Thomas actually likes George.” 

That last part isn’t a lie, but it’s not the full truth. I know Thomas would like George, but they still haven’t met. 

“I don’t believe you, Sophia. Here’s the thing. You’re bar trash. My son knocked you up.” She pours more wine into her glass.

My chest tightens as she insults me and I anticipate what she could possibly say next.

“I know he thinks he loves you and you’re going to get married and be happy. The thing is he doesn’t love you. I know my son better than you. You don’t know shit.” 

She’s getting angrier and I just don’t understand where all the aggression is coming from. I honestly thought she liked me.  I tell myself this is the alcohol talking. 

“The thing is, he always listens to mommy. Once this baby is out and we have his father’s money nailed down you’re gone.” 

“I’m her mother, there’s no way I’m going anywhere,” I finally find my voice and start to defend myself against this unprovoked attack. 

“We’ll find you unfit. I’ll have my grandchild taken away from you so fast. When you have a lot of money, you can do that.” 

I want to tell her I have a lot of money and I’ll fight you. I want to say your son paid me so much money and I’m getting more once she’s here. I want to say all that and more but the bile rising in the back of my throat won’t let me. I feel like all the walls are closing in and I have to get out of this house.

I’ve never been spoken too like this before. I don’t know what to do. I do know she’s not getting my baby ever. If I have to go into hiding to have Aurora, this type of toxic energy will never be around her. 

I stand and make my way to the door. She doesn’t say anything else. I just have to get to my car and then I’ll go to mom’s house. I don’t feel safe here. I’ll text Thomas when I’ve dealt with my feelings about this. 

If I get to mom’s then this will all be okay. I repeat this to myself as I drive to the apartment to get a few things. My anxiety is through the roof for some reason. I guess because I’m acting impulsively. My body and brain aren’t really sure how to react to this version of me.


Chapter Twenty-One: Thomas

In my pocket my phone buzzes. I think about ignoring it, but instead, I pull it out of my pocket. I frown at the screen. The number is unfamiliar to me.

“Hello?” I ask warily. I never know who is going to be on the other end of the line. I usually don’t answer unfamiliar numbers.

“Thomas it’s Julia. Don’t hang up.” I was about to do just that, but something stopped me. I frown. I sigh heavily into the speaker, not really wanting to deal with her right now.

“What do you want, Julia. Where are you calling from?” 

“I got a new phone, sorry. I wanted to let you know I saw Sophia run away from your mother just now. She got in her car and left in a hurry. I don’t know what’s wrong but as pregnant as she is, she doesn’t need to be upset.”
I groan. The last thing I need right now is to deal with a very upset Sophia because of my mother. “No, she doesn’t. I’ll call her. Don’t worry Julia and thank you.” 
She hesitates on the other end of the line. Then I hear a small, hiccupping sob. Awesome. She takes a steadying breath, and I listen.

“I have so much I need to say to you Thomas,” she’s crying but I have to make sure my love is ok. What could my mother have done? 
“I can’t do this right now, Julia. I need to find Sophia. How long ago did she leave?” 
She sniffed. “It’s been about twenty minutes.” 

“Thanks,” I mutter just before disconnecting the call. If I waited, Julia would continue talking. Right now, my main priority is Sophia. I quickly punch in her number. It rings three times before going to voicemail. I hang up and try again. This time it only rings once before voicemail. I growl in frustration. I try again and this time it doesn’t ring at all. Great. She’s turned off her phone.
I’m only twenty minutes from our apartment. She either went there to stay or if she’s really upset she went to her mothers. If she went to her mothers’ then she would take a cab, but then I remember that Julia said she got into her car so she had to at least take that home. Maybe somehow, I can catch her.

I’m so nervous and panicky my hands are shaking. I drive fast from work to the house. I pray that there aren’t any cops between here and there because I just broke all the traffic laws in only half a mile. 

I whip my car into our driveway. Her car is here, but that doesn’t mean she is. I race through the front door. It slams against the wall, sending pictures crashing to the floor. I don’t care. Please let her be here.

One of my neighbors comes out to see me rushing through the hall but I don’t stop to acknowledge them. There’s also some photographers who’ve taken an interest in what I’m doing. I don’t have time to worry about them right now. If they capture my panicked face and make a few bucks, so be it. 

“Sophia!!” I call. I hold my breath as I wait for her to answer. When I hear nothing, I go from room to room searching. My heart sinks when I realize she’s not here. She’s gone to her mothers, at least I hope that’s where she’s gone.
Feeling a surge of emotions, I frantically dial my mother as I go and look for the hospital bag. It’s gone. If she took that she’s definitely leaving.
“What did you say to Sophia mother?” I say by way of greeting.
I don’t give her a chance to say anything when she picks up so she waits a minute to respond. “What do you mean Thomas. You sound funny,” she slurs. I can’t believe she is this drunk at almost six o’clock, but I shouldn’t be surprised. 
“She left here mad. I didn’t say anything.” Somehow my mother seems to sober up a bit while I yell at her. 
“Her things aren’t in her room mother. What did you do? Where is she?” 
“Calm down Thomas. I only have your best interest at heart. That girl is using you.” She’s back to slurring. I realize there’s no way to know how much she had to drink. 
“She’s not. I’m using her.” I yell the panic in my chest feeling like it’s constricting my heart. I have to find her. 
“What does that even mean?”
“It means I paid her to have the baby for Dinah. So, I could give Dinah her perfect little life and that would only have benefited you. You truly are a selfish bitch mother.” I can’t control the anger I’m feeling.

She scoffs at the phone, doing her best motherly impression. “Thomas, you can’t talk to me like that. Why does it matter what I said if you’re paying her to have the baby?” 
Rage rolls through me with the force of a hurricane. I want to hurl my phone against the wall. I want to shake my mother until her teeth rattle. Instead, I do the only thing I can. I yell. “You’re an idiot, you truly are. I love her. I have fallen in love with her. You’ve run an eight-month pregnant woman off. She’s probably upset and could go into labor. I don’t know where she is, mother. What did you do?” 
My mother speaks very quietly. “I told her we’d find her unfit and take the baby from her.” 
My eyes widen. My mother has done some pretty outrageous stuff, but this really takes the cake. I grit my teeth. “You’ll be lucky if you see a picture of your granddaughter after this,” I growl. I don’t give her a chance to reply before hanging up the phone.

I need to think. Should I call her mother? That probably isn’t the best. I don’t want to upset her. I can wait and see if she calls me but I may go insane. 
At this moment I wish my mother didn’t even know about Sophia. I wish the three of us could just live our lives in peace. I hope she knows me well enough to know I’d never do that to her, but she has been emotional during this last month especially. 
I stare down at my phone, willing it to ring. “Please Sophia,” I whisper, “call me and let me know you’re okay.”

Anxiously, I pace the living room, but when that doesn’t help. I wander into the kitchen. Maybe if I ate something. I open the fridge, but the only thing I can think of is Sophia. Has she eaten? Is she hungry? Is the baby okay? 

I have no idea what to do, and I feel like I am spiraling out of control.

Unable to stand it any longer, I grab my keys and hurry from the house. I’m not sure where I am going, but where ever it is, I hope Sophia is there. I tell myself to calm down so I can drive safely. I’m no good to either one of us if I’m in a car accident somewhere. I concentrate on driving and try to figure out from the timeline where she’d be in her journey. 


Chapter Twenty-Two: Sophia

I get in the cab pretty quickly as I grabbed my hospital bag and my overnight stuff. I give him mother’s address and then lean back relieved. I don’t even have the energy to cry which is what I feel like doing. The terrible words she said echo in my head. She said she’d take my baby. Over my dead body.

I don’t know this little girl yet, but I will do anything for her. She’s already so loved and such a part of what makes me, me. 

My stomach feels really tight and my heartburn is the worst it’s been. 

I look at my cell phone and see I have about three percent before it’s dead. I’ll just show up at my mothers. She doesn’t care if I don’t call first.

I shift my weight to try and get more comfortable and a pain so great shoots through my body that for a moment, I can’t move. I don’t make any noise, but I grip the passenger seat so hard I see nail marks when the pain passes. 

What was that? Could I be in labor? It’s early, but it’s possible being so upset about the things Thomas’ mother said has sent me into labor.

I wait and see for a minute if the pain comes back. I feel a gush and water rushes from me to fill my underwear and pants. The cab is instantly wet and I know what that means. Trying to remain calm, I tap the cab driver. 

“Can you please plug this in, please. Take me to the hospital.” 

“Oh, Jesus lady, what the hell is that?” The cab driver turns around to grab my charger and sees the massive amount of water leaking down my legs. 

“My water broke,” I tell him through gritted teeth as another contraction starts. “If you don’t want me to have this baby in your cab, you’ll get me to the hospital. You’ll also plug in my phone.” 

He doesn’t say anything and takes my phone plugging it in. I just hope it charges enough between wherever we are and the hospital. No matter how I feel about his family right now, he has the right to know his baby is being born. Actually, not if he’s going to take her away from me at his mother’s insistence. I don’t know what I’m feeling.

The cab ride feels like it's taking forever. Every couple of minutes we stop. I don't know how labor could have come on so quickly. I'm not due for another two weeks.

A lot is running through my head. Is the baby okay, am I going to have her in this can, what if I get out and she falls on the pavement.

I'm regretting skipping Lamaze classes now. It feels like this is the exact situation that probably helps with.

He hits a pothole and I lose it.

Watch where the hell you're going you jackass. You want me to shoot this kid out under your seat?"

"No ma'am I couldn't avoid it without getting hit."

He sounds scared of me. I catch a glimpse of myself in the rearview and see why. I'm gritting my teeth waiting for the next round of pain so it looks like I'm scowling. There is sweat covering my forehead and my hair is completely a mess.

"I'm sorry. This is my first baby and I'm scared."

"It's ok sweetheart. The wife and I have four. I've been called every name in the book through labor. It doesn't hurt me."

Right now, I am thankful for this man. I laugh and groan as another contraction comes on. Are they getting closer? I can't tell. 

"Breathe, we're almost there. I know you can do it."

He must hear my labored breathing. This one hurts a little more. 

"What's your name?" I manage to get out. 

"It's Johnny. What's yours? We're just a couple streets away."

"Sophia and this is Aurora in my belly. She's Thomas Henry's daughter."

Johnny is nice enough to pull right up to the ER. I push the door open.

"No, don't get out. I'll have them come get you in a wheelchair."

He disappears behind the double doors and I have a moment of panic by myself.

It seems like forever but a few minutes later Johnny comes rushes out with a lady in pink scrubs pushing a wheelchair.

She's tiny.

"You're not going to be able to push me, honey. I'm a whale." I joke I've learned pregnant me uses humor as a coping mechanism. At least since I went into labor I have 

"I'll do just fine. Let me help you."

Johnny and the lady help me climb out of the cab and settle me into the wheelchair. She pushes me fast as she asks questions I can't answer.

"How far apart are your contractions?"

"Her name is Sophia," Johnny tells her. 

"I don't know. Johnny my phone!" I realize I don’t have it. 

The reality that this baby is coming has caused the breath to come shallower and I feel like I might pass out. If I fall from the wheelchair I might hurt the baby so I start breathing really fast which seems to make me feel worse.

"Sophia, look at me," Pink scrubs bends down in front of me. "Breathe. You're where you need to be. You're going to be fine."

"Do you need me to call someone?" Johnny asks. They are wheeling me towards delivery I see on the sign. He's not coming with us. Panic once again sets in.

"Johnny, you can't come with me?"

"No hon, but you'll be fine. Who do I call?"

"Thomas Henry!" 

They wheel me into a room and pink scrubs helps me into the bed.

"I'm Angie, I'll be with you through this whole thing okay?"

"There are some reporters downstairs asking about her," a man in blue scrubs comes in and tries to talk quietly to Angie.

"No please, no paparazzi. How do they even know I'm here?"

"Calm down. We won't let them anywhere near you."

Another pain starts building in my stomach and I grab the nurse's hand. Once it subsides what feels like an hour later I lean back on the bed.

“There’s also that gentlemen over there. He says he’s the father.” The man points to the same guy I’d seen at my apartment and again over and over. The leader, the one who points the cameras towards me. 

“Does that look like Thomas Henry to you Fred?” Angie says the words harshly. 

“Nope, I’ll get him to leave.” He rushes over to the guy and I see him lean in to tell him he can’t be there. He looks at me and smiles in an unnerving way.

"I miss Johnny," I say. I know the pain is talking. I don't know him.

"Is that the babies’ father?"

"No, the cab driver. Oh shit, I owe him for the ride." I start to try and get up but she gently pushes me back down.

"It will be handled I'm sure. Here's Dr. Simpson. She’s going to tell you a bit about what's going on.

“Sophia, since your water broke we need to get the baby out as soon as we can. This means we’re going to check to see if you’re dilated and go from there. Can you give us your pre-pregnancy doctor’s name so we can get your records?” 

I give them the information and then bear down as another contraction comes on. The doctor puts on a glove and then checks my cervix. It feels like she’s trying to reach into my throat. 

“You’re at about an eight.” She says pulling her fingers free. I unclench my butt and try to relax a little. 

“That’s close right?” I ask.

“Yes, when you’re at ten it’s time to deliver.” 

“So how long will it,” I stop talking as another pain takes over and I breathe the best I can through it.

“It really just depends on your body. So, I’m going to have the nurses stay with you and I’ll check you again in about an hour, okay?” 

I nod as another contraction starts. I’m hooked up to all sorts of things. While the doctor was talking the nurse put a monitor on me and I can hear the babies’ heartbeat. I have an IV in my arm and I’m once again reminded of how real this all is getting. 

“Do you want an epidural?” The nurse asks as I come out of the haze of pain and can focus on her face.

“No, I think I can do this.” I tell her nodding to convince myself.

My birth plan had been no epidural so I could walk immediately after. I didn’t like the idea of being confined because I couldn’t feel my body. I’m so nervous about this baby coming out. I really want my mom. 

I should have told Johnny to call my mom instead of Thomas. What was I thinking? 

The pain is increasing too. With each new wave I am clinging to the edge of my sanity but I’m determined to stay drug free. I’m an eight they said. I can make it without an epidural, can’t I? There’s a lot of pressure in my stomach all of a sudden and I let out a long low moan.

I don’t know how to describe the feeling except I want to get her out of me. I just have an urge to push her out of my body. I’m scared to say anything but I don’t want to do something wrong.

“Angie, I don’t mean to be weird but I feel like I need to push her out.” This doesn’t come out smoothly. One of the most intense contractions starts as I say her name and I grab the sides of the bed and bite the words out.

“Okay, hold on let me get the doctor.” 

The next few things that happen seem to go in slow motion. The doctor comes in and says I’m already at ten centimeters and fully something. I missed part of what he said because I thought I would black out from pain. 

“Can I have my epidural now?” I ask knowing the answer is most likely no.

“It’s too late, this baby is coming.”  The doctor says as she positions herself between my legs.

Suddenly there are several people surrounding me. I’m going to have this baby with just the staff at the hospital. It’s a heady feeling, but I can tell she’s ready to come. 

“You’re already past the hard part of labor. The epidural wouldn’t kick in now until after this is over.” Angie says.

“I’m sorry,” I say tears in my eyes, “that was stupid.” 

“No, it wasn’t honey. It’s natural. I want you to get ready to push when the nurse tells you too. The pressure is going to build up and then you’re just going to let it all out. 

I nod not sure if I know how to do that. 

I push at the top of each contraction for the next twenty minutes. I’m so tired and just want to give up. I know it’s a process to get the baby down the birth canal, but I’m not sure how much more I can do. I try to remember what the book said about the length of time you can push. I want to say it was up to two hours. 

“Okay get ready again, you’re doing great,” Angie says holding my hand. I push with everything I have yelling as it feels like my bottom half may split in two. 

“Good job,” Dr. Simpson says from somewhere beneath me. “The head is out Sophia, now all you have to do is give me one or two more pushes and you’re golden.” 

I don’t know if I can do it. It feels like it’s going to take way more strength than I actually have. The fact it’s almost over drives me forward. I bear down, close my eyes tightly, and push with all I have. 

A small cry fills the room and I open my eyes to see Aurora June Henry squirming and pink as the doctor holds her up. I lay back on the bed and cry.

When they put her on my chest the love I feel is instant and overwhelming. 

“I’m here, I’m here Sophia. Doll, I’m here.” I hear Thomas as he runs into the room and watch as he stops short and looks at our daughter. 

“She’s here?” I can tell he’s confused probably because he thought I’d be in labor for a few more days. 

“Yes, she’s here,” I smile at him and forget pretty much anything but the three of us in this moment. It seems like we’ve waited for her for so long and now that she’s here it’s overwhelming. 

“I’m so sorry I wasn’t here for you,” Thomas says a little later. We’re the only ones in the room now and Aurora has been cleaned and wrapped up tightly. She snoozes on my chest the most peaceful baby I’ve ever seen. 

“I can’t believe I almost had her in the cab. It was so fast, you couldn’t have made it if you’d have known she was coming.” 

“Still, I tried to find you after I spoke to mother.” His face darkens and I know he’s thinking of what his mother said.

“Let’s just keep the conversation light, I just worked really hard.” 

He smiles and takes my hand. 

“I’m going to refuse dad’s money. We’ll live poor if we have to. This is about us.” Thomas says and smiles so brightly down at his daughter my heart just melts. 

“She’s perfect isn’t she,” I ask. I’m tired but so full of love and joy I could do a dance around the room. That is if it didn’t feel like my insides were going to fall out. 

He lays a velvet box with a ring nestled in the center of my chest. It’s not a small diamond and it catches the light just perfectly. 

“Will you marry me?” 

I look up at him with his hopeful eyes and down at our daughter. She has her hand wrapped around his finger and it just feels right.

“Yes, I will. I love you Thomas.” 

“That’s all I wanted to hear.” 

He kisses me and I lean back drifting off to rest while he sits nearby me. One perfect little family, the way it should be. 

The baby wakes up a little later and cries. I slowly open my eyes to see Thomas is cradling her to his chest and whispering to her. I’ve never been more in love than I am right now. I fall back asleep with the peace that everything will be ok. 

When I wake up again it’s time to nurse Aurora. She’s so tiny I feel like I’m going to hurt her. The nurse comes in to show me how to put the nipple in her mouth and after a few tries we get the hang of it. Since she’s a little early, she’s only five pounds so the nurse said she might have trouble latching.

My fears are calmed when she latches quickly and goes to town. 

The nurse cheers me on as I feed her. It’s a strange and wonderful feeling. Thomas just stands by looking at me with a huge smile on his face. 

I am getting the hang of it when my mother walks in. I start to cry immediately when I see her and realize I’m a hot mess of emotions.

“Oh, my darling girl,” she moves to me and strokes my hair. “You’re doing so great, she’s perfect.” 

“I didn’t know you were coming. I was so wrapped up in this and tired. I did this without an epidural if you can believe that.” 

“I called her,” Thomas said. “I knew you’d want your mother here. After everything calmed down, I also called Regina and George. They are waiting for me to tell them you want visitors and then they’ll be here to meet the little princess.”

“That’s a good man,” my mother says, “he’s a keeper.” 

“Yes,” I say with a smile. “He certainly is.


Chapter Twenty-Three: Thomas

I walk into my house to find a Sophia at the counter concentrating very hard. She’s looking at paint samples for the nursery. Our son is due in two weeks and she’s not happy we don’t have his room ready. Aurora babbles at me happily from her playpen in the corner. She is always happy when I come home.

Our house is away from the craziness of the city and rarely are there any rogue fans or cameramen trying to snap pictures of us and the children. After Aurora was born it had been completely insane, but now it’s calmed down a bit. They’ve moved onto some other scandal like Rosa being pregnant and mister party boy leaving her. I can’t help but feel a little triumphant knowing that, but I’m happy so I hope someday she can be too. 

I pick Aurora up and she grabs onto my hair sticking a thumb in her mouth. 

“Dada,” she says causing my heart to melt through my chest. My little girl is everything. She’s got her mother’s eyes and my smile. It’s like she’s the perfect mix of both of us and I can’t wait to see what my son looks like. 

“I have good news honey once you get a minute,” I say. Sophia hasn’t looked up from the paint samples. She’s chewing on her nails.

“Okay babe. I’ve just been terrible at making decisions this pregnancy. You look and see which ones you want to put in the room.” 

I look at the samples to find six different colors of gray and six different colors of blue. They all look like the same color.

“I have a solution. We’ll let Aurora pick.” 

I bend down to the princess of my world and she points to one color and then grabs all the samples from me. A gray one goes into her mouth and the others spill to the floor.

“She likes this gray,” I tell Sophia pulling the spit-soaked sample from her mouth. I put her down on the floor and she toddles to one of the blue ones and puts it in her mouth. “And this blue one.” 

“Well, baby girl, that’s perfect. You’re already such a great big sister,” she coos. 

“It’s date night, you know,” I tell my wife as I kiss her softly.

“Yes, I know. My mother will be here shortly. You have your questions ready?” 

“I do.” 

Sophia and I have kept our pact to have continuous first dates. We always go somewhere nice and rapid-fire questions while we eat. It’s how we’ve stayed so connected throughout our relationship and marriage. Having Aurora, of course, made us closer, but really checking in with each other has been the key to keeping it together.

“I have a really spicy one to ask you,” Sophia says as she kisses Aurora on the cheek and puts her in her highchair. 

“I’ll bet you do.” 

She doesn’t know it, but I’ve rented The Bistro out again for the evening. We’ve not had a proper date night in a while and I wanted to do something special for her. She’s such an amazing mother and caring partner. 

“Your father called today, he wanted to know if we were coming for dinner on the mountain next week. I don’t know what that means.” 

“Oh, I do. He’s taking that little camper up that small hill down the road from our old house. He wants us to picnic.” 

“Delightful,” she says and gets out the babies’ dinner so she can cut it up for her. “He says Julia and Steven will be joining us as well.”

“That’s the guy she met at the PR firm?” I ask. Julia has really turned everything around. She got out of her parent’s house, got a job, and stopped pining for me. Sophia and her have actually become friends.

“No, this is the guy the PR firm hired to DJ the charity ball they had.” She says. “The other guy moved to England or something strange and sudden like that.” 

“She’s dating a DJ?” I’m surprised by that.

“He seems really nice,” she smiles at me. “I think you’ll like him. I met him when we went to spinning the other day.” 

“Good for her,” I say. I mean it too. Julia deserves all the happiness in the world.

My mother decided after her insane attack of Sophia that she needed to go to treatment for her alcoholism. After she came out of the program, my father and her separated. I am not inheriting anything from my father and that’s how I like it.

Dinah is getting a trust fund like I had and he’s still donating, but with my mother planning to draw this divorce out as long as possible, he must keep some resources. 

I am making my own money and can live quite comfortably with my salary and what’s left in my trust fund. He’s happy camping all over and being free as a bird. He didn’t get rid of all his money though despite separating with my mother. He told me it’s because she’s going to take him to the cleaners when they divorce, and he needs to be ready. 

Happily, the partners at Baxter and Church have started really taking me seriously as someone who can provide value to their company. I’ve been able to not only land some huge clients but head up two huge campaigns complete with billboards and commercials on television. 

“Who would have thought a hookup in a bar bathroom could actually turn out to be your dream guy,” I say as I wrap my arms around Sophia and kiss her neck.

“I certainly wouldn’t have.” She smiles and feeds Aurora some peas. My daughter makes a face like she’s tasted something bitter and spits them out.

Yep, life is just about perfect now. Baby giggles, a sexy mama, and my dream job are all I could ever ask for. 


Epilogue: Sophia

“Are they down?” Thomas asks me as I make my way slowly out of Tommy’s room. He’s in that two-year-old stage where he doesn’t want to go to sleep. Yeah, the terrible twos are in full effect. I mean come on, how many different positions can a kid flop into before finally settling on the perfect one? I can give you the answer to that. The answer would be about 857 different known positions for a toddler to wiggle, flop, squirm, or otherwise move himself into.  Aurora, as always was willing to help. She was the ever-loving big sister and helped me read him a book. She then promptly raced to her room so Santa would come.

She’d been very cross a half hour later when she peeked in to see Tommy was still up sitting in my lap with another book. After three drinks of water, four hugs, and a threat to her tablet, she finally marched to her room in a huff.

“Finally,” I say and sink onto the couch. “Babies have it good man. I swear if I was a baby, I’d be in heaven.”

Thomas chuckled. “And why is that?”

“Because all people want you to do is eat and sleep. I mean, who doesn’t want that kind of life.”

He laughs at me again. The warm sound sending butterflies swirling in my stomach. The sensitive little muscle between my legs gives me a pulsing reminder of how much he turns me on. I clench my thighs together, hoping to ease a bit of the ache.

“True,” he says thoughtfully as he hangs a stocking from the fireplace. 

He continues to work in silence. I watch as he moves around the fireplace. His pajamas are hanging low on his hips. The simple white t-shirt hugs his back and wide shoulders. Again, the pulsing knocks a little harder. I can feel heat already spreading through my body. It’s sending a message to my brain telling me that if I don’t do something now, I’m gonna explode.

As if he’s read my mind somehow, he says, “Hey, baby. You remember when we loved screwing in public so much?” He arches a sexy dark eyebrow at me, I know I’m a goner. I’m not going to give in that easily . . . well, not yet anyway. 

“What brought that on. Is it the sight of me in these sweatpants and unwashed hair?” I chuckle because it’s the truth. I honestly can’t remember how long the acceptable amount of days one can use dry shampoo is for. And, these sweats. I think I’ve had them since I was a teenager. So, as far as the sex appeal? I’m probably ranking right on up there somewhere with bubblegum stuck on someone’s shoe and Oscar the Grouch. 

He laughs again. “Yes, but I was just remembering how we were when we first met. I think it would be fun to do some of that stuff again.” 

Hell, yes it would! I mean.

“We’re grown-ups with kids now.” I say teasingly. “This is our life. We can’t just go to a random bathroom and get busy.” Can we? I mean, do parents do that kind of thing? 

“It was just a thought.” 

Suddenly I’m feeling very adventurous. Okay, well, my motor was already revving, but the thought of how we used to do things only make it go harder. I look at my sexy husband as he starts putting presents out for our two healthy and amazing kids.  I’m a very lucky woman. To think of everything, we’ve been through; all the crap and hurdles we had to plow our way through led us right here. I’m perfectly content, and if Thomas Henry wants sex in wild places, he’ll get it.

“Come on, I have an idea.” I say and grab his hand. We check on the kids to make sure they are sound asleep. Heaven knows we don’t need to scar them. Then, tiptoeing down the hall I lead him to the sliding glass doors that go out onto our patio. We live in the suburbs and we do have nosey neighbors. If one of them happens to look out their window tonight, they’re going to get a show.

“What are we doing out here?” Thomas says laughing.

I stand on my tiptoes and seek out his mouth. The second our lips collide the electricity that has always been between us sizzles to life. I hum low in my throat as I push my body tighter to his. My nipples harden beneath my spaghetti stained t-shirt. The brush of the fabric against my sensitive skin mixes with the sensations of him swirling his tongue against mine. 

The throb from earlier has manifested into a full-blown ache. Thomas’s hands skim my ribs and slip beneath my shirt. He roughly pinches one of my nipples between his fingers. An exquisite explosion of pleasure and pain make a flood of moisture gather between my legs.

A moan slips through my lips as i break the kiss and take a small step back. The moon is almost completely full, giving off the perfect amount of light to show off what we are about to do. 

Reaching for the hem of my shirt, I haul it over my head. My skin is exposed to the cool night air. Goosebumps dot my skin, and my nipples tighten further. I give him a coy smile as I reach up and palm one of my breasts, being sure to give him a nice little show.

He licks his lips and I see his eyes darken. His erection juts against the front of his pajama bottoms. Taking him by the hand, I lead him down the steps and into the middle of the yard. We are in the direct line of at least two of the houses around us. All someone would have to do is glance through a window.

Thomas looks at me and growls. He reaches for me but I giggle and dodge his grasp. I drop to my knees, grabbing the waist of his pants and tugging them down his thighs, stopping them at his knees. 

His beautiful erection springs free, and my body responds immediately. I slowly wrap my hand around his shaft and give him a few slow strokes. He sucks in a hiss through his teeth as his velvety smoothness glides through my palm. A bead of clear liquid gathers at the tip, and I lean forward, rolling my tongue against him. 

He moans loudly.

I grin and take that as an indication that I should continue what I am doing. So. I do. I open my mouth and take him as far as I can. My fingers clutch his hips, trying to pull more of him into my mouth. 

I moan around him as the pleasure he gets only fuels my own. I can feel my desire coiling in my abdomen and I want to jump up and mount him. But, I hold out just a little bit longer, licking and sucking.

Finally, I pull away and climb to my feet. My cheeks are flush with desire, and his pupils are dilated so much, I can barely see the color.

I shimmy out of my pants running towards the shed where we keep the gardening tools. I actually have on some semi-sexy underwear tonight so it’s a good show. When I get to the shed I press up against it. There is no hiding. We are in clear view of every nosey busybody in our neighborhood. Hope they enjoy the show. I know I sure as hell am.

“Come and get me Hollywood.”

My husband doesn’t have to be told twice because he kicks out of his pants, rips his shirt over his head and strides over to me all at the same time. He’s a predator and I’m his prey.

He cages me between the wall and his body seconds before his mouth crashes down against mine in a punishing kiss. Then, right as we get going good, he pulls away and spins me around. 

Oh yeah! My body is throbbing head to toe now. I feel his hands roughly grab the lace of my panties. The sound of ripping fabric disappears as my fevered skin is exposed to the cool night air. 

He grips my backside roughly and gives it a hard squeeze. Now, I’m Latina, I have a nice size booty on me but after two kids, it's out of control. Then, without warning he lifts my right leg and hangs it over his arm. I brace myself on one leg, the shed and his body as he spreads me wide.

I shiver with anticipation because I know what is coming next, and hopefully, that’s me.

Thomas doesn’t disappoint because in one swift motion he slams into me. A cry comes from my mouth. I couldn’t have stopped it even if I wanted too.

Behind me, Thomas chuckles. He knows that someone is going to see us because I’m not exactly the quietest person. 

He sets the rhythm to hard and fast. My mind is spinning and my body is rejoicing. Each powerful thrust from my husband pushes me closer to the edge of the cliff.

In and out. In and out he pushes. Higher and higher I climb. Moans and pants escape me without caution. Thomas’s grunts cause his breath to puff out against my back. Deeper he pulses, rubbing against that magical spot. I don’t know what it is about this angle but it’s the best ever. It’s a bit tricky, but we used to have it down to a science. Thankfully, we haven’t lost our touch.

“I-I-I’m so close,” I gasp. My skin twitches with desire.

“That’s right, baby. Come for me.”

With his free hand, he reaches around and strokes my nub. I have no idea how this man managed to never miss a beat while simultaneously driving me insane.

I squeeze my eyes together because I can feel my orgasm closing in on me. He quickly lowers my leg, and then spins me around. 

Our mouths find one another as he hoists me up against the wall. I wrap my legs around his hips as he thrusts deeply inside me.

I whimper as his grip on my thighs tightens. Then suddenly, I cry out, his kiss swallowing my screams of ecstasy as my body comes unhinged. I wrap myself around him shivering and trembling as wave after sweet blessed wave slams over me. 

He’s thrusting into me harder and faster. I can hear his grunts and groans as he draw close to his release. 

“That’s right, baby. Let me have it,” I purr. I clench my inner muscles around him and it does the trick.

Thomas throws back his head and bellows his release. Somewhere close by a dog barks. Over and over, he trembles inside of me until he finally falls still.

Several moments tick by. When I can finally get my eyes to focus, I look over his shoulder at the houses I see the fluttering of a couple of curtains and I grin. Hopefully, they don't call the cops.

Thomas slowly withdraws from me and I hate the way it feels. “I think a couple got a show,” I point to the window.

“It's too dark for them to really see.” he says.

I'm not convinced. We race back towards the house. 

After I reach the cover of our house I turn. Laughter erupts out of me as Thomas struts across the yard, hands on hips and discarded clothes clutched in his fists. He looks like a Greek god. The hard planes and lines of his body shimmering in the moon’s sliver light makes my mouth water all over again.

I grab him by the hand and pull him inside the house. He senses my need again and before long; his member is ready for another round.

Thomas sweeps his arm across the table, sending papers and a few books crashing to the floor. We both still, holding our breath and hoping like hell our daughter doesn’t wander out of her room.

Explaining why mommy and daddy are naked on the dining room table might be more than her little mind needs to know.

After a few blessed seconds of holding our breath, we decide the coast is clear. Thomas kisses my neck and slides home one more time.

My back arches from the table as my ankles lock behind his back. I pull him deeper and this time he moves slower inside me.

If someone would have told me this was what my married life was going to be, I would have laughed in their face, but here I am, with the man of my dreams. I couldn’t be happier if I tried.


A Chance Encounter
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Blurb

It just takes one casual encounter to find your someone special!

 

WOMEN - I had sworn them off my life!

Yet, I feel something in my heart when she crashes into me

Those wide green eyes and the embarrassment in them… They almost stop time for me 

But then she runs away.

I never thought I would ever see her again 

But, later in my office, the same green eyes meet mine!

I try to resist but my heart can’t.

And soon, there was that first amazing kiss!

 

Can I keep myself from falling in love again, especially when I know she’s having a child already! 

or Was it the chance encounter that I’ve found the love of my life!

 

CHAPTER 1	

Isabelle

I pulled into traffic after taking a long look at the yellow building, merging with the other commuters. I was so nervous about my first day at work and spent extra time getting ready this morning. My dark red hair was pulled into a smooth bun at the nape of my neck and my dark green eyes popped with the light liner and mascara that I picked out at the store over the weekend. I didn’t usually wear a lot of makeup but this was a new start for me and I wanted to present myself as best I could. I licked my glossed lips and sighed as I got on the freeway, singing along to the song that was playing through my speakers in the beat up Honda that I’d had for several years.

She was old and probably ugly to some people but my Grandma handed the car down to me. She died ten years ago, and the car was a way for me to remember her by. Well, if I was being honest it was also due to the fact that I was just starting a job in Seattle after moving to a cute little neighborhood just outside of the city. I did love the car though. 

I exited the freeway and looked ahead for a coffee shop. If I hurried and there was one near to the building, I could sneak in for a cup. I grinned when I saw the building that housed the publishing company that I was now employed at and saw one right across the street. This day might go well after all. I parked in the designated lot and slipped my purse over my body before I walked to the crowded intersection, looking around at the tall buildings and gray sky with a rueful smile. 

It was sure different from San Diego where I’d moved from.

The light changed, and I followed the crowd, separating myself along with a few others to head into the coffee shop. It was crowded, but I had enough time to grab a cup and make it to work. I stood in the fast-moving line and ordered a large cinnamon brew before stepping into the group that was waiting for their orders. I looked around, trying to fit into this business crowd as I swallowed the lump in my throat. When they called my name, I stepped forward and thanked the barista for the coffee before making my way to the counter to add some cream to the cup, inhaling the spicy scent. I loved cinnamon coffee. I finished the preparation and sealed the cup before I turned to leave and go to work. 

As I was walking towards the door, someone bumped into me and I almost lost my footing as I pitched forward. I squealed as someone caught me, closing my eyes to avoid seeing the hard floor and then opening them to see arms holding me steady. “I am so sorry. Someone bumped into me…” My voice trailed off as I noticed that my precious coffee was staining his pristine white shirt and dripping from his black tie. I blushed as I looked into his face, stunned momentarily by the bright turquoise eyes gazing back darkly at me. “Oh my God. Can I get you a napkin or something?” I knew that my voice was shrill, but this was too much for my first day at work. It was too much to process, and I turned to look at the counters for a napkin dispenser. 

“It’s fine. I can change at work.” The voice sounded irritated and curt as I looked back with wide eyes. He looked angry and started to brush past me as I opened my mouth to speak. The man disappeared into the crowd to stand in line as people glanced between us, making me heat up even further. I dropped my shoulders and sulked out the door, mourning the loss of my coffee as well as the horribly awkward moment.

I did think about his eyes as I stood empty handed on the curb. They reminded me of the photos I’d seen online of tropical beaches in lands far away and those could be beautiful if he wasn’t angry. I sensed that he was the kind of man to show his emotions well and I was not his favorite person right now. 

Oh well. It wasn’t like I’d see him again in this city. What were the chances? 

I strode to the intersection, vowing to make the rest of this day better. I still needed coffee, but I’d get some on break since the shop was so close. I walked across the wide street with a crowd, feeling important as I turned to the right and walked over to the square building that stood out with the flawless brick and windows everywhere. Stanton Publishing was one of the biggest publishing companies on the West coast and I was thrilled to be getting a job as an assistant editor to the head honcho of the department, working under some bigger names in the company. I'd always loved writing, using it to get through the harder times in my life. I didn’t expect it to take off but you never know. I’d be around books all day now and it might rub off, making me the newest billionaire author. I giggled as I walked along the sidewalk and then to the tall glass doors, thanking the man that opened the door for me. I followed a group to the car and stood back as I looked surreptitiously around the massive lobby. 

The floors were a warm marble in shades of brown and orange that somehow worked. There was a big desk that had three women working behind it, helping people that had questions. I heard the ding of the door and looked forward to make sure that I could fit, stepping inside with a small smile as I saw the space available. 

Looking around the inside of the elevator, it seemed like I was going to some lawyer’s office. The colors in here were dark but warm like the lobby and I smiled as reality hit me. I had a job in Seattle working for a publishing company. This was a dream job for me and I tucked my purse in front of my body as I took a slow breath. The doors opened on the floors before mine and people exited as I looked out to see what their company looked like. Stanton took of the top three floors and I exited the elevator on the fifteenth floor and looked around. It was nice in here with a hipster feel to the room, complete with a small coffee stand in the corner. 

Perfect.

I approached the desk and told the smiling blonde woman behind the counter my name and that I was there for my first day at work. “Isabelle, here you are. I’m going to send you over to HR to get some paperwork done and to meet your immediate manager. Go past the desk and take the next right. You’ll see HR at the end of that hallway. I’ll let them know that you’re here.” She smiled, and I nodded at her with a soft thank you on my lips. This was happening. I followed her directions and approached the door that boasted the name Human Resources, suddenly feeling nervous. 

 

CHAPTER 2

Mason

I slipped into one of the new shirts that I kept in my office, thinking about the redhead that spilled her coffee all over me a few minutes ago. She was almost hot enough to excuse for her mistake, especially with the way that she blushed and apologized. Her coffee smelled good as well and I wish that I’d asked her what it was other than cinnamon. 

It’s not like I’d ever see her again, anyway. I buttoned the shirt and slipped it into my black slacks, thinking about the new assistant that was starting today. I’d been thinking too hard about that when I walked into the coffee shop and a lot of the accident was my fault, though I wouldn’t admit that. I liked seeing her flustered, like I did most women. I reached for the new blue tie and knotted it around my neck as I walked into the attached bathroom to see how it looked. 

I knew that I was attractive to women. I was getting a new assistant because of that fact since the last one became a bit obsessed with me. She hounded me at work, showed up at bars and restaurant and even drove through my neighborhood. That was too much for me and I didn’t want to hook up with her to begin with, employee or not. She was gone the following day, and I left for vacation while my partner promised me that he’d hire someone great, even if he did admit that it was another woman. I hoped for the best as I ran my hand through my tousled brown hair and reached for the coffee I decided to buy in the building after the disaster at the coffee shop. Everyone was staring at me and talking about it and I left quickly to head down the street to my building. I didn’t like the coffee there as much but I just needed some energy after staying out late with friends last night. It would have to do. I decided that I looked as though I’d never had coffee spilled on me and walked back into my office, sipping the coffee. I had a gorgeous view of the city with the water just past that, and I just stared for a moment. I loved living in Seattle. 

I glanced at the clock on the wall, realizing that the new girl had arrived. She had a mountain of paperwork to contend with so I had some time and I walked over to the window and thought about my ex-girlfriend Lana. I never got serious about women and the one time I did, she ended up sleeping with my brother. Lance wasn’t as good-looking as I was but seemed to have something because they were getting pretty serious. I hardly loved Lana at the point we fell apart, but she was fun. I was going to give it a go but now I realized that I wasn’t cut out for love. I’d just keep playing the field. 

I shook my head and grabbed the cup from my desk, walking out and around to HR. I looked around as I headed there, seeing the way that everyone glanced at me and started to appear busy. I was the head editor and the last one to see all the books that came in, so they worked hard to send me quality pieces to read. I made the final decision on everything and it felt good. I grinned to myself and saw the door to Human Resources, taking a deep breath. My bad luck with assistant editors was going to stop here. Ned hired someone good for me that could work at my pace and heed my demands, and I forced positive thoughts through my mind as I opened the door and walked towards the small conference room that they took the newbies to for paperwork and to go over company policies. I saw that the door was cracked and heard voices as I pushed it open, looking inside to see Hannah chatting with the girl next to her. I didn’t have a good view from here and walked in further, moving to sit across from them as a soft curse word slipped through my lips. I saw the shock on Hannah’s face out of the corner of my eye, staring at the woman from the coffee shop as she gave me a wide-eyed look. 

“Mr. Drury,” Hannah said as she shot me a dark look. “This is Isabelle Evans, and she is going to be taking over as your new assistant.” 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I said as I offered her my hand across the table. Isabelle looked flustered all over again and she shook it as she pressed her full, sexy lips together. This girl was more gorgeous than I remembered and I took her in slowly as we shook hands. She did have a firm grip, and I wondered what was making her so nervous. 

“Yes, it is,” she stammered as Hannah looked curiously between us. “We ran into one another at the coffee shop, quite literally.” She looked over the pristine white shirt and raised an eyebrow, her eyes bright as she looked at my broad chest. “You did change here at work, didn’t you? You were a mess back there.” 

“Your coffee smelled good. Cinnamon?” I asked her as she blushed and nodded. All my previous thoughts about Lana were gone while I stared at Isabelle as the silence filled the room. 

“Do you want to go over the job duties while you’re here?” Hannah asked as I blinked and looked at her. 

“Yes, that sounds great. I assume that you were told some things during your interview but you will be working directly under me. I am the head editor here and you will be the last one to read the submissions before it goes to me. Prior to that, I have a large staff that splits up the genres and makes a decision whether to forward the manuscript. Are there any that you’re not comfortable with, Isabelle? We’re open to nearly everything.” I watched as she tapped her pen against the table and smiled. 

“I am fine reading anything. I find it easy to get to the meat of any genre and make it the best story that it can be. I have been editing all through high school and college and my major was English. I am prepared for this job.” Isabelle sounded confident as she sat up and pushed her generous chest forward, making me want to unbutton that shirt to see what they looked like. I blinked and brought myself back to reality as I nodded at her. 

“Ned knows what I look for as far as experience goes and he was impressed with you.” I wondered if he flirted with her during the interview, knowing that dating at work was prohibited. It was a rule that worked all around but one that I was tempted to break with Isabelle. 

“That makes me feel good about this. Thank you,” Isabelle murmured as I thought about what else I needed to say. 

“I put in overtime when the work gets heavy. Is that an option for you?” I asked as she seemed to consider her answer. 

“Yes, it is. I can work around a few things with some notice,” she replied as I wondered what those things were. Was she married? I saw no ring on her long, pale fingers as I looked and then gazed into her eyes. 

“Good. I work hard and I work fast. I expect my staff to do the same which is why your salary is generous. I am sure that Hannah has covered the benefit package that we offer?” I looked at the brunette as she smiled at me. 

“I was going to get there after she finished paperwork,” Hannah assured me as I leaned back and sipped my coffee as Isabelle looked longingly at my cup. I stayed while the paperwork was finished, listening to Hannah explain everything and adding to it as Isabelle looked between us with an overwhelmed expression. 

“That’s wonderful,” she murmured once the process was done, smiling as she looked down at the table. I am so grateful to you for this opportunity.” 

“You had the qualifications. I just hope that it works out for all of us.” I told her as she gave me a wary gaze. Her eyes were a soft green but bright as they locked with mine for a long moment. “I’ll take you to your desk and get you set up, if we’re finished here. Hannah?” I looked at her and she nodded, assuring both of us that we were. We stood, and she told Isabelle that we would be out in a moment and to wait just outside. Once we were alone, I crossed my arms and stared at her. “What is it?” 

“First, you know the rules here and they apply even more to your own assistant.” Hannah hissed at me as her brown eyes flashed. “Second, she is a nice girl and you are way too much for her. I can’t even imagine the trauma that you would put her though.” 

“Anything else?” I asked lightly as she collected the paperwork and slipped it into a folder.

“She’s too much for you, Mason. Trust me on that.” Hannah left the room, and I frowned before following her, telling Isabelle to come with me. I led her out of the office to the main hallway, falling into an easy pace with her as she tucked her purse against her slim waist. 

“How many people work here?” Isabelle asked as she glanced around. I could see the curiosity in the eyes of the staff, aware that there was a lot of gossip about me and Nadia, my former assistant. 

“We have a staff of two hundred people, being a full publishing company. There are departments for every part of the process and I hired the best people on this coast.” I glanced at her as she nodded and kept looking around, seemingly nervous. “Have you ever done any writing yourself?” I had the sudden urge to know her, longing to ask everything about her. 

“I have dabbled, but it’s nothing too serious. I lean more towards the editing side of things and being behind the scenes. It seems like an amazing process to me.” She smiled and her appreciation for reading was obvious as I felt a smile pass over my lips. I’d never sensed that from an employee before and now I cursed the attraction that I was feeling towards her. We moved towards my office and I walked around the large desk that was waiting for her in her own cubicle. I preferred her to have some access to privacy so she could work though I was headed towards getting my assistants their own office. 

“Here is where you’ll be working. There’s a top-of-the-line MacBook, an iPod that you can take home to read new submissions if you choose to, as well as the newest Kindle Fire if you prefer that to Apple products. All submissions that pass the test from the others gets to it and you’ll have access to everything. I do have a smaller desk in my office for the times when we’ll be working together, complete with the same computer. I like to have privacy to discuss things at times.” I walked behind the desk and powered the computer on as she watched me with another overwhelmed expression. I showed her our programs as I gave her the seat, leaning over her to point things out as I breathed in slowly. 

Isabelle smelled like cherries and I inhaled again to make sure. That was the best scent that a woman had ever worn, in my opinion. I kept going over the software, showing her the company email account that was set up for her over the last twenty-four hours. I made a point of getting her number programmed into my phone so we could keep in regular contact. 

I excused myself to let her adjust to the new programs as I walked to the lobby. I saw that the coffee stand was empty and asked the young barista if they offered a cinnamon blend. She nodded, and I asked for a large, slipping her a bill as she rang me up. I watched as she prepared the cup, securing a lid to it as she handed it to me. I thought back to the stain on my shirt and thought that she had some cream, so I grabbed a few containers and a stir stick. I set the cup down and tucked a few sugar packets into my pocket before turning to walk back to Isabelle. She was sitting up, reading something on her monitor as I set the cup down on her desk. I dropped the creamers and sugar into a neat pile as she looked up at me with surprise in her eyes. I handed her the stir stick, and she took it, thanking me softly. 

“It’s not from across the street but I know how I feel about my coffee in the morning,” I told her as she smiled at me, her pink gloss smeared from the way that she’d been nervously pressing her lips together. 

“It’s a must to get going in the morning,” Isabelle told me solemnly as I told her to take a look at everything before I headed into my office, pausing to tell her to pop in if she needed anything. I gave her a long look before I walked into my office, cracking the door as I headed to my own desk. 

 

CHAPTER 3

Isabelle

I wanted to die when he walked into the room. The very man that I spilled coffee all over was my boss. My very gorgeous boss.

I had stayed away from men since my last breakup. They were heartbreakers, and I had other things to focus on now, but Mason Drury was gorgeous. I’d heard his first name during the conversation between him and Hannah. He looked to be a bit older than I was and his eyes were mesmerizing. 

Somehow, I managed to get through my paperwork as they both told me about the company. The pay was higher than I expected to get this soon and the benefits were amazing. I could afford to take Kendra to the doctor more often with my own money now and I thanked God for this job. I could afford our apartment and cook us decent meals. I didn’t have immediate family here, but the point was to get out on my own and be a mom to my six-year-old daughter. I just didn’t move so far that visits weren’t possible on a regular basis since I lived with my parents for most of the last five years. They watched her while I went on with my plans to finish college and get a degree that would allow me to have the job of my dreams. I appreciated them every moment of the long days at school and nights studying while Mom handled everything for me. 

Once I graduated, I started sending resumes around California and the surrounding states. I’d always been interested in Oregon and Washington and saved enough money to move here, lucky enough to find this job just before the move. It all worked out too perfectly and Mason was going to be the hard part of the situation. I hadn’t dated since I broke up with Kendra’s father shortly before her birth. He didn’t want anything to do with her so we did our thing and moved into my parents. I didn’t want to, but I knew that supporting her and our own place would take all of my time and money. I’d have no time for school and Mom assured me that it was a good idea. She was a wonderful grandma, and I felt the sting of tears in my eyes for a moment. 

I knew this was the best. I looked around my cubby for a moment, imagining the pictures I could hang here. I glanced towards Mason’s cracked door before I focused on the screen of the computer, reading over my welcome emails. This was going to be a great job, and I needed to keep my mind on that. 

I researched the publishing company for a little while, recognizing some big names on the author list. The company had been around for some time and had a great reputation in the book world, so I felt like I scored a great job. 

I knew that I could handle the programs and working with books felt too good to be true. I had lined up a great place for Kendra to go in the mornings and afternoons before and after school that had hours that went perfectly with mine. I had an older neighbor that I knew and loved they could watch her in a pinch. I felt like a responsible adult that was getting ahead of the game. 

I was still close enough to visit my parents without too much of an issue. Dad was an airline pilot and got me free tickets even if standby was a regular occurrence. 

I opened the company email that I was going to be reviewing with Mason and the list of books in the in-box was intimidating. He’d already shown me that departments were separated within the system and it would be relatively easy to remember the names after a few thousand emails. I took a deep breath and figured I’d go in order, reaching for the coffee and taking a large sip. It wasn’t bad but the best part was that he made the effort to get this for me. I figured that he would hate me forever for what I pulled this morning and I looked at his door for a moment and I took another drink from the cup. 

I started with the oldest book, using the cues that Mason gave me to determine if they were being read yet. This one wasn’t, and I opened the document to see that it seemed to be a paranormal romance that I was going to read. Mason did tell me that he didn’t dislike any particular genre that the publishing company worked with so this might be fun. I reached for my reading glasses and pushed them on as I settled into my chair to begin reading. This was something of a dry run where I’d make notes about big changes before sending them on to Mason for the final thorough editing. His were the last pair of eyes to see the books before they went to production and I smiled at the idea. 

I was a shy kid and spent most of my time reading. I had my close friends in school and out but once I arrived home, the house was overflowing with testosterone from my older brothers and I needed an escape. I started reading at an early age and grew to love it my whole life. Reading for a living was going to be amazing. 

It didn’t help that I read extremely fast while still managing to be thorough. That was certainly a bonus. I read and jotted down notes about the story of all sorts, suggesting any changes that I’d make and blinked when I felt someone staring at me. I glanced up to see Mason looking down at me with an amused smile. “Are you going to read right through lunch?” He asked me as I glanced at the corner of the monitor to see that it was inching towards one. I brought a variety of snacks to work with me and nibbled all day. Blushing as I realized that my desk must be a mess. 

“It would seem so. Thank you for bringing that to my attention. You might have to tell me to leave at night, too.” I made the bad joke and smiled weakly as he raised an eyebrow at me. “Is there an outdoor eating area?” 

He explained that he was going with a manager to grab a bite, inviting me along. I held up my lunch bag and smiled again as he told me that he’d point me in the right direction. I didn’t have the money to just grab lunch out every day so I packed something every day for both myself and Kendra. I certainly wasn’t going to get assistance for that with this job, but she liked her lunches. We’d plan them together and pack them the night before. I found a table in the courtyard and opened my salad before I cracked open my La Croix. I already arranged with the supervisor of the Adventure Club that I could text and get little updates and I reached for my phone, nibbling my lip. I asked how Kendra did this morning and Terry assured me that she had a great time and happily went off to the school around the corner with a few of the student aides.

I breathed out a sigh of relief and closed my eyes. My daughter was sweet and confident, given that we moved away from her only home and stuck her in a brand new school for first grade. She had dark hair like me with a hint of red and light blue eyes like her father and was getting tall already for her age thanks to Jackson.

Jackson Carter. He was my weakness in high school and I’d foolishly fallen for his lines in Junior year. We dated, or so I thought for six months and then I ended up pregnant right towards the end. It was foolish on both our parts but I was willing to accept that and run with it after a few tearful conversations with my mother. Jackson had already graduated, and I realized that he was moving on.

He left me and my baby behind, but my parents stepped up to help me. They knew that I was not going to be the kind of mother to let them raise my kid. I didn’t, either. I was there for every milestone and still finished school and even went to the university in San Diego. Mom stopped working when Kendra was born and helped me out so I could focus mostly on my classes. It was a tough choice to move here all on our own but when I was looking for jobs, this position jumped out at me. I applied, and the rest was history. 

I stabbed the salad and took a bite as I looked around. The sky was cloudy but dry and I glanced up at the covering that might allow me to be out here in the light rain. I thought ahead to tonight where we would eat, do homework and try to start a normal routine that would allow us both to get some sleep. My apartment wasn’t in a quiet complex but Kendra slept like a champ. I appreciated the near constant noise since it was a new house and we lived there alone. 

I heard the ding of my phone and cleaned up to go finish my day at work. I noted that Mason was walking to the elevator with another man and watched quietly. He was a handsome man but even if he wasn’t the boss, I’d never have a chance with someone like that. 

 

CHAPTER 4

Mason

I was talking business with Mark as we made our way to the elevators, but I was thinking about dark green eyes. Something about Isabelle struck me from the moment that we made contact and I wondered if I could break my own rules. If things worked out, she could transfer within the company or even to another one altogether. I blinked as I stepped inside and laughed at something Mark said. 

I didn’t date women. I met them and usually didn’t see them again. I was approaching thirty and my mom wanted me to settle down but I was busy working. My uncle ran the company, and I loved it there along with the travel that was included for some events. I had met a lot of great authors in the last seven years while I was moving up in the company. 

I made a mental note to ask Isabelle if she could make some trips with me. We went to the bigger signings to represent our authors if they chose to go that route and attended many private ones all over the United States. 

I told him that I’d see him Friday night for our traditional dinner and headed to my office, grinning as I approached the door. Isabelle would be back and I could approach the subject of travel. I glanced over to see her desk still empty and frowned as I walked through the door to my office and turned to look through the window. I stood at an angle where I wouldn’t be seen and noted Isabelle walking towards me. She was wearing a loose, black skirt that moved around her thighs, displaying tight calves along with some great curves in the fray blouse that clung to her. She was a gorgeous woman, and I noted the small stain on her shirt, more than likely from the incident this morning. 

I was irritated by that but when I looked into her face, I was caught off guard. She looked mortified, but I was only thinking about the heat of her skin and those mesmerizing eyes. I hadn’t been affected by a woman like this in quite some time. I moved as she stepped behind her desk, setting her can down and pulling up the book with a smile on her face. 

Isabelle loved to read. 

I moved to my desk to get started on the novel that we were supposed to release next month. It was a little difficult to focus on it as I kept thinking about my new assistant but I turned on some classical music to get me into the book. It needed to be perfect since this was going to be a profitable release for everyone involved. 

I worked through until five and saved my progress. I was supposed to meet my family for dinner tonight and I closed down the computer, pulling on a light jacket as I stood up. I looked through the window to see Isabelle still lost in the book and I grabbed my keys as I walked out, closing my door. “Are you planning on leaving tonight?” I asked her as she pushed back and looked at me. 

“It’s five. Oh, God. I have to go.” She saved her work quickly and licked her fill lips as she forced a smile. “I finished the book. I think it will be a hit.”

“Finished it?” I asked dubiously as she nodded proudly. “Do you remember what you read?” 

“Completely. I was blessed with the skill of speed reading.” She gathered her things and stood up to leave, making me wonder why she was in such a hurry. 

“I see.” We walked to the elevators and joined the crowd, pressing together as she flushed a deep pink. I was getting to her and smiled at the idea. We left the building together, and she told me to have a good night as she headed to the parking lot with rapid steps. 

I watched as I moved with the slower crowd since I had an hour before dinner. I just liked to allow myself time to do things, and I wondered again if working late would be an issue for Isabelle. She didn’t say so during the orientation so I hoped not. It happened once a month or so depending on releases. 

I was first at the restaurant and ordered a drink at the bar to settle down. My small family made their way through the door and I waved at them as Mom spoke to the hostess. She and my sister headed to the table and Dad walked over to order a drink, giving me a curious look. “Was it that hard of a day?”

“I just got here early,” I replied as he clapped me on the back. Lance was nowhere in sight, but he’d been like that since hooking up with my girlfriend. They lived in another part of Washington now and he only spoke to my parents every so often. 

“Come to the table. Your mom has been missing you.” I was without an assistant for a few weeks and did all the work myself, so I’d been missing in action. We headed over and I hugged Mom and Reanna before sitting down with them. Mom asked me all about work and whether I hired someone new as my sister rolled her eyes. She knew the real reason I went through assistants so fast and teased me that I’d meet one that I couldn’t resist. Reanna was just a couple of years younger than me but we were close. She wanted me happy with a woman again and she didn’t know how close she was to her prediction. 

“I hired someone. She started today and finished a book before leaving for the night. I am wondering how the notes will be but this girl might be a dream come true.” I admitted as Mom smiled. 

“That’s great. You need to have more time to relax,” Mom told me as I laughed. I didn’t do a lot of that between work, the gym, and social time. I might not be dating but I wasn’t home feeling lonely. 

“Nah. I have time for that.” I told her as she shook her head and picked up the menu. We ordered appetizers and dinner before settling in to talk about the upcoming holidays. They always had the family over at their big house without my brother over the last three years. I felt bad about that but he made the choice to sleep with my girlfriend. I listened as Mom talked about the menu and who would be staying at the house opposed to who would get a hotel. My family couldn’t be together for long periods of time and I smirked as she mentioned my aunt. Noel had a way of alienating herself from everyone in her life and I sipped my drink as Dad laughed. 

I walked the few blocks to my condo after dinner, thinking about Isabelle. I wondered where she lived as I walked through the lobby and greeted the doorman before taking the elevator to my place on the seventeenth floor. I could have easily hit a bar and found a woman to take home tonight, but I wasn’t in the mood. I might actually go to sleep at a reasonable time tonight. 

I went to bed with the TV on, trying to shut my mind down as I idly listened to the guest on the late night show. I always got up early if at all possible to hit the gym before work and I closed my eyes as I took in a slow breath.

I imagined Lana’s face in my mind for a fleeting moment and tensed. I wasn’t ready to marry her, but I was more serious about her than anyone else. It hurt when she cheated on me and I hadn’t been with anyone more than casually since that night. Why did the woman that brought me back to life have to be my assistant? 

I woke up early for a morning run and made it a long one. I needed the exercise, and I felt my feet hit the pavement steadily as I stared forward with the music blaring into one ear. I knew that I could get Isabelle with a little work and something inside of me sparked to life at the idea of it. I was going to try to deal with the consequences later. 

 

CHAPTER 5

Isabelle

I chose a plum shift dress for the following day with black heels, slipping a cardigan on the dresser to wear. Kendra was happy to return to school and had a blast yesterday. We talked all about it over dinner and homework and I even convinced her to take a shower. 

Once she was asleep, I wandered into our small living room to drop in front of the TV. I needed to wind down and found one of my favorite shows as I curled my legs under me. I thought about the last few years, knowing how hard they would have been if it had not been for my parents. Jackson certainly didn’t want anything to do with us and since she’d been born, I couldn’t imagine risking our hearts again. Kendra had no idea that hers was broken, and I’d managed to answer her questions vaguely so far about her father. 

My eyes started drooping just about half an hour into the show and I sighed. It was time to be an adult, and I paused the recording as I wondered how far behind I would be by the end of the week. I missed my parents, and I rubbed my eyes as I decided to wash my face and go to bed. I checked her small room to make sure that she was sleeping before I went into my master bedroom and washed off my makeup and pulled on the big shirt to sleep in, frowning at myself.

It was Jackson’s shirt, and I ended up with it back in school. I didn’t wear it because I was pining away for him at all, but it felt like I had support this way. It made me feel less alone as I looked into the mirror and took slow breaths.

I could do this. I had help for the time that I needed it and now we were on our own. My parents would visit us and we’d go there as well. I preferred to go there so they wouldn’t have to get a hotel room because we had no room here. Perhaps once I was settled a bit more and in a house I could welcome guests, but not now. 

I sent my parents a text to tell them that my first day went well, and that I was sorry I didn’t call them earlier. Things happened so fast and I told them that we’d call the following night. I smiled as I plugged in my phone and crawled under the covers, thinking about Mason for a moment. He would never want a woman with a child and I was nowhere near ready to date someone or introduce them to Kendra. That was going to be tricky when the time came and I would have to go about it the right way. 

I could never date my boss to begin with. 

I imagined dating again and my eyes filled with tears. I remembered when Jackson broke up with me to date a college cheerleader and when I found out that I was pregnant. It hurt knowing that I was doing this on my own and I cried when I told my parents. I sobbed as I admitted to them that I wasn’t always careful with Jackson and regretted it now, but I wanted to keep my baby. 

Mom soothed me and assured me that they would help me. They both knew that I wasn’t going to be the kind of mom that would make them raise the baby. They wanted me to succeed and would help every step of the way. It was a tough choice to make but aborting my baby was not an option. Adoption would be a reasonable thing to consider but I already wanted this tiny being growing inside of me. I might regret Jackson but having this baby was not his fault as much as it was the responsibility of both of us. I never even told him, hearing around town how he moved on easily. 

Mom suggested that I contact him as the pregnancy progressed but I told her that he wouldn’t be interested. She didn’t like him to begin with so she didn’t push the idea. 

I was so grateful to my folks for being there for me throughout the pregnancy and for my mom for holding my hand through the long labor. We both cried when Kendra was born and she slept on the couch in my room, just in case I needed help. 

I closed my eyes and reminded myself that things were different now. I was a single mom working to support my daughter, and I didn’t need that much help anymore. 

I still didn’t know what to make of my new boss but it wasn’t worth stressing over. It was impossible on so many levels to begin with. He was gorgeous, but I needed to focus on my little family. I needed to focus on my future. 

I got up early enough to shower and get dressed before waking Kendra up. She was looking forward to school and dressed as I finished in the mirror, looking critically at my appearance. I sipped my coffee and laughed to myself, reminding myself that Mason would never want me. I saw how pretty the girls were in the building and assumed that he’d seen someone there at some point. Come to think of it, he had an interesting relationship with the girl in HR.

“Are you ready, sweetie?” I called out as I left the bathroom to slip my shoes on. 

“All set.” Kendra appeared before me with her lunch in hand and a sparkle in her bright blue eyes. Jackson’s eyes. She looked at my dress as I slipped on the sweater and wrapped her arms around me as I smiled. “You look so pretty, Mommy. They must like you at work a lot.” 

“I hope so,” I murmured as I held her close, being mindful of this moment. I knew that they would fly by and she wouldn’t be my little girl forever. 

 

CHAPTER 6

Mason

I looked in the full length mirror on my closet as I perfected the knot on my black tie. I had a meeting with some possible new clients today and I wanted to bring Isabelle along. It was a lunch meeting but she would make a good impression on them. I could also spend some more time with her and smiled as I ran a hand through my dark hair. 

I found it comical that I fired my last assistant for being too much into me but liked this one enough to get to know her. I could see a lot behind her eyes, suggesting that she’d lived some hardships before getting the job. Hannah also hinted to that fact, and I walked into my kitchen to finish my coffee before leaving for work. I made a mental note to pick her brain for more information, knowing that she wouldn’t budge. 

I left the condo and headed to my car, breathing in the cool morning air. I’d ran a few miles in it earlier this morning as was my usual habit in good weather. I had a gym for the winter months but I had some time before that to enjoy and I wondered what Isabelle would be wearing to the office today. 

I drove in and parked in my spot, joining the others that worked in the building as we headed to our respective offices. I looked around for Isabelle, surprised to see her sitting at her desk sending a text as I approached her. I smiled and set down the coffee that I grabbed on the way in for both of us, watching her jump as she looked at me with big eyes. “You caught me off guard!”

“Is everything okay?” I asked her as she looked at her phone with a soft smile. 

“Yeah, it is. Thanks for the coffee.” Isabelle smiled and pulled it towards her, sipping it slowly. “Should I start on the next book today?” 

“You know you don’t have to read them that quickly. We have reasonable deadlines.” I looked into her pretty face as she blushed and shrugged. Isabelle was fucking beautiful. 

“I just naturally read fast. I won’t if I feel like I need to slow down. This is an important part of the process.” Isabelle smiled, and I felt my phone in my pocket. I pulled it out and glanced down to see that the client was emailing me. 

“Oh, there is a lunch with potential clients today at one. I hope you can make it so you can get a feel of the process as well as give me your thoughts. I think we make a good team so far.” I held her eyes as Isabelle flushed again and nodded. 

“I’d like to be there. One?” She confirmed as I nodded and watched her do something on the computer. 

“It’s just a few blocks down and we’ll be meeting them. I’ll come out just before.” I smiled. “Don’t get lost in your book today.” I turned and walked into my office, playing back my words as I cracked the door. Was I flirting with my assistant? I’d slept with a few women but I typically tried to keep it separate from the work place. 

I opened up the book that Isabelle completed and started to read her notes as I drank the coffee I bought in the lobby. It happened to be cinnamon, and I smiled as I inhaled the spicy scent. Isabelle already showed me something new, and I glanced at the door for a moment. Her notes were good, and I admitted that while she read fast, Isabelle seemed to comprehend things just fine. In fact, she had some great insight, and I told myself that I needed to think of her as just an assistant. I had a good thing going at this company and could not fuck the staff, no matter how hot they were. 

I heard Hannah’s voice a little while later and glanced up as I rubbed my eyes. She made her way into my office, tapping on the door before walking in and grinning at me. Hannah and I got along well, and I appreciated her honesty, most of the time. “How’s it going?” 

“It’s great. I think she will be a great help to the company.” I reached for my coffee as Hannah dropped into the seat across from me. 

“You’re behaving yourself? I saw the way that you were looking at her yesterday.” Hannah told me as I leaned back in my chair. 

“She spilled coffee all over me moments before we met. I was surprised to see her,” I informed her as she raised one of her perfect brows. 

“I hope so. I don’t think you’ve gone that route here and doing it with your own personal assistant is not a great idea.” I frowned at her, wondering why she was so intent on this subject. 

“I didn’t plan to. I take my position here seriously and I had her hired here to help me, not hinder me.” It annoyed me that she was one of the few people that could read me. 

“I hope so.” Hannah said as she glanced towards the door. “I did a great job with her, didn’t I? Something about her resume stood out and I liked her the moment that I met her.” Hannah was the one that took care of it while I was gone on a trip. She’d done it a few times for me when the assistants became too interested in me and I contributed that to this behavior. 

“Did you ask her if she was into women for me? You seem so worried about us.” I said softly, seeing that Hannah closed the door behind her. 

“She’s not.” Hannah smiled sweetly, and I laughed. She was into women and seemed to have a good radar about the ones she had a shot with. She burst out laughing and leaned her head back, her dark eyes filled with mirth. “Not at all.”

“What is it about her that you’re being so weird about?” I demanded as her face fell and she went serious. 

“Nothing. I tease you a lot but I know that you wouldn’t get involved.” Hannah excused herself and closed the door behind her as I watched curiously. I went back to the document and realized that her notes matched what I’d write myself. That was hard to manage, and I glanced at my clock to see that I had another two hours before lunch. I didn’t take a lot of breaks here at the office and ran a hand through my hair as I considered a quick walk to the break room, possibly the break room for some hot coffee. 

I stood and left, glancing at Isabelle as she smiled at something in the book. She blushed as she met my eyes and pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. It was down today in loose curls and I wanted to feel the silky locks. “Don’t rush.” I warned her before continuing down the hallway and turning into the break room. 

 

CHAPTER 7

Isabelle

I heard the beeping on the computer and blinked as I realized that lunch was soon. I ran a hand through my hair and reached for my purse to take a quick look at my face in a compact. The cool air in this office did the job, and I didn’t look sweaty despite the fact that I was nervous about today. I was happy to go to lunch and learn about every part of this place but spending time outside of the office with Mason unnerved me. 

At least we weren’t going to be alone.

I grabbed my purse as I heard his door, standing and sliding my hands over my dress. “Ready?”

We walked down to an upscale cafe, and I looked around as Mason opened the door for me. He glanced around and headed to a table in the corner, his stride strong and confident. I glanced at his ass in the slacks that fit him perfectly, blushing as he greeted some people in front of us. Mason shook the hands of the couple before us, telling them that it was great to meet them before he turned to me. “This is my assistant, Isabelle Evans. I invited her to sit in and get some experience in this. Isabelle, this is Mark James and Monica Norris. They have a new manuscript that they’d like to pitch to us.”

We ordered, and I sipped my water as the two told us about their new adult romance. It was a common genre, but they seemed to have an interesting idea that would draw the readers that didn’t involve the idea of a stepbrother. I was tired of those books even if they did sell well. The food was amazing, and I took small bites of the hot pastrami, trying not to make a mess or inhale it the way that I wanted. 

Mason was seated in the booth with me and I felt his heat through his pants. It was a small booth, and I shifted slightly as I reached for my water. Mason kept talking steadily to the other two as he twirled pasta onto a fork, eating it smoothly as they responded to a question. 

The man was flawless, and I fell quiet as I observed the conversation. I memorized his heat and the way Mason made me feel again even if I wasn’t going to do anything about it. Monica smiled at me and asked what I thought of the plot and I considered my answer as I sipped my water to wash down the sandwich. “I like the fact that it is a bit different from the rest. It has the usual young girl going through a transition, but the fact that she is doing it at a job over college. I like the fact that she’d been through something and it growing from it.” I felt Mason’s eyes on me and smiled at the petite blonde woman. “I think that it has promise.” I glanced over at him as he nodded encouragingly at me and turned his attention to them. 

He told them to send him the manuscript before we all shook hands. We left first, and he held open the door as he watched me lead the way down the sidewalk. “So, what did you think?”

“I loved their enthusiasm and thought the story had potential. I mean, it is a common genre, but it stood out to me. That was great.” I looked at him as we walked down the sidewalk. “Thank you.” 

“You’re welcome. Thanks for joining me.” Mason said as I licked my lips and stared forward. 

“The food was fantastic. How often do you do things like that?” I asked as he chuckled.

“They are co-authors of a New York Times best seller. I make time for people like that.” Mason told me as my mouth dropped open. “They were indie authors that are looking for a deal with a traditional company. They picked the place and bought the lunch. Get used to it.” 

“Best-sellers?” I asked as he nodded. 

“That’s who I like to take on.” Mason assured me as he met my gaze for a long moment as I paused. I realized what was happening and started to walk again. I couldn’t look at my boss that way because I was a mom that had a daughter to take care of, not some single woman flirting with her boss. 

Her gorgeous boss.

We got back to the office, and I sat down to start reading again. I was stuffed and shifted in my seat as I wondered what to make for dinner. I didn’t normally eat such big lunches and might never eat again, at which point my mind wandered to something that Kendra liked all on her own. I idly opened the document and found where I left off and thanked God for this job even if I did have the most gorgeous man in the world for my boss. 

Life just wasn’t fair but even if he wasn’t my boss, I wasn’t willing to risk my heart with someone. It hurt when Jackson left us alone and I wouldn’t let Kendra meet anyone just to be left alone again. I made that vow when I had her and stuck to it, never tempted by anyone before Mason. I looked at his cracked office door and let out a slow sigh, knowing that I needed to ignore this. 

The story was great once I managed to focus on it and I made the usual notes as I read along. I looked at the corner of the monitor and realized that it was almost time to leave. I had such a great job, and the salary was more than I could have ever expected. I thought about my paycheck next week and considered the budget for the moment, grinning as I decided to get pizza for Kendra. She loved it like most kids but it was a very rare treat. 

“What are you smiling about?” Mason asked as I blinked and looked up at him, my face dropping.

“I was just thinking about something.” I stammered as he searched my face.

“Do you have a date tonight?” Mason pressed as I blushed and bit my lip.

“No. Nothing like that.” I glanced at the clock again and saved my work, telling him that I didn’t finish the story this time. 

“I don’t expect you to.” Mason assured me again before he turned to return to his office. The look in his eyes was intense as he spoke and I wondered if he asked about a date for his own personal reasons. I gathered my things together and turned off my computer before standing to join the rest of the people at the computer, not waiting for Mason. I didn’t want to think about him and hurried to my car to go and get Kendra to surprise her. 

 

CHAPTER 8

Mason

Isabelle looked beautiful with the smile on her face, making me pause and question it. I immediately went for the question about a date since she looked like she was thinking about someone that she cared for. Her answer made me wonder just what it was, but I sensed that she wasn’t going to tell me. She seemed to freak out, and I wondered what was going on but chose to leave it alone. I watched her hurry out of the building, following the crowd as I watched her walk to her car. 

Isabelle was a complex woman and while I saw some pain in her eyes as I looked at her, I also saw a deep-seeded need there. Isabelle was a woman, and she had an interest in me whether she admitted it or not. I had not wanted a woman the way that I did her for some time, but it felt like more to me.

I met my friends for dinner and drinks, opting to go home alone instead of bringing a woman with me. I worked the following day though my friends pointed out that they never stopped me before, making me tell them to shut up. I sounded irritated and could tell by the looks on their faces but I wasn’t ready to talk about Isabelle yet. 

I knew the rules of the office but for the first time, I didn’t care. I wanted her. Not only did I want to fuck her, but I wanted to know her as well. Isabelle was not the kind of woman that you slept with once, but she was also a fantastic assistant. Hannah warned me against doing anything to pursue her but there was something between us from the moment that she crashed into me. I feigned the irritation there because I thought that she was one of the most beautiful women that I’d ever laid eyes on. I was drawn to her and ran instead of asking for her number, but my luck made me bump into her within the hour. It caught me off guard and I’d been arguing with myself ever since that day.

I was used to women and their needs and wants. I romanced them as much as casually sleeping with them and I walked to my car to start the engine and head home for the night. I barely drank at dinner so I knew that I was good to get there and unlocked the door and walked inside, looking around the spacious living room. I lived here with my best friend, who worked as a traveling photographer for National Geographic. Most of the time, it was like living alone.

I showered and dressed in shorts to sleep in, turning on the television low as I grabbed my laptop. I still had some energy, and I pulled up the document that Isabelle forwarded to me. I read further into the story, still liking her suggestions for the strong plot as I weighed the option of pursuing her. Was it worth it? I’d lost a few due to their attraction to me that wasn’t returned and Isabelle was the best one yet. I could fuck nearly any woman that I wanted but there was a challenge to her that made me much more interested in sex.

I had not felt this way since the beginning of the relationship with Lana. Would it fade as it had with her? 

I turned out the light once I grew tired and thought about how to begin this. I was going to have her and go about that the right way. 

I rose early enough to jog and came back to shower again, dressing in my black slacks and blue shirt that brought out my eyes. I knew that I looked good in it and if she was interested in me at all, this would pull her closer to me. I made a point of going to the coffee shop where we met to order us both large drinks, walking them across to the building and getting on the elevator. 

I saw her settling in when I came to her desk, wearing a soft pink dress that had a vintage style to it. I handed her the coffee that I purchased for her and Isabelle looked at the cup in surprise. “Thanks.”

“I was going for myself and I’ll never forget the smell of your drink,” I told her as she looked up and met my eyes. 

“I thought it was the assistant that was supposed to bring coffee to the boss,” Isabelle murmured as I smiled crookedly, knowing what it did to women. 

“Not when I know what my beautiful assistant likes to drink. I am the aggressive one, it seems.” Isabelle widened her eyes and pressed her full, pink lips together as she reached for her cup, inhaling it. “I told you I knew what it was.” 

That was enough for now and I walked into my office, leaving the door open. I smiled as I went to my desk and set the steaming cup down, going to take a look outside at the city as I typically did. It made me feel alive though my cock hardening in my pants was from something else entirely. 

I got to work, setting up another lunch and sending Isabelle a message to save the date. I had a great time sitting beside her in that booth, feeling the heat of her skin as I carried on business. I wanted to reach down and touch her under the table, but resisted because I knew it was too fast for her. She responded with something positive and I smiled before I opened the story from the previous night to read, leaving email and messaging open in case Isabelle had anything else to say. 

I got an invitation to lunch from a manager and agreed to it since I wasn’t going to ask Isabelle yet. I did give her a long look when I passed her desk, seeing her flush a deep pink as she pretended to read the screen. I smiled as I went to meet Nathan and we talked business over the meal since he had a potential client that wanted to meet up with me. It sounded promising, and I agreed as I reached for my water, sipping it slowly. I made a note to contact them and set up lunch as we moved on to other topics, looking forward to inviting Isabelle to another meeting. 

We stood to leave, and I told him that I was going to order something for dinner and that I might be late a few minutes. I ordered some pasta for Isabelle to bring back, selecting a chicken Alfredo dish since I knew how good it was. I walked back to the building with the bag, walking right up to her desk to see her still reading. “I thought I might find you here. I brought you some lunch.”

“Oh. You didn’t have to do that,” she said as she looked at the bag. 

“I thought of you while I was there. We might have another client meeting soon. Will you accompany me?” 

“Of course. It’s my job.” Isabelle agreed, smiling politely. 

“Will you have dinner after work with me, Isabelle?” I asked as she looked stunned. 

“I can’t. Not only because you’re my boss, but I just can’t.” I saw pain cross her face and then Isabelle looked down at the desk. “I can’t lose this job. It is everything that I need right now.” 

“You wouldn’t. That can be handled down the line,” I promised as I stared down at her. “Who hurt you?”

“I’m fine. I just can’t date at work, because I need this. I’m sorry.” Isabelle tried to give me a confident look, but I saw the hesitation in her eyes, still filled with fear. 

“It’s fine. Enjoy your lunch,” I told her, pushing the bag towards her before turning towards my door. I focused my energy on contacting Nathan’s guy and setting up lunch at the end of the week. I notified Isabelle about it and assumed she got it since she didn’t respond. 

I backed off a bit for the remainder of the week, bringing her lunch if I went out and insisting that she take it. I’d bring coffee if I got it first as well. I let her know that I was still interested that way, but I didn’t pressure her again. We had the long lunch on Friday at one of the best places in town and I could work her then while negotiating with the client. I did my research and found that he had some talent and sold a few books on his own. An author that brings readers with them is always a good thing and I wrote up a basic outline of what to talk about with him. 

I came out to get some coffee on break on Friday since I went through mine so quickly. I saw Isabelle on the phone, her face filled with concern as she leaned forward and spoke in a low voice. I paused and looked at her, realizing that she didn’t even know that I was standing there until she ended the call and set the phone down. “Is everything all right?” I asked her, making her jump as she pressed a hand to her chest and took a deep breath. 

“Yes, it’s fine. I just had to make some arrangements.” Isabelle had worn a black pencil skirt with heels and a burgundy blouse today and she looked good, making me think that she was doing some shopping for work clothes. “Is lunch still on?”

“Yes, it is.” I assured her as she nodded and reached for her coffee. Isabelle had stopped for both of us today, teasing me that she could do it as easily as I did. She was in a good mood then and I thought that I was getting somewhere with her but now she looked shaken. 

“Okay, good.”

“Isabelle, what is it?” I asked her as she sipped her drink.

“It’s fine, Mr. Drury.” She assured me as I stared at her.

“It’s Mason. Call me Mason,” I reminded her as she jumped and stared at me. “If you need anything, please let me know.” She nodded quickly, and I turned to leave, annoyed that she wouldn’t tell me what was going on. The emotion on her face was as strong as the smile that I’d seen that day, making me assume that it had to do with the same thing. 

What was so important in her life? Isabelle wasn’t wearing a ring on her hand but I knew little about her. I sat down and looked at the door again, vowing to dig deeper with her. Whatever was going on was something that meant a lot to her and a part of me wanted to help with that.

I didn’t care about women this way. Not since Lana. 

I prepared for lunch and left the office, watching her apply some lip gloss for a moment before she grabbed her purse and stood up. “Ready?” Her smile was brighter, and she seemed composed now even though I sensed that she was faking it a bit. We took a cab to the steakhouse and met Nathan’s friend, hitting it off right away. He had a great positive outlook about writing and just wanted to try traditional publishing for a change. He interacted with both Isabelle and myself, making her laugh and relax a bit. I didn’t get to sit beside her here and I had to force myself to look at Brian, wishing that I was the one making her laugh. When we were finished, and a contract was in the works, we finished the meal and stood up. He walked with us to the door and shook my hand before leaning in to kiss Isabelle’s cheek as he said something softly to her. She responded in something like a whisper and pulled away before looking at the floor. 

I held in my emotions as he left before us, taking a moment to ask if she was okay. I seemed to be asking her that a lot today. “I’m fine. He just asked me to dinner, and I told him that I wasn’t interested.” 

“Son of a bitch,” I muttered as she looked at me with shocked eyes. “I knew that he was flirting with you.”

“He is a great writer. A good guy. What’s your problem?” Isabelle asked as I took her arm and pulled her from the building and around the corner as I stood in front of her. I pulled out my phone to call a cab and then stared into her eyes.

“Do you want him and not me?” I finally asked as she blinked slowly at me. 

 

CHAPTER 9

Isabelle

I heard the words, but they didn’t register as I looked into his stormy eyes. How could Mason think that? He was perfect, and I opened my mouth to speak.

“No, it isn’t that. Not at all,” I protested before I felt his mouth on mine, his lips hot against my skin. It was both intense and comforting and I whimpered as he reached up to cup my face tighter in his big hands. It was everything that I’d always wanted and I felt one of my hands wrap around him as he tilted my face to deepen the kiss. 

Oh, God. I wanted to do this all day and my body started to throb deep inside, filled with want. We both moved closer together until a horn sounded and he jumped away. “That might be the cab.” Mason made sure that I was steady and then led me back to the curb where a yellow car was waiting, leaning inside to talk to the driver before telling me to slide into the back seat. I did, watching him as he moved beside me and leaned back for a moment. 

The driver didn’t know us but I didn’t want to speak in front of him. My body was alert, and I felt every nerve ending from that kiss, still shaking as I told myself to calm down. I had a daughter, and that was just a kiss. Why did it affect me more than when I slept with Jackson? What was this feeling inside of me?

It was a short ride to work, and he got out and helped me slide out before handing the driver a few bills. I walked with him to the front door and he opened it, still standing close to me. We boarded the elevator and stood side-by-side silently as I played back the hungry kiss and the way that his tongue felt against mine for that moment in time. It was just for a second but it changed my life and I stared forward. I had a great job that was supporting my daughter and I didn’t want to blow it. 

Mason led me to his office and closed the door behind him, closing the blinds. I gasped as he kissed me again, pressing me against the wall. This seemed to happen so fast but not fast enough and I wrapped my arms around his neck as I pulled Mason closer. In my head, he did this with every woman in the office and I told myself to prepare for the end. 

Mason kissed me to the point that I couldn’t breathe, pulling away to gaze into my eyes. “I told myself that I was going to take this slowly, Isabelle. I can’t fucking do that now.” 

“Will it be over as soon as it starts?” I asked, torn between wanting that and fighting it. This felt good. I felt alive in his arms. 

“What? No, this isn’t like that. I might date casually outside of work but I prefer to not ever get involved with anyone here. That’s why you are working here. My last assistant got a bit obsessed with me.” His voice was rough as he spoke, and I stared at him. “I felt something the day that you crashed into me and ran away from it. I didn’t know what to do when I realized that you were going to be the woman working for me. I tried to resist this but I can’t.” 

“Mason… I don’t have anything to offer you,” I tried to speak but my heart screamed at me to shut up. 

“What do you mean?” He asked as I caught my breath. I just wanted to kiss him again and push away all of my responsibilities. 

“Mason, I have a daughter. I’m raising her on my own and she’s still young. She just started the first grade.” I heard the words and cringed inside, knowing that a young child was not appealing to many men. 

“You are a mother?” He asked as I looked into his face. I nodded, and warmth crossed over his face. “Is that what was wrong earlier? Something to do with her?”

“She was sick at school. I have a neighbor that helps me, and she went to get her for me. I just started this job and didn’t want to put it in jeopardy.” I admitted, smiling gently as he leaned in and kissed me again. 

I returned it, reveling in the pleasure as responsibilities nudged at my wild side. I wanted this so much but there was a lot at stake. “You wouldn’t, you know. I’d let you leave. I’m close to my family.” Mason told me as I laughed and looked at him. 

“Here I thought you lived in some tall building all alone reading books and counting money,” I said, laughing softly. It felt good to let my walls down though I knew they could not go down too far. 

“I live with my best friend, Tanner. He travels for work a lot so he is rarely home. You are partially right.” 

“I won’t hurt my daughter. I won’t let you meet her. We’ve been through enough already,” I told him as something dark passed through his eyes. 

“I am not asking. I just want to enjoy this here and now,” Mason told me before he kissed me softly. 

“Can we work together?” I asked in a whisper as he clutched my face again. 

“Yeah. You’re the best assistant that I’ve had.” Mason kissed me again, and I wrapped my arms around him and pulled him closer. We pulled apart and looked at each other for a moment before I pressed my tingling lips together. I knew that if I stayed in here, this would go further than it should and I watched him step away. “So, no dinner after work?”

“I could have my friend watch her for a while. I just can’t go out a lot at night because it is the only time I feel like I have with her,” I replied as he nodded. “I’m sorry. You probably go out a lot. I forgot what that was like.” 

“How old are you?” Mason asked as I smiled weakly.

“I’ll be twenty-four in a few months. I was a young mother.” I said as he ran his hands through his hair. 

“You missed a lot?” He asked as I shrugged. 

“I guess.” I made my way to my desk when we realized that we needed to work. It was hard to walk out of that office but I needed to keep a level head about this even if I did feel like a teenager all over again. I pulled up the document and enjoyed the feeling of the food in my stomach even if it was doing flip flops right now. 

I found it hard to concentrate on the words but forced it, knowing that it paid the bills for me. I wasn’t going to lose everything I had here over a crush or kiss. This wasn’t serious, and I was going to take it day-by-day and not let it ruin anything. 

We left the building together and walked to our cars. “I am sending something to your place for dinner for the two of you,” Mason told me as we looked at each other before going our separate ways. “What is her name?”

“It’s Kendra,” I whispered as he nodded and looked down at my lips for a long moment. The heat was intense between us as I stood still, wanting to call and ask for a sitter for Kendra. That was wrong though. She came first, and I told him to have a good night before walking to my car. I drove past him, trying not to look but unable to help myself as I met his gaze. He was dialing something on his phone with a grin on his face and it took my breath away. 

I made it home and went straight to Nan’s apartment where Kendra was on the couch under a blanket, fast asleep. I smiled as I looked down at her and then looked at Nan. “Want to call me when she wakes up? She looks so comfortable.”

“That’s fine, sweetie. I don’t mind if she sleeps here all night if that’s okay with you. You need some sleep after working so hard all week.” Nan smiled at me and I went to hug her. “Get some rest, Isabelle. I’ll call you if she wakes up enough to get over there.” 

I thanked her again and walked to my apartment just as a young man approached it. He had a bag of food in his hand and I stared at him as he asked if I was Isabelle. I told him yes, and he handed me the bag and told me to have a great night, turning to leave as I watched. I unlocked my door and stood in the silence after I locked it behind me. I told myself that Kendra was safe and took the food to the table, unpacking it to see a variety of Thai food, making me smile. I loved this kind of food and set it down on the flimsy table before I went to get a fork. 

It was delicious. I laughed as I took bites from the containers, hearing my phone chime in my purse. I went to get it, concerned that it was Nan calling about Kendra. I was surprised to see a text from an unfamiliar number, opening it to see that it was Mason. 

Mason: How is it? I love Thai and hoped that you did as well.

Me: It is great. Thanks so much.

Mason: Is your daughter enjoying it?

I took a moment to chew my food and considered my answer. I knew how Kendra was when she was sick, and she would sleep hard. She was completely safe with Nan and I would be informed if anything changed. 

Me: She is sleeping next door. Still sick.

Mason: You’re alone?

Me: Yes, I am. Do you want to come over and see how long we have before she comes back? 

It was such a risk to ask that, and I swallowed the lump in my throat. We’d just kissed, and I was inviting Mason into my apartment where anything could happen. 

Mason: Are you comfortable with that? Nothing will happen that you don’t want. We can just eat.

Me: Come over. You have the address?

Mason assured me that he did, and I squealed as I put the phone down. I went to look in the mirror, fixing my gloss and makeup a bit as I wondered what would happen. If Kendra came back, I’d make him leave and that could happen at any time. I knew that she’d probably sleep through the night just based on how she looked, which meant that Mason might be here all night.

CHAPTER 10

Mason

I looked at her words and then looked around my apartment. Isabelle was alone and inviting me to her apartment and there was no reason to say no to her. I could still taste her sweet lips and I loosened the tie around my neck and smiled. We could just eat and talk and I didn’t need to sleep with her tonight. 

I grabbed my keys and headed over to her place, noting that it wasn’t the best complex in town. It also wasn’t the worst. I parked near her car in an uncovered spot, getting out and walking towards the building where she was located. 

I looked at the doors on either side, wondering which one was the neighbor watching her daughter. I’d never been involved with someone with a kid before and knocked gently as I listened to steps approaching the door. It opened and Isabelle smiled at me as she looked out. “Hi. Come in. She’s still sleeping.” 

“Thanks,” I told her as I walked inside the small living room and looked around. 

“I started eating out of the cartons, so you can start with the ones I set aside.” She gave me a rueful smile as she walked towards the table to sit down. She was nervous, and I watched her stir something in a white box before looking at me. “I don’t know how to act. It’s been a long time for me.” 

“How long?” I asked as I realized she was wearing the same clothes, just barefoot now. I walked towards the table and took the fork that she gestured to. There were some sodas on the table and I reached for one as she smiled.

“I haven’t… dated since Kendra was born. I was so busy going to school and just keeping ahead of that and dealing with the fact that her dad wasn’t around.” She frowned as I watched her, clearly upset. 

“He didn’t want her?” I asked as Isabelle shrugged. 

“He didn’t want me. I never even told him about her because he was off to college. It was easier that way and my family saved me.” She finally took a bite, and I nodded as I reached for one of the containers closest to me. I opened it to find my favorite kind of noodles and offered her some as she shook her head. “Please enjoy it. This was so sweet of you.” 

“It’s nothing. I want to do as much as I can for you,” I assured her as Isabelle smiled at me. “I don’t expect anything in return.”

“Look at you. Of course, you do. You can probably get anything that you want from a woman, Mason. I am not that experienced and I have no idea what to do, apart from save my job. It is a big help for us.” She spoke slowly, and I caught the urgency in her voice. 

“I haven’t dated anyone too seriously in a few years myself, Isabelle. I’ve been focused on work so much and meeting you was like a shock to me. I know there are rules at work but we can keep this to ourselves and deal with it if this lasts, like I think it might.” She gave me a scared look, and I held up my hand. 

“No pressure. Just relax. Eat. Talk to me. Let yourself just be in the moment.” I knew what she was experiencing, and we ate together, slowly starting to talk about our interests. 

We finished eating, and I helped her put the food in the fridge, listening for her phone the entire time. We made our way to the couch and sat down as she turned on the TV, clearing her throat nervously. I watched her shifting in her seat, taking in the curve of her neck and the way her breasts pressed against her shirt. I loved her curves, and she looked at me with a small smile as she leaned closer to me. “I want to kiss you again.” I let her take the initiative this time and felt her press her lips lightly to my mouth. Isabelle groaned at the heat between us and I let her guide things, not sure what she wanted from this.

The moment that her lips parted for me, I kissed her harder. I couldn’t help myself and pulled her closer to me as our tongues danced together. It was rough and needy and I slipped my hand down to her hip as she moaned against me. I moved my lips down her jaw and neck, smelling a sweet cherry scent that I breathed in. “Your scent is the best thing I have ever smelled. What is it?” 

“Just a cheap scent made from oils that I got addicted to back home. This one is cherry blossom” Isabelle told me as I drew her skin between my teeth. “No marks, okay?” I realized that her daughter would be old enough to ask questions, and I let her skin go and kept kissing her skin. 

I looked down at the button to her blouse, longing to open it and free her nipples. I wanted to taste her entire body and kissed her neck again as I forced myself to calm down. Isabelle pulled away and looked at me with hungry eyes before she kissed me again. Her mouth nipped at mine as I held her, wanting more as I felt her hand sliding up my chest. She worked a button loose, and I groaned as her hand touched the skin of my neck. “Isabelle,” I choked out as she pulled away and kept unbuttoning the shirt. 

“I want to touch you. I haven’t touched anyone for so long,” she told me, sliding both hands up my bare chest as I sucked in my breath. “Why do you even want me? Why are you risking your job for me?” 

“I have no idea. I felt something the moment that I met you. I’ll sort the job thing out and you won’t lose your income. I can see that you try hard to make this a home for Kendra.” I glanced around, seeing photos on the wall and placed on shelves. The little girl had dark hair, and she was beautiful. She looked happy. “I promise that nothing will happen. I’ll line up another job for you if need be.” 

Isabelle answered me with another kiss and I returned her passion as she traced my skin with her fingers. I moved mine down her neck, moving slowly towards her shirt as I waited for a signal of what to do next. Isabelle reached down and loosened her first button, telling me to get it off. We worked together, and she shrugged it off as she shifted on the couch in her tight skirt. “I won’t do anything if you take that off. You look uncomfortable,” I whispered before kissing under her ear and feeling her moving underneath me. 

Isabelle was down to her bra and underwear and I looked her over in the light from the kitchen. She was curvy and gorgeous and I leaned in to kiss her mouth again. My hands wandered over her skin, unhooking the bra and letting her spill into my hands. I stroked her pert nipples as she shuddered under me, making my cock harder as I kissed her deeply. 

Before too long, I was bent over Isabelle and sucking on one nipple while I played with the other with my hand. I wanted her so badly and judging from the noises that she made, Isabelle felt the same way. I stopped holding back and pressed against her, her legs spread before me as she cried out. We moved together, my body ready for her as I bit down on her nipple and smiled when she cried out my name. I looked up at her as I moved further down her body, kissing her stomach and inhaling the musky scent of her desire. I slowed down, knowing that it had been a while for her as I slipped my hand over her cotton panties. Isabelle stilled as I pressed gently against her, feeling the intensity of the moment as she closed her eyes. 

I stroked her after she seemed to relax, over the soaking cloth. I could feel her clit and centered my fingers over that as I watched her face. Isabelle’s breathing became labored as her legs dropped apart for me and I watched her trembling as she let out a soft moan, coming for me. I reached under the material as she dropped back, feeling her warmth as I circled her clit again. 

 

CHAPTER 11

Isabelle

The feeling was explosive as I peaked, crashing over the edge. I had never come like that before and felt like I never would again as his hand slipped over my bare folds and stroked me. It had been since before Kendra was born that I was with anybody and I breathed in deeply as he teased me. I wanted to give myself to him but I tried to remember that this was my boss. He had exact control of my future at this time and I knew that I should stop this. It felt too good to stop. 

I felt something tingling as he circled my clit again and bit my lips as warmth surged through my body again. I gasped as I opened my eyes and looked into his face, tense with need as he pulled his hand away and resting beside me. “Was that the first time in a while?” Mason asked me as I smiled weakly.

“Yes. It felt amazing,” I replied as he traced his hand over my stomach. “Are you okay?”

“I didn’t mean for it to go this far, Isabelle. I’m fine,” he said as he rested his head against the cushion. I relaxed, knowing that there was something to this. I felt happy inside and not at all ashamed to be nearly naked beside him. I didn’t know what Monday was going to be like but I could deal with that later.

I felt alive again. 

We stayed there for a while before Mason asked me if I wanted him to tuck me in bed. I assumed that Kendra was still sleeping and nodded as he went to get my phone before helping me up. I walked with him as he asked if he could lock my door before leaving. A part of me didn’t want him to leave since this was such a rare opportunity. It was also the first time we’d been together outside of work and I needed to slow down. “Yes. You can lock the knob and pull it closed. It’s a secure door.” 

He got me under the covers of my queen bed and tucked me in before giving me a soft kiss. I watched as he made sure I was okay before telling me that he’d contact me tomorrow and left the apartment.

I knew that he might never call me again or be over here. It was so rare that I got the apartment to myself, much less any time to go out. How could I be anything to Mason? 

I turned and pulled the covers over myself after checking to see if my phone was fully charged. I saw that it was going to die at some point during the night and reached for the cord to plug it in. I closed my eyes, thinking about the night as I hoped that there might be another. If not, I had to be an adult and move past it. This might just be a great night and nothing more.

I slept hard and woke up early the next morning, listening for Kendra. I remembered that she was sleeping next door and guilt washed over me as I thought back to what I’d done last night. 

“She’s safe,” I told myself as I looked at the clock to see that it was seven in the morning. Nan was usually up early and I sent her a text asking how everything was. I meant to do the same last night but fell asleep too quickly. Nan responded to tell me that Kendra was up and hungry, so she was making breakfast for her if I’d like to come over. I told her that I was going to wash my face and would be right over, smiling as I took a deep breath. 

I washed my face and brushed my teeth before pulling on leggings and a sweatshirt. I checked my neck and sighed with relief when I saw that there were no marks before pulling my hair into a messy bun. I grabbed my keys and walked over to Nan’s, giving Kendra a hug when she answered the door. She led me in and I looked her over, seeing that she looked perky again. “Glad to see that you’re okay, bug. I hope you didn’t mind sleeping here. You looked so comfortable.” I smiled gratefully at Nan as her blue eyes twinkled. 

“I didn’t, Mommy. Nan took good care of me yesterday.” Kendra told me as I took into account how lucky I was to have people like her in my life. 

“She sure did.” I went over to hug the woman when Kendra went to watch TV, thanking her for being such an angel. 

“You deserve a break. You worked all week, and she was fine here. I locked up tight and left my door open so I would hear her.” Nan smiled. “Once a mother, you always have that instinct.” Her kids were grown and had children of their own. I’d met them before. 

“That’s so true. Can I help?” I asked her, glancing back at my daughter before going into the small kitchen with her. We made up some bacon and eggs together and Nan looked over at me as she plated the eggs. “Who was the man that came over last night? I couldn’t help but to notice the footsteps.”

“Oh, God.” I shook my head. “It was a friend from work. I invited him over for dinner.” I looked at her with an apologetic smile. “It was nothing.”

“He was mighty handsome,” she told me as I laughed out loud. I pressed a paper towel over the bacon and made some toast as she told Kendra that the food was ready. We sat down at her table and ate as I asked Kendra how her day was before she got sick and she told me all about her first two classes and what she did with her friends before the virus hit her. 

We made plans to take it easy for the most part today. I told her that I’d watch movies with her and we’d just eat in, since there were so many leftovers. She might like some of it. I helped Nan clean up and left to go back home with Kendra, letting her in first. She hurried to her room, and I watched with a smile as I locked the door and looked around. I felt so awake today, and I heard my phone in my bedroom. Mason had sent a text while I was gone asking how I was and I responded by telling him I was great. I wanted to thank him for contacting me but that was immature, so I left it alone. We sent a few messages back and forth before I joined Kendra on the couch to watch some of her favorite movies.

Memories of last night kept playing through my mind as I snuggled beside her. I called my mom to tell her that Kendra got her first sickness of the year, and we talked for a little while before I handed the phone to my daughter. I watched as she talked to her grandparents, feeling sleepy as I dropped my head back against the cushion. 

I dozed when she was finished talking and she snuggled against me and closed her eyes. We were close due to the situation and during moments where I woke up, I wondered how a man would fit into this. How would Mason fit in? I had no plans on introducing her to anybody until it was serious enough to do so. I thought that I would know, and this was still new. I didn’t even tell my mom about the night before. Well, that and the fact that Kendra was sitting beside me. 

We relaxed all day and did a little shopping the following afternoon together, getting home and preparing for the week. I made lunches the night before every night and she took a bath before bed. I read her a book that she picked at school before shutting the light off and walked to the living room, dropping to the couch and breathing in deeply. I reached for my phone and considered sending a message to Mason but I decided to wait until the following day to see what happened at work. 

I woke up early the next morning before my alarm. I took a slow shower and made some coffee while I got ready, paying special attention to my makeup and hair. I was nervous but forced myself to accept whatever happened today. I wanted to think that this was more to Mason than just getting me off at my house. If not, then I was strong enough to deal with that. If anything, it opened up the fact that I might be ready to date again. 

I dropped Kendra off with a hug and a kiss and headed into Seattle to work, grinning like a fool as I sang along to the song on the radio. 

 

CHAPTER 12

Mason

I dressed for work and wondered what to expect today. I hadn’t been in contact with Isabelle since the text on Saturday morning and though I was certain that I wanted to continue seeing her but had no idea how she felt. She might regret everything and I secured a tie around my neck before running a hand through my messy hair. 

I headed to the car to go into work, listening to the news on the way. I was only twenty-seven, but I grew up with a family that was always watching what was going on in the world. I suppose that it stuck with me. I pulled into the garage and looked around to see if Isabelle arrived yet, looking through the crowds of people that were walking to the building. 

I didn’t see her, and I checked the clock in my car to determine if I had time to get coffee. That was a nice move, and I darted across the street to buy us drinks, laughing when I turned with them in my hand to see Isabelle in line. She looked at me and grinned widely as I approached her, offering her a cup. We didn’t touch or kiss but I knew that something was still between us as we walked out of the shop together.

We walked across the street and to the elevator, talking and laughing. Hannah joined us on the car and greeted us with a curious smile as Isabelle smiled widely at her. I leaned back and sipped from my cup, trying to appear casual as Isabelle turned her attention to her phone that suddenly appeared in her hand. Hannah shot one of her brows up as she gazed at me, leaving to go to her office before us as Isabelle let out a soft breath. “Don’t worry,” I told her as she followed me to the corner, setting down her stuff on the desk as I asked her to come into my office for a moment. 

Isabelle kept her purse at her side as she followed me and I closed the door and pressed her against it. She stared at me with bright eyes, wrapping her arms around me as I kissed her hungrily. I didn’t tell her that I thought about her this weekend, wondering what she was doing and how her daughter was feeling. I didn’t mention how much I wanted to call her. I pulled away for a moment and she dropped her head to my chest. “We are going to get no work done like this, Mason.” 

“I won’t keep you in here all day. Don’t worry. I just need a morning kiss, maybe lunch every day in here that we don’t have a meeting, and a good night kiss. Is that too much to ask?” I asked as she laughed and kissed me again. We parted, and she went to her desk after fixing her gloss in my mirror, settling down to finish the book she’d started two days ago. 

I ordered lunch in and asked if Isabelle wanted to join me for sushi. She did and closed the door as she looked over the generous plate of various kinds. “How is your daughter feeling?” 

“She bounced back the next day. We kept the weekend low key, but she was ready for school today.” She smiled after reaching for a piece once she checked with me to make sure that it was cooked. 

“That’s great. She stayed with the neighbor all night?” I asked as she nodded, chewing slowly. “Where does your family live?” 

“San Diego. Dad is a military man though he recently retired. I wanted to get away and be on my own without being thousands of miles away. Kendra loves them and we try to visit one another as much as possible.” Isabelle shrugged as she watched me reach for another piece. “How about you?” 

“My parents and siblings are all local, apart from a brother. We’re very close and my uncle owns this company.” She smiled and nodded as I laughed. “I worked my way up. Trust me. He’d never been easy on me.” 

“It seems to have worked out well for you.” Isabelle told me before finishing off her sushi and sipping her water. “Is this going to make people talk? Eating lunch like this?”

“I order in sometimes when I’m busy. You’re my assistant. It’s as simple as that.” I smiled wickedly at her as she blushed and ran a hand through her hair. We finished eating and put the rest of the sushi in the break room with a note to enjoy it before Isabelle followed me back into my office. I closed the door and kissed her since the windows were already closed, dropping to the couch as I pulled her over me. Isabelle groaned softly as she straddled me, feeling my hard cock against her. I slipped my hands down her body and pulled her closer as our tongues danced together. 

I knew that this was risky but I couldn’t help myself. Isabelle was all too eager with me and I slipped a hand into her hair and held her still, kissing her harder. 

The phone rang, making us both jump as Isabelle pulled away. I reluctantly asked her to move to I could answer it, surprised to hear my uncle’s voice on the other end. Isabelle waved and headed back to her desk with a smile, and I watched her hungrily. “Mason? Are you there?” Ken asked as I blinked.

“Yes, I am I was just telling my assistant something before she left. Continue.” I urged him as there was a pause on the other end.

“I heard that it didn’t work out with Brianne. How is the new one?” Ken asked as I smiled to myself.

“We work well together. I hope that she lasts,” I told him, meaning the words in more ways than one. 

“Good. You have a lot of work on your plate.” Ken replied as we moved on to the holidays. Our families spent them together apart from Logan and it was a big affair. I thought about Isabelle and her daughter, wondering what they did. Maybe they went home to be with her parents, which was a good thing. We ended the call about a half hour later and I pulled up my email to see what was in the queue. I knew that Isabelle would be finished with her current project soon and decided to pull something off the list to start until then. 

We met back in my office before it was time to leave for a goodbye kiss. I longed to ask her to go out to dinner even if it involved bringing her daughter, but I knew that she wouldn’t do it. I didn’t know if Isabelle ever would and I watched as she pulled away and looked at me. “I have to go get Kendra. I’ll see you tomorrow.” One more soft kiss and she left before me to pull any attention from us leaving together. I stepped out of my office a few minutes later and took the elevator down, seeing Isabelle speaking to one of the guys that worked at the coffee stand, her face creased with worry. I looked at him, closer to her age and clearly into her as he smiled and said something to her. Isabelle glanced at her watch and said something before leaving, a small smile on her face. 

Did she like the attention? 

I walked to the door and followed behind her a bit as she hurried to her car, hopping in and leaving the garage. I started my car and wondered what kind of future this might offer me if any. Did I want a future that involved a child?

I pulled out and headed home for the night, making some pasta before I sat down to watch some football. I normally didn’t mind being along but tonight I kept thinking about Isabelle. I pictured her coming for me again, her face twisted in pleasure as she rocked forward against her hand. I could see that it was a meaningful release for her and wondered if it was due to the amount of time that it had been for Isabelle or the fact that it was with me. 

Jesus. I sounded like a teenage boy and I thought back to the days when everything was casual in my life. The betrayal of my girlfriend and brother had hit me hard although more from him than Lana. I didn’t want anything more than that until I met Isabelle. 

I also didn’t want to risk my job or hers. Isabelle needed it with a daughter and I was trying to work my way to replacing Ken when he retired. Isabelle could get another job with her skills but it might not be as good as this one, leaving her to struggle. I sighed and wondered if I should end this thing between us. She was beautiful and would find someone that was worthy enough to meet her daughter and move into their lives. Isabelle had a bright future ahead of her, full of accomplishments and hopefully someone to love her. 

I pushed away the nagging thought that I already might. I didn’t know her that well and we’d only fooled around a few times. We never went out together one-on-one and that was probably going to be rare. Was that what I wanted? 

I fell asleep on the couch, missing the win. I woke up in the morning and went for a run before showering for work and getting dressed. I was sore from my sleeping position and walked through the building feeling irritated. I noticed that Isabelle wasn’t at her desk yet and kept walking into my office as my phone vibrated. I set my coffees down and checked it to see a message from Isabelle explaining that she had a hard time waking Kendra up. She apologized and promised that she would be here as soon as possible and I told her to drive carefully. 

I set her cup on her desk and turned on my computer to start the day. I hoped that she was all right and worried about her daughter as I opened up my programs. Was she getting sick again?

 

CHAPTER 13

Isabelle

I pulled my hair back into a ponytail as I called to Kendra to hurry. I was going to be late to work, and I wasn’t even there three weeks yet. I missed Mom so much in this moment as panic filled me, knowing that she handled a lot for me when I lived there. 

I checked my gray shift dress and flats before I walked through the house to see Kendra pulling on her boots. “I’m sorry, Mommy. I couldn’t sleep last night.” She gave me a sad look as I walked over and gave her a hug.

“Is everything okay?” I knelt down and pushed away the worry about arriving even later. “We all have trouble sleeping sometimes, Kendra. It’s okay.” 

“I was just having bad dreams. I kept waking up, and it was hard to go to sleep again.” Kendra told me as I smiled.

“If you need to talk at any time, come get me. I don’t want you sitting in your room like that. I went to talk to Grandma all the time when I was little. I loved it.” I knew that Kendra had a special relationship with my mom and missed her. “I think that we should go see her again. Maybe next weekend?” I knew that I could pay for plane tickets with my job, assuming I didn’t get fired today. My probation was six months long, and I wanted to do my best. 

“Can we?” Kendra asked as I nodded. I would look for deals over lunch and hopefully get there for under three hundred dollars. I knew that we were going for Thanksgiving and Christmas as well and looked forward to relaxing in my childhood home again. We finished getting ready and went to the car as I wondered what Mason did for the holidays. He had family here, so he probably spent it with them. I thought for a fleeting second of a time where we would be there with him, sitting close on the couch as I felt like a part of his family.

I turned on the radio and pushed that image out of my head. This was not going to turn into that. We’d probably end badly since we worked together and I just hoped that he would help me with a job like he promised he would. I dropped off Kendra with a hug and a kiss and got on the freeway, groaning at the brake lights in front of me. I called my mom on blue tooth and told her about the morning to distract myself from my growing anxiety. “Oh, sweetie. Is she okay?” Mom asked as I narrowed my eyes at the inch that I moved.

“I guess. She stayed in her room so I had no idea that anything was wrong at all,” I told her. “I told her to come talk to me anytime the way that I used to do with you. I thought that she knew she could.” 

“I think that Kendra is probably still adjusting a bit. This is all new to her, but she’s handling everything well otherwise.” 

“I told her that I’d look for plane tickets for next weekend. Is that okay for you?” I asked as Mom told me that I could come for a visit anytime. She was home a lot and her and Dad only traveled at certain times of the year. “I am going to get a new car as soon as I can so we can drive but I didn’t think that Gert was going to make it here the first time.” 

“How is work?” Mom asked me as I struggled with my answer. 

“It’s going well. I love reading for a living and I’ve had the chance to sit in on client lunches as well. I feel like I’m learning a lot, assuming I don’t get fired today. I am still on probation.” I sighed and pulled forward as traffic started moving. 

“They know about Kendra, right?” I assured her that most did. “Life happens. I’m sure they’ll understand that you are going to have bad days. You’ll be fine. Stop worrying, Belle. You’re going to give yourself a heart attack,” Mom told me, knowing me all too well. “How do you like your boss?”

“He’s great. We seem to work well together,” I stammered as Mom laughed. 

“I looked up the company online. He’s quite handsome, isn’t he?”

“I guess. I am there to work and you know how I feel about dating,” I reminded her softly as Mom went quiet on the other end.

“Isabelle, Kendra is six now. She’s in school and you’re working and you deserve to have a life for yourself. You’re still young. I know you won’t be out every night partying or anything but it would be okay to date. Kendra could handle that.” Mom told me as I thought about Mason.

“I don’t want her to meet anyone until I am serious about them. Her own father walked away from her and I can’t risk that again,” I told her as Mom told me that Kendra didn’t know Jackson. She accepted what we’d told her fine and Mom told me that she would be fine with me dating someone. I didn’t tell her that Kendra had hinted around to having a Daddy. 

“Let me see if I still have a job, Mom. I’ll find a man tomorrow,” I joked as she laughed and I exited the freeway. “I am just a few minutes away. I’ll call you later.” I drove through the streets and parked in the garage, noting that I was an hour late. “Damn it,” I muttered as I got out of my car and hurried towards the building. I waved at Stan as he called out to me, getting on the elevator without even making eye contact. I practically ran down the hallway to my desk, feeling sick when I saw the coffee waiting for me. I paused and took a deep breath for a moment before tapping on his cracked door. He told me to come on and I pushed it open and gave him a small smile. “I am so sorry. She had trouble sleeping last night and was a bear this morning. I had to have a pep talk with her. I still have a job, right?”

“Of course. Things happen. Is she sick again?” Mason asked as he leaned forward to look at me. 

“No, I think she’s just adjusting. I promised her a quick trip to visit my folks this weekend.” I glanced towards my desk. “Thanks for the coffee, even if it’s probably cold by now. I’ll get to work and skip my lunch to make up the time? Maybe come in early tomorrow?” 

“Either option works for me, Isabelle. Mason stood up and walked over to me, glancing at the closed door before kissing me softly. “The company has a jet. I could fly you two to San Diego that way once I check the schedule.” 

“A jet? Are you serious?” I asked as he smiled and nodded.

“We travel a lot. It made sense.” Mason assured me as I backed up towards the door. I was already late, and I felt worse staying in his office this long. “I’ll check and let you know.” 

“Thank you,” I told him as I walked to my desk and dropped into my seat. I sipped the coffee, finding it spicy and still warm before turning on my computer and getting right to work. Mason was a good man, and I smiled as I pulled up the email for a new read. I saw that he was working on something new so I selected a different story and pulled it up as I settled in my seat. 

I worked through my lunch, nibbling on the sandwich that I’d packed as I kept reading. I preferred to cover my time right away, and the book was so good that I enjoyed staying at my desk. Mason left for lunch, shaking his head at me as he walked by. I went to make coffee and came back to a small pink bag at my desk. I sat down and opened it to find some chocolate truffles inside and looked at his door for a moment. 

I picked up my phone and considered what I should send him.

Me: Do you do this for women all the time?

I hit send and winced as I imagined him reading my thoughts. 

Mason: No. I just feel like spoiling you a little. You work hard and deserve that. If your daughter likes chocolate, bring one for her dessert tonight.

Me: She does. Thank you.

This might not be serious but Mason was treating me better than anyone ever had before. I wonder if it was the fact that he seemed to have the money. His family had a jet. I shook my head and went back to the story. 

I felt better at the end of the day when I left to get Kendra. Mason never made me feel like a bad person for being late and I walked out with him to our cars. “I swear this won’t happen again.” I looked at him, licking my tingling lips from the kiss inside of his office. 

“Don’t worry about it.” Mason walked towards his car and I took the elevator to mine since I was late. He told me that the plane was free and the times the pilot could fly us. I was overwhelmed with this and wondered what to tell my parents. 

I picked up Kendra, and we went to get some pizza after the long day. I ate at the restaurant with her and we sat at a small booth as she told me about school, eating cheesy slices of the pizza in between stories. She seemed better, but I reminded her to come and talk to me anytime that she needed to. We headed home to get homework done and a bath before bed. 

I fell asleep on the couch in front of Grey’s Anatomy. I was so tired after stressing earlier and couldn’t help it, but I woke up at two and checked on Kendra before continuing to my own bed. I crawled under the covers and passed out again, waking up on time with relief when Kendra popped out of bed. We left the house on time and I pulled into the garage early, running over for coffee for both of us. I went into the building and set mine down, walking his into his office as I watched Mason standing by the window. He was knotting his tie, and I stared quietly for a moment, mesmerized by his flawlessness. He glanced over to see me and I walked over to join him, handing him the coffee as I looked over the city. “I love this city,” I said softly, taking it all in as he stood behind me, his hand around my waist. 

“Me too. There’s something about it that makes me feel alive, rain and all.” Mason pulled me against him. “Thanks for the coffee.” 

“You deserve to be spoiled as well,” I assured him as I smiled. 

“You are a different kind of woman,” Mason told me as I turned to look at him. 

“I am?”

“You are,” he assured me as we stood together and looked over the beautiful view. I made my way to my desk and pulled up the current book, sipping my coffee as I started to read it. This was a dream for me and I smiled to myself as I took notes on a plot gap, suggesting something to bring it all together. 

Mason sent me a message telling me about another client lunch on Friday, this time at a sushi place. That made me smile as I thought about the lunch in his office where we just talked and got to know one another better. I told him that sounded great and worked until lunch, deciding to get a sandwich from a deli down the street. My paycheck was great and I could afford to splurge a bit.

 

CHAPTER 14

Mason

I made arrangements for the plane to leave at seven on Friday evening, returning at five on Sunday night. I had a friend that lived in Carlsbad and checked into visiting myself, deciding to surprise Isabelle by joining them on the flights. I was looking forward to seeing her interact with her daughter a bit. 

The week passed quickly with a few new projects coming in and I was heading out to get Isabelle for our lunch on Friday before I knew it. She was wearing a cute full black skirt and a purple blouse with heels and I could see the excitement in her eyes over the trip. 

We took a cab to the sushi place on the water and met with the clients in a back booth. Isabelle sipped green tea and listened to their plot idea with a small smile, distracting me with her beauty. The clients had a few books under their belt already and I thought their idea was great but I was moving forward to the luggage in my condo and the long weekend away. I might not be spending it with Isabelle but I could spend time on the plane with her. 

We finished lunch and went back to the office for the few hours that we had left. Isabelle was planning on going to get Kendra and their bags and meet me at the airport so I could get them on the plane. She had no idea that I was flying with them and I smiled as I assured her that I’d see her there. 

We left together and walked to our cars as she chatted about her parents. Kendra had been talking about the trip all week and I smiled as Isabelle waved and walked over to her car. I drove home and changed into jeans and a t-shirt as my phone chimed. I glanced down to see a message from a girl that I saw occasionally and read her proposition for tonight with a bored expression. I told her that I was busy and checked my luggage and house to make sure everything was set before I caught a cab to the airport. I pictured Isabelle and Kendra in their own car, excited and talking about the trip as they got closer to my surprise. 

I got out and paid the driver before going to the back of the airport where we were to board the plane. It was a lot quicker than traditional travel and I looked around for Isabelle. I was a bit early, and I set my bag beside me and kept an eye open for her. I saw her after a while, still wearing her outfit from earlier as she pulled some luggage behind her and holding Kendra’s hand. Her daughter was beaming, and I pushed away from the wall as I watched them together, feeling warmth wash over me as Isabelle looked up and saw me. She waved and walked over, looking nervous as she introduced me to Kendra. The little girl looked shrewdly at me for a moment as I cleared my throat. “I am flying with you, if that’s okay. I have a friend in Carlsbad that I am going to hang out with.”

Isabelle looked surprised as she looked down at Kendra. “That’s fine. It is your plane after all.” We walked out to the plane as she looked around in wonder, telling Kendra that this was a special treat. We stepped into the cabin where there were seats for twenty as well as a bed to sleep in for longer flights. Isabelle opened her mouth in surprise, making me want to kiss her as I watched her look around. “This is incredible.”

“It makes flying a lot easier for everyone. You can sit anywhere and there’s snacks on board once we’re in the air. This is a short flight, but it is going to be comfortable.” I assured the girls as Kendra walked over to a seat by the window, setting her backpack down to pull out coloring books and crayons as Isabelle chuckled. 

“Well, then you look like you’re set,” she said as she looked around, choosing a seat right across the aisle from Kendra. “She’s flown a few times.”

I took the seat beside her as Isabelle gave me a long look. She glanced over at Kendra but the little girl was making herself quite at home. “I am not going to do anything inappropriate.” I said softly as Isabelle smiled weakly. 

“I didn’t even know you were joining us. Why didn’t you tell me?” She asked as I shrugged casually. 

“It was a last minute trip. I didn’t have anything going on and I haven’t seen Colby in a while.” I explained as she nodded and leaned back, telling Kendra to buckle her seat belt for the flight. The engine started and Isabelle rested her hands beside her as we took off, glancing over at Kendra. “She’s great.” 

“Yeah, she is. This trip is going to be so good for us.” Isabelle told me as she looked over, meeting my gaze. I watched as she moved her hand beside her, out of sight of Kendra and I reached for it. Our fingers intertwined as she smiled and looked past me out the window. I had almost three hours with her and I was going to enjoy it. 

We settled in the sky and I asked Kendra if she wanted any snacks. She asked what I had with a mischievous look in her eyes and I went down the list. We were prepped for long flights and her eyes lit up when I mentioned popcorn and chocolate candy. “Are you the man that sent Mommy home with the fancy chocolate for me in the pink bag?” 

I pressed a button on the microwave and nodded. “I am. I was out to lunch and thought you two might enjoy that. Was it good?” 

She smiled just like her mom and nodded. “It was the best chocolate that I’ve ever had.” 

“I second that,” Isabelle agreed as I looked at her smile. I got the popcorn and candy and set it on the tray in front of her as Kendra dug in. I grabbed a bag of candy for us to share and sat back down as she looked at me. We shared the candy and chatted about what we liked in San Diego and I glanced over at Kendra an hour into the flight. “She’s out.”

Isabelle looked to see her daughter resting against the window surrounded by books and snacks, laughing. “She sure is. I think that she’s been up all week thinking about this trip.” 

“I can use the jet for that any time it’s not booked.” I told her as I reached for her hand again. 

“Why are you so nice to me?” Isabelle asked as she looked at my lips. 

“I told you that you’re a different kind of woman,” I reminded her as she nodded. “You make me want to do things for you.” 

“Is there a bathroom on the plane?” Isabelle asked as I told her it was in the back. She got up and walked to the door as I watched her, glancing at Kendra again. I grinned and stood, heading to the back and leaning against the wall to wait for her to come out. The door opened and Isabelle walked out, raising an eyebrow when she saw me. “What are you doing back here?”

“I just wanted to do this,” I told her as I leaned down to kiss her, pulling her against me. Our lips molded together as she slipped her arms around my neck. 

“Is she still sleeping?” Isabelle asked against my lips as I nodded. She kissed me again, and I turned her back to the wall, listening for Kendra as our tongues danced together. I wanted to take her to the bed and worship her body but this was not the time or place. 

We made our way back to our seats after some heated kisses and settled back in for the remainder of the flight. I held her hand as we watched the land below us and talked about places we’d been and wanted to visit. I realized that she didn’t travel too much before Kendra and certainly not after. I was lucky enough to travel a lot as a kid and young adult. “I am hoping that I can save for something with the job. I at least want to take her to Disneyland, even Disney world. There’s so much to see out there.” 

“If we went somewhere fun for a work trip, I think you could bring her. Could your mom come and keep her busy while we’re working?” I suggested as she looked at me with a big smile, making me look at Kendra and kiss her again. 

“I think so. We’ll see what comes up.” The pilot came over the speaker to announce that we would be landing in forty-five minutes and Isabelle stretched. “I’ll wake her up when we’re closer to landing. She is going to be up late tonight.” 

The plane began to descend, and Isabelle walked over to rouse Kendra out of her sleep. “We’re almost there, Ken. Wake up for Grandma and Grandpa.” Kendra stretched and looked around as Isabelle started cleaning up the surrounding bags. 

“Someone cleans it after every flight,” I told her as Isabelle gave me a stern look. 

“I am going to clean up after my daughter, Mason.” Kendra helped her and Isabelle took the trash to a small can in the corner. I laughed as we nodded and she sat down for the landing. I let them exit the plane first, getting their bags for them before we walked inside to meet her parents. 

“My girls!” A voice called as I glanced up to see a woman that Isabelle strongly resembled. She ran over to hug both of them before fussing over the little girl for a moment. She stood and looked at me in surprise before glancing at her daughter. “Mason Drury. It’s nice to meet you. I didn’t know that you were coming as well.” We shook hands as she took me in carefully. 

“I got a last-minute invite to visit a friend. I wanted to see that they made it okay as well.” I looked at Isabelle and Kendra, who was hugging her Grandpa. Melanie Evans looked between us as a smile spread over her face. 

“Why don’t the two of you go out for a while? Get some dinner. We can take Kendra back to the house.” Isabella’s mouth dropped open as she stared at me.

“I am sure that he has a friend picking him up,” she protested as I grinned.

“I am renting a car. He works a lot, so I wanted my own transportation.” I looked down her body, keeping the look clean. “You’re dressed for dinner.” 

“Go, sweetie. We’ll take your bag for you.” Melanie told her as Isabelle shook her head. “How does pizza sound on the way home, Kendra?” 

“Yummy, Grandma. I had popcorn and candy on the plane,” Kendra told her as she grinned as Isabelle and I. She walked over and hugged her mom tightly before turning and wrapping her arms around my legs. “Thank you for the plane and candy.” 

They made their way to the car, and I looked at Isabelle standing beside me. “Let’s go get my car. What do you like around here?”

 

CHAPTER 15

Isabelle

I couldn’t believe my mom. Mason was my boss and she shouldn’t encourage this. Could she see that there was something between us? 

Mason walked forward, and I followed him, slipping my purse over my body. He walked to the car rental section and walked up to the Hertz counter, giving his name and smiling at me. When we walked out to the convertible Mustang, I laughed and gave him a long look. 

Mason opened the door for me, giving me a slow kiss as I closed my eyes. I slipped into the seat when he pulled away and stared forward. We could do this here. Mason put his bag in the trunk and got into the driver’s seat, starting the engine. “What’s good here?”

“There are a lot of seafood places on the water that are good. Just catch the freeway and head towards the ocean. We can decide there.” Isabelle leaned her head back and laughed. “I can’t believe my mom.” 

“You deserve to have some time to yourself. She’s right.” He told me as I smiled at him. “Maybe she knows that there’s something going on. Have you told her?” 

“I didn’t tell anybody anything. I wouldn’t know how to explain this,” I said slowly as he merged onto the freeway. Mason moved past all the other cars and I smiled with the feeling. Life had been so safe for so long. He got off in La Jolla and headed along the water, both of us searching for somewhere to eat. “Lucy’s is great.” I told him, pointing to a sign.

“That is where we shall go,” Mason told me as he eased the car into the small lot. We parked, and he opened my door for me, offering his hand before we walked inside. I took it with a soft smile and we walked together as I looked at the waves rolling up to the rocks to my left. Mason opened the glass door, and we walked to the hostess asking about a table as I looked around. She gave Mason an appraising look before glancing at me and calling out to one of the waitresses to seat us. 

I chuckled as we followed a blonde to a table that overlooked the cliffs where the full moon was shining in the sky. It cast a beautiful reflection on the water and I smiled as I looked out. “You’re a popular guy,” I told him as Mason stared at me.

“I am with you, Isabelle.” I looked at him, seeing the sincerity in his eyes. “I knew when I met you that you were special but I’ve gotten to know that more over the last few weeks. This is probably wrong and risky but I will handle anything that comes about in your career. I just want to be with you.” 

“Mason,” I murmured as he leaned closer to me to kiss me. We were seated beside each other, and I parted my lips for him to deepen the kiss. I wasn’t the kind of girl to make out in a restaurant and I giggled as I sensed someone at the table. I looked up to see the waitress staring at us as Mason reached fluidly for the wine menu. 

“White or red?” He asked as I told him that white sounded perfect. Mason ordered a bottle of the house wine and we looked at the menu together as we decided on our entrees. Dinner was relaxed with a lot of laughter and talking and he paid the bill when we were done, leading me outside as he looked around. “There’s a path down there. Want to walk for a bit?” I nodded, feeling the glasses of wine that I enjoyed with dinner. We headed down and walked along the cliffs as I told him how gorgeous it was here during the day. He nodded as he listened to my rambling, stopping as we reached a rock. Mason turned to me, cupping my face with his hands before he kissed me. I returned it, feeling the strong emotions between us as I wrapped my arms around his waist. Mason didn’t hold back here, and he kissed me hungrily, telling me that he wanted more with me with his lips and tongue. I moaned as I kissed him back, my mind wandering to being alone with him somewhere where we could take this to the end. 

“I want you,” I murmured against his lips before I kissed him again. 

“I have a hotel reserved in Carlsbad. Want to go there with me?” Mason asked as I considered my answer. I could text Mom and tell her that I was going to be late. Kendra was fine with them. 

“Yes,” I told him as I kissed him again. We hurried to the car, and he got me inside with another long kiss as I clutched his shoulders. Mason drove through the dark streets and I watched as he pulled into the parking lot of a five star hotel. We went to check in and he took my hand and pulled his luggage to the elevator. I pushed the button, and he kissed me as the doors closed, pressing me against the wall. We stumbled out when the door opened, searching the doors for his room before he unlocked it and pushed me inside. 

Mason dropped his bag down and it fell over as he stepped towards me. He kissed me again, gripping my ass as he carried me towards the large bed in the center of the large room. I clung to him, craving his mouth all over my body as the dam broke inside of me. I couldn’t fight this anymore and I slid down to the mattress, unbuttoning my shirt and dropping it to the floor and removed his shirt as well. Mason unbuttoned his jeans and kicked them off as I dropped to my back and slipped the skirt down over my hips. 

He crawled over me on the bed, claiming my lips as he slid one hand down my body. I arched against him, needing the feel of his skin against mine as our tongues crashed together. I wanted Mason tonight as well as forever and I moaned as he kissed down my neck and chest. Mason moved slowly, but I wanted him to taste me and I rocked up against him, feeling his hands opening my bra and cupping my breasts. He brought his mouth down to a nipple, sucking it into his mouth as I cried out. “I’ve wanted you since I met you,” Mason told me before moving to the other one to draw it between his teeth. I cried out, wrapping my legs around his body as he groaned and thickened against my thigh. 

Mason made me crazy with his mouth and I was weak when he kissed down my stomach, slipping my underwear down. He tossed them and moved between my legs, inhaling deeply as he stared at me. “You smell like fucking honey,” he told me as I gazed at him with hooded eyes. I was going to come fast tonight but it would be the best feeling in the world. He bent his face down between my legs, stroking me with his tongue as I moaned. Every part of my body came alive with the sensation and I slipped a hand into his hair. Mason focused on my clit as I cried out, knowing how close I was. 

I crashed, screaming his name as I came. I couldn’t stay still as I came, rocking against him. Mason watched me, moving to his pants and pulling something out of his wallet. “Do you want this?” 

“Yes, more than anything.” I replied as I watched him slip his boxers off and drop them to the floor. I swallowed thickly as he walked towards me, kissing up my thighs as I closed my eyes. I was going to sleep with Mason, my boss. He moved back up my body, sheathing himself before he kissed my lips. 

I always thought that I’d never want to kiss a man after he’d gone down on me. It sounded gross in theory but I ate away at his lips now, feeling him position himself between my legs. Mason eased himself slowly inside of me, filling me and stretching me open as I whimpered. “I’ll go slow. You’re so tight,” Mason whispered as he moved forward, holding me tight. He felt so good, and I arched my back as he slid deeper. Mason was larger than Jackson from what I remembered, but the memories were suddenly vague. The feelings I held towards him disappeared as Mason moved and stilled, giving me a moment to adjust to him. 

We started to move together and my body burned with need. I clutched him, scraping at his back and crying out his name. Mason moved back, filling me as he rocked forward and I cried out louder. It was just a few thrusts before I was toppling over the edge, and he moved slower before he was coming with me. Mason groaned, burying his head in my neck as he jerked inside of me. 

Mason rolled to his side, drawing me close to him as I drew in a breath. “I have wanted that for so long. At least, it feels that way.” 

“I waited for six years for that. I never thought I’d find someone that I trusted again, but you changed that. I don’t remember anything about Kendra’s dad now. I think I’ve finally put it in the past.” I smiled at the idea and gazed at him in the light from the entry. 

“Good, because you’re mine now. This isn’t it for us, Isabelle.” Mason stroked my damp hair back and stared at me. 

“What about work?” I asked as he shrugged. 

“The rules aren’t that strict, Isabelle. Hannah likes to give me a hard time and I suspect that she was protecting you, due to your daughter. I have been casual with women and nothing more. I have an ex that slept with my brother a few years back and it hardened me.” I reached forward to wrap my arm around him as best I could. “When you crashed into me in that coffee shop and I looked into your eyes, I wanted nothing more than to ask you for your number. I took the high road and acted angry, never thinking that I’d see you at work.” Mason kissed me softly. “The rules are there so it doesn’t get crazy but I can talk to my uncle. He will support me knowing that this is real for me.” I stared at him, watching his eyes lock with mine. “I am falling in love with you. I know that you don’t want to have me in Kendra’s life this fast, and that’s fine, but I want to keep seeing you.” 

“Actually… she hugged you at the airport. That was big for Kendra. Maybe she is ready for someone to be in our lives.” I smiled at him. “We can take that part slow because I am falling for you as well.”

“Sounds great,” Mason agreed as we kissed again. I stayed a little while longer with him and then he drove me to my parent’s house. We made plans to meet up the next day and take Kendra to the beach casually, and I looked at him as I kissed him in the car.

“Are you here to see a friend?” 

“In part. We are going to have dinner tomorrow night and he does work a lot, hence the car and hotel. I didn’t think that we’d get together like this, but I’m glad we did.” I kissed him one more time before running to the door and unlocking it. The light was on in the kitchen and I saw the light on in the living room as I ran a hand through my hair. I walked in, seeing my parents snuggled together with Kendra sound asleep on Mom’s lap. 

“How late was she up?” I asked as Mom smiled. 

“Ten. That nap on the plane gave her a lot of energy but dinner and playing wore her out. How was your night?” Mom asked as I smiled.

“It was fun. Thanks, Mom.” 

“You don’t get that chance in Seattle as easily. I can see that Mason has feelings for you.” Dad looked at me as I blushed.

“He’s my boss,” I reminded her as Mom shrugged. 

“It will work out,” she assured me as I walked over to pick up Kendra. I carried her to my room and put her in the big bed, changing into pajamas before I crawled in beside her.

I thought about Mason sleeping alone in his hotel room, but that was okay. I could balance time between him and Kendra but she would always come first. He understood that but the way she hugged him tonight was so different for Kendra. Maybe she could see something in him, in us. 

 

CHAPTER 16

Mason

I had trouble sleeping after I took Isabelle back to her parent’s house. I wanted to spend the night with her and wake up to go for breakfast, but this was different. She had a daughter that she had to put first and I respected that. Our time together would be precious but it felt like I would be a part of their lives very soon. 

I turned to look out of the window at the clear sky, playing back the way it felt to be inside of her. Isabelle was perfect, and I’d start locking my office door if that’s what it took to feel her again. 

Not really. I had to respect the basic rules of the company and keep us under wraps as much as possible. I closed my eyes and drifted off for a little longer, not planning on getting to the house until later in the morning. Her family deserved time with her and I could see them after that. 

I woke up to a call from Colby, canceling dinner tonight due to work and I told him it was fine. I might be busy but I didn’t tell him that I planned around our visit. I ended the call and dressed to go check out the gym before running along the sand instead. It was still cool out, and the sun was bright with the air salty from the ocean. 

I loved Seattle but it would be nice to have a place by the ocean as well. Maybe I could get a vacation home down the line and bring Isabelle and Kendra here for a break. They had family here and it would be perfect. I looked down the long beach to see other joggers as well as people just wandering along and smiled as I ran past them. 

I showered and changed into some shorts that would work as a suit and a t-shirt, packing some extra clothes in a bag that I added to the back seat of the car. I checked with Isabelle that it was okay for me to come by and she told me to hurry. I started the engine and pulled out to the road to head to the freeway, turning on the news as I drove. I liked to keep up on the things going on even if most of it was depressing. I merged into the lane and pressed the gas to speed ahead, wanting to be with Isabelle as soon as I could.

I pulled into the driveway and parked off to the side, hopping out and walking to the front door. I heard laughter inside and stood for a moment to listen before ringing the doorbell. I didn’t want to interrupt them but I sensed last night that Isabelle’s mom welcomed people with open arms. I pushed the button and the sound of a chime broke through the chatter and I heard someone walking towards the door. Isabelle threw it open and smiled, looking gorgeous in a light dress with a cardigan. “Hi.” She greeted me, opening the door and ushering me in as her father stood up from his seat at the table. 

“Mason. I hear that you’re going to join us today,” he said as he shook my hand firmly. 

“I was hoping to. Isabelle mentioned the beach.” I replied as he nodded and looked warmly at Kendra. 

“That girl loves the beach. She could spend the entire day there. We might come back and grill for dinner or go out, depending on what we feel like. You’re welcome to join us.” 

“Perfect day,” I agreed as I turned to see Melanie walking towards me. She wrapped me in a tight hug, asking if I wanted some coffee. “I’d love it.” 

She poured me a cup, and we sat down in the cozy living room to talk about the afternoon. Kendra wanted to go to her favorite beach and Melanie decided to pack a cooler with some food. Isabelle went into the kitchen to help her and I watched her walk by, longing to kiss her. Kendra walked over to me and sat down with a ball in her hand a few feet away, asking if I’d play with her. I nodded, and we began rolling it back and forth between us, getting more aggressive by the moment. We were laughing when Isabelle poked her head out to look at us and I winked at her. I asked Kendra if she’d ever played air hockey and she told me that she was the best at it. I challenged her to a game as soon as we found a table and we shook on it. 

Isabelle got Kendra dressed and slathered in sunscreen before we went out to the large SUV parked beside me in the driveway. Kendra sat in the very back in a small car seat that Isabelle buckled her into before sitting beside me in the second row. I buckled in and grabbed her hand as she smiled at me, glancing back as we moved out of the long driveway. 


We went to a large beach with a lot of rocks and places for kids to play and Kendra hurried towards the steps as Isabelle called out for her to slow down. I watched as she chased after her daughter, chuckling along with her parents. “That will be the whole weekend,” Melanie told me as I nodded. She looked at me and I knew that she was going to say something with regard to last night. “Did I do the right thing last night? It looked as though you care for Isabelle and she needs that.” 

“I do. I care for her a lot but I am willing to give her the space that she needs where Kendra is concerned. I don’t want to make her feel uncomfortable.” I looked at Melanie as she smiled. 

“If you ask me, it is time for her to move on. What happened with Kendra’s father was bad but she gave her soul to that baby. Kendra is old enough to handle Belle dating, and she seems to like you. I would swear that she picked up on her mom’s fear or whatever you would call it of men. This is a good sign.” Melanie smiled at me. “Push it a bit with her. It’s not an issue at the job, is it?”

“I know the owner. It will be fine and if it is, I’ll find something for her. I’d be willing to take care of both of them if need be,” I frowned at my words, knowing how fast this was going. “I’m sorry. I like her a lot.”

“I know. I think the feelings between you came into the airport before you did.” We made our way down the path to where Isabelle was spreading out a blanket and telling Kendra to hold on as she asked for her sand toys. She set the beach bag down and dug inside, handing her daughter the bucket and shovel as Kendra ran to a spot in the rocks where the water swirled in. 

“She has been playing there since she could walk. Always that spot, at least until the tide comes back up.” Isabelle told me, watching Kendra dig into the damp sand. 

“Why did you move to Seattle?” I asked her as Isabelle smiled at me. 

“I was looking for jobs in my field and the one with you stood out. I did the math and figured it wasn’t that far away and just went with it. I think that I was meant to live there. It was somewhere new where there weren’t so many memories.” She shrugged. “I think it was a good choice, especially if you can visit home with us sometimes.” 

“I’d like that.” We smiled at each other and she slipped her sweater off and went to play with Kendra as I looked up and down the beach. It was speckled with families enjoying the weather and I smiled as I glanced back at the girls. We took Kendra down to the water and watched her as she ran into the waves, laughing and screaming with excitement. I couldn’t help but feel like it was my first time at the ocean as I watched her run down the wet sand as Isabelle opened her mouth to speak. “She’s okay. We’re both watching her.” 

“Can you have a kid in your life?” Isabelle asked me, glancing from Kendra to me. We walked towards her as I reached for her hand, brushing it with mine. 

“If you would have asked me that a few years ago, I would have told you no. I like Kendra though and I would enjoy being a part of her life. I want to be a part of your lives.” I glanced at her as Kendra paused and reached down for something.

“I would,” she said as she started to walk towards Kendra. It seemed like slow motion as a wave came over the beach, over Kendra as Isabelle screamed. I looked forward and started to run as she went out with the water, tumbling with the current. I jumped into the water and swam to Kendra, grabbing her and moving out of the current as I held her in my arms. Melanie and Frank rushed forward as I swam to the shore with Kendra and Isabelle walked right into the water to take her from me. Kendra was breathing raggedly and Isabelle placed her on the beach and checked her breathing. She watched as her daughter coughed up water, turning her head as she blinked. “You saved her.” Isabelle said as she looked at me for a moment. “Thank you so much.” Frank carried her to the blanket once Kendra was alert, laying her down as Isabelle sat behind her to hold her daughter. 

Kendra stayed there for about an hour before she asked to play again. Isabelle sighed and stood up, walking with her back to the bucket as Melanie let a tear slide down her cheek. “Thank you, Mason. I don’t know what we’d have done if that ended differently.”

“I would do anything to save her. She is important to all of you and me,” Mason said as I glanced over. I was ready to start sobbing, but I held it together for Kendra. She didn’t seem to be scared anymore though I’d see if she asked to go the water again. 

We had lunch in another hour, eating quietly around the blanket as Kendra sipped some juice. She wanted to go back to the water and Isabelle stood to go with her, her legs shaking. I watched them, feeling like they needed some time alone as I took a deep breath. 

We left the beach in the late afternoon with a weight over our shoulders. Kendra was the only one chatting in the back, seemingly not scared by what happened to her. I thought that it was one of the scariest moments of my life and Kendra was new to my life. How would I feel if it was Isabelle in danger or one of our children in the future? I felt someone take my hand and looked over at Isabelle as she stared at me in the dim light. “Are you okay?”

“That was so real,” I told her, squeezing her. 

“I know. If you weren’t there, I don’t know what would have happened.” Isabelle spoke softly as we listened to Kendra ask if we were going to grill for dinner. 

“Is that what you want to do?” Melanie asked from the front as Isabelle waited. 

“I want one of those hot dogs with cheese and some chicken,” Kendra replied as we all let out sighs of relief. 

“We’ll stop at the store, Ken.” Frank assured her as I smiled for the first time in hours. Something awful happened but everything was going to be fine. Frank stopped by the store and Melanie and Isabelle went in to shop as I looked at Kendra, sound asleep in the back. She fell asleep ten minutes after asking for dinner, probably exhausted for the day. “You did a good thing back there, son. You didn’t even think about it before you were in that water. Her own father never did that and I doubt that he ever would. He was wrong for Belle but you’re right for her, for both of them.”

 

CHAPTER 17

Isabelle

We piled the cart with all of Kendra’s favorite foods as we went down every aisle. Mom was quiet as we walked and I just grabbed stuff automatically. “That was the scariest moment of my life, apart from when you were in that car accident in college. Remember that?”

I nodded. A car had run a red light and sent me spinning into a pole, leaving some slight pain. It wasn’t serious but it could have been and Kendra would have been left without a mother. The accident affected all of us. “I remember it like it was yesterday. I was so scared.”

“I was watching you talk to Mason just a few feet away from Kendra. She’s been in the water so many times before but that wave came and just took her. I was frozen and your father was frozen. I don’t know if you were, but I heard you scream. Then Mason just jumped right in like it was nothing and brought her to us.” Mom looked at me. “I want you to give him a real chance. Mason is a good man, and he saved your daughter.”

“I am going to give him a chance, Mom. I am. I think I’m falling for him,” I told her as she stopped and stared at me. “It’s been a month since we met but he means more to me than even… Jackson did.” I looked around, relieved to be alone in the aisle. 

“I never thought I would hear you say that, Belle. You were so scared about everything once you found out about the baby. Don’t worry about your job or anything enough to let him go. Everything will work out just the way it is meant to.” I frowned at her as she stared at me. “Don’t get scared, Isabelle.” 

“I am going to try not to, Mom. It is so new and intense and… I get overwhelmed.” I shrugged as we started walking again.

“You do know that I married your father in six months, don’t you? Sometimes it just happens that way.” I laughed as we went to get the meat and check out, loading up the back of the car as we chatted together. We took our seats in the SUV and Dad drove to their house, parking back in the driveway as we got out. I carried Kendra in and tucked her into bed while we unpacked the food and got ready for a feast. Mom marinated the chicken in the fridge while I worked on some salads and cut up Kendra’s favorite fruits. Dad and Mason warmed up the grill outside in the backyard as I smiled at them through the window. 

Kendra walked out rubbing her eyes, and I looked over at her. “Hi, baby girl. We are making so much food right now that we’ll be eating it all weekend.” I picked her up and hugged her tightly as Mom looked on. 

“Should I be scared of the water, Mommy? That wave tried to take me today.” Her voice was soft, and I froze. 

“No. Sometimes things happen at places you love, like the beach. We were lucky that Mason went in to get you but you have been there so many times in the past. We’ll go there so many more times.” I hugged her tighter and smiled. 

“Is Mason your boyfriend, Mommy?” Kendra asked as I stared at Mom. “Chase at school has a girlfriend.”

“I don’t know yet, Kendra. I like him a lot and we’re working towards that. Do you like him?” I asked as she pulled back and looked at me with sincere eyes. 

“I do. He’s fun, Mommy. He knows how to swim so good and I would like him at the beach with me again.” Kendra looked serious as she spoke and I laughed.

“That sounds like a plan,” I told her as she looked to the window. 

“I am going to go tell him that he needs to be at the beach with me when we go,” Kendra stated as she slid down my body and walked towards the screen door. I looked at Mom and we both laughed. 

“Okay, then.” I said and returned to the kitchen as I watched through the window. Kendra tapped Mason on his leg and he looked down at her with a smile on his face. He knelt in front of her and she spoke as he listened intently. Mason nodded at her and she gave him a hug as I pressed my hand to my mouth. “Oh, my God. Look at that.” 

“My heart is melted,” Mom said as the men looked at each other and Kendra went to play in the yard. We brought out the meat and Dad placed it on the grill as Mom set a cold beer down beside him. I glanced around to see that it was beautiful outside and asked Mom if we should bring the food outside. She kissed my dad and told me that we’d do it buffet style inside and bring the plates out to the table. I nodded and leaned over the deck to watch Kendra play in the garden, feeling a sense of hope for the future. 

We sat down to eat in forty-five minutes and talked about what to do the following day. Mason suggested that he take us out to lunch and Mom and Dad started arguing that it should be them doing that for him. I just watched as they went back and forth while Kendra butted in to tell them that she wanted to go for fish and chips at her favorite place. 

I laughed as Mason assured her that he wanted to try them as well and I took another bite of chicken. I’d never been with a man that was good with Kendra. There were some along the way that wanted to date me but I wasn’t ready, I fought this thing with Mason until I couldn’t any longer, making me feel weak at moments. 

I tucked Kendra in after she fell asleep on the couch again and went back out to see Mason standing out back. I smiled at Mom and walked out to join him, feeling him pull me against him. “So, Kendra asked if you were my boyfriend earlier.” 

“Did she? What did you tell her?” Mason asked as I laughed. 

“I said that we are working towards it. That was right before she went out to tell you that she always wants you at the beach with her. Are you sure that you can handle the lightning speed at which this is happening?” I looked at him as he gazed at me with a smile. 

“I think so.” Mason leaned in to kiss me as I giggled, knowing that we were out of sight of my parents. Mom told him that he was welcome to stay here tonight and offered up the guest room as she gave me a knowing smile. “Should I stay?”

“You have that option. I will go in there with you until I need to sneak to my room to wake up with Kendra. Welcome to dating a woman with a child.” I laughed weakly as I felt doubt fill my brain. Was this right for him? Was it right for me? 

“The time that we do have together will be great,” Mason assured me as he stole a kiss. It heated up, and I groaned softly as I felt need washing through me. 

“It won’t be nearly enough,” I murmured as I kissed him again. We made our way inside and sat with my parents, sipping beers and watching a movie. 

“Are you staying here?” Mom asked him as Mason smiled. “It’s fine. We’re all adults here.” 

“Oh my God. I won’t spend the night in the guest room with him. Kendra is here,” I told her as she giggled.

“She won’t notice until the morning.” Dad told me as I rested my face in my hand. “I can get you something to sleep in, Mason. Your clothes are at the hotel?” 

“They are. I’ll have to get them tomorrow before we fly out,” he said as I looked at him. “Maybe we can all go to breakfast and drop by in the morning.”

“That sounds great,” Mom agreed, frowning as he told her that it was his treat. She stretched and gave my dad a long look as she announced that it was getting late. They told us good night and headed to their bedroom as I shook my head. 

“It’s not late and they aren’t tired,” I muttered as Mason chuckled. He slipped his arm around me, pulling me closer as he kissed my head. 

“They obviously want you happy,” he told me softly as I gazed at him. “Are you?”

“Happy and scared,” I admitted as he nodded and kissed me. 

“I know. We’re just going to take this slow and see where it goes.” Mason stared into my eyes for a long moment as I got lost in the depth of his gaze. 

We fell asleep cuddled together on the couch and I woke up a few hours later to infomercials playing on the TV. I looked around and saw that I was lying on Mason’s chest with his arms wrapped around me, taking a moment to enjoy the view. This man, this gorgeous man… he wanted me. I smiled and breathed him in as I felt love filling my heart and fear filling my mind. I looked around to find a clock, seeing that it was three in the morning. I considered my options and just rested against him and closed my eyes for just a little longer. 

Mason woke me up a bit later and told me that I should go and join Kendra. It was getting late or early, depending on how I was looking at it. I stretched and kissed him for a moment before pushing myself up. I offered to wash his clothes if he wanted to change into the stuff in the guest bedroom and Mason assured me that he would be fine. He could change at the hotel. I nodded and walked to my old room, changing into leggings and an over-sized shirt to sleep in before I crawled under the covers with Kendra. We stayed there for about three hours before she woke me up, telling me that she wanted some juice. 

 

CHAPTER 18

Mason

I walked into the guest room and dropped to the bed slowly, missing Isabelle’s warmth. I liked sleeping with her in my arms even if it was on a couch. 

I knew that we were going home in a few hours and wondered how to make that happen there. I could stay at her house and they could come to mine. I had a guest room that could work for Kendra, but what if she didn’t want to sleep over there?

I was getting ahead of myself. I didn’t even know if Isabelle wanted that from me though she seemed happy with me. I kicked off my shorts and dropped them to the floor, sliding under the light quilt to try to get comfortable.

I must have fallen asleep because when I opened my eyes again, the sun was shining through the window. I looked around, grabbing my phone to see that it was past nine. I listened for noise in the house and laughter carried up the stairs as I stretched. 

I stood and pulled on my shorts before hitting the bathroom to freshen up. When I walked downstairs, Melanie and Isabelle were drinking coffee and Kendra was drinking orange juice. “Morning,” I greeted them as Isabelle gave me a beautiful smile. 

“Good morning, Mason. Want some coffee?” Melanie asked as I nodded and looked around for Frank. “He went for a walk. Always does in the morning. I think we’ll have time for a nice breakfast before you go.” I saw the way she looked at Kendra before pouring me some coffee and asking if I took cream or sugar. 

“Black is great,” I assured her, lifting the cup to smell cinnamon. That’s where it started. I smiled as I thought about the way we met and the look on Isabelle’s face. I sipped the coffee and let it slide down my throat, knowing that cinnamon coffee would always remind me of this time in my life. 

Frank came home, and we got ready to leave. Kendra drove with Frank and Melanie and I took Isabelle in the mustang. It was good for them to have time with her and Isabelle told me that we could take their seat for the ride to the airport unless they wanted to come along to say goodbye. We’d arranged a place to meet for breakfast and the two of us went to the hotel to pack and check me out as she looked around the room. Isabelle smiled as she looked at me, blushing as I packed some pants into the luggage. “I wish I could have spent some more time here,” she told me as I nodded. 

“We’ll travel. We’ll have times like this again.” I assured her as Isabelle looked at me.

“Kendra.” I shook my head.

“She isn’t an inconvenience, Isabelle. She’s a great kid that I look forward to spending time with. We can travel together and find some time for us when she’s asleep. Parents have been doing that for years, haven’t they?” I smiled, and she stared at me with wide eyes. 

“I love that you care for her like this. If you hadn’t been at that beach, she might have been swept out to sea. I might not have been able to save her.” Tears filled Isabelle’s eyes, and I pulled her close. 

“You’re her mom. You would have done anything you needed to in another situation. I just happened to be the one yesterday.” I pulled her close as she sucked in her breath and hugged me back. “You are a great mom.” 

Isabelle composed herself, walking into the bathroom to make sure that I had everything I needed. I suspected that she was taking a moment and allowed it as I checked around the room. We left, and I turned in the key, signing the last of the papers as Isabelle joined me in walking to the car. 

We kissed as I opened her door, lingering for a moment before she pulled away and slid inside. I drove to the small cafe on the water, seeing everyone else sitting at a large table outside. I grinned as we joined them, looking around at Isabelle’s family that welcomed me so easily. We ordered coffee and something for Kendra to drink, looking over the menu to decide what we wanted to eat. 

The breakfast was leisurely as we talked about my family and the upcoming holidays. Melanie asked if I was going to spend Thanksgiving and Christmas with my family and I nodded. Melanie said that the girls normally came to visit as much as they could and I smiled. “Maybe you can find some time, if it works with your plans.” 

“I’ll work something out. It’s just a short flight.” 

We went to a nearby beach just to get our ocean fix and Kendra wandered along the sand, allowing a few feet between her and the water. Granted, we weren’t here to swim, but she seemed a little scared as she stared at the waves. Isabelle watched her, and I saw her eyes filling with tears again. I reached out for her hand and squeezed it before walking over to Kendra. 

“Hey, there. How are you doing?” I asked her as she looked at me with big blue eyes. “Scared?” 

“What if another wave takes me out there?” She asked as she looked back at the water. 

“Have you taken swimming lessons?” I asked her as she shook her head. 

“I’ve been in a pool but I usually stay in the shallow end,” she admitted as I glanced over at Isabelle. 

“How about some lessons when we get back? There are some great indoor pools and the teachers will make it fun to learn.” Kendra looked at me and narrowed her eyes. 

“Will there be other kids there that don’t know how to swim?” I smiled and nodded. 

“I’ll bet you make some friends there and you’ll be comfortable in the water. It helps in places like this, but I’ll keep you safe.” I met her eyes and smiled. 

“I’d like that.” We walked a bit closer to the water and the other three joined us as Kendra asked Isabelle about swimming lessons. She agreed and promised Kendra that she’d look into is as soon as we were back and gave me a long look. 

Once the goodbyes were said, and we were on the plane, Isabelle watched as Kendra relaxed in the same seat with her books and games. I could see that she was tired and Isabelle smiled as she followed my gaze. “I didn’t even think of lessons. She has been in a pool several times but it didn’t occur to me that she didn’t truly swim. I guess I thought it was because she was little. I don’t know. Maybe I should have been that mom that did it when she was a baby.” 

“Slow down. That isn’t necessary. We’ll figure this out and she’ll be confident in no time. It won’t always help her but a little confidence goes a long way.” I looked into her face as she relaxed and looked at Kendra again, who was falling asleep. Isabelle looked back at me and then Kendra before she kissed me softly. I wanted to ask how it was going to be when we got back to Seattle but I lost myself in her lips instead. 

We landed just after the sun set and all three of us watched it from the plane. Kendra packed her bag as we descended and Isabelle looked around to make sure that she had everything. 

We left, and I grinned when I saw the car waiting for us. I’d called for it, asking for a seat for Kendra and Isabelle looked at me. “What did you do?”

“I thought that we could go home together.” We walked to the town car and got Kendra buckled up before heading to their apartment. I knew that we worked the following day and prepared myself to go home alone. I sat beside Isabelle and watched her as she looked at the scenery with a thoughtful smile.

When the car pulled up to the complex, Isabelle looked at me. “Want to come in?”

“Yeah?” I asked as I looked at Kendra. She nodded and reached her hand out to take mine. 

“I’ll drive us to work tomorrow, if that’s okay.” 

“Perfect.” We left the car and got our bags, taking them into the apartment. I managed to find something in the suitcase that would work for tomorrow and Isabelle took care of it for me as Kendra ate a quick dinner of grille cheese. After that, she took a quick bath and Isabelle tucked her into bed. It had been a long weekend, and we were all tired. We checked on her one more time before Isabelle led me to her room where we undressed for sleep and crawled into bed.

 

CHAPTER 19

Isabelle

I closed my eyes after we made love, feeling safe in his arms. I was worried about Kendra finding me this way for the first time in her life but we both listened for her. I closed her door as well as mine for some privacy and we were quiet. It wasn’t the same as the hotel but we were together and that was what mattered. 

Kendra cared for him as well. I smiled and rested against his chest as I tried to ignore the fact that it was after midnight. We had to get up early, and I felt him slide his hand up my bare back. “We are going to be so tired tomorrow.” 

“I think I’ll go in with a smile on my face,” Mason told me as I laughed. I snuggled closer to him and closed my eyes wearily as I pushed aside the worry of Kendra finding us and suddenly resenting Mason for taking me away from her. 

The alarm seemed to go off five minutes after we fell asleep and I asked Mason if he wanted to shower first. He looked at me suggestively and I shook my head as I promised to make some coffee. He sighed, and I pulled on a robe as I walked to the kitchen, checking Kendra’s door to hear that she was quiet in there. She was probably still sleeping. I continued to make the coffee and smiled as I heard the water in the bathroom. 

The last six years that I spent alone were worth it but I was enjoying this thing with Mason. He made me feel beautiful and safe and I stared through the window of my small apartment as the coffee started brewing. 

I glanced at the clock and noted that I should get Kendra up. I stretched and tightened my robe, feeling the ache between my legs as I walked to her bedroom. I opened the door and walked in, leaning down to kiss her soft hair. “Hey, baby girl. It’s time to get ready for school.” 

Kendra opened her eyes and blinked at me as she stretched. “I’m tired but I want to go to school and tell my friends all about the weekend.” She looked behind me and then back at me. “Is Mason here?”

“Yes. He’s getting ready for work. I am going to take a shower so I need you to get yourself ready. Okay?” I asked as she nodded. “Do you want some juice? I’ll make toast after my shower.” 

Kendra nodded, and I went to pour her some orange juice, telling her not to spill it as I left her room. Mason was standing in the bathroom, messing with his hair as I watched for a long moment. Mason glanced at me, asking if Kendra was up as I nodded. “I am going to take a shower and make her some toast after. She eats fast.”

“Take a shower and I’ll make her toast when I am dressed. Enjoy the peace.” Mason told me as I raised an eyebrow at him. He stepped into my room to get dressed and I looked at the door. “Shower, Isabelle.”

I walked into the bathroom and turned on the hot water before reluctantly closing the door. I wanted Mason in here with me but that would have to wait for another time. I stripped and stepped under the water, wetting my hair as I closed my eyes. I washed my hair and body, enjoying the soap and warmth of the water before conditioning my hair. I rinsed everything and wrapped a towel around my hair before drying off. I listened for a moment as the house fell silent, hearing Mason and Kendra in the kitchen. I glanced at the window and saw that it was bright outside, drying my hair quickly before I brushed it out. I put some product in it to help control it and then did just a little makeup before pulling on a burgundy wrap dress and black heels. 

I walked into the kitchen, seeing Kendra dressed and eating as she talked about school with Mason. He laughed, and I smiled as I paused in the hallway. I had always wanted this for Kendra and it fell into my lap. I never wanted to try this with any other man before and now I had someone that I was in love with. 

Wait. Was I in love with him? 

We left the house once everyone was ready and Kendra got into the back of the car and buckled in. I handed Mason my keys and slid into the passenger seat as I smiled. He got into the drivers side and I sipped my coffee as he asked where we were going. We both directed him to school, and I hopped out to give Kendra a hug and kiss. “Have a great day.” 

“Can we make dinner for Mason?” She asked as I smiled.

“Sure.” 

I walked into the door to make sure she got settled and then headed back to the car as Mason watched me. “Are you good from here?” I asked as I looked at him. 

“Yeah. I’ve got it.” Mason started the engine and pulled out to the road, turning right towards the freeway. “How old is this car?”

“It was my Granma’s car. I got it once she couldn’t drive and I love it. I hate the idea of losing her.” I pouted as he chuckled, pretending to glare at him. “Don’t.”

“I am not saying a word.” Mason merged onto the freeway and I sat back, taking in the sights from the passenger seat. We parked in the garage and I looked around nervously for a moment. “It’s going to be fine.” 

Driving to work together became a habit on the nights that Mason spent with me. Sometimes it was my car and others his, but we had a nice routine. I think Kendra preferred the mornings when he took her to school but he didn’t spend every night with me. 

I wanted him to do that, though.

The office was tough for me. Arriving together started some gossip, but Mason had a way of acting like he didn’t care. He kept on doing what he always did and I focused on my job. I saw how Hannah went to his office to talk to him a few times after giving me searching glances and just kept reading. I looked over the rules and dating my boss wasn’t the best idea but I put my faith in Mason that he would take care of me if something happened here. It was scary knowing that I was taking a chance being with Mason but I couldn’t help myself.

Kendra wanted to spend a lot of time with him as well. He took us out to dinner often and we started Kendra in swimming lessons at the nearby indoor pool. I brought my tablet along sometimes to work while she swam, but I watched her more than I read. Kendra was gaining confidence, and I smiled as she progressed in her lessons. 

The day that I met Mason’s uncle was one of the worst ones of my life. He came in for lunch and introduced himself to me before heading in to talk to Mason. He was a nice man, and I frowned as he closed the door. I knew that Mason was going to tell him about us but it still took two weeks. 

I hoped that he was okay with it. Mason had a great job here and a future and I couldn’t be the reason that he lost it all. I bit my lip and tried to look at my computer as I felt someone stop by the desk. I glanced up to see Hannah, and she smiled at me. “His uncle is awesome. I think that you’ll love him.”

“Will he be okay with this?” I asked softly as I shifted in my chair. 

“I was worried about the two of you in the beginning. I knew that you had a daughter and wasn’t sure if there was room for that in Mason’s life. I saw him go through the break up and he wasn’t good at first. I could see that you were hurt as well and the attraction between you two could have been a train wreck.” She smiled and I let out the breath that I was holding. “It isn’t. You guys are good together and so far, this is working.” Hannah looked at the closed door and frowned. “I am almost certain that he will think the same. He loves Mason like a son.” 

“I hope so,” I said softly as we both stared at the door. Some people seemed jealous and petty over this relationship between Mason and I but Hannah was supportive. I had gotten to know her well, and we were getting to be friends. 

Time dragged for me as I watched the door, wondering what the hell was going on in there.

 

CHAPTER 20

Mason

I watched as Ken sat down in the seat across the desk, making himself comfortable. “So, why did you call me here? I suspect that it was more than just lunch.” 

“Yes. It is,” I said as I looked towards the window. I thought back to the years that Ken had supported me in pursuing a career in publishing. He’d seen my sacrifices over the years and I smiled. “I am dating someone, Uncle Ken,”

The surprise registered on his face as he grinned. Ken knew better than most how I felt after my brother’s betrayal. “That’s great, Mason. When do I get to meet her? Is she meeting us for lunch?”

“That can be arranged easily. You’ve already met her today,” I told him as he frowned thoughtfully. He gave me a sharp look and then looked at my door.

“The new assistant?” His voice was soft as he raised an eyebrow at me. “Mason, we have rules here for a reason.”

“Rules that I’ve never considered breaking. Hell, Ken, I’ve fired assistants for breaking them. I know the rules just fine,” I told him as he gazed back at me. “We fought this, thought not for long. I met her by accident before I knew that she worked here and something just… sparked.” I trailed off as I remembered the first time I saw Isabelle’s eyes. Even now, it sparks electricity through me. 

“I can tell by that face. I’ve never seen it over a woman, including your ex. Isabelle, was it?” He asked gently as I nodded. “Is it a problem that you work together so far? It hasn’t been that long… a few months?” Surprise registered on his face as I nodded again.

“I met her the first day before we were here together. I was already interested.” I reminded him as Ken ran a hand through his hair. “We are an excellent team. She’s fast and thorough and we’ve already gotten a few projects done together.” 

“She’s a pretty girl, Mason. I’ll give you that.” Ken told me as he leaned back. “Tell me about her.”

“She has a six-year-old daughter. She’s alone and had her parents help. I met them last weekend,” I told him as Ken shook his head.

“Jesus, Mason.”

“It worked out for me to go to the same area to see Colby. I never made it to his place and spent the weekend with her family.” Ken dropped his face into his hands. “I sound crazy. I know that but this feels right. I’ll bring her to lunch and you can meet her.”

“Does the staff know?” He asked, and I paused before I told him that I thought so. I didn’t talk to many people then to greet them and say good night. This place was a job to me and not a place to make friends. I had plenty of those to hang out with after work though it had been a while. 

“We don’t display it. I have heard talk though.” I admitted as he let out a sigh.

“It’s already known that you’re my nephew. I don’t want people to think that you get to live life differently due to that fact.” His voice was stern, and I looked at him for a moment.

“I have worked here since college, Ken. I have worked hard and not gotten involved with anyone here. In fact, I’ve made an example of people sacrificing their work for it.” I saw him nod and give me a long look. “This is bigger than this place. I can’t explain it.” 

“It was like that with your aunt. You don’t have to.” Ken shook his head. “The kid? Is that going to be a problem?” 

“She’s great. We are not forcing anything on her and she’s taking quite well to me.” I grinned. “I have a way with the ladies.” 

“Okay. We need lunch.” Ken looked at me. “Bring her along.” 

I sent Isabelle a text that she was welcome to join us for lunch. She sent back a worried face, and I assured her that everything was fine. We stood and prepared to leave as Ken asked about some new authors that we’d signed on. I explained who I thought was going to be a best seller compared to the others, something that we were well-known for. We left the office together, and I watched as Hannah greeted Ken with a smile, looking past her to see the nervous smile on Isabelle’s face. 

“It’s good to see you, Hannah. Are you keeping everyone in line here?” Ken joked with her as he walked towards the desk. 

“You know it.” Ken smiled at Isabelle. “How does Italian sound?”

“Great,” she squeaked as she grabbed her purse. The three of us left, and I felt their curious eyes as we got on the elevator and stood beside Isabelle. 

“Mason told me about you two,” Ken said as she blushed and I reached for her hand.

“I’m-”

“I assured him that this was professional and that we are both here to better the company during work hours.” I assured her, squeezing her gently. 

“Oh. Okay.” Isabelle looked at me with large eyes and Ken watched us for a moment. We headed out to the street and walked the two blocks to the restaurant as Ken asked Isabelle about herself. She told him that she was originally from San Diego and graduated from college there before accepting this wonderful job. Ken beamed and opened the worn, wooden door for us we he pressed her about her daughter. “Kendra. She’s great.” Isabelle smiled warmly as I watched her closely, stopping at the hostess booth.

We were seated and ordered water before Ken handed us both menus. “My treat. My nephew tells me that you’re doing a great job.”

Isabelle looked at me, seated beside her. There was a curiosity in her gaze and I nodded. “I told him that you’re the best assistant I’ve ever had. She’s already read through and edited three books in the short time that she’s been here. Her notes were spot on.” 

“Great. That’s what we need. So many self-published authors are looking to switch things up and I want them to come to us. I think we have an excellent promotional staff and fresh ideas.” Ken spoke so enthusiastically about the company that he took people off guard sometimes. “Are you a writer?”

“I majored in English lit. The best part about college was writing the papers for me.” Isabelle admitted as she shrugged. “I suppose that I’ve dabbled here and there. Reading some of these authors is both inspiring and intimidating, all in one breath.” 

“There are a lot of them but I think they all have something unique to offer. Every story is just a little different. Should you ever choose to pursue it, you’ll have the best support you could.” 

We ordered and Ken chatted with Isabelle, slowly making her feel comfortable as she laughed and talked through the meal. We stretched it out a bit longer than the standard lunch but that was how it went with Ken. He excused the time since much of the talk was about publishing and the company, signing the check as he glanced at his watch. “I guess you two should head back. Will you be at dinner on Sunday?” Ken asked me as I nodded, taking a final sip of the cold water. “I’d like to see you there, Isabelle. You can meet the family.”

I saw the panic in her eyes as we started back to the building as Ken took a phone call from his wife. I loved Aunt Kathy, and they had always inspired me as a couple. “Dinner with your family?” She asked in a hiss as I chuckled.

“I’ll bet that you thought it would be a train wreck with your family. Didn’t you?” She gave me a guilty look. “My family will love you as much as Ken did and who couldn’t like Kendra?”

“We were going to take this slow with her. I’m not sure if meeting your family is exactly that,” Isabelle spoke carefully as she looked forward. 

“We are, in my opinion. We spend a lot of time together and I spend the night sometimes. Kendra loves that. You know it as well as I do. My family is just a family having dinner and she’ll enjoy herself.” I had to reassure Isabelle that everything was going fine from time-to-time and she took a deep breath. “Baby, it’s okay.”

“It is. I’m sorry.” All of this caught her off guard sometimes and I needed to calm her racing thoughts. “It would be good for Kendra to meet more people. Are there any kids in your family?”

“Ken has three, one of whom is just slightly older than Kendra. I think they’ll get along great.” I smiled as she tilted her head and grinned. 

“Fine. You win.” We walked into the building and I made a point of putting some space between us as we made our way to our nook. I asked her to come into my office where I pressed her against the door and kissed her hungrily. “Mmmm. I missed this.” 

“It’s been since last night,” I told her as she pulled me down for another kiss. I’d stayed there with her and we made it a late night making love until we couldn’t move anymore. I think we were both dragging this morning but after a few cups of coffee and the shock of meeting my uncle, Isabelle seemed like she was perking up. “Want to take Kendra to that pizza place with the games? I am craving some skee ball.” 

Isabelle laughed as she gave up on the kiss. “It’s a school night. How about over the weekend?” 

“Fine,” I pouted before we pressed together for a long, slow kiss. She fixed herself up and headed back to her desk as I smiled and thought about how many times I’d wanted to tell her that I love her. It seemed too soon, but we were just that way and I smiled as I walked to my desk. 

 

CHAPTER 21

Isabelle

I was nervous about the upcoming family dinner, but we got news on Friday that bothered me more. Mason would be joining Ken in London for a book signing that represented some of their authors and would be gone for a full week. They were going to take care of other business there as well. As his assistant, I would normally go but that was a long time to be away. It was just me and Kendra and I wouldn’t be comfortable leaving her with someone other than my parents. I had a job now and needed to be the adult. I turned him down when he asked if I’d like to join them and Mason told me that he understood.

We still went to dinner on Sunday. His family was amazing and so kind to me and Kendra. She had a great time with the other kids and I watched with a small smile as I sipped my soda in the screened in room overlooking the backyard. “Mason tells me that you won’t be joining us in London.” I turned to see Ken looking at me as I nodded. 

“Is that okay?” I asked him, wanting an honest answer.

“Yes. I completely understand your hesitation. I wouldn’t leave myself if it weren’t for my wife and family to be here with the kids.” He gave me a comforting smile. “Maybe after some time, you’ll have the opportunity.” Ken walked right up to the screen and watched the kids running around the year, playing tag. “They are getting along well.” 

Ken had two boys and a girl that had his dark hair and their mom’s bright blue eyes, and they were both sweet and beautiful. 

“They are. I know that Kendra has friends at school but I haven’t met them yet. I like seeing her like this.” I felt bad that I worked so much and only did the basics after work and kept her busy on the weekends. It didn’t seem like parents reached out too much for things like play dates at this age but seeing her having fun made me feel better. 

“It will fall into place. It sounds like the three of you are having a good time together.” Ken said as I smiled at him.

“We are. I haven’t dated since it ended with her father and this was hard. I didn’t know if it was the best idea but so far, so good.” 

“That’s a long time,” Ken observed as I nodded. “Mason waited for a while. When he told me about you, I could see how serious it was in his face.” I loved hearing this, and I stared at Ken with curious eyes as we both heard laughter in the doorway.

“Are you talking about me?” Mason asked as he approached me, slipping an arm around my back.

“I have to warn her, Mason. It’s my duty.” Ken told him as he clapped his nephew on the back. They were leaving on Tuesday and while they didn’t talk about it to spare my feelings, I was aware of it. I felt threatened with the idea of him leaving as if he might find a better life and not come back. It was silly to think that way, but I figured I had some remaining insecurities from Jackson. Mason would be back before I knew it and it would be like he never left. 

“You’re going to meet Shannon Suede?” His sister walked into the room and marched straight up to the men. “I am so jealous. Can you hire me for a week, Uncle Ken? London and that author?”

“You are an artist, not an office type of girl. Never have been.” Ken replied as she rolled her green eyes. Amanda Drury was like a tornado in a small room with her big personality. “Didn’t you go to a show in Paris just a few months ago?”

“Whatever. I’m still jealous.” She looked at me and sipped her wine. “Are you going, Isabelle?” 

“No. I will be working from the office and covering things.” I replied with a strained smile. She raised an eyebrow and looked at her brother before glancing outside. I took that chance to excuse myself, heading to the bathroom as I downed the soda. I dropped it into the trash can and sat down on the toilet, feeling the doubt filling me all over again. Amanda meant nothing with her words and merely assumed that I would be going. As his assistant, I should and as his girlfriend it could be an amazing trip. I told myself that there would be a time when I could do all of that, trips for just us as well as the three of us. It was just coming up on three months that we’d been dating and I closed my eyes and sucked my breath in. 

I should get back out there, Kendra might be looking for me and I knew that dinner was going to be soon. I stood and splashed some cold water on my face, looking into the mirror for a moment as I dabbed my skin with a soft towel. I wore makeup today to look good for dinner but I saw the fear in my eyes even with the mascara. Maybe this was a bad idea. I went to unlock the door and opened it to see Mason standing there as I gasped. He pushed me into the bathroom and closed the door before pulling me against him for a sweet, slow kiss. I molded against him, weak with my need for him. Mason pulled away, and I gazed at him with panic in my eyes. “Kendra.”

“She’s being watched by paranoid parents. Kendra couldn’t be safer. Are you okay?” Mason asked me as I nodded slowly. “Having a moment?”

“Maybe. Am I terrible for not going with you?” I asked as he shook his head.

“No, you have a daughter. Truth be told, I am going to have trouble leaving the two of you. It’s hard to have a job where you travel but I have to. I have to represent the company with Ken.” Mason told me as I nodded. I knew all of this. “There will come a time when you can join us.”

“I hope so. I wish my parents were closer.” I hugged him, knowing that I might not leave her with them for an extended period after the years of college. I was so busy studying and keeping up that I felt I lost some time with Kendra. I was constantly making up for that. 

“We will figure out the time difference and talk and Skype.”

“I know,” I kissed him again as we heard his mom calling his name, making him chuckle. 

“It’s dinner time.” We pulled away, and I fixed my gloss before we walked down the hallway. I walked to the backyard to tell Kendra to wash her hands, and she ran past me in a blur with the others as Kathy laughed. 

“They are great together,” she declared as I nodded in agreement. She went to help in the kitchen as I stood awkwardly for a moment, wondering what to do and where to go. Mason nodded at me from the doorway and gestured for me to join him and I did, watching as the kids took their seats at a small table as I joined Mason around the large dining room table. Kathy and his mom Mandy were placing large plates of chicken and vegetables on the surface along with bottles of wine and rolls. The kids came to fill their plates, and I smiled as Kendra asked for a little of most of it like the others. 

I took some of each, wanting to try new things. I wasn’t a great cook and seemed to make the same basic things every week for Kendra. Mason was spoiling us by taking us out to eat but my waistline was starting to show that more than I wanted it to. I listened to the conversation among his close family, full of laughter and love. It reminded me of my parents and I sipped my wine as Mandy looked at me for a moment. She’d welcomed me with a big hug as soon as we walked in and made a fuss over Kendra. “How is it? I am trying to improve my culinary skills now that I’m retired.” Her brown eyes twinkled, and I smiled.

“It’s delicious. I was just thinking that I should attempt to cook more. I’ve never seen her be so experimental.” I smiled in the direction of the kids table and Kathy snickered.

“Wait and see how much they actually eat. My kids will pick until dessert, like they always do.” She had a point and Kendra would likely do the same. We kept eating and discussed sports, politics but not too much, and some news. His family was intelligent and offered their opinions without the bitter fights that I’d seen in other families. 

We had chocolate cake for dessert and everyone started leaving to get ready for their week. We were last and Mandy hugged and kissed Mason before moving to me and Kendra. She told us that she loved having us and I thanked her with a genuine smile. 

Mason stopped by his place for some clothes for the morning, inviting us up. Kendra told me to come, and we went up the elevator from the parking garage as I looked around. This was a beautiful building. We ended up on the tenth floor and he led us to a door, unlocking it and allowing us to enter first. 

Oddly enough, this was the first time we’d all been here. I stopped by quickly a few times going to get Kendra, but I took a long look around now. Mason had a spacious, sunken living room with an impressive fireplace and a hallway that led to the three bedrooms, one of which he used for an office. There was a chef’s kitchen to the left and Kendra walked over to the windows to look over the city. “This is so pretty.” 

“I know. We have a view like this from work,” I told her as I walked over and looked out over the lights. Mason was getting a suit in his room and I stroked her hair back gently. “Did you have fun tonight?” 

“Yes. They want me to come play with them and spend the night!” Icy fear slid through my veins and I shivered. Kendra had only spent the night with my parents and now Nan and the idea of sending her anywhere else scared me. I liked Ken and Kathy a lot but Kendra was only six. 

“I have an idea,” Mason said as I turned to look at him. “Stay here while I’m gone. It’s no further to her school and work and this is a secure building.” I smiled, knowing that he worried about my apartment more than he cared to admit. 

“She has her stuff at home. I don’t want to invade your space,” I protested as Kendra tugged on my hand. I looked down to see her smiling at me. 

“Can you pick some favorite stuff to bring over?” Mason asked her as I rolled my eyes. “Perfect. You’re close to a lot of restaurants here and I’ll sleep better knowing that you're safe.” 

He got his things, and we headed to my apartment, given that Kendra had to get to bed. I tucked her in and promised her that I’d think about Mason’s offer before changing into leggings and a shirt to join him in the living room. He’d told her good night out here, still giving us our private time at bedtime. I cherished the quiet and dark of the moment, telling my daughter how much I loved her before she went to sleep in a safe place. 

“Why do you want us at your place?” I asked softly as I dropped beside him, watching him lean in to kiss me. 

“Safe building. I know that you guys will be okay here that was and face it. Kendra digs my condo.” Mason raised an eyebrow as I chuckled. 

“That she does.” I rested my head against his shoulder and closed my eyes. 

“You could get a lot done there. She’d have her own bed unless you wanted her to sleep with you.” Mason continued to push the idea as I sighed heavily, exaggerating it a bit. 

I silenced him with a kiss and we made our way to my room, listening at Kendra’s door for a second. We walked into my small room and closed the door before he pulled me against him for a hungry kiss. I wrapped my arms around him as he walked us to the bed, dropping over me as he pressed me to my back. 

We stripped hurriedly in between kisses and Mason kissed down my neck as I dropped my head back. It seemed like weeks before we got some private time sometimes and my body burned with desire for him. He knew my body well and sucked my nipples into his mouth slowly, dragging his teeth over the sensitive skin. I moaned softly as I arched my back, feeling him move lower and tongue my clit firmly as I bit my lip. I was soaked for him and Mason teased me with his tongue and teeth until I was shaking as I came for him. It was intense, and I wondered if this would ever fade. It was so new that I didn’t know what to think. 

He pulled away, and I told him to get on his back. I kissed down his firm chest, loving the feeling of his muscles as I wondered what he was doing with me. I kept going, moving over the perfect abs before I took him into my mouth slowly. Mason let out a hiss and slipped a hand into my hair. I loved all of this with Mason. It turned me on to see how much he enjoyed it and I started to move up and down slowly as his grip tightened in my hair. I brought him close to the edge before he reached for the drawer beside my bed, pulling out a strip of condoms. 

I took one and rolled it over Mason’s cock, seeing the hunger in his eyes as I crawled back over him. I lowered my body over his, taking him inside of my tight entrance as we both sighed. I was naïve about sex before Mason, despite having a child. He made me want to try new things and feel him everywhere and I blushed as I thought about some of our late night phone calls when we were apart. I arched my back and moved down again, feeling my slick walls wrapping tightly around him. “Jesus,” Mason moaned as he gripped my hips. We both moved together as quietly as we could, edging closer to a release as I fell apart first. I held in the moans that were on the tip of my tongue, closing my eyes as he jerked up and came. It always felt so good and I breathed in slowly as I moved carefully and toppled beside him.

Mason cleaned up and got some water from my bathroom before coming back to join me in bed. We always dressed again in case Kendra wandered in. We snuggled together, and I closed my eyes as I tried not to think about Tuesday. 

Despite myself fighting it, we still told Mason goodbye the following night. I’d agreed to stay at his place and Kendra packed some things while I found clothing for work to bring over. He was leaving early Tuesday morning, and we wanted Kendra to sleep as long as possible. I gave my own personal kind of goodbye on my knees as he took me hard from behind, giving me something to remember. 

We fell asleep, and he kissed me goodbye in the darkness of the morning. Ken was coming to pick him up, and I hugged Mason tightly as I looked at him. “Have fun. Get a lot of work done.” We’d set up a way to Skype already, and I knew that we’d be talking soon. I rolled over as he left the bedroom and walked into the living room to retrieve his bags. 

The pillows smelled like him and the sheets smelled like us. I woke up to my alarm, seeing that it was a little brighter now. I rolled over, feeling the emptiness of the bed as I looked around. I went to make some coffee in the kitchen, taking it over the windows to watch the city come to life before checking on Kendra. She was still sleeping, and I cracked her door before I went to shower and get ready, using the bathroom stuff that I’d brought with me. I wore his robe until I got dressed and I loved how big it was on me as I applied my mascara. 

My phone sounded, and I went to wake her up gently, watching as she looked around the room. “We’re at Mason’s. Remember?” 

Kendra jumped out of bed and ran to the windows in the living room as I laughed and went to get my dress on for work. I’d found a great thrift store for clothes and tried to add something to my wardrobe every two weeks with my paycheck. I slipped heels on and asked if she was dressed, hearing her tell me yes. I walked into the kitchen and got her one of the breakfast bars that we both had when we were lazy.

I grabbed my purse and keys before we left the apartment and locked the door. It was pleasant walking down to the secured garage and getting settled in my car before driving her to school. I was early for work and parked as I looked around the garage where Mason wouldn’t be. 

I could do this. I walked across the street to get some coffee and went to my desk, warming up my computer. I was going to handle his emails and get some reading in so Mason could come back ready to proof some more books. It wasn’t until I took out my phone that I saw a text from him.

Mason: I already miss you.

Me: I miss you.

I warmed up my computer, assuming he wouldn’t get back to me right away. I was right. I pulled up the new document and started on the fourth chapter, playing some music in the background to keep me occupied. 

The day still dragged. I went to get lunch with Hannah, who seemed to take pity on me and even scoffed at the girls watching us leave. “You are the envy of Seattle now. Not just the company but Seattle.” 

I laughed, and we went to get salads before I finished my long day and went to get Kendra, getting pizza for dinner before she settled in for the night.

 

CHAPTER 22

Mason

I loved London. There was always a chill to the air when we seemed to go and it was exciting. I missed Isabelle this time though. I rarely missed women like this.

We were busy meeting with the authors during the day and wooing potential clients at dinner that week. I seemed to have a hard time keeping up with Isabelle back home but I was glad that she was at my place. I liked that they were safe, and I tossed around the idea of asking her to move in. 

The signing seemed to take forever to arrive, and we left early that morning to have breakfast with the hosts. It included several of the authors and was a great chance to get some attention, but I wasn’t enjoying the women and how much they flirted with me. I watched as Ken deflected it smoothly, not insulting them but not encouraging it either. He was professional and charming and I focused on the moment again as I sipped the strong coffee. 

We went to the hotel and surveyed the crowd waiting to get in before we walked the main room. Our authors were front and center and I grinned as I looked at their tables. We paid more for the best banners and swag and it showed as Ken turned to me with a smile. 

The readers were let in and the room filled with the sound of excited women. The only men that usually came were husbands to be there for wives or carry the books that they bought though there were a few readers here and there. I walked to the bar and ordered a drink, slipping a bill over the smooth surface as I reached for the whiskey. I needed it. I considered sending Isabelle a text or calling her, but I was supposed to be mingling. 

I sipped the drink and felt someone move next to me at the bar. “Hello, Mason.” I froze at the familiar voice and looked over to see one of the hot agents in the business. “It’s been a while.”

“It has, Marilyn. How are you doing?” I asked, going along with the pleasantries as I put the night that we spent together behind me. 

“I’m doing well. This is quite a turn out, isn’t it?” She asked, her hazel eyes raking over my face hungrily as I turned back to my drink. 

“London often is,” I replied, stating the obvious. 

“How long are you in town?” Marilyn asked as I stared forward for a moment. 

“We’re leaving on Monday night,” I replied as she touched my arm.

“By we, do you mean Ken? Did you bring an assistant this time? I hear that you have a hard time keeping them these days.” I flinched at her touch and Marilyn pulled her hand away. 

“Just Ken this trip.” I wasn’t about to discuss my assistants with her. The rumors were that she got around as well in the business. I was hardly the only one. 

“Want to have dinner tomorrow night?” There it was. She wanted me to say yes and fuck her. 

“I’m busy. I can’t.” My answer was curt, and I watched her stare at me. 

“Really? The signing ends tomorrow. What could you possibly have going on?” Marilyn questioned as I downed the drink in one long sip.

“Business. This is a business trip after all.” I knew that I was coming off as rude but I figured I’d get it all out now. I’d be more pleasant back out on the floor. I slid the glass back on the bar and turned to walk away, seeing Ken wave me over. 

“Is she breathing down your neck again?” He asked, referring to Marilyn. 

“Yes. It was one night a long time ago.” I frowned and looked at the lines for our authors. I needed to shake this off because travel was a large part of my job. We made our way around and chatted with readers and authors before going for some lunch around the corner where I ordered a beer. Ken raised an eyebrow as he took a blatant sip of water. 

“Are you going to get drunk for the event?” He asked me as I stared out of the window. 

“No. Just this beer.” I knew that I was on edge and he smirked at me. 

“I’d say that you have it bad. You look like I did the week before I proposed to Kathy.” I gave him a shocked look as he stared back at me. “I am not suggesting that you propose but you need to get this sorted out. This is a part of things and not something that I completely enjoy myself. I just know that everything is fine back home.” 

“I have them at my place while I’m gone. Her apartment is so… open. I want her safe.” Ken nodded as our plates were set down. “Fuck if I don’t like the idea of them there and me with them. Is that insane after three months?” 

“Would she want to?” Ken asked as I looked thoughtfully at him. 

“I don’t know. It’s like she’s all in one minute and backing off the next sometimes. There’s a lot of doubt there.” 

“She has a lot at stake. Will you do right by the two of them?” Keith asked as I blinked.

“You’ve never asked me so much about my love life before,” I shot back as he nodded.

“There was no reason. Lance did a shitty thing but losing her didn’t get to you. It was being betrayed by your own family.” Ken observed as I nodded. “This is the real deal for you.” 

We talked a bit more over lunch and stood to leave. I told him that I’d join him at the hotel in a moment and drew my phone out of my pocket. I dialed Isabelle’s cell, knowing that they were probably in for the night. She answered sleepily, and I smiled. “Were you sleeping?”

“Our whole life is upside down over here. We’ve fallen asleep on the couch more than I want to think about.” Isabelle said as she yawned. “How’s it going?” 

“Great. The signing is successful.” I replied as she murmured something encouraging. “I miss the hell out of you. Both of you.” 

“I miss you.” Isabelle let her emotions into the words and I leaned against the wall and took a deep breath. “Kendra does too. She keeps asking when you’re coming home.” 

“I love you,” I said softly as there was silence on the other end of the phone. “I love you and I want to arrange my entire damn life for you.” 

“I love you,” she told me as I felt warmth wash through me. 

“Can we talk about taking a bigger step when I get back?” I asked as she sucked in her breath. “I don’t know what but I just need you.” 

“Okay. Yes. I miss you,” she told me as I smiled. It was so good to hear her voice. We ended the call with the three words I never thought I’d say to a woman again and I pocketed my phone and walked back to the hotel. 

I joined Ken on the floor as we met people and handed out cards, seeing a lot of interest. We left and went out to dinner before making it an early night. There was still the signing the following day and that meant more networking. I was exhausted when we went back to our rooms and showered before calling Isabelle. Kendra was in the background and we made it a video call so I could talk to both of them. Kendra talked about the places they went by my house and how much she liked it there. She told me that I needed a kitten or a puppy as Isabelle rested her gorgeous face in her hands. I tried to imagine a pet in my bachelor pad and slowly rearranged it on my head to make it work. 

Kendra went to use the bathroom and Isabelle settled on the couch with a rueful smile. “Sorry. I think she’s enjoying herself a little too much.” 

“It’s fine. That’s what I wanted.” I assured her as she laughed. “What would you think about staying there?” 

“You mean moving in?” Her eyes were wide, but I saw the excitement in them. 

“Yes. We could fix up the guest room to suit Kendra and make her feel at home. You could add your touch to the condo and we could just be together all the time.” I told her as I watched her bite her full lip. “I want you with me every night. I love both of you.”

A tear slipped down her cheek as I heard Kendra coming back. Isabelle wiped it and told me that she’d love to discuss it when I came home, signaling that this was to be kept between us. Fair enough. We finished the call, and I shut out the light to get some sleep. I was looking forward to flying home and being inside of Isabelle again in my bed, proving to her just how much I cared. I wanted to throw away the fucking condoms and feel what it would be like to come inside of her without any barriers and I felt my cock harden. I reached down to grip it and jerked off into my boxers, needing to release something. It would never do what making love to her did for me, but it would work until I was there again.

We woke up and went to breakfast at our favorite place, relaxing for the first time on the trip. We always spent the last day doing something for ourselves though I’d happily just head home. I went with the plan and visited a museum with Ken, picking up some small gifts for the girls as we wandered around the streets. We grabbed a light dinner before getting on the plane for the long flight. I settled into a seat, stretching out as I closed my eyes. I heard Ken find his own seat as he told me to get some beauty sleep and I gave him the finger in his general direction. 

I woke up a few times throughout the flight, checking my watch every time. I’d go back to sleep but made some coffee when it came time to land, wanting to wake up so I’d be able to see the girls for a bit. I knew that Kendra would have to go to school, but I was hoping that Ken would tell Isabelle to stay home with me for the day. If the boss approved, she couldn’t say no. I sat forward in my seat, sipping the coffee as Ken opened his eyes and looked around. “Are we almost there?”

“Another thirty minutes. I made some coffee if you want some,” I offered as Ken stretched. 

“I’ll need it. Kathy is going to want a break from the kids the second I’m back home.” He tried to sound like he was complaining but I knew how much Ken loved his family. “What are your plans?”

“I might be able to say hi to Kendra before she goes to school but I’ll have to see.” Ken smiled.

“Tell your girlfriend to take the day off. I think with all the work that you guys have gotten done, a day won’t hurt.” I grinned widely, and he went to make coffee before we needed to be seated for the landing. 

We walked down the steps and Ken led the way to the car that was waiting for us, telling me that he’d drop me off first. I grabbed my phone and sent Isabelle a text before settling back in my seat and looking at my favorite city.

 

CHAPTER 23

Isabelle

I was calling out to Kendra to get ready when I heard my phone from the kitchen counter. I was keeping an eye on it to see when Mason was landing, hopefully having enough time to see him for a minute before I went to work. I wasn’t sure what his plans were after such a long flight and I read through the text as I gasped. 

He was coming home right now and wanted to take Kendra to school in the car that was bringing them home and he asked me to wait. I knew that she might be a bit late, but it was only adventure club and she had some time before class. I was surprised when he told me to take the day off, assuring me that we’d come right back to the condo when she was dropped off. 

The day off? He was with Ken and if he approved it that was as good as it got. I smiled and looked at the shift dress that I was wearing, hoping that it would be coming off soon. Kendra walked out in her jeans and sweatshirt, carrying her shoes. I helped her get them on and grabbed her packed lunch and led her to the elevator in the main hallway to meet Mason as she looked around. “Where are we going, Mommy? The car is over there.” 

“You’ll see.” I told her as we stepped in and I pushed the button for the lobby of the building. I leaned back and glanced down at her as Kendra stared at me. The door opened, and we stepped out into the crowded lobby as I took her hand and headed to the glass doors. My mind whirled as we walked; thinking about the fact that he wanted us to move in and Mason loved me.

He loved me. He loved us.

I smiled at the doorman as he held the heavy door open for us, stepping out onto the sidewalk. There was a sleek town car parked against the curb and I smiled as Kendra looked around. “What is it?”

The door of the car opened and Mason stepped out, smiling at me as our eyes locked. He tore his eyes away from me and called out Kendra’s name and she turned her head to stare at him. “Mason!!” She ran forward and jumped into his arms as I watched, feeling the emotions racing through my body. “You’re home!”

“I am. I was going to take you to school today in this car. I have a seat for you and everything,” Mason told her as he knelt on the sidewalk before her. “After school, I want to take you and your mom to dinner. Your choice. How does that sound?” 

“Do I have to go to school?” She asked as he picked her up to carry her to the car, giving me a heated look. 

“You are going to learn so much today and then we’ll have some fun.” Mason was looking at me as he spoke, and I blushed as heat washed over me. 

“Okay.” Kendra wrapped her arms around his neck. “I’m glad you’re back. I missed you.”

“I missed you, kiddo.” Mason placed her inside the car and I heard Ken greeting her as Mason followed her. I laughed as I walked over and got into the car once everyone was settled, asking Ken how the trip was. He told us about the convention and how many people that they met during the trip, looking at Mason several times during the conversation. Kendra stared at Mason with warmth in her eyes as she listened to us and I knew that she was ready for me to have someone in my life. She probably was before this but I couldn’t regret waiting for Mason. He was worth those years alone, trying to better my life. 

School was still close, and we pulled up to the sidewalk as Kendra sighed dramatically. “It’s just for the day. We’re going to pick you up later together,” I told her as she narrowed her eyes at me. 

“You get to stay home, don’t you?” Her voice was filled with disappointment and I smiled.

“It’s different from school. I can work from there just as easily as I can from the office and I want to spend some time with Mason.” I looked at him, seeing the hunger in his eyes as my body started to tingle. 

He walked her up to the entrance along with me and we both hugged her. Some girls came by and watched for a moment before asking who he was. I giggled as she told them that he was Mason, my boyfriend. There was so much happiness in her voice and I watched them walk to their classroom for a long moment. He took my hand once she was out of sight and led me back to the car, his grip tight on me. “Now I want to get you back to the condo and rip this dress off of your body.” His voice was low, and I shivered as I glanced around. “I can’t wait to be inside of you, over and over. You’re not moving out of that bed until we need to pick Kendra up.” He pushed me playfully into the car and I laughed as I climbed onto the bench seat across from Ken, smiling as Mason moved beside me and grabbed my hand again. 

“So, the day off is cool with you?” I asked Ken as he nodded.

“You both work so hard. I’ve seen the numbers. Enjoy yourselves for the day.” His eyes twinkled as he looked us over and I blushed. “I can’t wait to get home myself.” 

I laughed nervously as we continued back to the condo, relieved when Mason pulled me out the door and called out to Ken that he’d talk to him later. The doorman held open the door, greeting us cheerfully as Mason hurried to the elevators. The doors opened, and he pushed me inside, kissing me as he pressed me against the back of the car. I was vaguely aware that it was empty, but I didn’t care as I wrapped my arms around his neck to pull him closer. We heard the ding of the door and he pulled away, staring at me before he pulled me to his door and unlocked it. 

I was sore as he pulled me inside of the foyer and slammed the door, pressing me against as he kissed me without abandon. I reached out to hold onto him before I pulled his t-shirt up his muscled body. Mason pulled away from me reluctantly and stripped it off in one fluid move before he looked me up and down. “I missed you so fucking bad.” Mason cupped my face and kissed me again, softly for a moment. “I want you in my bed.”

I pushed him back and led the way to the master bedroom. I couldn’t wait to have his mouth on my body and he stopped me and pulled me back to him for another kiss. Mason reached around my back and unzipped the dress, letting it fall to the floor as I shuddered before him. Mason kissed me again, and I wrapped my legs around his body as he carried us to the bed. I was desperate to have him inside of me and moaned against his lips as our tongues danced together. 

He stripped off his pants, kicking them off before he unhooked my bra. “You are so damn beautiful.” Mason leaned down to kiss my jaw as I let out a happy sigh. His hands slid up my sides and stroked the soft skin underneath my breast as I cried out. My nipples were pebbled and needy as his fingers found them and squeezed gently, causing me to arch my back against him. He kissed my neck, arching above me so he could tease me by kissing slowly down my body as he rubbed his thumbs against me. 

I cried out as his mouth wrapped around one, sucking it firmly into his mouth. I felt his teeth dragging against me and felt a warmth between my legs, soaking the lace of my underwear. Mason reached down and stroked me, pulling away for a moment to tell me that he could smell how badly I wanted him. I whimpered as he teased the other nipple with his mouth and teeth before moving down my stomach. 

A week without Mason was too long. I didn’t know how I’d handle it ever again as he slipped the panties down my legs and slipped a finger inside of me. He slid it inside and out slowly as I wrapped around him, telling me how hard he was going to fuck me. I felt the void of his hand and then his warm breath on me before he pressed his mouth against my pussy. I arched up, offering more of myself to him as I slid a hand into his hair. Mason started my licking me all over, drinking in my arousal as I ceased to recognize the sounds coming out of my mouth. He found my clit with his tongue, stroking it repeatedly until I was begging to come. Mason sucked it into his mouth and bit down as I felt my body let go.

 It was intense and so long as he slid his finger back inside of me and stroked my sensitive walls slowly. I closed my eyes and breathed in, still feeling desire as I enjoyed the aftershocks. “I love you,” I murmured as he rested his face against my stomach. 

“I love you… more than I have ever loved anyone else. It’s the best feeling that I’ve ever had.” Mason smiled lazily at me as I met his eyes. “I missed you both.” 

“Can I show you how much I missed you?” I asked as he raised an eyebrow at me. Mason pulled away and crawled up my body as I watched his hard cock get closer to my mouth. I reached for some pillows and propped my head up further and then reached out to pull him into my mouth.

Mason was thick and warm as he moved inside of my mouth, pressing back into my throat as I moaned. I loved the feeling of Mason inside of me in nearly every possible way and I wrapped my mouth tighter around him. He rocked against me and I welcomed him, feeling him slide deeper inside of me as he thickened. I knew that he was coming as he jerked against me and prepared to swallow every drop. I was shy about this in the past but with Mason, I was willing to do anything that he wanted. He stilled as he released, moaning my name as I took it all. 

Mason pulled out and dropped beside me, breathing raggedly as he closed his eyes. I took this time to look at him, flawless on the bed beside me. I never thought I would have someone like Mason in my life. Jackson had such a way of making me feel like I was disposable and once I was pregnant, I believed it to be true. I thought that I needed to try to be the best mother I could be and make up for the faults that I had as a girlfriend.

Mason made me feel sexy in the bedroom and intelligent at work. He gave me the confidence that I was lacking and the love that I’d been craving. He opened his eyes and looked over at me, smiling gently. “See something that you like?”

“I sure hope that you’re not done with me,” I teased him as he glanced down at his cock. He was already half-hard, and I chuckled as I reached my hands under the pillow and offered him a full view of my body. Mason stretched and showed off his six pack abs as I licked my lips. 

He moved slowly, reaching for a condom before he sheathed himself between my legs. “I want to find a way to do this bare, Isabelle.”

“Should we try some other form of birth control?” I asked as he slid inside of me. I gasped as he stretched me, making me feel like it was the first time for me. I always felt that way with Mason and I hoped that it was always this passionate. We started to rock together, needing to come together as I gripped his back. I clawed at him as I thrust against him, needing him deeper. Mason moved harder, filling me as I wrapped my legs around him. I knew that I was going to come soon and cried out his name as I pulled him closer. 

I came a beat before he did, and Mason roared my name as he jerked inside of me. He pressed his face into my neck and breathed in as I held him, still shaking above me. We stayed this way until he rolled over and asked if I was hungry. 

CHAPTER 24

Mason

I pulled on some shorts while Isabelle found a robe in the bathroom. We made our way to the kitchen, arms wrapped around each other like we’d never let go. I looked in the fridge as she made fresh coffee, deciding on omelets and toast. We needed to grocery shop soon, and I smiled as I played the words back in my head. “Did you both like staying here?” 

“Kendra stared out of that damn window all the time. She loves your place. It’s so much bigger than ours.” Isabelle seemed nervous as she stared at the coffee pot and I stared at her. 

“I’m serious. I want you two to move in. We’ll fix the room up any way that she wants and make it home. You could add your touch as well.” I saw her look at me and smiled. I wanted to encourage this because I wanted her. I needed her and Kendra here with me, so I could see them all the time. “Tanner moved to New York so that room is free. It’s the one Kendra is in right now.”

“It’s fast, Mason. We’re a package deal.” I heard the doubt in her voice. “What if it doesn’t work out?”

“It will work out and should it not, she loves me anyway. Living here won’t change that.” I pointed out as I started to mix the eggs and vegetables together in a bowl. “I consider Kendra my own daughter, Isabelle. I want her in my life.” 

“I never thought I’d want a man to say that. I was in denial of this ever happening, fighting it.” She almost seemed to be talking out loud and I added some cheese and milk as I listened. “I said I wouldn’t rush anything but I have. You’ve met her and she adores you and that scares the hell out of me, Mason.” 

“I am not scared enough not to do this. I love you.” Isabelle looked up at me. I breathed in and went to get a pan, melting some butter in it before adding the eggs. “I’ll cook you both breakfast on the weekends before we go see the city. We can have some traditional something that families cook on Sunday mornings. We can watch movies in bed on Saturday night, eating popcorn. I want all of that. Don’t you?” 

She was quiet for a minute before she smiled. “I do.”

“Let’s discuss it with Kendra tonight and see what she thinks.” Isabelle’s eyes widened. “It’s just a conversation.”

“She’ll say yes. You know that. Should we wait a little longer?” 

“No. We need to take this opportunity and go with it. I want you both in my life full-time.” I looked down and stirred the eggs slowly as she looked at me. 

“Okay.” Isabelle poured two cups of coffee and brought me my cup, setting it down on the counter before kissing me softly. I slipped my arms around her waist and pulled her against me, forgetting about everything until I heard the pan sizzling. “Breakfast.”

I grabbed the spoon and stirred them, realizing that they were still edible as Isabelle laughed. “Are you sure you can cook?” She teased me as I smirked. “I think even I could cook in this kitchen.” 

“And cook, we will. We have a little human to feed.” I reminded her as she looked at me with a loving gaze. I finished the eggs as she fixed her coffee. I slipped some bread into the toaster and we sat down at the table just inside of the dining room. It was currently a small one, but I imagined getting one for entertaining. I envisioned family dinners here in the future and considered converting the office to another guest bedroom. 

“Where are you?” Isabelle asked after swallowing a bite of her eggs. 

“Our future,” I replied as she smiled. We ate our late breakfast in a comfortable silence, letting our new reality sink in. After dropping the dishes into the sink, I led Isabelle back to my room so we could take full advantage of the empty house. We showered at the last minute and dressed, Isabelle looking for something from the pile on the dresser. She found some jeans and a sweater and slipped it over her head, pulling the wet curls out. 

“I kind of wish that I could pick her up at school more often. It seems like she’s there so long,” Isabelle mused as we headed to my car. 

“You could work from home sometimes. We both could.” 

“You like work,” she reminded me as I laughed. 

“Does she enjoy herself?” I asked as she smiled and nodded. 

“She does. It was just her and Mom while I was going to school. I think she likes being around other kids,” Isabelle told me as I pulled out to the street. 

“She’s just fine. She knows that its quality time when you’re with her. I encourage you to keep it that way and spend some time together one-on-one.” I didn’t want to invade completely in their lives. They only had each other for a while and I didn’t want anyone to forget that. I was glad that Isabelle’s father wasn’t in her life, in part because he sounded like an asshole and because I was selfish. 

“You do?” Isabelle asked as I glanced at her at a stoplight. 

“Absolutely.” We had a lot of memories to make together since I had a feeling she was the one. Hell, I think I knew that the first time that I met her. 

“I am glad that you understand everything that I am scared about.” Isabelle told me, reaching for my hand. 

“I am here to work through all of those fears with you. I am here to support you.” I turned down the street that led to the school so we could get a good spot in front. Isabelle warned me about the bad drivers and general chaos of pick up from the few times that she managed to do it. I found a good spot and rolled down the windows before shutting the car off. The breeze was cool and Isabelle smiled as she leaned her head against the cushion.

I watched as other parents pulled up to wait. Some talked on the phone, others read, and I saw a man sleeping. I smiled. I never thought that I’d be a part of this life. “Do you want more kids?” I asked out of the blue as she looked thoughtfully out of the window for a moment.

“I told Mom that I would in the right situation. I wouldn’t want to do it on my own again but I think that Kendra would like to be a big sister. How about you? Do you want kids?” Isabelle looked at me with a curious look in her eyes. 

“If anyone would have asked me that three years ago, I’d tell them no way. I was all about working and moving up. To be honest, I never even wanted that with my ex.” I looked at her, taken back by how gorgeous she was. “I think I’d give you a baby right now if you asked me to.” Isabelle blushed and looked down and I sensed that I just overwhelmed her. 

“I think there’s time for that,” Isabelle murmured as she gave me a surprised glance. I smirked and glanced over at the school, watching the quiet setting that would soon be filled with kids. When the bell rang, we both watched as little bodies flooded out of the school and parents came to life. I stepped out of the car and watched closely for Kendra, smiling as I watched her appear and look around. I walked forward, and she saw me, smiling as she ran up to me to throw herself in my arms. 

I carried her to the car, asking how her day was. Kendra told me in a fast, never ending stream of words as I tried to make sense of it all. Isabelle stepped out and kissed Kendra before she buckled herself into her seat in the back. I gave Isabelle a long look as I started the engine and she smiled at me with a clear understanding on her face. “Are you hungry or do you want to wait for a while?” I asked as I looked in the rear view mirror. After round two, I felt like I could eat again. 

Kendra asked me if we could go to a park and Isabelle rolled her eyes at me. I agreed, and we headed to the big park in the middle of the city, parking along the curb. Kendra got out first and went running to the play area as soon as we told her that it was okay. Isabelle reached for my hand and laughed beside me. “She is going to work you for everything she can. Be careful, Mason. She knows how to use those eyes. Works on my dad nearly every time.” 

“I’m tougher than that.” I protested as she smirked at me. “It’s good for her to get some fresh air.” We walked to the playground and took a seat on a bench as I searched for her. I thought back to the day at the beach and knew that I’d never forgive myself if it had worked out any differently. I’d do anything to protect my girls. 

“I do the same thing on days like this. It’s nice just to hang out together while the sun is out,” Isabelle told me wistfully as I glanced over at her. 

“If you’d prefer to stay home, you could. I could support us, Isabelle.” She gave me a shocked look before shaking her head gently.

“No, Mason. I love my job. I just feel guilty that I don’t stay home.” She shrugged. “It is what women are supposed to want. I worked hard to finish school, so I could work.” 

“That was before when you were a single mother. It’s different now,” I spoke softly, not wanting to push this. 

“I want to keep things just the way they are. Will this step put my job in jeopardy?” Isabelle asked as she looked at me. 

“I am not planning on advertising it. I keep my life fairly private.” I did. I knew that the fact that Ken was my uncle was a sore spot for a lot of people. That was when I chose to keep to myself, focusing on working and moving up in the company. It would be a stupid opportunity to blow. “I’d recommend that you do the same for the sake of gossip.” 

“I didn’t get the job to make friends. Since I moved here alone with Kendra, I don’t think I’d have time,” Isabelle told me as she watched Kendra running around with some other kids. “I never guessed I’d find all of this.” I kissed her hair as she snuggled against me. 

“It caught us both off guard. Believe me,” I assured her as she laughed softly. We watched Kendra playing and laughing in the crisp air for a while. After she was done, Kendra asked if we could get some pizza for dinner. I chuckled and told her that sounded great. We headed to the car, and I took them to a place I loved on the water. It was a bit of a dive but the food was great and I was good friends with the owner. 

Isabelle took one of Kendra’s hands while I took the other, walking towards the door. I opened it and ushered them inside, waving at Gio as he called out my name. He finished with his customer and walked out to greet me, wrapping me in a hug. “Mason. It has been a while. How are you?” 

“I am great, Gio. I’d like you to meet Isabelle and this is Kendra.” I smiled as he shook their hands and shot me a curious look before glancing around the restaurant. “How about the booth in the back here?”

“Perfect,” I told him as he led us over, calling for a waitress to come over and get our drink order. Isabelle watched with wide eyes as she sat down with Kendra beside her. Once he went to talk to someone else and our drinks were on the way, I looked at Isabelle. “He’s a lot to talk but really a great man.” 

“I can see that,” Isabelle replied as she looked around the charming room. “It sure smells good.”

“The Hawaiian is the best. Oh, and they all meat one too.” I felt my stomach growl as I looked at Kendra. “What kind do you want?” 

“I like pepperoni. Can I have my own?” She asked as Isabelle laughed. 

“Of course,” I replied as the waitress brought our drinks and asked if we needed more time. I looked around the table and was met with smiles and told Kendra to go first. She ordered a pepperoni pizza and Isabelle interjected to tell the girl a small once she asked how many slices there were. We ordered a large all meat and a salad to share and I sat back as we were left alone again. I looked at Isabelle and she smiled encouragingly at me. 

“There’s something we’d like to talk to you about, Kendra.” Isabelle said as the little girl looked at us. Isabelle moistened her lips and looked at me nervously. “I talked to Mason today while we were working and we thought of an idea. How would you like to move into his condo and stay there?” She looked nervous as Kendra’s mouth dropped open and she stared at me. 

“I can bring my toys over there?” I nodded and Isabelle smiled at her. “What about our apartment, Mommy? What about Nan?” They’d become close over the last few months and Isabelle stroked her hair.

“We could visit Nan anytime that you wanted. We could take her to dinner and show her Seattle.” Isabelle assured her as I watched her face.

“We could even invite her over for dinner,” I offered as they both looked at me. 

“Would you both take me to school?” Kendra asked as I looked at Isabelle, nodding. 

“We would. We could probably both pick you up most of the time as well.” I told her as Kendra reached for her lemonade. 

“I like that idea. I love your house.” Kendra told him as she scrunched her nose up. “I think we should live there. Can we get a puppy?”

Isabelle choked on her drink as I laughed and we looked at each other. “Let’s think that over. We have work to do before we can get a pet.” 

“What work?” Kendra asked as I smiled. 

“I want to make your room pretty for you. Want to go look at some stores and find paint and stuff you’d like to put up?’ Kendra’s eyes widened as Isabelle cleared her throat. 

“Yes!!” Kendra shouted as Isabelle looked around. 

“Calm down, sweetie. There’s other people here eating dinner.” She looked at me and smiled with shimmering eyes. “I have always wanted to have a place where that can make ours. I was working towards that.”

“I own it so go crazy. What’s your favorite color, Kendra?” I asked as she smiled knowingly. “Are you making me guess?” Kendra nodded. I thought back to some things that she’d worn and narrowed my eyes thoughtfully as the waitress delivered our food. “Pink?” Kendra shook her head, and I sighed dramatically as I thought some more. “Purple?”

“Yes. I want purple walls and pretty curtains.” Kendra told me as Isabelle handed us plates. 

“We’ll do some looking around after dinner.” I told her as Isabelle reached for a fork and stabbed some salad. We started eating, and I saw Kendra smiling as she talked about the house and noticed Isabelle becoming more emotional. When we left, we got Kendra secured, and I closed the door before asking Isabelle if she was okay. 

“I’m fine. You made her so happy. I never thought that she’d have someone like you in her life.” I pulled her close to me and held her as she breathed in. 

“I love her, too.” I assured her as she hugged me. We made our way to the passenger door, and I got her inside before walking around to my door. 

“Can we sleep there before my room is done?” Kendra asked as Isabelle smiled at me. 

“Of course. We can bring some stuff over a little each day.” I promised her as Isabelle chuckled. “Do you have clothes for school tomorrow?”

“Yep can we take the fancy car again? My friends thought that was so cool,” Kendra bragged as I smiled at her. 

“That car is for special days. We used it for the ride home from the airport that day. You’ll be in it again. Don’t worry,” I assured her as I pulled out of the parking lot and headed towards one of the big home stores.

 

CHAPTER 25

Isabelle

I knew it was a school night but it wouldn’t hurt to shop for a little while. I made sure that Kendra didn’t have homework and smiled as Mason parked close to the door. It was going to take some time to make it through this huge building but tonight was mostly for ideas… I hoped. We got out of the car and walked inside as Kendra’s eyes nearly jumped out of her head. I didn’t think that she would sleep at all tonight at this point. 

We went to the paint section and looked at the selections, and Mason bought three cans of the pale lavender that Kendra liked to have ready to go. We also discussed the bed and if she liked the one that he had in the room already, which she did. The one at our apartment was old and needed replacing and his was a queen-sized mattress. Mason grabbed some bedding that matched the paint and tossed it into the cart, adding a few pillows that she liked as I shot him a look. This wasn’t going to be cheap, but he leaned in to assure me that he could afford this and much more. We looked at other stuff for ideas: dressers, storage, a closet organizer and chair. We took pictures of those and after an hour, I insisted that we get back to the condo so she could go to bed. Mason paid for the stuff we did select and loaded it into the back of the SUV before driving us home. He asked if I needed anything and I assured him that I was fine for a few days, having washed clothes in his house over the week. 

Kendra led the way to the elevator as Mason grabbed the bedding. He’d bring the paint up one-by-one and we rode the car up to his floor, where Kendra ran to his door. He unlocked it and we walked inside where he set the large bag down by the couch. I glanced at the clock, seeing that it was seven and she should start getting ready. “Do you want a bath or shower?” I asked Kendra as she looked at me from the windows. 

“I want a bath. Can I call Grandma and tell her that we’re moving here when I’m done?” Kendra talked to my parents at least every other day and I swallowed nervously. I knew that my parents liked him and would approve, but some part of me worried that it was too soon. I probably always would. 

“You sure can. They always love talking to you.” I went to the hallway bathroom to run hot water, adding some of her favorite cherry bubbles. This tub was large and more like a pool for my little girl, and I smiled at the toys that we’d discovered inside on our first night there. I got her set up and left the door open to listen and I went to get a glass of wine. Mason was working at the table on his laptop and I smiled as I asked him if he’d like some wine. 

“That sounds great.” I brought him a glass and leaned in to kiss him, still listening for her giggles in the bathroom. “I was thinking that we could turn the office into a guest room and add a desk out here for work. Something small. We could just as easily work on the couch.” 

“You’re rearranging your whole life for us,” I teased as I kissed him again. 

“It would be great to have a room for family to stay. I don’t want anyone to have to get a hotel if they visit. We can get a kind-sized bed in there and make it cozy.” He said as I smiled. 

“I am sure that Kendra would let my mom sleep in her room if need be. That and any kids that might come over.” He nodded, and I gazed into his gorgeous eyes. I could still hear her chattering but I pulled away with a soft smile. “I’m going to observe her. That tub is like a pool!” 

Mason went back to work as I took my wine to the bathroom, sitting on the toilet as Kendra chatted with me about anything and everything. I made her get out after half an hour and made sure she was dressed in pajamas before giving her my phone. Kendra carried it to the couch and dialed as I sat near her, my heart beating nervously. I never even took this step with Jackson. I could hear the conversation and winced as Kendra made the big announcement, relaxing when I heard what was clearly Mom’s happy squeal. Kendra told her all about the shopping trip and what we bought and looked at as I looked at Mason across the room. Once she announced that we were sleeping here tonight, I urged her to brush her teeth and took the phone. “Hi, Mom.”

“I am so happy for you. He is a good man, Belle. He will take such good care of the both of you.” I remained quiet, and she chuckled. “He’s in the room. Tell him congratulations for me.”

“You’re okay with this?” I asked softly as she laughed at me.

“I am aware of the times that we live in. I think it’s a great idea for people that are serious about one another. You learn a lot about people.” We talked for a while before I hung up to tuck Kendra in, and we both kissed her good night before closing the door. Mason turned me to the wall and kissed me hungrily as he tugged my hips closer to him. 

“Now I want to tuck you in,” he murmured as I wrapped my arms around his neck. We made our way to the master bedroom and closed the door, kissing all the way to bed. I was a little worried about Kendra getting up but she slept well here and had to be tired after the excitement of the evening. 

Mason picked me up and tossed me on the bed, crawling over me to kiss my neck. “You both made me so happy tonight.” He sucked gently at my skin as I moaned and pulled him closer. We undressed, and I looked over to make sure the door was locked although I had no idea what I’d tell Kendra about why it was like that. Mason turned to his back, and I crawled over him, lowering my nipple into his mouth as he sucked blissfully hard. I moaned, reminding myself that we weren’t alone right now. I dropped my pussy over his stomach, feeling my dampness as he groaned. I moved slowly down, sliding up and down his cock that was pressed against him as my clit tingled. “I don’t care what happens but I need to be inside of you bare. I have to feel you.” 

“There’s already a little girl here that will drive us plenty crazy. You don’t even want to know what it’s like with a newborn,” I warned him, staring at him to see if her was serious. 

“It would be worth it,” Mason told me as I laughed softly and reached for a condom.

“I’ll see to an appointment to fix that next week,” I promised as I pulled back and dropped the strip on the bed before lowering my face down to take him in my mouth. He clutched my head, holding me there as he moved with me. Once he was ready, I let him push me back and rolled the latex over him. Mason pushed me to my back and slid my legs to his shoulders before sliding inside of me. “I want to scream so bad,” I told him as he reached a different part of me. 

“We are going to make a point of that on a regular basis,” Mason promised me as he pulled back and then slid right back in. He kept my feet firm against his skin and I closed my eyes, relaxing with the feeling of Mason sliding so deep. I held it in as I came but he could see me struggling as I trembled before him.

Mason fucked me harder, sliding into my slick pussy easily as he moved towards his own release. I breathed in and out as mine just kept going, feeling him jerk and then still. Mason stared down at me before dropping to the messy bed and breathing in deeply. “We’re going to do that every damn night now.”

“I hope so,” I agreed as he stretched and grinned. I got ready for bed in the bathroom as he checked to make sure everything was secured for the night and returned to the bedroom. He closed the door and joined me under the covered once he pulled some shorts on. Kendra did wake us up one night when she was feeling sick and he had to hide the fact that he was naked under the blankets until I took her to her own room. Lesson learned. I already had a large shirt on and snuggled against him as I closed my eyes. “I’m so happy. I love you so much.” I knew that it would be a lot to give up the apartment and decide what we wanted to keep as opposed to selling. There was a lot of old stuff that could stand to be tossed away as well and I wondered what the plan with paying the bills was. 

“How are we going to do bills? Split them?” I asked as he kissed my hair. 

“That’s not necessary but I know you’re not going to let me be your sugar daddy,” Mason joked as I hot his shoulder. “We’ll discuss it. I didn’t ask you to live here to pay bills.” 

“I know but I work, too. This needs to be fair.” I pulled him closer. “I brought living, breathing baggage with me that you are spoiling rotten.”

“It’s fun to see her so happy,” Mason told me which I couldn’t argue. We fell quiet as the quiet of the room lulled me to sleep as well as his warm embrace. 

I woke up to the alarm and blinked, feeling rested. I knew that I had a few minutes to make coffee and shower before waking Kendra up and looked over at Mason as he stirred. “Rise and shine,” I murmured as he opened one eye before rolling me to my back. I gasped as he slipped between my legs, finding me wet. Mason leaned down to kiss me and we made love slowly, more of a morning style. I jumped out of bed after that, but from being a little behind schedule as well as feeling a thousand more times awake. 

I made coffee while Mason showered and dressed for the office. After he was done, I roused Kendra and took my shower. I knew that she would spend some time at the window as she always did and had a few minutes. I dried my hair partly and pulled on a wrap dress before applying a little of the makeup that I brought over before going out for a second cup of coffee. Kendra was already in leggings and a sweater and eating toast at the counter as she talked to Mason. 

I stopped and took in the morning, knowing that this was my life now. I like that idea and I kept walking in, pouring some coffee and asking Kendra how she slept. We finished up everything we needed to do before school and headed out together to drop her off. Kendra leaned forward to kiss us both before running to the doors and I smiled as he pulled away from the curb. “Now work.”

“It’s just another day at the office. Nothing different. Maybe we’ll stay out of my office as much now that we’re at the house together.” I looked at him as he laughed. “Maybe not.” We continued to the garage and parked, getting out together as a few people glanced at us. We’d talked about this and agreed to take one car if we were working the same hours. Someone needed to pick up Kendra and if he worked late for any reason, I agreed to take my own care. I loved his Range Rover though. 

We took the elevator up, stopping for coffee on the way. Mason headed into his office while I sat down to warm up the computer, looking around as I thought back to yesterday with a smile. It was great taking the day off with Mason but I still felt a bit guilty. I knew we’d catch up just fine. I sipped my coffee and opened the programs that I’d need, skimming emails to see if there was anything that needed immediate attention. 

“Look who decided to show up today.” I looked up at the sound of Hannah’s voice and knew that she was teasing by the smile on her face as I relaxed. 

“Ken told me to take it since they arrived yesterday. I was dressed to come in.” I winked at her as she giggled. 

“I am sure you were undressed soon after that,” Hannah said under her breath as the office door opened. I blushed and Mason walked over to greet her. “Good morning. How was London?”

“It went well. We networked a lot and probably got some more clients.” He replied as he looked at me. 

“I work in the wrong department. I need to get in on one of these trips,” Hannah halfheartedly grumbled with a smile on her face. “Of course, you probably want to go much more than I do.” She gave me a sympathetic smile, and I grinned back.

“Someday. I need to take care of Kendra right now.” I looked up at Mason as he smiled lovingly at me. 

“I’ll watch her. She sounds like a great kid.” Hannah had not been to either of our places yet but I knew she’d be a hit with my daughter. 

“You do have to meet sometime,” I agreed as I considered telling her our good news. 

“You should stop by our place for dinner,” Mason suggested in a low voice as she furrowed her brows and looked at him. 

“Your place? As in you live together?” She confirmed as he nodded with a smile. 

“How does that affect the job?” I asked her as she shook her head and laughed. 

“It’s nothing to worry about. You guys are both important to the company and it sounds like the owner is on board. Kiss ass.” Hannah turned her head as some people walked by. “I’d love to.”

“It’s very new and a work in progress but soon.” We talked for a few more moments before she headed to her office for an orientation as Mason asked me to lunch with him later. I agreed but once he was gone, I wondered if Mason would tire of me. Working together was already a lot, particularly as his assistant. Living together and everything else was going to be a lot of time spent with one another, but I hoped that it worked out. 

We went to lunch at the deli and finished our day before picking Kendra up. We wanted to cook at home tonight and just have a relaxing evening in. There was enough food to make fried chicken, vegetables and salad so I told Kendra to start on her homework while I cooked. Mason took the time to sit and help her as I glanced over, feeling love fill my heart. I knew that the house wouldn’t be ready right away the way we wanted, and that I had a lot of work at the apartment, but we could do it together, 

We got Kendra in a bath early and she was eager to go to bed in her new room. I washed the sheets during dinner and made the bed with her new bed-in-a-bag and she loved it. I loved going to bed with Mason in our room, making love gratefully. I would never get enough of this man and I pulled him closer as he pressed into me, whispering my name. 

I was concerned when I found out that I was pregnant with Kendra and it was a long road. I was appreciative of everything that my family did for me and proud that I got a place for us. Mason offered us so much more and I’d always love him for that and I pulled him closer to me as we rested after he dropped beside me. 

CHAPTER 26

Mason

It took about a month to get the house the way we wanted. We painted Kendra’s room first and bought some new furniture to freshen it up and make it look like a little girl’s room. She loved it and we then focused on making the office a guest room with some old furniture from Kendra’s new room. It would be great for visiting family and friends and when we were done with that, we gave the living room a makeover. 

I hired someone to clean Isabelle’s old apartment once she’d gone through everything. She kept very little since most of the furniture was hand-me-downs and some of it came with the lease. 

I loved having them at the condo with me, but I was already thinking ahead to buying us a house near the water. It would be great to have a backyard for Kendra and some more room for the other kids that we would be having. I knew that I wanted one or two of my own once we got married and settled in somewhere else. 

Isabelle stayed as my assistant and we still worked well together. We kept it professional there and saved all of our affection for home and when we were out together. I kept it light in front of Kendra in the beginning, but she urged us to kiss and hug all the time. She liked it and told us that she wanted to be the same way with her boyfriend someday, which made Isabelle urge her to take her time with that. I only thought ahead to being the overprotective father since Kendra was gorgeous. She looked a lot like her mom. I didn’t want anyone hurting her the way her birth father did to Isabelle. It still showed in her eyes sometimes and I’d tell her that everything was okay when she froze around me. 

We decided to go to my family’s house for Thanksgiving the first year and have hers join us for Christmas. Since mine was already close, we did the main celebration there and combined everybody. It was chaotic but also perfect and Kendra was bouncing all over the place, talking to everybody. She got far too many gifts, but I knew that we had the room. Kendra deserved it. 

I fell more in love with Isabelle by the day and asked her about selling the condo and buying a house around our second anniversary. She agreed, and we started to shop, including Kendra in the decision. She was mature beyond her years and I loved watching her grow up. We ended up finding a nice six-bedroom place with a great view of the water that wasn’t too far from work. I used some of my inheritance money to put towards it in the beginning and we would both pay the mortgage from there. Isabelle was making great money now and headed towards taking my job when Ken decided to step back. 

We moved into the house and I made plans for the next step, in cahoots with her mom. Isabelle was busy with Kendra and helping with her school around work, so I don’t think she caught on. Life was busy in the best way possible and I helped out where I could and made Isabelle’s life easier. I spoiled both of them, buying new stuff for the house when they saw something that they liked at a store. In that process, we also taught Kendra that you had to work for what you wanted. She knew that we worked hard at the office and came in to help out here and there as she got older. Kendra was a hit at the office and charmed everyone and it made me want to have more babies as soon as possible. 

 

EPILOGUE

Isabelle

Life was hectic. There was no denying that, but I loved helping out at school as much as I could. I also took work very seriously and looked forward to learning more and advancing. I also loved working with Mason but aware of the fact that we might not always work so closely. 

We cherished our time at home. The new house was beautiful, and I was glad that I let him take me into it. Kendra spent a lot of time in the specious backyard and we could work while we watched her, assuming one of us wasn’t down there with her. She had friends over as she got older and I enjoyed seeing her growing close to other girls. 

I loved when the house was quiet, and I joined Mason in bed. Despite the time that we’d been together and our busy lives, there was still just as much heat between us as there was the first time. I’d kept my promise and gotten on some birth control but a part of me wanted to drop it and get pregnant. Mason was amazing with Kendra and talked about adopting her. Jackson was never on the birth certificate and nothing was stopping it. That was great, but I wanted more and I wondered if he wanted to marry me. I knew that I wanted it with him but we had time. We did have this house and a great life together that included family and friends and everything else would come in time.

Our third Christmas approached, and it was cold outside. Everyone was coming here to celebrate, and the moms were going to help in the kitchen. With the big house, it just made sense. We had the two weeks of Kendra’s break off from going in but we’d work from home when we could. Ken supported his staff taking time with their families on the holiday, especially since we had Kendra. I was excited to host a holiday and never thought I’d be here this soon, but I knew it was because of Mason. 

We picked her up from school the day before her holiday vacation and took her to dinner at her favorite pizza place. We’d just had a quiet Thanksgiving with his family and chosen to make Christmas the big holiday. We took her home and settled in to watch a movie, complete with popcorn and candy. It was just us for a few days until family started to arrive and we were going to relax. I changed into leggings and a sweatshirt for the occasion and snuggled against Mason with Kendra to my side, fixated on the latest Disney film. 

Kendra fell asleep on the couch and Mason carried her to bed upstairs. We had our bedrooms on the same floor and the two guest rooms on the first floor and he tucked her in before leading me down the hallway to our room. We’d locked up for the night and Mason closed our door before I stretched and walked to the bed. I was looking forward to sleeping in a little tomorrow and just hanging around the house. We still had some decoration to do before everyone arrived and Kendra was looking forward to it. I looked out of the window to the full moon and smiled as I lifted my shirt over my head. Mason walked up behind me wrapped his arms around me as I grinned. 

“I am so happy with you.” I practically whispered the words, but he heard me and pulled me against him. 

“I have never been happier. We have a beautiful daughter and everything is falling into place just the way that I want.” I frowned before turning to look at him. 

“Falling into place?” I queried as he smiled and leaned down to kiss me. 

“Yep.” Mason led me to bed, and I slipped out of my leggings as he watched in the light cast from outside. He pulled me close to kiss me and pressed me down to the mattress as he held his body above mine. 

“You have too many clothes on,” I told him before I pulled him down for another kiss. I tugged at his sweatshirt and Mason laughed against my lips. He tormented me for a bit longer before standing to undress as I watched hungrily. I loved his body and the work that he put into it. I appreciated the fact that he got me to exercise more in our basement home gym because I’d never felt better. I pulled off my underwear and dropped back on the bed as he crawled up between my legs and spread them wide. I moaned as he pressed his mouth between my legs and started tracing my folds with his tongue. Mason knew just what to do and drew me closer to a release before he sucked my clit into his mouth and sent me over the edge. “God,” I moaned as he wrapped his arms around my thighs and held me still. I trembled as he pulled away and looked up at me with mischievous eyes. 

“No, just Mason.” I laughed as he moved to his knees. “I want you bent over for me.” I widened my eyes and hurried to get there for him, raising my ass into the air. “I hope she’s sleeping hard tonight.” Mason moved closer and held me as he pressed inside of me. I moaned, feeling him deep inside as he filled me. I rocked back against him and he gripped my hips as he kept thrusting into me. We both came together, and I dropped to my stomach as he fell over me. 

“Oh, God,” I moaned as my body tingled everywhere. Mason rolled onto his back beside me and took a few deep breaths. “How does that get better?” 

“We’re good together. That will always get better.” Mason assured me as I smiled at him. “I am glad that we get some time at home this week.” 

“Me, too. I think there needs to be a lot of that in the next two weeks. We can stay up all night.” I giggled, and he grinned wickedly. 

“That sounds fantastic.” We pulled on some clothes and crawled under the covers together to get some sleep. I knew that Kendra would probably be waking up fairly early, so I wanted to be ready for her. 

The week passed quickly as we decorated and cleaned up the house and soon Mason was sending the car to pick people up at the airport. Everyone declined the company jet but he wouldn’t budge on picking them up. I got Kendra some dinner as my parents landed and were headed to the house. She was excited about Grandma and Grandpa coming and talked about showing them the house as she ate. Mason finished talking to his own family that were leaving the following day to come to stay with us and walked into the kitchen to check on her. “Excited Ken?” He asked as she nodded. His phone rang, and he checked it, telling us the car was here. Kendra jumped up and ran to the front door as we laughed and followed her outside to meet them. Hugs were exchanged and Mason helped with their luggage as Mom let Kendra lead her into the house. 

Mom and Dad looked around the large living room and told us how beautiful it was. She walked into the spacious chef’s kitchen to look around, gushing about the appliances and the large island as I followed. The men were discussing the huge mantel that was the focal point of the room as well as the giant TV on the other wall. Kendra followed us and asked if she could show Mom the room they would be using and then her room. Mom laughed and followed her as I reached for a glass to get some water. 

“Did you two want to go out for a date night?” Dad asked as he walked into the kitchen. “We can take care of Kendra. We miss her and would love some time with her.” I heard voices going up the stairs and smiled as I considered the idea. 

“Yeah, that might be fun. I hate to leave just as you walk through the door,” Mason told him as Dad clapped him on the back. 

“We’re here for a week. You guys have busy lives and need some time alone. Go for it.” 

Mason asked what I wanted to do, and I suggested dinner. I made something for Kendra but hadn’t eaten much myself today and he agreed. We walked up to our room to change into some better pants and warm sweaters and I slipped my feet into heeled boots for the night. We went to Kendra’s room where she and Mom were sitting on the bed talking. “I see Dad talked to you.” She smiled knowingly as I gazed back at her. 

“You work hard. You deserve to go out and have some fun. We will have a lot of fun together.” I had purchased all the supplies for them to make cookies and I knew that Kendra was looking forward to that. Mason led me to the garage after we told everyone good night, opening the door to the SUV for me. We decided to go to the little Italian place that we loved and he headed towards the city as I gazed at him. 

“I love you.” I smiled as he stopped at a light and looked over at me. 

“I love you.” He replied as he reached for my hand. I held it as we kept driving and Mason parked in the small lot, finally letting go to lean across the car and kiss him. We made our way inside and greeted Gio with hugs as he asked where Kendra was. This was a popular place for us to come and we smiled as Mason pulled me close. “Date night.”

“In that case, let me show you our most romantic table.” Gio’s eyes twinkled as he grabbed two menus and led us to a round booth that faced away enough from everyone else that we would have privacy while still being helped. He lit a candle and told us that he was sending us a bottle of their house wine, waving his hand as I protested. 

We enjoyed our meals and relaxed as we talked about the holidays and the surprises that we had in store for Kendra. I picked what we bought her carefully, selecting things that would be useful and help her learn but Mason urged me to just let her have some fun. It was a perfect balance when I looked closely at it and she was going to have a wonderful Christmas morning. 

We finished dinner and went for dessert at our favorite ice cream shop before heading back. It was late enough that everyone might be asleep since we lingered much longer than we ever could with Kendra. The house was dark when we pulled into the garage and Mason turned off the engine. He grinned at me as we walked inside, finding everything dark as we looked around. “I’ll bet you anything that she’s sleeping in their room or Mom is with her,” I whispered as we headed upstairs. We went into our room and he pressed me against the door as he kissed me hard. I wrapped my arms around him and pulled him down for a longer one as Mason slipped his hands down to grip my ass. He carried me to bed, and I slid down his body to my knees before lifting the sweater over my head. I’d had a few glasses of wine and was feeling aroused as I giggled and he shook his head at me. 

“We’re not alone here. Remember that.” Mason whispered as he removed my bra and leaned down to suck a nipple into his mouth. I moaned and slipped my hands into his hair as I pulled him closer. Once he’d finished, I reached down to unbutton his pants and slide them down, moving to my knees as I took him into my mouth. Mason moaned and slid a hand into my hair as I bobbed forward, taking him deep into my throat. I kept it slow and teasing until he pushed me away and onto my back. Mason slipped his pants off before stripping mine from me and took me hard as I let out a breath, keeping quiet as the sensation flooded my body. I started to rock with him, wrapping my legs around his body as he thrust deeper. “Baby, you feel so good.”

“Mason… I love you so much.” I murmured as I edged closer to an explosive release. It hit me as I gripped him tightly, feeling him jerk and come inside of me as me moaned my name. We slowed and Mason kissed me softly as I felt myself falling even harder for him. We fell asleep locked in each other’s arms, exhausted from the strenuous lovemaking. I knew that Kendra would get up with my parents and they’d likely cook breakfast for us. Mom loved to spoil me whenever she had the chance. 

His parents came in the following night and I loved watching our families get along so well. His siblings were coming on Christmas Eve. It was going to be exciting, and I was eager to host a fun Christmas with the help of everyone there. We cooked dinner when everyone was there and just talked and laughed through it, sipping wine as Kendra listened to us cuddled in his sister’s arms. I heard the doorbell halfway through the meal and glanced around, not expecting anyone. “I’ll get it!” Kendra said as she jumped down and ran towards the door, followed by Mason.

There were a flurry of voices and Hannah walked in with them, smiling at something that Mason said. “Hello there. I’m so sorry that I’m late.” She came over and hugged me, laughing at the confusion on my face. “Mason invited me and with all the excitement, it looks like he forgot to tell you.” 

“Yes, he did. I’m still excited to see you.” I hugged her back and Mom ushered her into a seat and insisted on filling her plate. Hannah settled in and we kept talking as she ate with Kendra sitting in her lap now. They loved each other as expected. 

We made our way to the tree where we were opening family gifts for the night. There was a mountain of brightly wrapped gifts under the branches and Kendra handed them out as we gathered on couches and the floor. She opened the ten presents in front of herself first as we watched. There were toys, clothes, books and even a small jewelry box that she opened last. Her eyes widened, and she looked at Mason as he smiled at her. “Take care of that, Kendra. I think you deserve such a pretty necklace but you have to be careful with it.” 

He helped her put it on and I moved over to look at the shimmering moon around her neck. “That’s gorgeous, Mason.” 

He was quiet, and I turned around to see him kneeling before me on one knee. I looked around the room and everyone was smiling at us as I turned my gaze back to him. “You deserve something pretty, too.” He held a box in his hand as he wet his lips. “You have changed my life, Isabelle. I knew the moment that I saw you that you were special and fate intervened by having you waiting for me at work. I love you more than anything and I would love for you to spend the rest of your life with me.” I slid down to the floor with him and felt wetness on my cheeks. “Will you marry me, Isabelle?”

“Yes, yes, yes,” I murmured, leaning in to kiss him without abandon. I felt little arms around me and pulled away to hear Kendra crying along with us. “Oh, sweetie.” 

“You’re a part of this, sweetheart. Will you join us as a family?” Mason asked her as I started to cry harder. By the time Kendra said yes, everyone was crying. Hannah came over and hugged us first, telling us how happy she was. My parents were next and his family followed, hugging the three of us tightly.

It felt like hours later that we were alone in bed with everyone sleeping in other parts of the house. I stared at my ring in the light of the moon for what felt like the millionth time, marveling at the princess cut diamond surrounded by smaller gems down the band. It was gorgeous. In the excitement of it all, we forgot about that part for a few minutes but Mason made a big display of slipping it on my finger. It only caused chaos all over again, but I loved every moment of it. He touched my face gently and turned it to face him, asking if he could make love to his fiancee. I smiled and leaned in for a hungry kiss, one that I’d wanted since the moment that he asked me to marry him. 

The kiss heated up and soon I was crawling over him, desperate to have him inside of me. I sank down as he filled me, breathing out to stay quiet. I wanted him alone right now so much and murmured that we needed a hotel room. “The house will be empty soon and I think there will be some time when they take Ken out. We’ll get our time and make full use of it.” 

“I hope so,” I whispered as I started to ride him harder. He gripped my body and began to rock with me, finding our perfect rhyme. We moved without moans and cried, but whispered ‘I love you’s as we came together. I pressed against him when we were done, smiling to myself. “Mason?” I asked as he stroked the damp skin of my back gently.

“Yes, baby?”

“I want to try for a baby,” I whispered as he stilled. “I think we should start trying in the new year.” He moved to kiss me hard, and I felt his hands in my hair, gripping me.

“That is one of the best presents that I could ask for.” He kissed me again and slowly rolled me over, still inside of me. “Let’s practice.” I laughed and pulled him closer to deepen the kiss, feeling him harden inside of me. 


Broken – A Mountain Man’s Romance
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Blurb

I had chosen the mountains for a reason. 

I was convinced that any human connection was a black hole.

Yet, this girl made me want to take that leap all over again and I couldn’t figure out why.

Carrie is a college student, looking for adventure in the North Carolina mountains. She thinks she has everything planned out and is excited about her trip, though little does she know that she has no idea what this trip will entail.

Johnathan lives alone in the mountainside. He is a loner, who has written off humanity, but when his path ends up crossing with a woman who needs his help, he will have to force himself to rekindle a sense of decency, at least for the woman, if not for anyone else.

However, things take an unexpected turn when the two starts to enjoy each other’s company and that company eventually heats up.

Can Carrie help Johnathan break through his trust issues to regain his life and carry on within normal society?

OR Is this simply a fling for two people brought together by unlikely circumstances? 

Chapter 1

Carrie

I couldn’t believe that the day was finally here! I had planned this trip for so long, it seemed to take forever for time to finally catch up to my bustling excitement. I sauntered around the house, quickly making my last round, to ensure I hadn’t forgotten anything. 

Kasandra, my roommate, who was also my best friend, sat on the couch and scoffed at me, each time I passed her. I didn’t know what she was so concerned with, since she had the weekend to herself. I was sure she was going to have her boyfriend over and they were going to perform unmentionable acts all over the apartment, while I was using my hiatus from school to get back to nature. 

Yet, being that she was the opposite of me in this regard, I guessed I shouldn’t be so surprised. 

Kasandra wore her emotions on her face and everyone knew exactly what she was thinking, without her having to say a word.

At times, especially growing up, this trait got her into a lot of trouble, while I was roped in most of the time, simply because I was guilty by association. 

Now that we were adults, though, this talent was useful. 

I, on the other hand, was quiet, resourceful and a pacifist. I would do anything to avoid a fight, while Kasandra had accepted she couldn’t hide her emotions. Therefore, she seemed to always be ready for a fight. 

Right now, however, her glare of disapproval was lessened slightly by her strained, cheerful tone, “So, why are you excited about this trip again? Please tell me you’re going to do more than hike.”

“Nope,” I insisted as I reached for the last few things I felt I would need on my journey. “I’m going to be spending the week in the mountains, enjoying the clean, fresh air. I want to clear my head before classes start again.”

“Why don’t you just go to the spa, like a normal person?”

I laughed, knowing that strangely enough, Kasandra was trying to be nice, even though it didn’t sound like it.

“Because, it’s not the same,” I insisted, hoping she didn’t see through my carefully constructed plan. 

“Yeah, that’s my point, it’s a lot more fun, relaxing…and safer. If you want to work up a sweat, go in a sauna.”

“Kas, are you worried about me?” I retorted in a joking tone, which made my friend scowl as she shook her head, though her expression still gave her away quite apparently.

“No, it’s just a stupid idea,” she answered, somewhat defensively.

“I know you think so,” I replied, refusing to let her ruin my excitement.

“I mean, why a mountain? Why that mountain?” She insisted, getting into questions that I didn’t want to answer.

I sighed, again refusing to allow her to douse the passion I had regarding this trip, “I respect that it isn’t your thing but please respect that it’s mine.”

“Just be careful, is all,” she hissed, “I know that it’s your thing and whatever. That’s not the stupid part.”

“Well, if you’re so worried about it, why don’t you come with me?” 

I knew she wasn’t going to, but to keep the conversation fluid and away from the secret truth behind my trip, I needed to ask her, so she didn’t get suspicious.

If I had it my way, she would never figure out the true reason I went on this trip. If she did, I would likely never hear the end of it and that was the last thing I needed.

Again, Kasandra scoffed, “I’m not that worried about you,” she retorted with a snide laugh.

However, I brushed off the warning, considering where it was coming from. After all, Kasandra was a city girl and could never understand the intrigue and the beauty of nature. 

She simply thought it was gross and dirty; which was why this ended up being the perfect place for my trip. If it was anywhere else, besides hiking or otherwise dirty outdoors, she might actually want to come along, and I couldn’t have that.

I needed to this myself. There was no other way for me to find the peace that I sought.

I rolled my eyes, “Goodbye,” I grumbled as I grabbed my pack. “I’ll be back in a week,” I insisted, slinging the pack over my shoulder. 

I left before Kasandra could succeed in putting any doubt in my head about taking this trip. After all, I had to meet my guide at the foothills of the mountain range and after waiting so long to go on this trip, I didn’t want to be late. 

“Seriously, though!” I heard Kasandra scream from behind the closed door, “Be careful! Don’t get eaten by wolves!”

“Bye!” I called again, trying to stifle my amusement as I rolled my eyes. I shook my head and started the trek downstairs.

This is gonna be great! I assured myself confidently, pushing forward, toward my car, ready to start my adventure.

The ride to the foothills of the mountain seemed to take forever but eventually, I found myself gazing up at a majestic scene of wildlife and reverent nature. The air was already thinner. I could feel it withering as I inhaled it, already, but I was prepared for this. 

Despite what everyone who was closest to me either genuinely seemed to think, or preferred to believe, this wasn’t my first time in the mountains. 

Granted, the last time was a while ago, but I certainly didn’t think that disqualified my experience.

I had survived the first time, and I liked to think that I had garnered intelligence with age, so I should be fine this time as well.

After all, it wasn’t like I was dumb enough to go up there all alone. I had hired a guide and I had no intention of doing anything dangerous. I was taking this trip to enjoy nature and let go of the stress my life had placed upon me in the last year. I wasn’t intending to be consumed by it.

Sure, perhaps my idea to trek the mountain alone, with only a guide wasn’t the best plan but I didn’t have anyone else to go with and I wasn’t going to forgo this opportunity because I was afraid of a little adventure. 

Everyone who knew me was as certain of that as I was, so despite Kasandra’s attempts to get me to do something else to relax, no one else had wasted much time trying to talk me out of it. 

However, when I saw the man I would soon learn was my guide pull up next to my car in a beat-up truck, looking less than savory, I hoped to God the first impression was inaccurate.

While I didn’t have anything against pickup trucks, or anyone in particular, the strange feeling that plagued me the moment the truck pulled up had me instantly regretting my decision. 

I should’ve gone for the more expensive guide… I thought immediately, though I still hoped this wasn’t as bad a decision as it now appeared to be.

It wasn’t that this guide was cheap; he was simply the cheapest. At the time, I had also thought I was getting a good deal, instead of a cheap deal, since this was a little bit of a downtime for the mountain. It was usually hot, so people didn’t like to hike, and it was right at the cusp of the changeover, when the leaves started their fall foliage display, so I thought I might simply be getting a discounted rate.

However, as I gazed upon the man I was supposed to be spending the next week with, I couldn’t help but think I was going to receive a discounted experience too. 

The man who hopped out of the truck was tall, lanky, and unshaven. His hair looked as though it had never met a brush and his shirt was stained. His jeans were torn at the bottom and his boots looked far too worn out to be acceptable for the hiking trip. 

He looked more like someone I would see living in the mountains, instead of a guide, who was supposed to be well-respected people within the mountain community. 

Although, I was determined not to let anything spoil this trip for me, so when he walked toward me, I spoke first in the friendliest voice I could muster. 

“Hi! Are you Mitch?”

“Yep,” the man replied, barely looking at me as he dug in the back of his mud-stained, rusty truck bed, pulling up a raggedy pack that didn’t look near full enough for a week’s hike. 

Still, there was a possibility he was a minimalist; it sure would explain his attire and first impression; one of the few explanations that wouldn’t want to make me take off in the other direction. 

“You Katy?” Mitch looked at me strangely as he turned around and slipped the pack over his shoulder.

“Um…Carrie,” I corrected in a gentle voice, trying not to come across as a bitch, considering the amount of time we about to be spending together. However, I couldn’t quite help but narrow my eyes at the empty beer bottles that were rolling around in the back of the truck, disturbed by the man grabbing the pack. 

“Oh…Carrie. Right,” he responded as his eyes obviously tracing over my body in a strange, slightly revolting manner. “Oh…Don’t you worry about that…” Mitch added as he finally returned his gaze to my eyes and saw that I was looking at the remnants of booze, “Just the remainders of a good memory…From over the weekend. I’ve gotta clean this old girl out…”

As though trying to sound endearing toward his truck, in a very odd way, he gave the side a loud smack, which caused the body to rattle. 

It was a solid truck, from the look of it, so the force of his thrusting made me slightly nervous. 

I tried not to show him that I noticed but I could hardly keep my upper lip from curling in disgust.

“You look mighty pretty for going on a week-long hike,” he answered in a redneck kind of condescending tone.

“I like to be prepared,” I answered, feeling a shiver run down my spine, “So, when should we get going?”

“I guess there’s no time like the present,” he replied, showing me a grin that was obviously missing teeth. 

I swallowed hard and again, reconsidered being alone in the woods with this man. Although, I eventually decided that it was probably better to be with someone, as creepy as he seemed, then alone.

Besides, I had already paid him, and he still showed up. I decided that had to count for something. Even if he was dirty and disgusting, he had to have work ethic and honor to some degree. He didn’t take the money and run, so that had to prove something to me. I wasn’t sure what yet, but I was hoping after hiking with him, I would find out…and it would be positive. 

So, I shook my head in agreement, trying to also shake off the bad feeling that was gnawing at the pit of my stomach. 

I waited for Mitch to lead the way, figuring that if I followed him, it would be safer, and I could keep an eye on him.

To my surprise, the first few days yielded nothing to fear and I was starting to settle into my own, achieving the idea of becoming one with nature. We were deep into the mountains by now and although the tour guide still seemed weird, backwoods, and a little overbearing, I had decided that he wasn’t dangerous. Besides, I wasn’t there for him. I had hired him. I was in the mountains for the experience and to let go of my stress. I had some issues that I needed to come to terms with and I had decided a while ago that I wasn’t going to let anyone get in the way of me finding my peace. Therefore, there was no way in hell I was about to allow this creepy guy to take that away from me, so I resolved to ignore him as best as I could and focus on the majesty that surrounded me.

The trails we walked along were rocky and rough, but the terrain was fun and challenging. I didn’t feel threatened by it, especially because the weather was predominately in our favor.

It was hot at times, but Mitch was good about stopping to get water and ensuring that we were both hydrated. 

As the air thinned further, I started to feel more tired and we tended to stop to catch our breath and drink our water more often. 

Of course, there were plenty of other factors that attributed to this as well. While I couldn’t and didn’t want to know Mitch well enough to speak for him, I knew that the muscles in my legs had shredded a while ago. Now, it was all I could do to keep pace with Mitch’s long strides as we crossed the stone-laden path that coiled up the mountainside.

Along the way, we passed many small towns, carved right into the side of the mountain, almost like posing as a work of art. Each town had a breathtaking view and I found myself contemplating, more than once, what it would be like to leave my life behind to disappeared into a carved oasis.

Of course, I knew that was out of the question for me but being that the townsfolk were the only people I had to talk to, considering I didn’t talk much to Mitch, made me feel a connection to them as I grasped for every strand of intrigue this trip held.

While I knew that it probably wasn’t great, I was happy it wasn’t just me who Mitch seemed to be awkward around. When we were in the town, Mitch tried and failed to talk to every woman he came within eyeshot of and didn’t seem to be too well liked by anyone.

Searching for a bright side to all of this, at least the townsfolk seemed to know who he was and, aside from rolling their eyes when they found out he was my tour guide, no one expressed that I should tread lightly. 

Still, I couldn’t help but think this was strange. After all, if the guide came up here a lot, it would make sense that he had at least one friend.

Although, with each town we passed through, the reactions were the same. There didn’t seem to be one person who was pleased to see Mitch, although everyone was hospitable to me. 

This experience was echoed for the first few days, until a few nights into the trip, it started to get late. So, we decided it would be a good idea to start to set up camp for the night.

This always seemed like the strange part for me. Perhaps it was because I was truly alone, in the dark with a man I didn’t trust. Sleeping was difficult, so I was perpetually exhausted. On this evening, we had maneuvered through a long day of tough terrain. I was extremely tired because of it and hoped that finally, tonight, I would be able to get some sleep. 

However, as soon as we stopped and started to gather what was needed for a successful campsite, I started to get an extremely odd feeling from the guide. 

Mitch had acted slightly strange all day, but he was always strange, so I had learned to ignore him.

However, today, I noticed that I was exceptionally tired. Even though the day was long, and the terrain wasn’t easy, I took pride in keeping myself in shape. So, when I failed to put up my simple tent without stopping to take a sip of water, I thought that my fatigue was particularly strange. 

Feeling my mouth almost immediately dry out, I downed a large swig from my water bottle and immediately felt my stomach curdle in protest. I made a face, glaring at the water bottle but was unsuccessful in figuring out why it made me feel sick.

“Are you okay?” Mitch called from his side of the campground, almost as though on cue, which I tried not to find strange.

“Yeah, I’m fine…” I offered dismissively, putting my water bottle down on the ground and groaning softly. I shook my head to clear out the fog but was completely unsuccessful. In fact, the shake of my head immediately caused me to feel dizzy. 

Coupled with my upset stomach, I was happy that I was sitting down.

I closed my eyes for a moment, drawing in a deep breath, until I noticed a douse in light in front of me.

Finding it strange, I opened my eyes and looked up, almost falling off the log I was sitting on. Mitch was now hovering around me, almost expectantly. It startled me, and I made no secret of expressing my discontent with his closeness. 

“Is there something wrong?” I demanded, pulling myself up from the ground and heading back over to my tent.

“No…I just wanted to make sure you were okay,” he retorted, almost as though he was insulted.

“I’m fine, Mitch. I already told you I was fine,” I hissed, going back to putting up my tent.

“So, you don’t talk much,” he offered in a manner that led me to question whether he expected me to answer.

Despite my exhaustion, I returned to pitching my tent, trying to give him the hint that I wanted him to leave me the hell alone.

However, he simply stood there, staring at me. I could feel his eyes piercing my back and the thought of having an altercation with him only made me feel more tired, 

So, eventually, I turned around and gave him a grin, “No. I don’t. I’ve always been more of the silent observer.”

“Oh? Yeah, I get that,” he answered as he swayed back and forth, fists punched uncomfortably in his pockets as his lanky structure coiled up into an elongated ‘S’ shape. 

“So, you go to school, right? College?”

“Yeah, I do,” I answered, “I’m studying to become a paralegal.”

“Cool,” he replied, though he seemed distracted by his own thoughts.

“So, do you have a boyfriend?”

The last question caused my stomach to drop uncomfortably.

“Um…Yeah,” I answered, deciding that less information I gave about the fictional boyfriend would be more convincing.

“Oh?” Mitch answered, stepping toward me in a manner that made me feel even more uncomfortable. “Why didn’t he come with you on this trip? Are you guys on the outs or something?”

“No,” I replied, trying to sound convincing, “he…he just doesn’t like the mountains…Or hiking. He thinks its…boring.”

I knew that my voice was cracking as I stepped away from him, hoping that he eventually would change his mind about what he was obviously hinting around, before it was too late.

Although, each of my movements seemed increasingly sluggish and with the thinner air, it was becoming increasingly arduous to breath.

“So, what he doesn’t know, won’t hurt him, right? Don’t you want to do it on a mountain?” Mitch insisted, now becoming seriously direct.

“No,” I insisted, trying not to let my fear translate through my voice, “I’m sorry but I would rather keep our relationship professional.” 

By now, I could feel my heart pounding as my whole body shook with terror. I wondered how long it would take me to make it back to civilization but was certain this was the longest portion of the trek with no towns for miles.

I swallowed hard as my eyes searched for something I could use as a weapon.

Yet, my sluggish brain seemed utterly useless, unable to focus on anything, other than my fear.

“Why?” Mitch demanded, now raising his voice significantly as his expression became alight with ire. “What? Am I not good enough for you?”

“Mitch, I said no! I hired you to guide me up the mountain. That’s it!” I exclaimed, trying to turn around and run but getting caught up in the tent.

“Why don’t you just give it a try?” He insisted, stepping closer to me with a hastiness that even my slowed disposition was able to notice. 

“No!” I screamed, fighting my way through the tent, trying to get away from him.

However, when I tried to go around the side, Mitch quickened his pace and grabbed me. Although I tried to dodge his grasp, I felt his fingers clasp around my wrist as he yanked me close to him.

Spinning me around, he pinned me up against a nearby tree.

I tried to fight him off, but he grabbed my other wrist and shoved my arms up across my chest.

When I realized that his iron grip, which was surprisingly strong, had rendered my upper body useless, he glared into my eyes as a sinister grin formed on his lips.

“Relax, Carrie. Enjoy it,” he offered in a low, yet threatening voice.

“No!” I exclaimed, one more time as I focused on throwing all my strength into a kick that caught him right in the groin.

The instant I felt his grip loosen, I wriggled my wrists out of his grasp and turned to the side, so that I could run away from him.

“You bitch!” I heard him call as the rustling behind me turned into running.

Without looking back, I darted into the woods. Instantly, the run caused me to feel sick to my stomach but hearing a dog barking, I held out hope that I might be closer to help than I thought. Even though I didn’t see any sign of human life, the sound of the dog, at least, what I hoped was a dog, helped me press on through my waning resolve.

Behind me, I heard twigs cracking and limbs breaking. Hard, angry breaths and groans followed close behind and I knew that Mitch was still cashing me. 

“Come back here!” Mitch called at one point, which made me realize exactly how close he really was.

I screamed and propelled myself forward. Now, I was even more desperate to find someone. I didn’t dare look back, but it seemed that with every step I took, Mitch’s long stride covered double the distance.

Again, the dog barked, and I used the sound as motivation, hoping that I would find someone who would help me. 

After all, if it wasn’t a dog, I didn’t have anything to lose anyway and would much rather take my chances with a wolf or coyote then with my psycho tour guide.

However, just as I was thinking that, I felt a hand swat through my hair, barely missing it. 

I screamed and tried to dart away from him but ended up feeling myself be shoved forward. I tried to use the momentum to my advantage but no sooner did I realize what had happed, I felt my foot catch on the underbrush below. I tried to catch myself but fell forward in a slow, painful moment that I couldn’t escape. As leaves and rocks bombarded me, I heard a crack in my ankle. Yet, I didn’t even have time to feel the pain before my head slammed against a large rock.

While I didn’t pass out, I immediately felt swelling in my sinuses and an ache in my head that was disorienting.

Momentarily, the intensity of my fall caused me to forget everything else but being on the ground and worrying about having broken something.

Although, the moment of twilight was short lived, being replaced by intense panic, when I felt hands grab my shoulder and throw me onto my back.

When I realized what was still happening around me, Mitch was straddling me and holding a syringe in his hand.

When I realized this, I freaked out, trying to kick and punch him, all to no avail. I tried to sit up, but he grabbed my hair and slammed my head back onto the ground.

I felt dazed again, but fought through it, now far too fearful of what he was planning to do to me to care about my injuries.

With the coursing horror flooding through me, a million thoughts ran through my mind at once; but the only truly cognizant thoughts were the ones that told me that he was planning to kill me and if he killed me, my injuries wouldn’t matter, so they were secondary.

Right now, I had to save my life.

As he released my hair, I screamed and blocked my face, but he threw my arms out of his way, with one hand and shoved my head to the side. 

“No…Please…” I begged, feeling hot tears welling up in my eyes when I realized I couldn’t break myself free of his grasp. “Let me go…Please let me go.”

The guide chuckled as he brought the syringe out again and yanked the cap off with his teeth. 

I gave one last flail, which he dodged effectively, before injecting the syringe into my neck.

I screamed and fought, yet my movements and my attempts to yell were soon rendered completely useless. The tranquilizer that he used to subdue me didn’t completely knock me out but it’s fast-acting nature paralyzed my whole body.

Becoming complacent and unable to move, all I could do was cry and with what little voice I had left, beg him to let me go.

“You should have just let me have you,” he insisted as his beady eyes pierced into mine. “But that’s okay, I like it rough…” He cackled, pausing to glare directly at me. His expression was sickeningly amused and disturbing. 

Sweat poured down his pale face and his black hair stuck to his forehead, from running. His smile was wide and deranged, with the missing teeth only addition to the cartoonish sneer.

“Please…” I called, feeling myself now drift in and out of consciousness. “I don’t want to die…”

The man snorted with genuine humor if he hissed, “Well, if you had been a good girl and allowed me to do what I wanted, maybe that wouldn’t be necessary.”

“Oh God! Please…Please don’t…Please, leave me alone…I won’t tell anyone…” I screamed, even though my voice was hoarse, and it was becoming increasingly difficult to put thoughts, much less words together.

However, instead of reacting to my bequest, he simply continued to straddle me, thrusting himself against me with intent, wearing the creepy, oversized smile.

Then, when he realized his plan was succeeding, instead of taking any pity on me, he simply glared deep into my eyes, slid back, and reached to unzip his pants.

Chapter 2

Johnathan

Goddammit, Jake! Shut the fuck up! I thought, glaring at the dog, barking his gigantic head off and scratching at the door. 

Instead of cursing at the dog, however, I just screamed in a commanding voice, “Stop it! Jake, no!”

However, the dog didn’t oblige, which is strange for him. In fact, the dog’s fit was also strange. Normally, he was extremely quiet. He didn’t have to be loud. His size was intimidating enough.  

Still, strange, or not, I was knowingly plagued by a bout of depression, through which, the dog’s behavior only aggravated me more. 

I looked at the picture I kept in the old, beat-up wallet I no longer needed, save for the reminder of the normal life I could no longer have.

I had no idea why I kept the damn picture. All it ever did was cause me more pain and misery. 

Still, though, I kept it. It reminded me of a better time; a time where I was far more ignorant and had the stupid notion that I would end up having a good life.

Yet, the girl in the photo was the one I should’ve stayed clear of. She was a heathen, who I blamed for nearly everything wrong with me and my now worthless existence.

I figured I was too much of a coward to take my own life and more than that, the dog would be left alone, which I couldn’t have. So, I stayed up here, away from anyone who even reminded me of the bitch that tore out my heart and stomped on it.

Again, Jake’s bark ripped me out of my thoughts. 

“Shut up, Jake!” I screamed, balling my fists to keep from throwing something in the dog’s direction. I was tired of hearing him. He was consistent and with each bark, I was growing more aggravated. 

For a moment, though, he tried to comply. Jake groaned and turned around, hanging his head while his tail tucked under his legs. 

However, the silence didn’t last long, as he apparently heard something else in the distance that caught ahold of his attention far more than my scolding. 

Rejuvenated, Jake let out a shrill howl before barking again.

This time, as I heard the dog’s nails dace expectantly across the wooden floor, I stood up and eased my way toward the door. Part of me was trying to intimidate the dog but by now, part of me was curious what had gotten the dog so riled up.

“What is it, Jake?” I asked the dog in a calmer tone and he yelped out another intense bark, staring from me to the door in response.

I listened carefully, trying to hear or sense anything that would make him react this way.

A moment later, I heard what sounded like a woman’s scream. 

The sound alarmed me momentarily, but I was inclined to believe it was simply drunk teenagers roaming the hills again, since that happened every once in a while. 

Yet, when Jake groaned as I turned away, now standing on his hind legs and pressing his massive body against the door, I was unable to convince myself the noise I heard was simply due to anyone’s drunken fun. 

I heard the scream again, this time sounding far more desperate, with Jake nearly breaking the door down to get outside.

I rolled my eyes, knowing that I had to go out there, even though I had zero interest in seeing what was going on. I opened the door and Jake barreled outside, strides full and fast before I had a chance to stop him. 

“Dammit!” I grumbled, taking off in the direction of the dog.

I hated having to run after the dog, especially in my current state, but something told me that there was a good reason.

I could hear him barking but due to his speed and the darkness, I only had that and the rustling of trees to rely on to find him.

As the dog ran, the screams grew closer, but they weren’t as frequent. It appeared as if they were being muffled, or the person yelling was growing tired. 

However, after a few moments, both Jake and I were alerted to a scream of sheer terror, followed by the pitch of someone begging. 

Even though I couldn’t hear what was being said, I knew this wasn’t some drunk chick at this point and I quickened my pace, as Jake’s snarls and barks became more insistent.

Eventually, I came upon the sounds of rustling that weren’t the dog, followed by the woman’s now much fainter screams.

Even through the darkness, I could see that there was a man on top of a woman, pinning her to the ground and trying his best to take advantage of her as she attempted to fight him off.

The man seemed to be taking an intense amount of sadistic pleasure in the woman’s inability to get away, taunting her as she grew weaker.

“Hey, asshole!” I called, sensing Jake next to me, now, ready to attack. “Get the fuck away from her!” 

I heard Jake’s snarls and even though I could only see the distorted silhouette of the dog, I knew he was baring his teeth menacingly.

The man looked up briefly, but called back, “Mind your own damn business,” before returning to attacking the poor woman, as if I was simply going to leave him.

Now, his ignorance was starting to piss me the fuck off.

Jake and I immediately moved forward. I grabbed the man’s arm and yanked him back. He tried to hit me, using the force with which I pulled him back, but I was easily able to dodge it.

However, perceiving danger, Jake leapt at the man, grabbing his outstretched arm, and shaking it back and forth with warning.

The man screamed out and I pulled the now nearly unconscious woman away from her attacker.

Jake allowed the man to break free from his grasp but growled at him as the man staggered to his feet and forced himself to run in the opposite direction, disappearing into the woods.

Briefly, I thought about going after him and the way that the massive dog beside me was poised, I could tell Jake was ready for the moment I gave the word. 

However, after considering the option for a moment, I ultimately decided against it.

Instead, I turned my attention to the woman, who had by now, passed out completely. 

I knelt next to her, being sure to give her space in case she woke up and carefully checked her vitals. 

Jake circled us, with his eyes glued to the woods, as though he was waiting for the man to return.

From what I could tell in the darkness, the woman was bleeding from the head, but I couldn’t tell anything else. 

“Shit,” I muttered, removing my shirt, and pressing it against the wound, hoping to stop the bleeding.

I looked around, but found no source of light, so I decided that I didn’t have much of a choice, other than to move her.

In the time it took for me to do all this and come to my conclusion, the man hadn’t yet come back, but I had a feeling that he was stupid enough to try me again and this time, I didn’t think he would be using his fists.

So, I scooped her up and started the trek back to my cabin.

“Jake, come,” I commanded as I headed out of the small clearing. Instantly, the dog listened, leaping back toward me before breaking out in front.

I watched him as he crossed back and forth a little bit ahead of me, ensuring that we weren’t heading toward any danger.

As we moved, I thought about taking her directly to the ranger’s station, but I knew that would take a long time and I wasn’t sure if she would make it.

I could feel the blood pulsing, soaking my shirt and knew that she needed to get to a safe area as soon as possible. 

Therefore, it didn’t take me long to conclude that I had to take her back to my cabin. While I didn’t want to take her back, I felt as though I didn’t have much of a choice. I knew that regardless of my own fears and issues, I needed to keep her safe and taking her back to the cabin was the best way to accomplish that.

Considering, there’s a large possibility that she could blead to death before I got her anywhere else and there was a slightly less, yet still plausible possibility that the crazy guy could be coming after us, I wanted to be on familiar ground. 

If he came back, I would be ready and regardless of what he planned, I wasn’t going to be using my fucking fists this time either.

Even as we neared the cabin, Jake continued his perimeter check while I focused on getting her inside as quick as possible.

Carrying her took three times longer than running, which was even more aggravating, considering I was getting tired by now, as the adrenaline was wearing off.

It seemed to take forever, but eventually, I saw the light from my fire flickering in the distance and I couldn’t help but feel relieved. 

In addition to the threat on her life and possibly my own, I also didn’t want this woman to wake up and think that some mountain man was trying to abduct her; especially after the ordeal she had already endured.

I thought that if I could get her back to the cabin and fixed up before she regained consciousness, I would be able to explain what had happened, assuring her that her modesty was in-tact and she needn’t worry. 

Although, I still wasn’t exactly sure that this was going to end well for me, but my pride and sense of decency couldn’t allow me to do nothing, so I quickened my pace to reach the cabin. 

All the way, though, I grumbled at this knowledge, wishing that I didn’t feel this way. I couldn’t say that I was exactly ashamed that there was a part of me that wanted to leave her and let her fend for herself. 

It wasn’t like I had anyone but the dog to judge me and I fed him, so he’d get over it. Yet, ultimately, I knew I had to do it and that pissed me off, almost as much as the situation I found myself in.

I knew that if it ever got back to me that she was hurt or found by the man who had attacked her after I left her to fend for herself, I would never forgive myself.

It’s already a long, shitty list, but I would rather not add to it.

So, I continued my trek to the cabin, wishing things were different.

When I finally saw the clearing through the woods, I grumbled as Jake ran ahead, now happy to be home. I thought about it, but I didn’t call him back. I knew he was as pleased as I was to be home.

After all, at heart, Jake was a lazy hermit, just like his owner. He enjoyed the freedom of the mountains and the seclusion but rarely ventured out to take advantage of it. 

When I was able to finally get back to the house, I finagled my way in the tiny door, which I had thankfully left unlocked. 

I sighed out of relief when I was able to place the woman down on the bed. She wasn’t heavy, by any means but I was exhausted and still depressed. Therefore, all I wanted to do was go to sleep.

However, I knew that wasn’t going to happen any time soon, as I looked her over, trying to figure out which injury needed the most immediate attention.

She didn’t look too beat up, but she certainly wasn’t having a good day. I realized soon enough that her ankle was hurt, but didn’t appear to be broken, so I decided to focus on her head wound first.

I found gauze and tended the wound as best as I could, given my limited medical knowledge, fueled solely by the basic instinct to try to stop the bleeding. I knew that it needed to be cleaned and did this as best as I could, before packing the wound and wrapping it. The gash was deep. I hoped it wouldn’t end up requiring stitches, because while I could do it, I didn’t want to. So, I was going to hope that the bleeding would stop and take it from there. 

Once her head seemed to be all right, or as best as I could make it, with the knowledge that I had, I moved on to her ankle. Without her being awake to tell me exactly how much pain she was in, or what it felt like, I was guessing, basing everything off the amount of swelling. I didn’t feel any broken bones, but the swelling was pretty bad, so I was certain I wouldn’t really be able to tell until the ankle had a chance to rest.

So, I searched the cabin for items that would make a decent, makeshift splint.

After carefully pulling the leg of her pants up past the swelling, I secured the splint and again, hoped for the best. 

Once the splint was in place, I propped pillows underneath her foot to give it some height and I covered the woman with a blanket. 

It took me about an hour to tend to her wounds and ensure she was as comfortable as possible, all against my better judgement, before I felt I was finished. 

When I felt it was safe to turn my back to her for more than a few seconds, I went to the closet and grabbed a fresh shirt. In all the commotion, I had forgotten that I had used my other shirt to stop the bleeding and because of it, was marred with a hundred scrapes on my upper-body from running through the woods shirtless.

When I was dressed in something at least somewhat reputable, I dug around to find the shirt and realized that it was completely unable to be saved.

“Dammit,” I muttered, throwing the shirt into the fire. I didn’t want the blood to attract animals, after all, so this seemed like the best way to get rid of it. 

I watched the flames roar up, licking the shirt for a moment, before consuming it, almost entirely.

The shirt created a lot of smoke that made the house smell funny, but eventually, it dissipated, leaving only remnants of the fabric behind. 

Before finally settling into my chair to go to sleep, I checked on the woman one last time.

Her head wound seemed to be doing okay and the swelling in her ankle also appeared to be shrinking.

I was happy to see that, of course, but having her here, in my cabin, created a shitstorm for me. 

I knew that the thoughts I was having presently were only the beginning. 

What made it even worse, was that as I observed the sleeping woman, I felt a twinge of something that I hadn’t thought I was capable of.

I felt, attracted to her. She had beautiful blond hair, clear skin and a gorgeous physique, so the thought that she was beautiful, didn’t bother me all that much. 

What bothered me, was from the moment I saw her in the light, after I had done all I could to make sure she was going to be okay, I wanted her. 

I didn’t even know this woman’s name, but I already felt a connection to her.

I tried to think of a million reasons why; perhaps I knew her or maybe she looked like an ex-girlfriend, but for as much as I wracked my brain, I couldn’t figure it out.

Oh well, I thought, I guess I’m just going to have to wait until she wakes up…

Chapter 3

Carrie

Upon waking up, the first thing I noticed was that my head ached. The second thing I noticed was that my ankle was pulsing with sharp, annoying pain. It felt as though it was inflamed and when I tried to move it, something stopped it.

I panicked.

I had no idea why I was afraid, or what had happened to put me in this position, but I knew that the last thing I remembered was being terrified.

Don’t open your eyes… I thought to myself as I tried to clarify the reason. My heart was thumping hard in my chest and my head was aching.

Carefully, trying to act as though I was still asleep, I tried to move my arms. There didn’t seem to be anything inhibiting them. I tried to move my other leg. It too wasn’t barred in any way.

I took a deep breath and opened one eye. I braved a look at myself, to find that I was in a bed.

With a bout of fear overcoming me, I quickly shut my eyes again, though I still couldn’t figure out what it was that was making me so scared.

It was obvious that something wasn’t right. I knew that there was a reason I should be cautious, but I still couldn’t pinpoint what it was. I couldn’t remember what happened, but I was certain that I wasn’t where I was supposed to be.

Yet, something told me that was probably a good thing.

I tried to remember what had happened the night, or even a few days before waking up here but thinking hurt my head more, so I gave up.

I was still so tired…

I yawned and settled deeper into what I presumed was a pillow, clearing my mind so that I could settle back into slumber.

While I didn’t particularly want to sleep, since part of me continued to warn that I was in danger, I was still so tired that I convinced myself that if I was in danger, I should probably pretend to be asleep anyway. My current position didn’t seem to be drawing any danger too me, and at least while I as sleeping, I wasn’t in pain. 

I must have drifted off again eventually, because I went through a similar experience when I woke up again.

While I still couldn’t remember anything about what had happened or why I was here, my headache had receded slightly and the throbbing in my ankle had settled.

For the first time, I chanced a look around at my actual surroundings. Immediately, I noticed that there was a fire crackling in an old stone fireplace, which was the only source of heat and light. 

I continued to glance around and quickly determined that I was in a one-room fishing cabin. It looked old but secure and strangely comforting.

However, I felt my heart skip a beat when my eyes focused on a rocking chair, sitting in the corner, facing the fire, with a silhouette of a man clearly visible.

“Who are you? What do you want?” I demanded, without thinking it through all that much, which seemed to stir the man, who was previously paying little attention to me.

“Oh,” he answered quickly, his head turning and his eyes settling on me, “You’re awake. Good.” 

I couldn’t see his face, but his voice was completely unfamiliar.

“What happened? Why am I here?” I asked, losing my resolve slightly as I became aware of the fact that I might not want to know the answer to any of these questions. 

“It’s okay,” he offered in a gruff, yet kind voice, “You’re safe. Nothing happened. I was able to get there in time,” he assured but didn’t go into detail.

Nevertheless, flashes of the horrible attack started to ebb their way into my consciousness. I remembered the guide, I remembered being chased, drugged, unable to move and finally…

I gulped and squeezed my eyes shut with the intention of forcing out the awful memories, horrified about what I finally remembered.

I suddenly felt sick to my stomach and trapped, so I tried to move.

“Stop, don’t…” The man insisted quickly, motioning toward my ankle, “You shouldn’t put any weight on it.”

The sound of his voice, rather than his actual warning was what brought me to a halt as my eyes drew down to my ankle. For the first time, I noticed that a makeshift splint masterfully secured it. 

I wasn’t quite sure what to think at that point. In a way, I was pleased to see that this man had taken such good care of me. Yet, I was distrustful. This man didn’t have to do anything for me. He didn’t have to save me, and he certainly didn’t have to patch me up like he did.

Considering recent events, even though I couldn’t recall it all with certainty, I was sure that I never wanted to be put in that situation again. Therefore, I knew I needed to be more cautious, which led me to wonder if the man had his own secret agenda. 

It seemed strange to me that he just happened upon me, at the time of the attack and was a goodhearted enough individual to involve himself the way that he had.

I was usually someone who saw the best in people but right now, feeling utterly betrayed by my own instincts, it was hard for me to consider trusting anyone; even myself. 

So, I quickly decided that I wasn’t going to be trusting this strange mountain man, until I had a good reason to.

“As soon as that heals, I’ll take you to a ranger’s office and get you some help. Okay? Unfortunately, it’s about a day’s walk and you need to give yourself some time to heal or you’ll never make it.”

I frowned, only half listening to the handsome, rugged stranger. The more I thought and the more he talked, the more overwhelmed and nervous I became. The more aware of my surroundings I became, the more the severity of the situation struck me and thus, the more fearful I was.

Although, I wasn’t afraid of the man, even though I knew I probably should be. After all, up here in the mountains, he could do whatever he wanted with me and no one would know until it was far too late.

I had already been through one version of hell and somehow survived. It terrified me that I was potentially barreling straight for another, this time with a bum leg and a lingering exhaustion that was somewhat paralyzing. 

My brain was still too fuzzy to comprehend why I was so tired, when all I really wanted to do was jump out of my skin.

I tried to focus on the man in front of me, answer him like a normal human being but I was lost for words.

I had so many questions, most of which, I was terrified to know the answer to, but I couldn’t form words anyway, considering my brain was still far too full. I was tired and felt sick to my stomach, besides the obvious disgust I felt toward my situation.

I wondered briefly if it would benefit me to throw up, but I figured that wouldn’t do much good. Likely, it would make me feel worse. 

“Are you okay?” The man asked eventually, bringing me back from my thoughts. 

“Yes,” I managed to croak, realizing for the first time how hoarse my voice sounded.

“You’re safe here,” the man assured, and while I wanted to believe him, I didn’t. I didn’t feel safe anywhere and part of me feared that I never would again.

I didn’t tell him that though. For the moment, he was being kind and I didn’t want to do anything to discourage that, at least until I could figure out a way to escape.

A pain shooting up my leg caused my resolve in that thought to dampen, but I tried not to become too discouraged. 

The man didn’t seem bothered by my lack of response however. Instead, he got up and poured something into a mug that looked like it was carved from a tree. It was a small mug, which I was thankful for when he handed it to me. I figured, through my rattled, slightly irrational state that if he was giving me something that was going to hurt me, at least I wouldn’t take much.

After the events of the past few…hours, possibly days, I was happy with not only the option to choose my own fate but a quick vehicle through which the end would arrive.

I could fight him, or I could drink whatever this was. It wasn’t much of a choice, but it was something and so, I took it readily.

Downing the warm liquid, I was surprised to find it tasted like pine needles, with dark stalks following the tea-like substance that echoed this realization.

It didn’t taste good by any means and I made a face. It was earthy and tangy. I felt almost as though I was eating a pine tree air freshener.

When I locked eyes with the man, he didn’t react. He simply held out his hand for me to give him the mug back.

“This will help you sleep. It’s good for you,” he answered.

After getting over the initial taste of the tea, I felt a sense of warmth and a calming sensation surround me. 

I didn’t want to settle in and succumb to sleep so quickly but the sensation that coursed through me lulled me into a stupor, at first. I felt my body, almost against my conscious will, turn over as much as my bum leg would allow, curl up and settle under the covers. 

The bed I was lying in suddenly felt far more inviting. It surrounded me in a comforting manner, easing me into a slumber.

However, soon after closing my eyes, allowing myself to be carried away by the sleep that the tea had made a far more convincing option, my eyes snapped open and I felt renewed with energy.

In fact, in that moment, all the pain from my ordeal left me and I felt rejuvenated, as though I had slept for days. 

The feeling was freeing and, to my surprise, amorous.

When I looked around for the man, whose name I realized I hadn’t even bothered to ask for, I was confused. I could’ve sworn he was sitting right there next to me but in the darkness of the cabin, I only felt a chill of emptiness when my good leg felt for him at the edge of the bed.

I must’ve slept longer than I thought… I concluded, wondering if the tea was more of a miracle than I had realized.

Eventually, my eyes adjusted to the darkness and I could see him, sitting in the chair I had first noticed him in, rocking back and forth by the now smoldering fire. 

I wondered if he might be sleeping but a few slight movements caused me to think otherwise.

I felt a rush of excitement flooding through me at the sight of him. I was always attracted to the manly type, but this mysterious mountain man had an allure that was immediately and overwhelmingly tantalizing.

I wasn’t sure if it had to do with the fact that he likely saved my life, or simply that I had an innate need to relieve the stress of my ordeal, but it didn’t take me long to realize that I wanted this handsome stranger, more than I had ever wanted anyone. 

I normally wasn’t like this, of course. Lust for lust’s sake was usually out of the question for me. It never appealed to me and I was usually extremely picky about my partners and the intimacies surrounding lovemaking. However, right here in this moment, all I wanted, was this man; whom I knew nothing about. 

It was almost an animalistic drive that led me to get out of bed and saunter toward him.

I had made it halfway across the room before realizing that my ankle didn’t hurt at all. I stopped and momentarily contemplated the thought that the man was lying. Perhaps there wasn’t anything wrong with my ankle. Maybe he had only said that to keep me from leaving.

While that was a creepy thought, it didn’t bother me all that much, since in this moment, all I wanted to do was stay here with him. 

When I looked back toward the man, he was now facing me. The shadow of the dying fire illuminated a portion of his face, revealing a grin. 

Even in the dim light, the way his beam lit up his expression, causing it to be far less ominous, caused my stomach to churn with a bout of attraction. 

“Well, I see someone is feeling better,” he insisted, but didn’t seem alarmed in the least. If he was trying to hide something from me, he didn’t act like it.

“Yeah,” I answered, the word tumbling out of my mouth in an unorthodox fashion that made me feel stupid.

Yet, the man didn’t seem to mind.

“That’s great! We can head out in the morning, then.” 

“Oh,” I answered, once again with my words sabotaging my intent.

“I mean, you don’t have to leave,” he insisted with a chuckle, “But if you stay up here, I bet people will start wondering where you got to.”

“Yeah, no. I know,” I answered, trying to recover but only seemed to dig myself deeper into the bumbling mass of unintelligent rambling, “I want to go home. It’s not that. I just think that…” I stopped to lower my eyelids suggestively and simper in a sensual manner, “I just thought I should thank you, that’s all.”

“You’re welcome,” he responded, either seeming not to notice my advancement, or not reciprocating. 

“I was just thinking…” I tried again, stepping toward him, trying to catch the small spillage of light, so that he could better see my expression. “You’re up here all alone…It’s my guess you haven’t had a woman in a very long time…”

I stopped, hoping that he would give me input, but he silently watched me. I saw his eyes scour my body intimately, but he made no other movement. I tried to gather some intel from his eyes, but for as intently as he was taking in the sight of me, there was no reaction inherent within his gaze.

My heart was beating, and my body was throbbing. I hadn’t wanted anything before like I wanted this man right now. Something told me that rejection would hurt far worse than it should from a man I barely knew. However, if he rejected me, I wasn’t sure what I would do.

There was no cold shower that could mitigate the intensity of this yearning. At this point, it didn’t even seem like a conscious choice. I wanted to feel him inside of me. I needed him, not just a man, this man.

“You are the reason I’m not completely scarred for life, so, I thought maybe I could thank you.”

“That isn’t necessary. I didn’t do anything expecting you to feel indebted to me,” he replied, though his eyes continued to slowly run up and down my body, taking in each curve with far more appreciation now. 

I was certain that he was interested, which helped my sense of nervousness and only exaggerated my need.

“I know that. That’s exactly why you deserve it. You don’t expect anything from me. You are a good person.”

“You don’t know that. I could be an even worse creep than the guy I took you away from.”

“You saved me from him,” I reminded, “You didn’t take me anywhere I didn’t want to go, and you didn’t do anything I didn’t want you to do.”

“Well, that’s great, but remember, I live deep in the mountains, away from civilization, in a cabin, with my dog. Are you sure you want to give yourself to someone with such a strange living arrangement?”

“I know what I’m getting into,” I argued, drawing closer to him, now reaching out to touch him. I passed my hand down the side of his face, gingerly, and grinned. 

The man returned my seductive gaze as his expression morphed into a devilish sneer, “I’m not so sure about that.”

“Well, if you want, you can think of it as simply a thank you for saving me,” I replied, feeling my blood pumping as my heart thumped harder, the closer I got to him. I wanted to feel his warmth against me and I wanted to immerse myself in the luscious intent, by having his body so close to mine.

While this normally wasn’t like me, I didn’t care. All I knew at that moment was that I wanted him. I needed him, almost as though my very life depended on it. 

I had never felt such an electrifying, intense urge in all my life. It was like an unknown force was guiding us together and neither of us had any say; not that I didn’t want him. 

I wanted him more than I had ever wanted anyone.

All the thoughts and fears I had previously, dissipated when I was close to him. Past lovers, my past as a whole; the good and the bad, seemed to separate from my memory as though it was dropped into a chasm, which was steadily being refilled by lustful thoughts and animalistic urges. 

He snickered but gave no response. He simply kept his deep, intense emerald eyes trained on mine, refusing to release me from his grasp.

My body yearned for him, thrusting forward, toward him, with a passionate, almost unstoppable fervor. 

I watched as he turned toward me, his body open, welcoming me in, but he made no other advancement.

So, I sauntered toward him, undressing as I moved, until I was completely naked. I watched his eyes scour over me, drawing a line from my gaze, down to my chest, lingering at my bosom, before easing its way down to the valley of my inner womanliness. 

His grin widened, and I took this as a chance to make my move. I eased toward him in one final thrust, pressing my lips against his mouth. 

He groaned, turning his head to the side, as his strong hand rose up to grab my hair. Twisting it seductively in his fist, he pulled me in closer to him, as his tongue toyed with mine. 

Our breath intertwined as the taste of him intoxicated me. I groaned, as his other hand rose to my breast and cupped it gingerly. He gave it a playful squeeze before he grasped my wrist and brought it to his chest.

I hadn’t noticed until now, but it was bare. My palm pressed against his warm skin and my fingers weaved through the curly hair that was sprinkled over his pectorals.

Slowly, my hand drew down his body, yearning to feel his true essence inside me. My fingertips slowly eased over the rippling muscles in his abdomen, leading to his lean, V-shaped oasis.

He pulled me close to him and I could feel him, unbridled and already fully aroused, pulsing against me. My hand grasped him, sending a shuddering sensation of euphoria coursing through my body.

I moaned, but the depth of his tongue and the intimacy of his mouth absorbed most of the sound.

As I stroked him, I felt my pelvis thrust toward him excitedly.

With his other hand still teasing my breast, he tugged them toward his chest and stroked the nipple against his visceral body, causing it to harden, which intensified their sensitivity.

Once he had ensured that the two buds were properly hardened, he broke free of my mouth and absorbed one nipple, then the other, ensuring that he paid equal attention to each. His tongue swirled around the swollen blossom, before flicking it and suckling on it, causing my body to quake with excitement.

“Oh!” I moaned, sliding down his chiseled chest, toward the pulsing, inviting member in my hand.

Once crouched between his legs, I consumed him, causing the man to groan and tilt his head back with pleasure.

My mouth stroked him, delving deeper with every movement, until I was able to take it completely into my mouth.

With each motion, I felt my body become more inclined to take him in the natural way. Yet, he seemed to be enjoying my foreplay, so I tried to keep it going for as long as possible. 

After all, I was trying to thank him.

Each time I pulsed, he moaned, and his breath cut short. At one point, I felt his hands grasp tightly onto the arms of the rocking chair, so intensely, it creaked and shook, while he yelled out.

Soon after, he directed me back up and took my waist between his hands when I stood. He positioned me over him before nodding with intent, beaming widely.

I grinned as I grasped his shoulders and eased myself over his hardened, quaking member.

“Oh…Yes…” I thought, feeling my body quiver with need. I stroked overtop of it, allowing him to hit all the right spots, while my womanliness continued to moisten the apex between my legs. I groaned, feeling the stroke of his essence one more time, before thrusting myself on top of him. 

Easing down his shaft, the tightness was welcomed, as I could feel every subtlety of his arousal.

Johnathan groaned as his hands spread against the small and middle of my back, before sliding down, around my nether regions, allowing him to get a firm hold on me.

I straddled his legs as he guided me up and down, helping to alleviate some of the effort and helping to speed up our motions.

He quivered inside of me as we moved as one, causing me to feel yell out in amazing torment. 

My whole body felt fully exposed and intensely sensitive to his touch. 

As our excitement continued to reach a climaxing level, I felt my body take a far more active role in pursuing an intense and mutual pinnacle.

Both Johnathan and I were breathing heavy, while I whined, unable to scream, due to the tenacious and powerful movement. However, neither one of us seemed to care, since we were quickly reaching toward our goal.

I was heaving, thrusting, feeling more empowered than I had ever felt before. 

Johnathan was guiding me, while pushing up, delving deeper and deeper into me with every fast-paced blow.

My heart was beating so fast, from excitement and exertion that I feared it might explode. Yet, at that moment, there was nothing that could pull us away from the rising incentive that was rapidly approaching.

“Oh God…Johnathan…” I moaned, shutting my eyes tightly, as a barrage of fireworks seemed to explode behind my eyelids. “Yes…Yes…Keep going…Don’t stop…” I begged, feeling chills of passion rippling up and down my body, while his hands continued to hold me, guide me, until with one final prod, I he buried himself deep inside of me and groaned as I felt his love erupt. 

The feel of his essence injecting inside of me inspired my own finality, which came after a few more powerful strokes.

After prowling at the edge of the euphoric sea, I was submerged entirely with one final, exasperating plunge. 

I felt my nails dig into his shoulders as I pressed down, willing him to fill me as much as possible, while my ecstasy caused my body to quake all around him.

Meanwhile, I was transported to a sightless, soundless oasis, filled with nothing but a rush of positive, intoxicating emotion. I felt transported, possibly to another world, where nothing else mattered but this moment.

I felt completely free. 

I wanted to stay in this moment forever, but eventually, I returned to my body and I felt the rush of emotions start to dissipate, flooding me, while my womanly cavern still erupted in pulses of the aftershock…

Within an instant, my eyes popped open and I heard the tail end of my obnoxious gasp. I looked around the cabin, placing my hand on my beating heart and trying to ignore the moistness between my legs. 

I swallowed hard, with my womanliness still quivering from the intensity of the need I experienced. I tried to figure out exactly what happened and why I had such an intense reaction. I had no words to accurately express what my mind had concocted, apparently all on its own.

Part of me was embarrassed and horrified by the memory of the dream, but there was still another part of me that was extremely disappointed that it didn’t happen.

Chapter 4

Johnathan

The woman continued to moan in her sleep after drinking the tea. I couldn’t tell if she was moaning in pain or if she was consumed in a wet dream, which was slightly bothersome to me.

Goddammit, I thought, if I can’t tell the difference, I definitely need to get laid. 

With that, my mind wandered through dirty thoughts of the woman and how nice it would feel to be inside of her.

I thought about her moaning my name and her caress, the way her breasts would feel in my hand and the pure erotic allure of getting off, as well as getting someone else off. I hadn’t been with a woman in such a long time. So, although, I did feel like a dick for not stopping these thoughts, I didn’t blame myself or condemn myself for it. I was a man after all and this is the first woman I had spent any time with in years. 

Not to mention, the woman who was currently inhabiting my bed was pretty damn gorgeous.

Her golden hair flowed out all around her as she slept in gentle, slumber, her petite hands curled under her small chin, while her ripped shirt revealed the cleavage to her obviously endowed breasts.

Though she was small, both in size and stature, her womanly attributes were alluring without being overbearing. She was proportionate, with slight exaggeration in every place that mattered. 

In addition to the act of sex, I also found myself wondering what she was like normally. I thought about her personality and wondered if she would be someone I would like to date, and a person who would like to date me. 

However, this was what bothered me. More than the act of sex, it was the passion behind the romance that bothered me. 

The fact that I was even thinking about that was both intriguing and hurtful.

Any man, or woman, for that matter, could think about having a good fuck with a person they are attracted to but to take it past the physical pleasure, into the realm of any deeper meaning, was something I wasn’t sure I could do. More than that, though, it wasn’t something I was sure I wanted to do.

I felt as though I was committing an unforgivable act of betrayal, but I wasn’t quite sure why I felt that way, or to whom I was committing the act of betrayal. 

If she deserved it, I wouldn’t be here, I thought with ire, trying to ward of the memories that were still fresh, running deep and stinging often. But if she doesn’t, then don’t I deserve another chance?

Still, for my own sanity, it didn’t take me long to decide that I shouldn’t be contemplating the idea of wanting to be the reason behind her moans. 

“Fuck…” I muttered, shaking my head as more vivid imagery clouded my memory. As the seduction of my thoughts grew into something more tempting, I tried to pull myself away from what I knew would be a pit of desire filled with quicksand.

The woman might be different but the risk of enduring another failure, to the extent of the last, which I barely survived made me feel stupid for even the natural reactions I was feeling.

I shouldn’t be feeling anything for this woman, or for any woman ever again. 

I had cast myself away from people or a reason. There was no point in even opening myself up, even for a moment of normalcy, because I was sure that would only lead to a dead-end, filled with despair.

Eventually, Jake’s bark shifted me from my thoughts.

While I was thankful for the destruction, I wondered if the reason for the dog’s alerting outburst was due to an intruder.

This time, I grabbed my gun and I took Jake out with me, while the woman continued to sleep soundly; obviously unbothered by Jake’s bark.

The evening was cold but clear. Since the light of the fire had nearly doused completely inside, in addition to the light shining off the moon, it wasn’t hard to see the perimeter of the small clearing.

I wanted to ensure that asshole hadn’t come back to catch us unaware. 

While I didn’t think that was likely, I wasn’t going to be taking any chances, at least so long as the woman was under my care. I might not want anything from her and her presence might be more aggravating and painful than being alone, but I’d be damned if I was going to let anything happen to her.

Jake sniffed around the perimeter quietly, checking carefully for any sign of anything being out of place but came up empty. I listened carefully, trying to figure out if anything out of the ordinary was going on but I didn’t hear anything.

When Jake was finished with his rounds, I could tell he was slightly confused as well, but he had also come up empty. 

I took one last look around, peering with intimidation, gun at the ready, but found nothing.

The night was still. Not even the branches of the trees, or the leaves moved without provocation.

Everything seemed to be normal.

I had lived here a long time, so I was familiar with what my little patch of land was supposed to look like at every second of the day. For this time, there seemed to be nothing out of the ordinary going on.

While I was relieved, I couldn’t help but think that something was going on, which presently alluded us, but between the dog and myself, I didn’t think that was likely.

So, after sweeping my eyes all around the area one more time, I eventually allowed Jake and myself to return inside.

Since the dog seemed satisfied too, I tried to let my guard down, but I still placed the gun well-within reach and locked the cabin door.

The lock was admittedly a piece of shit, but I figured if someone did try to break in, every second counted. Even if I could only use that time to aim and fire, at least I would be able to do something.

When I turned back around, I made sure the woman had remained undisturbed.   

I noticed that she was still in the bed, but I also decided that I hadn’t seen her move, at all, in a while.

Oh fuck. I thought as I inched to her side, nor really wanting to check on her, fearing the worst, but preying that she was still alive.

While I walked closer to her, I tried to gauge her breathing, but couldn’t see her move, since she was on her stomach. 

I crouched down to her level, but I didn’t dare touch her. I wasn’t sure why I didn’t want to touch her, considering if she was dead, she was in my house and therefore, I was as good as convicted anyway.

However, instead of trying to shake her awake, or employ an easier method of checking her vitality, I put my hand under her nose.

At first, I still couldn’t tell if the shallow breaths I thought I felt were a figment of my imagination, or proof of life, but eventually, I heard another familiar moan. At the same time, she rolled back over on her back and continued to breathe normally.

Jesus, Christ… I heaved a sigh of relief before I returned to my chair and tried to fall asleep again myself.

I was certain that Jake would alert me again if he heard anything out of the ordinary and I was a light sleeper, so I knew there wasn’t much that could happen that wouldn’t allow me to have a little time to react.

Plus, in this small, cramped cabin, sleep seemed to be the only way I could escape the thoughts and visions that continued to plague my mind.

The wild goose chase had helped momentarily but so long as I was trapped in the same cabin as her, I would continue to wonder what it would be like to be with her and thus, I would only become more depressed. 

If for whatever reason, that or another threat did make itself known, I would have to be sharp, which mean that I had to keep as much space as I could between my new houseguest and myself.

My sanity and possibly our lives depended on it.

Chapter 5

Carrie

When I woke up again, after falling asleep after realizing the dream was merely a wild hair of my own imagination, it was, again the first thing I thought about. I was still slightly embarrassed, even though I knew it was normal. It wasn’t the first time I had a dream like that, though it was never so intense.

It’s not like he knows about it… I thought, trying to assure myself, but was only faced with the realization that I could’ve talked in my sleep. A mortified shiver quaked down my back but ultimately, I realized there wasn’t much I could do.

It had happened, and I wouldn’t for a second believe he didn’t have something similar, or even more physical plague him at an inconvenient moment.

So, instead of dwelling in how self-conscious I was about the dream, I focused on what it could’ve meant.

Dream interpretation was more Kasandra’s thing, but right now she wasn’t here, and I was hoping there was an actual reason for the way I was feeling.

Maybe it means that I’m supposed to get to know this man? I thought, not thinking so much sexually, though I had to admit, I still wouldn’t mind it, but get to know him as a person.

After all, he had saved me, and I hadn’t even found out his name.

When I sat up and looked around the cabin, I watched him chuck firewood into the fireplace for a moment before I cleared my throat.

He stopped short, his shoulders bristled, and it took a moment for him to turn around. 

When he did, it appeared that he was trying his best not to sound strained, though it was obvious that he was uncomfortable.

“Hi, how are you feeling?”

The question caught me off guard, since strangely, the dream was a more pressing distraction than my physical afflictions but when he reminded me, I felt my ankle pulse with a light amount of pain. Otherwise, I was okay.

“Actually, believe it or not, I feel pretty good,” I answered, giving him a grin that he didn’t return.

Nervous, I felt the friendly expression crinkle back into something far less welcoming, matching his reaction. 

“That’s good,” he replied, shaking his head once before returning to his firewood duty.

“I…I’m sorry for how I treated you before. I was a little…harsh when I should’ve been thanking you profusely for saving my ass,” I insisted, trying again to garner some information from him.

“Don’t worry about it,” the man insisted, seeming to be purposefully reserved. He didn’t look back at me as he spoke and even moved closer to the other side of the cabin when I spoke to him, as though he was trying to keep his distance. “You’ve been through Hell. I can’t imagine the shit that must be going through your mind. And, to wake up here…” He shook his head again, seeming genuine in what he was saying but kept by how he spoke and what his reactions looked like.

I was confused at this and I wondered if I had said or done anything that had caused him to feel particularly uncomfortable. 

However, I didn’t want to bring it up, because I was sure that wouldn’t help anything. So, instead, I tried to garner information in a more blatant fashion.

“Well, thank you. I don’t know what I would’ve done without you there.”

“Don’t mention it,” he huffed, chancing a look in my direction, and speaking with an unnecessary amount of seriousness, “Seriously. Don’t. It’s no big deal.”

Afterward, he looked away again, giving me the impression that he didn’t want to speak anymore.

Even though I wanted to know more about him and I was determined to get something useful out of this conversation, I didn’t push him for further information for a while.

He finished with the firewood and went into the closet, bringing out a First Aid bag.

When he came into my field of vision, I was finally able to focus on him. 

The man before me was tall and striking, though his massive amount of hair dulled that appearance slightly. His beard was so long, it covered his chest and his hair was shoulder length. The brown hair was curly and straggly, but it didn’t look dirty. In fact, the hair seemed to suit him, making him look older than the early thirties, I estimated his actual age to be. His skin was tan, thoroughly baked by the intense sun and the mountain elements, but the weathered look only added to his allure. His eyes, however, were a piercing emerald, which stood out starkly from the rest of his face. While morose and serious, his eyes were the only part of him that looked his age. Despite their expression, dimmed by whatever issues had made him live out here in the first place, the youthful light refused to be doused.

This realization made me feel slightly more comfortable with him.

His clothes were torn, but not completely dirty. His jeans were worn, and his shirt looked like it was meant to fit a man without such a defining muscular build, which made me wonder exactly how long he had been here. 

Still, despite the disheveled appearance, the roughness of his appearance intrigued me.

I found that I was instantly attracted to him, though I tried to blame it on the dream. Surely, my mind was playing tricks on me.

“I need to check your head, is that okay?” He asked, nearing me with caution, almost as though he feared I was going to bite him. His voice was gruff and hardened, as though he wasn’t used to speaking so much, but he didn’t sound nearly as angry as he had before.

“Yes…I mean, you don’t have to, but thank you,” I replied, trying to figure out exactly what this guy’s angle was. Obviously, he was out here alone, but since he seemed to be doing his best to take care of me, I wasn’t afraid of him. I couldn’t justify why he would be putting all this effort into helping me heal if he was another psycho with ill intentions. 

Since you aren’t a psycho, you wouldn’t know that. I thought to myself but was drawn away from my thoughts by the sound of him snickering. 

“You wouldn’t say that if you saw it,” he answered snidely.

I felt my stomach topple over, thinking of all the terrible things that could’ve happened.

Was I horribly mangled? Did the man who attack me hack my brains out with a rock? Do I still have a skull?

Maybe that’s why he doesn’t want to talk to me. Maybe I’m too ugly to look at…

While I was still out of it enough to have all of these strange thoughts, I thankfully, was not crazy enough to actually say anything I was thinking. 

Instead, I mumbled, “Is it really that bad?”

The man stopped to study my face, which I could tell was drained of all its color, but he seemed slightly amused at this.

“Oh, it’s not that bad. You still have a head…” 

The man sat the First Aid kit on the table next to the bed and opened the box. He pulled out a small mirror and handed it to me. 

“See? It’s just deep,” his voice seemed moderately more understanding, for only a minute before he observed me looking at myself and rolled his eyes. “Women…” he muttered.

I didn’t take offense to it though, because I was too busy looking at the changes in my face.

He was right. All and all, it wasn’t that bad, but I did have some bruising, a busted lip, and a lot of dried blood in my hair.

The crimson stains were stark against my blond hair and made me feel slightly ill.

“Thanks,” I answered, when I didn’t feel like studying myself anymore. 

The man took the mirror back and replaced it in the case, before carefully starting to remove the gauze that was around my head.

“When you feel better, you can take a shower,” he offered, this time in a kinder tone. “There’s a bathroom over there, but I wouldn’t recommend it right now, considering I don’t want you to start bleeding again…or hurting your ankle any worse than it is.”

I nodded but felt slightly lightheaded as the pressure of the bandage released. 

Again, I felt slightly sick. I swayed slightly, and I felt the man’s hand settle sternly on my shoulder, pausing until I was able to stabilize myself.

I swallowed hard, realizing how raw my throat felt. I winced.

“I’m going to keep going now, okay? You might feel weird, especially if it starts to bleed again, but don’t worry, I’ll pack that fucker good.”

I chuckled nervously, “Thanks.”

When he didn’t respond, but I felt him meddling with the back of my head again, I closed my eyes and focused on being anywhere but here. I thought that would help me, if I started to feel sick, but unfortunately, when I closed my eyes, I saw the crazy guide’s face, glowering at me with those eyes. 

I still didn’t remember much about the man or exactly what had happened, but I remembered those eyes. They were like glaciers, piercing into my soul. They were dead, cold, and cruel. 

I hoped I never encountered eyes like that again.

“Are you cold?” The man’s voice broke through the memory, as my eyes popped opened and I looked at him. “Whoa!” He called, backing away, “You realize that your head is open, right? If I fuck this up, your brains could fall out or something! Just speak. What’s wrong?”

“Sorry,” I answered, returning my head to the position which he had put it in so that he could patch up my gash. “How does it look?”

“It looks…like you got your head bashed in with a rock,” he answered in a deadpan, slightly aggravated tone.

“Is it still bleeding?”

“No,” he replied in a gruff tone, “But honestly, it would look better if it was. I think I see your skull.”

“Ewww…” I answered, instantly feeling the color that had managed to return to my face drain out of it again.

“Nope, just gauze…” He replied, and I felt him pick something out of the back of my head, weaving it through my hair.

It didn’t matter. The damage was already done. I felt like I was going to be sick.

“Please don’t throw up,” he answered, “I wish I had some anesthetic…”

“It’s okay,” I answered, “It doesn’t hurt that bad.”

“It wouldn’t be for you,” he retorted in a gruff manner that made me wonder if he was attempting dry humor, or if he was simply being an ass.

“Oh…” I answered, not quite sure how else to respond.

“So, when you shook, why was that?” He asked, more pointedly this time. “Are you cold?”

“No. I just…” for an extremely brief moment, I contemplated explaining how I felt and that I continued to see the man’s eyes, but before I spoke, I thought better of it. “It was nothing. Just a chill.”

“Okay. Don’t zone out on me and if you feel anything, please tell me. I am not a doctor. I can’t tell you if what I’m doing will make your head fall off. I don’t think it will, but you never know.”

“Yeah, heads are funny like that,” I replied, trying to match his dry…whatever it was, but he didn’t respond, which I found kind of strange. 

Maybe he isn’t joking… I thought, which made me feel slightly uncomfortable, though I resisted the urge to shiver.

For the next few minutes, he worked on cleaning and rebandaging my head in silence.

I endured it for as long as I possibly could but eventually, I decided that it would be a good time to start a conversation, if only to get me out of my own mind.

“So, what’s your name? My name is Carrie,” I offered, trying to sound as friendly.

“My name is Johnathan,” he retorted, almost angrily.

“Oh, well, do you like to be called Johnathan, or John? Or Johnny?” I grinned, trying to show that I was attempting to playfully tease him, but he leaned his head around to my face, specifically to glare at me.

“Do I look like a Johnny to you?” He insisted and, in that moment, unless it was a rendition of The Shining, no. He didn’t.

Holy shit…I jumped out of the pan and into the flames! This guy’s just as crazy as the guide. I thought but tried to remain calm. If this guy was teetering on the edge of his own sanity, I wanted to keep him from figuring out that’s what I thought about him.

“Um…Johnathan it is, I guess,” I answered, trying to keep a sense of positivity and lightheartedness to my conversation.

Although, he didn’t reciprocate, he apparently finished with my wound and cleaned up the First Aid kit.

Afterward, he went to the sink, washed his hands, and turned, grabbing something off the top of the fire. Carefully, he brought it over to the small, makeshift kitchen. He poured something into a bowl and delivered it over to me.

As he neared me, I could smell a roast, with broth, like a soup. I wasn’t sure what it was, but the prospect of food, even before he said anything to me, made my mouth water and my stomach growl. 

At this point, I didn’t care much about what it was; it smelled delicious! 

“Here, it’s soup. It’s got vegetables and meat, to help you heal. You’ve been here a day and haven’t had anything more than one cup of tea. The last thing you need is to be fighting dehydration, hunger, and trying to heal.”

I took the bowl from him readily and grinned, “Thank you.”

Taking food from him right now wasn’t any kind of concern, especially since I knew he was right. I was never going to get anywhere if I didn’t regain my strength.

Instead of sitting on the bed like I vaguely remembered him doing when we first met, he grabbed a stray chair, which was propped up against the wall and straddled it backwards as he sat, at a distance, away from me. 

Again, I thought this was odd, but I tried to convince myself he was trying to give me room to eat; not treating me like I had The Plague.

I ate the soup, barely even tasting it. The parts that I did pause to enjoy were good, but I was far too hungry to care about taste.

He didn’t say anything while I ate, but he stared at me curiously. It was almost as though he was trying to gather information from me but didn’t want to ask.

“I’m sorry,” I answered when I was finished, gingerly placing the bowl next to me on a wooden nightstand. “I’m just so hungry…”

“I live in the woods. Do you think I give a fuck how you eat?”

The reaction was a bit harsher than intended for the context, which made me pause, but I didn’t say anything else. I had the feeling I was upsetting him, but I didn’t know why.

Maybe he simply didn’t like that I was here, or perhaps there was a different reason altogether but whatever it was, I still thought his actions were weird.

Nevertheless, I chuckled and pretended his rash reaction didn’t affect me.

“I guess you have a point.”

“How’s your ankle? I don’t want to move it if I don’t have to. The swelling looks better now.”

“It hurts a little,” I answered honestly, but nothing too bad.”

“Good,” he was quiet for a moment, before speaking abruptly, “So, what were you doing out there with that guy?”

“I…uh, hired him as a guide,” I answered, feeling my cheeks redden as I looked away from him. In hindsight, all the warnings seemed blatantly obvious, which made me feel extremely self-conscious when I answered Johnathan. 

“Why didn’t you go with someone else? I mean, I get hiring a guide, but why wouldn’t you bring someone along?”

Even though I knew he was right, considering all the warnings had come true, I still felt myself getting slightly defensive. “Well, I don’t know…It was a last-minute thing…I didn’t have anyone to go with me. My circle is small…And, what does it matter anyway? I thought I could have more faith in people than apparently you and everyone else.”

“Yeah, well, I think what you did was fundamentally stupid,” he hissed, obviously without caring whether it hurt my feelings or not. “I mean, it’s one thing to have faith in humanity, but it’s another thing to go out into the mountains for this long, with someone you’ve never met before, especially being that you’re a woman. You should be a little smarter about your decisions.”

Now, I was downright insulted. What right did he have to tell me what to do?

“Wow!” I countered heatedly, unable to stop myself before I demanded, “What? Do you think I deserved what happened to me? Just because I did something you think I shouldn’t have, is that an excuse?”

“What?” Johnathan hissed, this time, physically reacting, pushing himself back in the chair. It was obvious that he was angry at the accusation. “Do I strike you as that kind of an asshole? Damn,” he shook his head and grumbled, “I don’t think you deserved it. If I thought you brought this on yourself, I sure as hell, wouldn’t have risked my ass saving yours. All I’m trying to say is that you were a fucking idiot to go off in the mountains alone with a guy you didn’t know.” 

I returned a blank stare, mouth agape as I tried to contemplate all that he had said to me. 

Pushing himself up from the chair, Johnathan huffed and turned his back to me, “I’m going to get some air. I’ll be back,” he hissed as he reached the door.

Without another word, he yanked the door open and slammed it shut behind him, leaving me and the dog alone in the cabin.

Chapter 6

Johnathan

What the fuck was that all about? I thought to myself, shaking my head as I stomped away from the cabin. She thinks I think she deserves it. Just like a woman.

Even though I was angry and slightly hurt by the accusation, I was more upset by the fact that she had done something that was undoubtedly proven to be stupid. She seemed to be an intelligent person, which made me wonder why she would even contemplate something like that, much less go through with it.

Why do I give a shit? I wondered after brooding for a few more paces. The thought caught me short, but it was at that moment I realized that Jake wasn’t with me. 

Usually, the dog was a fixture at my side, but now, about a hundred yards away from the cabin, I was all alone. 

Normally, he loved to go for a walk, so I couldn’t understand why he wasn’t right there by my side. He usually wasn’t the least bit affected by my outbursts, since he had seen me through the worst of my depression, so I was sure he wasn’t afraid of me.

So, curious, I stomped back over to the cabin and looked in the window.

Before I reached it, I heard Jake’s paws hitting the floor, before his playful bark erupted from inside the cabin.

When I looked through the window, I saw Carrie and Jake playing together. She was throwing a stick he had brought her, and he made a big deal about getting the stick in the small space.

After a few turns of her throwing the stick to him, he jumped up on the side of her and started to lick her face.

Carrie erupted in laughter, petting the dog, while trying to free her face from his playful kisses.

“Damn traitor,” I mumbled, though I couldn’t help but wonder if the dog was trying to tell me something.

He was usually a good judge of character, which made me feel even more guilty for what I had said to the woman.

Huffing, more out of frustration and confusion, still unsure of why I cared so much, I turned and started to walk by myself, before either of them noticed my leering.

I walked the familiar mountainside, hastily finding the place where Carrie was attacked. Taking a walk around the perimeter, I tried to piece together everything I had missed the night before. I wanted to make sure that I didn’t miss anything again and if there was something that I thought I might need, I wanted to know what it was.

On the ground, I found shattered pieces of glass and a needle. I figured that the asshole had used this against Carrie and the idea made my blood boil.

Stomping through the woods, now seething I walked beyond the small clearing, in the direction that the man had taken off in.

Along the way, I noticed signs of where the guide had run.

Not too far away, I found another clearing. In it, I found the remnants of a fire and two tents that looked to have been left behind.

I thought it was strange that one of the tents looked like it had gotten into a fight with something and inside, I found clothing and other belongings that looked to belong to a woman.

As soon as I opened the bag, a strangely familiar scent hit me. I scoffed at it and closed the bag. 

Slinging it over my shoulder, I searched the abandoned campsite for anything else that might be of use to me. 

In the other tent, which still looked to be intact, but equally abandoned, I found another bag. It wasn’t a hiking pack. It looked more like a medical bag that one might carry in a hiking pack. 

The rest of the pack was gone, so I cautiously, approached the bag. Picking it up, I heard glass clanking against something that I couldn’t quite pick out. I narrowed my eyes as I tried to decide whether I really wanted to know what was in the bag.

By now, I had pieced together who had abandoned the camp, so the chance that I was going to find something in the bag was going to make me angry was high.

However, I knew I was curious and that I probably wouldn’t stop thinking about it until I figured out what was inside. 

So, I unzipped the bag and peered inside. Immediately, my eyes searched for the glass and found a medical bottle, with over three quarters of Diazepam. Apparently, this was the tranquilizer he used.

I ground my teeth, but continued my search, trying to think about this far more objectively than I how I was feeling.

The next thing I pulled out was the reason the bottle made the clanging sound; an unsheathed chef’s knife was also positioned carefully in the bag. 

There was also a spool of rope, duct tape and a garbage bag.

The horrifying implications of what the guide planned to do with this bag were almost too hard to readily comprehend.

I drew in a deep breath, replaced the contents in the bag and left it where it was. 

I sure as hell didn’t want to be caught with this murderous bag of shit.

When I walked out of the tent, I pressed forward, away from the cabin.

I made it about a hundred yards away from the tents when I realized that I was tracking the man. Without even being fully aware of my rash decision, I had continued following the man’s trail, seriously contemplating ending the bastard for good.

However, when I became conscious of what I was doing, I stopped myself, since I didn’t want to complicate anything. 

After all, Carrie was safe, so there was no need to find the man. I huffed with rage, glowering into the woods, looking for some sign of the man, to give me a reason to hunt him down.

Although, I was sure he was already gone. 

I hoped, for my sanity and for the guy’s lifespan that I never saw him or had a reason to find him again. For now, I was far more concerned with ensuring Carrie wasn’t alone for too long, especially after everything I had found. With or without Jake, I didn’t completely trust that danger wouldn’t find them both if I was out for too long.

Why is that? I thought, slightly distracted by the idea. I had no real reason for feeling such intense emotion when it came to Carrie. 

Sure, I didn’t want her to get killed by the psycho guide, but the feelings I had acquired, in such a short span of time were far deeper than simply the preservation of human life.

After all, I didn’t care much about humans to begin with and yet, I cared about this woman.

Between getting so angry at her decision to go into the mountains alone with the guide and the urge I had to make the man pay for what he did to Carrie, I was getting far too involved. I knew that there was a difference between saving her and doing what was necessary to get her home and falling into the trap of making her situation personal.

On more than one occasion, I had not only thought about, but also acted upon the presumption that this was personal; that I had something to protect in Carrie.

I knew I shouldn’t have said anything to her, but that wouldn’t have changed how I felt. I would’ve still had unsubstantiated anger against the situation and if I hadn’t at least told her how I felt, I might have done something I regretted.

Yet, I still wanted a purpose for feeling anything toward this woman. I didn’t owe her anything and she certainly didn’t owe me anything. What was the connection, that I apparently deemed important?

I wasn’t sure and if I couldn’t figure out a good enough reason, I knew that I was going to have to lose these thoughts and urges as soon as possible, or I was doomed.

This was another reason, an active defiance against my feelings.

“I hope the bastard fell into a trap and got eaten alive by a mountain lion,” I thought aloud and turned back toward the cabin.

Even though I had settled on not going after the man, I still found myself focusing on certain aspects along the area surrounding the cabin. I was painfully alert and found distracting potential of an intruder every couple of yards.

Thankfully, I was good at deciphering between animal and human, but I didn’t stop before ensuring that the sound Jake heard the night before really wasn’t anything to worry about.

Chapter 7

Carrie

The large dog seemed to like me a lot. Even when his owner stomped out of the cabin, the dog chose to stay with me, which was comforting, in a way.

I was angry and upset over the argument that Johnathan and I had, and the dog seemed to know that. 

I wanted to burst out in tears, first to let out the pent-up emotion that plagued me over exactly what had happened to me and second, because I was upset at the confrontation. However, I didn’t want to cry in front of the dog. While I wasn’t quite sure why that was, considering it was just a dog, I forced my emotion away, swallowing hard. 

After Johnathan left, the dog picked his head up and stared at me with wide eyes. I grinned quietly at the dog before sighing.

Carefully, the massive dog picked himself up off the floor and sauntered over to me, before easily resting his head on the side of the bed. 

He was so cute and strangely comforting.

I knew I probably shouldn’t touch the dog, but if he was going to attack me, I was sure he would have done it already.

Looking into the dog’s eyes, I couldn’t help but think that he seemed to understand that I was scared. His eyes were huge and for such a large animal, his eyes were gentle and kind.

Carefully, I reached out my hand, letting him smell me. He licked my hand carefully, before diving his snout under my hand, indicating he wanted me to pet him.

Cautiously, I stroked his head. His hair was soft and as I grew more comfortable with the dog, I felt some of my anxiety melt away.

I grinned, “Hi boy…What’s your name?”

At my excited tone, he started wagging his tail and raised up, revealing a tag. 

Even though I was unsure of why I felt this way, I was surprised by seeing a collar and a tag, like a dog who lived in a suburban neighborhood, instead of deep in the mountains.

The bone tag was old and scratched but through the wear, I could make out the simple name: Jake.

“Hi, Jake,” I tried, which caused the dog’s tail to wag more, as he leapt up and licked my face. “Good boy!” I giggled, petting him as he nearly knocked me over, “Yes, who’s a good boy? You’re so friendly!”

Eventually, though, Jake settled back down, laying on the bed next to me, with his large, heavy head in my lap. I pet his head for a few minutes in silence before I started to talk to him again.

“So, what’s the deal with Johnathan? Does he hate me? Does he really think I’m as stupid as he claimed?”

Of course, the dog didn’t answer, but he did seem to be paying attention to me. His big eyes looked up at me, keeping my gaze. 

There was something about the dog, as well as my current surroundings that was calming, almost welcoming.

I had never needed a lot and the preference I kept toward this dwelling proved that. Sure, it was a cabin. There was no denying the fact that there were no amenities in it, whatsoever. The fireplace truly seemed to be the only source of light and everything about the cabin was quaint. It was only one room, with everything but a bathroom. That was a small, closet-like space with a toilet, sink and shower crammed into what was obviously an addition. 

However, despite the obvious lack of amenities, there was nothing that I found unsettling about the cabin. In fact, for a man, living in the middle of a mountain range with only his dog, the cabin was surprisingly well-kept. The floor was clean, the windows were washed and even the bathroom seemed to be tided on a regular basis.

There were some dorms at the college where I went that were far messier than this cabin.

While I found it strange, I would’ve found a disgusting residence far more unsettling. 

I didn’t have much experience with serial killers, besides the psychological reference I was taught in my classes, I couldn’t believe that Johnathan quite fit the mold.

In fact, there was part of me that enjoyed the quiet space. I had thought that being in the mountains would give me peace, but it ended up being the most stressful experience of my life. 

Yet, being right here, in the cabin with Jake, was surprisingly relaxing. 

While I was angry with Johnathan, I wasn’t afraid of him.

Once I calmed down, I didn’t even blame him for reacting like he had. I figured that after everything he did, for me to accuse him of something like that wasn’t fair. I decided that when Johnathan returned, I would apologize for being so mean.

Intermittently, Jake and I would play, which was hilarious, watching him get over-excited when I would toss his stick as far as I could in the small area. 

It was like watching a bear tearing through the cabin. Yet, he was careful not to lose control. No matter what I did, he was able to return the stick without hurting himself or anything in the cabin.

Eventually, though, I would get tired, as I guessed I was still healing quite a bit. When I did, the dog would climb up on the bed with me and lay down. 

We may have napped for a little while, but for the most part, he just stayed by my side, comforting me.

When Johnathan returned, I could tell right away that he was much calmer.

As he entered, Jake pulled his head up off my lap to stare at him, as though he disapproved of him being gone for so long. Although, after the initial scowl, he placed his head back on my lap.

“Well, somebody found a friend,” Johnathan grinned, now trying to be more hospitable.

“Yes, he’s been very comforting,” I replied, affectionately stroking his large ear.

“Yeah, for the most part, he’s a big mush. He’s a good protector, but you’d never know it unless you’ve seen him in action.”

“Oh, I believe it. I grew up around dogs. I get it,” I answered.

“Sorry I was gone so long. I was doing a perimeter check…” His voice trailed off there, though I wasn’t quite sure why until I noticed that the pack he was carrying looked extremely familiar.

“Is that mine?” I asked, not sure if I really wanted to know the answer.

“Yeah, I think so,” he replied, dropping it next to the bed. When I looked up at him, his grin returned as he added, “At least you have a change of clothes now.”

“Thank you,” I replied, not quite sure what to think. Of course, I was happy to have my belongings back, but I couldn’t understand why he was at the campsite. “This included a pretty big perimeter,” I retorted.

“Yeah, I like to be thorough,” he replied in a cool tone, not even bothering to take the bait, though I was sure he recognized it.

“So, did you find anything else? In your perimeter check?”

“No,” he insisted, though his jaw tightened angrily, and I got the sense he was lying. Yet, from the darkness that swirled in his eyes, I wasn’t about to question him. 

At this point, if he had killed the man who attacked me, I couldn’t say I would be particularly upset about it.

If he had, I supposed I wouldn’t have to worry about him coming after me again, but then again, that would also mean I was still trapped in the mountains with a murderer.

So, between the two, I knew when I felt better, I would prefer not to be trapped with a murderer, even if the other psycho was still running free.

“Well, thank you,” I offered, “For bringing my stuff back to me. I really appreciate it.”

He shook his head curtly, “I thought you might want it. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to save your tent…”

Flashbacks of feeling trapped as I tried to go through it, attempting get away from the guide tore through my brain. I shook my head, to get the image out of my mind, but quickly covered my strange reaction with a comment, “No, I know. It’s fine. The bag is much more important.”

Jonathan stared at me, as though he was about to comment on my strange reaction but decided against it at the last moment. Instead, he didn’t respond. He just went about his business, so I started to go through my things, seeing exactly what was there.

In a way, looking at the clothes and the things that I had packed before my whole world was flipped upside down was odd.

It almost felt as though I wasn’t even looking at my belongings. It felt as though this belonged to someone else, who simply had the same style and size as I did.

For the first time since this whole ordeal happened, I finally realized the enormity of it. I thought about what happened and what could’ve happened, if Johnathan wasn’t there to help me.

I felt my breath quiver with fear, as I glared down at the brightly-colored, summer clothing that I wasn’t sure I would ever want to wear again.

I stared at the clothing, I guess for an obnoxiously long time, contemplating how long it would take for me to actually feel like myself again.

“That is yours, right?” Johnathan asked me, breaking the morbid, disturbing connection I was creating with the outfit in my hand.

“Yeah. It’s mine,” I answered, though my voice seemed far away. 

At first, the man seemed as though he was contemplating going about his business, but the tone of voice that accompanied my response caused him to turn back around.

“Okay, what is it?” He asked, sitting down on the chair across from me.

“What do you mean?” I asked, even though I knew exactly what he was referring to.

“You’re looking at that shirt like it’s going to attack you. I don’t want to care, but I’m involved, so what’s wrong?”

“Nothing. It’s…just…I never liked this shirt,” I lied.

“Oh, bullshit,” he insisted, which caused me to perk up a little, surprised by his harsh reaction, though I felt I should be used it by now. “You and I both know that the shirt triggered something. So, you should probably talk about it.”

“You don’t want to hear about it,” I replied, “It’s probably nothing.”

“You’re right. I don’t want to hear about it, but that’s because I’m a selfish dick. Right now, I’m asking you about it, so you should tell me, and I will try my best to give some advice.”

“Why should I tell you if you don’t want to talk about it?”

“Because, right now, by some strange twist of fate, I’m all you have, so speak.”

I made a face at him, narrowing my eyes slightly, “You don’t have a very good bedside manner.”

“You think I don’t know that?” He hissed, “Another thing I know, is that you’re trying to get off subject, so you don’t have to talk about whatever is bothering you and I’m not going to let you do that, so talk.”

I grinned, feeling slightly silly, having been caught. Even though he was rough and, as he said, kind of an asshole, I couldn’t help but be attracted to him. 

He angered me…a lot and I couldn’t decide if he was crazy or just didn’t care about anything, like his attitude suggested, but below all of that, everything he seemed to do was for the right reason.

For instance, I knew that he had gone out of his way to find my pack for me. I wasn’t sure why he had done it, or if that was his plan when he walked out the door, but he didn’t have to do that. 

He also didn’t have to help me, but he did.

Now, he didn’t have to force me to talk about what was bothering me, but apparently, he wasn’t going to let it go until I spoke up. 

This man was so strange, but equally intriguing.

So, after a long moment of silence, I decided I would tell him and see if it made a difference, “It just seems…strange. I mean, it’s just a shirt, but looking at it makes me angry and sad.” I stared down at the shirt, trying to find the right words to explain my feelings. “Part of me, is angry and never wants to see it again, because it was with me when it happened, but part of me, feels like this isn’t even my shirt.”

Johnathan nodded, “That’s because it isn’t. Not really. Not anymore.”

My eyes cautiously, wandered over to meet his gaze, wondering if he was going to springboard his comment into some cruel joke, but to my surprise, he was staring right back with a serious expression. 

Leaning in closer to me, Johnathan folded his hands in front of him and spoke slowly, as though he was contemplating what he as saying, before forming it into words. 

“When people go through traumatic events, especially like what you went through, it changes them. People can say that it doesn’t but they’re full of shit. They either become stronger, or they succumb to it, but either way, they are never the person they were before it happened. So, it makes sense that you don’t feel like yourself. Unfortunately, you might never feel like yourself ever again…At least not the way you felt before last night.”

“Yeah, but it’s not like this was the first bad thing to ever happen in my life,” I admitted, as a thought crossed my mind about why I had come out here in the first place.

Johnathan shrugged, “Yeah, but when that other stuff happened, you had other people, other familiar things to hold on to. Now, you have a fucking shirt. That shirt didn’t protect you. It didn’t help you. Hell, you weren’t even wearing it when it happened, so it didn’t even go through the ordeal with you. It did nothing for you, but right now, that is all you have of your old life to hold on to.”

I contemplated what he said for a moment, internalizing the advice he was giving me, before I turned to him and asked, “So, what do I do?”

“That’s entirely up to you, Carrie. You can hold onto it, pull strength from who you were through it, or you can burn it,” he shrugged, “Not that I care what you do about it, but I would hold onto it for a little while, if I were you, because these are all the clothes you have left.” He sighed and then asked, as though we hadn’t shared any kind of a moment, “So, are you hungry, by any chance?” 

At first, I was caught off guard by the abrupt change in subject, considering it felt as though we were garnishing something of a connection. He was genuinely trying to help me. His advice was solid, and it gave me the impression that he knew what I was talking about.

Obviously, he had something screwed up happen to him. I thought but was still impressed by the idea that he was able to put it into words. Most men either wouldn’t do that or were simply incapable of such a feat.

“Yes, I am pretty hungry, actually,” I eventually replied, once again realizing the sensation as soon as it was suggested to me. Despite the randomness, he did have a point. It was time to eat, so I guessed that was his way of staving off having such a meaningful conversation.

I was okay with that.

“Good. I’m glad you have an appetite,” with that, Johnathan turned toward the fire and took the same pot off the stove, pouring the contents into two bowls. “Sorry about the food. I make stuff in bulk and eat it until it’s gone. There’s really no great refrigeration system up here, without electricity.”

Just like that, my therapy session was over.

“Don’t worry about it,” I replied, as he handed me one of the bowls, “It tastes good and I’m starving.”

For a while, we ate in silence. I wanted to speak to him, especially since it seemed like he was far more open to the prospect of having a normal conversation. However, I wasn’t quite sure what to say. 

So, instead of speaking, I focused on him, while trying to avoid being overly creepy or weird.

Whenever he wasn’t looking, I would study his face and his mannerisms. I could tell right away, that he hadn’t always lived up here. He knew how to live among people. He wasn’t socially awkward. 

Actually, I found that he was fairly confident. Everything he did, he had a reason. I wasn’t sure why I knew this or thought this about him, but I was certain that I was right. 

Through my spying, I also noticed that under the roughness of the man who lived in the mountains, there is something normal and traditionally attractive about him. He wore his mountain man look well but I guessed that underneath all of that hair and tattered clothing, there was a truly astonishingly striking man.

I thought about the dream and my cheeks reddened, not wanting to admit that the more time I spent with him, the more interested I became in knowing him. 

“You were right, you know,” I finally spoke when, halfway through the meal, the silence was getting overwhelmed by my own, confused thoughts. 

“About what, exactly?” Johnathan peered up from his bowl and locked eyes with me before the corner of his lip twitched up in a grin and his eyes sparkled with humor, “I’m right quite a lot. You’re gonna have to be more specific.”

I chuckled, more out of shock that he had made a joke, and shook my head, deciding to continue with the conversation I felt we needed to have.

“You were right about me coming out here all by myself. It was a stupid thing to do and guide or not, you’re right; being up here all alone with a man I didn’t know was really fucking stupid.”

Johnathan didn’t respond right away, but the look in his eye made me regret bringing it up again.

“I’m trying to apologize. I’m sorry for the way I reacted,” I answered, “I was just defensive, because I know it was stupid. I knew it was stupid when I was doing it and if I didn’t, my friends certainly told me enough times before I left.”

“But, you’re stubborn. You wanted to do it, so you were willing to take whatever risk you needed to take?” Johnathan hissed, sounding as though even my apology was upsetting him.

“Yeah, I guess,” I shrugged, “I just wanted a little adventure. I was bored with school and no one else wanted to go with me. I had to make my own way, or I would never go.”

“Well, you certainly got the adventure you were after, I guess,” Johnathan retorted, before taking my bowl away and bringing the dishes to the sink.

I was stunned to silence, completely unsure of exactly what I should say to him. I didn’t want to argue anymore but I was a little insulted. 

So, I simply stopped talking. I could tell by the darkness surrounding the outside of the cabin that it was getting late, so I allowed the exhaustion that plagued me to consume me.

Hopefully tomorrow would be better. 

Chapter 8

Johnathan

After I spoke, I immediately regretted it. However, I was far too stubborn myself to admit that. So, when Carrie simply took my silence as an opportunity to go to sleep, I let her without ever offering up my own apology. 

I wasn’t sure why I had gotten so defensive. I was fine until she mentioned the stupid instance with the man in the woods. Instantly, my anger returned, but I wasn’t angry with Carrie. 

I was furious with the situation. While, I understood that if she had never done what she did, I would have never met her, which for some strange reason, mattered to me. Yet, if she had never gone into the mountains with that man, I would’ve been okay with never meeting her, because she would’ve never had to go through that ordeal.

Plus, I wouldn’t have to be sitting here, wondering why the hell I felt any of this. I still didn’t know why I cared or if I would continue to care.

A long time ago, I had become convinced that any human connection was a black hole, through which my life and everything about me would be sucked through if I ever fell for that temptation again. Yet, this girl, with one bat of her eyes, made me want to take that leap all over again and I couldn’t, for the life of me figure out why.

Later that night, once Carrie was long asleep, I could no longer deny the feelings I had for Carrie, or the loneliness that I had persuaded myself was necessary. I knew from the moment I met her that I liked Carrie and it seemed that the more I tried to deny my feelings, the more intense they became.

Now, they had started to manifest in a sense of jealousy that I didn’t want. Of course, I didn’t want to be an asshole to Carrie, but I knew it would be weirder if I showed her how overprotective I was of her.

I wondered whether it would be better for me to tell her about what else I had found in the woods, or if that was better kept my secret. Since I didn’t think it mattered, I didn’t want to tell her. I had gotten her out of the situation and explaining what I had found would only scare her.

She’s been through enough… I thought but argued that she was a grown woman and deserved to know the truth. The possible implications of her actions shouldn’t be hidden from her. She needs to know the kind of fucked up evil that is in this world.

I had no doubt in my mind that the man intended to kill her and leave her body in the mountains, somewhere she would never be discovered. The thought scared the shit out of me, and again, I wondered what the likelihood of him returning to finish the job would be. 

However, I figured since I was going to try to keep her safe until she was back to civilization, it was unlikely that he was going to do anything. If he tried, I would kill him. Simple as that. 

Yet, I knew that I wasn’t going to be around to protect her forever. The overall issue of what the man she had trusted was planning to do to her was still a valid threat. Though I thought it was unlikely that she would make the same mistake again, I couldn’t be sure and therefore, I felt that I needed to do everything I could to keep her from falling for the same type of trick.

I have to tell her. I can’t protect her from this. She needs to know. I insisted.

Still, I didn’t want to drive her away, despite the fact that I told myself that would be best. I knew that if I explained all of this to her, it would scare her and there was a possibility that she would think I was trying to prove my point, other than simply protect her. 

Again, part of me couldn’t deny that might be best. She and I weren’t supposed to be together. We were from two different worlds. I had chosen absolute solitude and she had a life outside of these mountains.

Pushing her away might be the only way that I could protect us both from whatever strange sense of connection we seemed to have.

I was sure that she felt it too, which annoyed me. I didn’t want to have that affect on anyone, because I didn’t want anyone to have a similar effect on me.

Being out here all alone with my dog wasn’t the life I wanted, but it was the life I felt was best for my sanity. I knew that I could no longer handle reality. It had fucked me royally and I had no more use for it. 

If you truly have no more use for humans and humanity, then why do you give a damn about what happens to this woman? I wondered, playing devil’s advocate to myself.

After a moment of contemplation, I countered the idea with the thought that maybe my feelings were so strong because I hadn’t been around people for so long.

Yet, even as I tried to convince myself of this, I knew it was something different. I knew that I was trying to bullshit myself into believing a lie, though I was willing enough to believe it.

I knew that something about Carrie was different. I had no idea how I knew that, or if it even made sense to think that way. After all, I wasn’t too naive to believe that wishful thinking was the true source of what I misperceived as intuition.

Of course, I wanted her to be the answer to my shitty life, but I had given up on finding that answer a long time ago. It bothered me that one instance could completely shake the resolve I thought was ironclad.

Could it be that I’m not as broken as I thought? I contemplated this but was fairly certain that wasn’t the case. What had happened to me had scarred me for life. My trust was shattered and that took a hell of a lot more than a hot body and a pretty face to piece back together. Don’t kid yourself. I decided, knowing that even if I was able to fool myself enough to be convincing, my re-entry into humanity was going to cost a lot more than I was willing to give. 

Never again.

It wouldn’t be fair to her…or to anyone. I told myself, though I still felt the urge to continue trying to find some solace in my thoughts.

Since, regardless of what I decided or the outcome it yielded, this could be considered improvement. 

It also could be considered a relapse. I countered negatively. Going and making the same damn mistake is proof that you’re crazy, not that you’re cured.

I tried to be a somewhat logical man and despite my present situation, I knew myself well. I knew when I was interested and when I was simply horny.

While Carrie definitely made me feel a connection to her that was almost painfully alluring, I also yearned to get to know her. I didn’t want a one-night stand, I wanted her.

Although, I still didn’t quite understand why; primarily because I didn’t know her at all. I had gotten her out of a bad situation, but we had argued in the two, somewhat normal conversations we had. Granted, I was an asshole on purpose in both situations, but that was only so I could shield myself from the truth of it all.

As I sat, staring deep into the fire as it blazed with unmerciful fury, I contemplated all of this. 

I wanted to come to some explanation and I wanted to do it before I did something I would regret. 

I briefly contemplated that this was some kind of fate, but quickly scoffed at the idea. Fate wasn’t in our favor. I could attest to that. If fate was on our side, people wouldn’t get knocked on their ass so many times before finally settling for something that resembled happiness. 

Still, even though my convictions were strong, with one glance back at Carrie, sleeping soundlessly, with Jake warming her feet at the bottom of the bed, I wondered if there was something that I was supposed to be noticing. 

After all, Jake seems to like her, but he always was something of a lady’s dog. 

As I had told Carrie, he’s a big mush. There’s not a mean bone in that dog’s body, so long as you aren’t out to hurt anyone. 

Of course, I tried to convince myself that Jake was simply trying to comfort Carrie. After all, I was sure he could sense that she was going through something traumatic, even if he didn’t quite understand. 

Yet, if that was it, or if there was something more, a deeper connection there, between the dog and the woman, I couldn’t help but wonder if Jake has the right idea.

Perhaps, instead of worrying about keeping up the walls that were obviously not working so well for me, I should go with it.

The last time almost killed me, but it didn’t, so maybe this time wouldn’t either.

After hours of fending off what I knew, somewhere in the back of my mind was inevitable, I resolved to learning more about this woman. I would try a different approach; one that involved me being less of an asshole and more of the person I was once, a long time ago.

Considering we were stuck together, at least until Carrie’s ankle healed, I decided it was better to be hospitable than to have her resent me for something I could’ve prevented.

I finally decided if she was going to hate me, I would rather her hate me for something I did. At least then, I wouldn’t have anything to regret. 

Chapter 9

Carrie

When I woke up, I felt disgusting. I wasn’t used to being so gross. Normally, I was an extremely clean person. So, having not taken so much as a whore bath for God knows how long was starting to weigh on me. I felt as though I smelled disgusting and each time I moved, I heard my hair crunching from the dried blood.

It made me sick and after laying there, in the darkness, I was sure I wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep if I had to continue living in my own filth.

So, I carefully eased myself off the bed, careful not to wake anyone. Although, as soon as I moved, I heard Jake groan as his large head poked up to see what was going on.

“Go back to sleep,” I told the dog, “It’s okay.”

Yet, when I turned around, I saw a figure towering over me. I was so concerned with the dog, I didn’t even hear anyone coming up behind me.

My heart dropped as I had a flashback of the tour guide. I screamed and staggered back, but I was caught by large, sturdy hands and brought back up. 

“What the hell? Carrie? What’s wrong?” Johnathan asked, sounding genuinely concerned. He made sure I was stable before releasing my arm.

“Nothing…I just wanted to go take a shower,” I complained, picking at my hair. “I feel gross.”

Even though he didn’t make a sound, I could almost sense him rolling his eyes at me. 

“Really?” Johnathan finally retorted, “You couldn’t have wanted to do this last night, or waited until morning?”

“I’m sorry, I just woke up and,” I shivered from disgust, “I just feel like everything is caked on me and I want to get it off.”

I must have sounded desperate though, because when he spoke again, his voice was a lot more understanding.

“Okay…Okay, fine. Just…Sit down, will you?” As he spoke, he guided me back to the bed. “Let me get some light in here and I’ll help you.”

“Thank you,” I answered, relieved that he was going to do something about it instead of just telling me to go back to sleep.

Obviously still waking up, I watched his shadow slunk over to the large oven and prime the embers of the fire and add firewood so that the flames returned, giving some light to the room.

I waited patiently, even though it was difficult. 

When he returned, though, Johnathan helped me over to the sink. He unbandaged my head and got me a chair to sit down on. Afterwards, he eased me back, so that he could carefully clean my hair. 

“Thank you,” I replied again, as I watched his large hands methodically and carefully remove the crimson from my hair.

I wasn’t sure if he didn’t hear me, or simply didn’t feel like responding, but either way, he said nothing. Instead, he used some kind of soap on my hair, before washing it out, paying particular care not to touch the spot where the blood had originated. 

“I can’t touch that yet,” he announced, pointing to the back of my hair. “I don’t want it to start bleeding all over again.”

“That’s okay,” I replied, but he was already back to work. I wondered if he had done that purposefully, to let me know that he wasn’t asking for my permission.

Still, I didn’t care. He could be a jerk all he wanted, so long as he helped me feel like myself and not like the Carrie in the movie who got covered in pig’s blood.

At least this was my own blood, I tried to tell myself as the sickening thought passed through my mind, but it ended up doing little to console me.

Blood was blood and it was gross.

After Johnathan had finished, he told me that if I wanted, I could take a shower to wash off my body.

Pointing me toward the bathroom, he warned, “Don’t get water in your cut. It’s starting to scab, and I don’t want anything to fuck it up. It’s actually looking good.”

The thought made me weak in the knees but instead of dwelling on that, I managed to shake my head. “Okay. Thanks.”

I hobbled over to the bathroom, with Johnathan guiding me. He made sure I was alright before quickly leaving the room.

The shower was simple and seemed to be more of an outdoor setup than indoor plumbing, but I supposed I should be grateful for at least this advancement. 

I took the hose off the rung and pointed it down while I turned the nozzle. Water immediately shot out of the sprayer. It was freezing but thankfully, I didn’t have it pointed toward me.

The water seemed to take forever to warm up, even marginally, but when it did, I was thankful. I used the strange soap that had the scent of pine and washed myself off, careful to keep my injured ankle out of the water as well. Even though it wasn’t open, it still had a splint on it and I didn’t feel like going through the effort to take it off. 

I was simply happy to not feel crusty anymore. 

When I got out of the shower, I saw there was a towel hanging on the hook that I could’ve sworn wasn’t there before. I dried myself off as best as I could before putting the towel around my body and walking back out, into the main portion of the cabin. 

I noticed that the bed was changed, with new sheets and I had comfortable clothes on the bed, laid out for me.

I looked around and saw Johnathan in his normal spot, sitting in his chair, rocking slowly back and forth, watching the fire.

He didn’t seem to notice that I was there, or made no attempt to enlighten me, so I cleared my throat.

“Thanks for putting my clothes out…and changing my sheets,” I called, but Johnathan didn’t turn around.

I looked over at the bed and a previously displaced Jake was now rolling around on the covers playfully, as though he was trying to get his scent back on the sheets.

Swinging out a little bit, to look around the chair, I saw that Johnathan’s head was cocked to the side and his eyes were closed.

I didn’t think he was sleeping for some reason, but I figured if he didn’t want to speak to me, he didn’t have to and so, I shrugged and walked back over to the bed. 

After putting the clean pajamas on, I crawled back into the bed and was finally able to get a good night’s sleep.

The next morning, my senses woke me with the sounds and smells of breakfast. 

At first, I was confused, wondering why there was a big hairy thing in my bed, and who was making breakfast.

Yet, when a shot of pain reverberated up my leg, I remembered what had happened and where I was, before opening my eyes. I moved slightly, and the massive dog inched closer to me, almost like a child, grumbling in his sleep. 

I stifled a chuckle and hugged him, hoping that today was going to be better than the past few days. I couldn’t take much more arguing and craziness. I wasn’t used to all of this and while I no longer had a fear of Johnathan, I wanted to like him. I wanted to learn more about him. 

I had no idea why I wanted him to let me in, but I was willing to believe that I had met him for a reason. 

Obviously, this could’ve been the fact that he saved me, coupled with the dream that made me think this way, but knowing that didn’t dampen my resolve.

I wanted to get to know Johnathan and I wanted to figure out why he was up here, all alone.

While he was intensely guarded, I had no doubt in his sanity. 

I didn’t think he was dangerous, because there was nothing that he had done that even hinted he wasn’t in control of himself. So, that ruled out that he was hiding from the law, but what else would make a man take up such a solitary life?

It wasn’t the fact that it was off the grid and in the mountains that made me so curious. There were plenty of people who enjoyed their privacy and would love to have such a place to get away. 

What intrigued me, was that this wasn’t a getaway for Johnathan. This was a permanent residence and he didn’t share it with another living soul. 

It must be such a lonely existence and to want that, something awful must have happened to him. 

I wanted to know what that was, because for some reason, I believed that whatever happened, I could help him.

However, when I opened my eyes, my thoughts seemed silly, and overthought, as a far more jovial Johnathan greeted me. 

“Good morning!” Johnathan exclaimed, placing a plate of eggs and bacon on the table next to her.

“Oh…Thank you!” I exclaimed, feeling my stomach rumble at the sight of the food.

“You’re welcome. You’re going to need your strength today, because I want you to try to walk around.”

I grinned, taking the plate onto my lap, “Are you trying to get rid of me?”

Instead of getting defensive, as I feared he might, he grinned, knowing that I was teasing him.

“Well, as much as I would like to sleep in my own bed at some point soon, no. I’m giving you a little tough love because I don’t want your muscles to get complacent. Trust me, you don’t want that either. If you’re ever going to make it down that mountain, you are going to have to start somewhere. Besides, I’m sure you don’t want to stay here a second more than you have to.”

“Actually, it’s not too bad,” I mused, hoping I didn’t sound as desperate as I felt I came across. I was only trying to be friendly, but it came out sounding kind of seductive, which wasn’t my intent. Immediately, I felt my cheeks redden with embarrassment. “I mean, I told you, I find it relaxing…The cabin and all that.”

Johnathan nodded, “Yeah, I get that. I feel the same way myself. I love it up here…Usually, there’s hardly anyone else around. It’s great.” Staring at me for a long moment, I was sure he was going to ask me a question, but it took him a while, I supposed, to figure out how he wanted to ask the question. “So, what is it that makes you want to be relaxed in a cabin, with no way to contact the outside world?”

“I could ask you the same thing? I’m not exactly here by choice.”

“So, you’re making the best out of a bad situation?” He asked, though not with any hint of being insulted. He genuinely seemed interested in my thought process.

“I guess. I mean, considering what happened…But I came up to the mountains in the first place to get away. I thought hiking would be the answer, but this is much better.” I grinned.

“Well, I can’t really take that as a compliment. I mean, the cabin is the better of two genuinely shitty options.”

I chuckled, “The mountain wasn’t supposed to be a shitty option. However, I still think this is nicer.”

“Wow. Maybe you hit your head a little harder than I thought,” he joked.

“No, seriously, Johnathan. I’ve always been a simple girl. I don’t need a lot and lately, there has been a lot to deal with.”

“What do you mean? What do you do, when you’re not…attempting to return to nature?”

“I am in college. I’m studying to be a paralegal,” I answered. “I go to NC state.”

“Damn,” Johnathan answered, “I guess you’re right. You do have an excuse to want to get away.”

“It’s not that I want to get away from anything. I can’t wait to get on with my life. I love helping people and I can’t wait to start doing what I’m going to school for…Schools not that bad. It’s just…a lot.” I simpered, “I needed a break from it all, just to recharge my batteries. While I really didn’t have anyone, who wanted to go with me, I wasn’t exactly begging anyone to come with me either. I was happy to go alone, because I thought it would help me relax.”

“What kind of high maintenance friends do you have?” He teased.

“One of the most high-maintenance…and she knows it too. She would tell you. She’s crazy, but we’ve been friends for years. If I took her along, I would have to hear her bitching about bugs, the sun, the grass, the stones, the sky and the mountain itself for a week. She isn’t an outdoors person.”

“And…no one else would go with you?”

“I wouldn’t want anyone else to go with me. My parents wouldn’t climb a mountain and my other friends, they’re school friends, you know? Not, go brave the wilderness friends.”

“There’s a difference?”

“Of course, there’s a difference,” I answered with a slight insinuation to my voice that he immediately picked up on. 

“You realize, you’re talking to the guy who prefers the company of a dog, to any human beings, right?”

“Fair enough. So, you just hate everybody, huh?”

“Yeah, pretty much,” he retorted playfully, “People are stupid.”

I rolled my eyes, “So, do you think you’re better than everyone else, or what?”

“Oh, God no. I’m a dick. I wouldn’t want to be my friend either. I’m surprised poor Jake has stuck it out this long,” he insisted playfully. 

“Jake loves you,” I insisted, glancing at the dog, who was now looking between us, hoping that someone would sacrifice a piece of bacon for him.

“He just loves me because I feed him,” Johnathan insisted.

“Sometimes, that’s all you need.”

“Yup, this pup is all I need,” Johnathan, insisted, giving up a piece of his bacon to an extremely happy Jake, as he pet the dogs massive head.

Jake swallowed the bacon in one bite and immediately started to scour both of our plates for another.

“That’s all you get,” Johnathan insisted, “Don’t look at her plate. She needs her strength. You’re fine.”

As though Jake understood what his owner was saying, he huffed in protest before flopping onto the floor and laying down, away from us.

“He’s never happy, that dog,” Johnathan laughed. 

“But he’s so cute!” I exclaimed, wishing I had given up some of my bacon while I still had the chance.

“Ugh…He’s two-hundred pounds of pure muscle and fur… He’s not cute.”

“And that is why, I think he might like me better,” I retorted.

“Eh, he definitely likes you better,” he replied hastily, in a way that slightly lessened the effect of my joke. “But he’s stuck with me…Speaking of which, if you’re able to move around on it today, we’ll work on it a little more for the next few days, but I’m hoping you’ll be well enough to get back down the mountain in a little while. From what I can see of it right now, the sprain seems to be healing nicely. I’m more worried about re-injury than I am about you not being able to make it. I just want to make sure you don’t overdo it too soon.”

“Thanks,” I answered, feeling the spark of a connection starting to take shape again. I grinned at him.

However, this time, he didn’t respond in a positive manner. He swallowed hard and put his plate to the side. His expression wasn’t angry, but it scared me.

“What?” I asked, my face falling to match his morose expression. “Is everything okay?”

“Yeah…I just…I feel like I have to tell you something,” Johnathan replied, putting his plate down on the ground and settling in to have a serious conversation.

Suddenly, the remainder of my breakfast was no longer appealing. I felt my stomach churn as I wondered what could possibly be so important, or so grave, that he would feel the need to be so serious about.

Since, the one thing I had learned about Johnathan was that unless he was angry, he didn’t take things overly serious. He would rather insult a problem or tell it to go to hell wit his dry sense of humor than actually address it, which I was starting to get used to. Instead, though, right now, he seemed almost too serious.

“Johnathan, you’re scaring me…” I offered, pulling back from him.

“Good. You should be scared,” he scowled, “Cause it scared the shit out of me and I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it.”

“What?” I asked, inching back toward him, although I felt my body shaking. I wasn’t sure what he was going to tell me and I feared that something would snap in him and I would be thrown back into a terrible situation, like I was at the campsite.

It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Johnathan, it was more that I was having a hard time trusting anyone presently. It seemed like every time I moved, since the incident, I was afraid something was going to attack me. 

I didn’t want to live this way and my only hope was that it would get better with time, but I doubted it and Johnathan’s expression wasn’t helping this idea.

“So,” he started skeptically, as though he still wasn’t sure if he wanted to tell me what he felt he needed to. Yet, after a pause, he continued, “You know when I told you I found your tent and your bag? I told you that I didn’t find anything else?”

“Yeah?” I prodded as my heart started to thump loud and hastily in my chest. Instantly, I felt sick and the words spilled out of me before I could stop them, “Did you find the guy? Did you kill him?”

“What?” Johnathan seemed to be removed from the seriousness of the situation for a moment, as he shook his head. “No! Why would you think…” His voice willingly cut off there and his head bobbed in a motion as though he had answered his own question and no longer needed further explanation. “Uh…No. I didn’t kill him, but that’s partially only because I didn’t find him. I did find his bag…”

“His hiking pack?”

“No. Probably a bag that he had in his hiking pack. It looked like a medical bag? Kind of…Anyway, I found a knife, rope, duct tape and the damn drug he used to knock you out with in the bag.” He spoke quickly now, as though he was trying to get it all out before he changed his mind about saying any of it. “The good news is, the drug he used won’t have any lasting effects. It’s basically generic Valium, so it won’t have any lasting effects, but the other stuff I found suggests that…”

“He was going to kill me,” I replied, saying the words aloud made my stomach curdle. Again, I felt sick.

“Jesus, I’m sorry, Carrie. I wasn’t going to tell you, but I felt that you had a right to know…” He insisted, gingerly grasping my shoulder in an attempt to be supportive.

However, I wasn’t listening to him. Even though I had known that was a possibility, even as the assault was happening, the pre-meditation that had gone into the attack and the obvious, ultimate intention made my head spin.

Those eyes returned, burning into my soul and now that I was certain of their true intention, I was certain that I would likely never be able to rest comfortably and securely again. 

If the guide had intended to kill me after he had gotten what he wanted, he would definitely want to kill me now that he was interrupted.

Thoughts of how my life was in danger, as well as Johnathan’s life flooded my conscious, making me feel guilty as well as terrified.

I wasn’t sure what I had thought happened to him before but the thought of him coming back for me wasn’t high on the realm of my possibilities. However, now, I feared that it was the only logical conclusion.

I supposed I had hoped this was a random act and that he was never going to try it again, because it had failed. I knew that was a dumb idea, especially now, but it was hard for my brain to contemplate anything else. Now, those ideas seemed like fantasies, wishful thinking, though I knew the reality was far darker. 

As all of this weighed down on me, I felt increasingly lightheaded as the black curtain started to close from the corners of my eyes. I heaved a breath, which was useless, as though I was punched in the stomach and was certain that I was about to pass out.

I tried to fight it, refusing to close my eyes, but as the blackness closed over my vision, my stomach churned uncomfortably. 

I wondered if it was better to pass out or fight it and throw up. Either way, I figured I would be getting sick, so I instantly decided I didn’t want to be throwing up after I had succumbed to the darkness.

I swallowed hard and fought for breath.  

Realizing the despair, I was in, Johnathan’s grasp tightened as he tried to keep me from falling over.

“Carrie!” He yelled, shaking me slightly so that was pulled away from the sense of overbearing fear. When I looked at him, he pressed his other hand on my other shoulder and glared at me. “Carrie, listen to me!” He screamed.

Eventually, my eyes settled on his and the dizziness started to dissipate, though my unsettled stomach continued to ebb and flow, still threatening to release its contents.

“Breathe, Carrie…Relax. Come back to me,” Johnathan’s voice was soothing and calm, now that he had stopped yelling. His panic had receded and therefore, I was able to focus on him as he requested, which slowly eased the sickness I felt.

He continued to speak softly to me, his eyes bearing into mine intently, driving out the crazed look of the guide that plagued me.

Finally, I was able to draw in a calming breath, then another. Slowly, I started to be able to calm myself. 

“Relax, Carrie…” Johnathan told me once again, before his expression hardened in a far more serious, menacing manner. “Now, listen to me, Carrie, you are going to be okay. I am not going to let anyone hurt you. That asshole is long gone, but if he does come back, I swear to God, I’ll be ready for him. I’ll kill him, before you even know he’s here.”

“But…What if, what if he comes after me at home? After I leave?” I insisted.

“He won’t,” Johnathan insisted, his expression piercing. “I don’t want to scare you, but here’s the truth, if he tries to come after you again, he’s going to try to do so before you reach the ranger’s station. He’s either going to attack you here, or while we’re on the trip, so that is when you need to be the most aware of your surroundings. I will be with you the whole time and I know what to look for. I’ll know if he’s coming. Once you make it to the ranger’s station, you can report him, or you can leave it alone. Either way, once you’re there, he’s lost his shot. He’s not going to come after you again, because he isn’t sure if he’s already been made. You know his name, his face, and can direct people back to where he attacked you, which trust me, they will find evidence there…So, he’s at your mercy then. Going after you once you reach that ranger’s station is only adding time to a sentence. If you accuse him of hurting you and then you disappear, guess who their number one suspect is?”

I contemplated all of this and nodded, “That makes sense.”

“Also, this is his home turf. He knows this area. He doesn’t know where you live. Even if he finds out your address, he doesn’t know were to hide and where to go if things don’t go his way. Here, he feels comfortable. Where you live, he’s a caged rat. It’d be a suicide mission.”

Again, I shook my head with understanding, “That makes sense…”

“So, don’t worry about it.”

“Why did you go to get my stuff?” I asked, “And don’t tell me that it was a perimeter check…” I grinned weakly, as I finally felt the color start to return to my face. 

“I don’t know,” Johnathan responded, “I was just wandering around and honestly, found myself back at the spot where you were attacked. I did briefly think about trying to find the bastard, which was how I ended up by your campsite, but when I realized he wasn’t there, but the crazy killer bag was, I thought it would be better if I came back…Just in case.”

“Thanks,” I answered.

“I don’t know what you’re thanking me for. If he caught up with you here, he could kill you and blame my ass. I was protecting myself,” he snickered. 

“Thanks,” I retorted, this time a lot more sarcastically than the first time.

“Don’t mention it,” he insisted, before turning his attention toward my ankle. “I should probably check that. If it’s not too bad, I want you to walk, okay?”

I nodded, though for some reason, I was a little apprehensive. Perhaps it was because I hadn’t been on my feet in so long and I didn’t want to fail, or maybe it had more to do with the fact that I was still recovering from the news. I wasn’t sure exactly what it was, but I figured that getting up and walking around was the first step in regaining my life. So, I agreed.

Carefully, Johnathan removed the splint that he made, freeing my ankle for the first time.

Once it was released, he pushed my pant-leg up and easily felt around my ankle.

I grinned at the feel of his touch. I closed my eyes as I noticed that I was reacting in a sensual way to the way he was feeling my leg. His hands were rough, warm, and firm. I felt a fire start to rage in my midsection as my heart started to beat quickly. 

“Oh, admit it, Johnathan...You just want me to stay longer because you like the company,” I teased, trying to gauge whether he felt the same way as I did

“Does this hurt?” He asked, trying to be objective, though a simper crossed his features.

“No,” I replied, trying to be serious, though the way he was stroking my leg, massaging it in a manner that caused every bit of feeling I had to come alive, made it hard to be objective.

Right now, even if my ankle should’ve hurt, I didn’t think the amount of euphoric attraction I felt toward him would allow a legitimate response.

With all the raging hormones and pleasant vibes reverberating through my body, I felt it was likely impossible for me to feel any kind of pain.

My heart was racing by this point. I felt a spark between us reverberating through my body, feeding a fire that was already raging. I knew already that this was a feeling that I wanted to explore, but this wasn’t like me at all. I didn’t normally do this. I was far more the girl who waited for the man to make the first move.

However, I didn’t want to lose this feeling, so, before he pulled his hand away, I reached out and grabbed it with my hand.

My mind was reeling. I had no idea what I was doing, but when his eyes rose to meet mine, I could tell that he was purposefully trying to keep his distance. It was then that I was sure he felt the same way I did.

My gaze fixed on him, focusing in serious, intense insinuation.

He didn’t pull his hand away, but he waited for me to make a move.

“Thank you,” I insisted, drawing closer to him, “Seriously, I don’t want to think about what would’ve happened if you weren’t there.”

He grunted slightly, as though unsure, but didn’t pull back. 

Johnathan was hesitant, but I was sure that I wasn’t the only one to be experiencing such an intense current of emotions.

The sexual tension that flowed between us was nearly palpable.

I had never felt such a strong connection, with a person who I barely knew. It was a strange sensation, but one that I welcomed.

My eyes focused on his lips, hiding behind the beard and mustache and I wondered what it would be like to kiss him. I found myself wondering what he would taste like and how he would react.

After all, I didn’t want to scare the man, but as the seconds passed and the intensity of the look we exchanged became more intriguing, I was extremely tempted to find out exactly what would happen. 

So, taking a leap of faith, or whatever it was that propelled me forward, eyes closed, lips puckered, I lightly connected my lips with his.

Lingering there, I felt his breath on my face and his taste, which was surprisingly intriguing. 

His aura was intensely masculine and everything about him, including the essence of his tenderness.

I paused after I broke away, feeling my stomach topple over with attraction and wanting to continue, but I forced myself to stop to see what his reaction would be. 

When I opened my eyes, I saw that he was staring at me. A look of confusion, yet intrigue was apparent in his eyes.

“Are you sure?” He insisted gruffly, his eyebrow raising and his eyes glowing with need and assurance. “I don’t want you to think…”

“All I’m thinking, is that I want you…” I replied, succumbing to the passions that seemed to overtake me. 

I leaned in to kiss him again as his hand cupped my cheek and brought me closer to him.

His hand was warm and calloused, giving me the same stimulating sensation, I felt when he was touching my ankle. Yet, this was far more intrinsic, and natural, considering our current closeness.

When our lips met again, I felt the roughness of his facial hair as his mouth caressed mine. 

At first, his movements were cautious, but eventually, his kisses increased in their passion. His tongue managed to slip its way past my teeth, dancing and swooning my desires, which increased the growing, lustful sensation my body was experiencing. 

He was so warm, and gentle, though he took control. From then on, he progressed, though he was always careful not to come near any of my wounds.

When he pulled away from my lips, I pulled the nightgown I was wearing off, revealing the top half of me to him.

His eyes glowed with intrigue and allure as his gaze passed over my body, taking particular care to take in my breasts.

With strong, solid arms and protruding muscles, he hovered over my body. He was extremely close to me and I could feel the heat of his body against my own, even through his shirt. The heat that radiated off him caused me to feel a raging sign of intimacy forming between us. 

Lifting himself up, he backed away, so that he too could remove his shirt. 

I watched in awe as his chiseled muscles were etched perfectly into his abdomen and the taught, sinewy rope of muscle that wove throughout his chest was entrancing. The brown hair that curled over his chest wasn’t overly thick, but it was noticeable. I couldn’t wait to run my fingers through it. 

I had never actually witnessed a man with such a perfect body. His stomach was flat, except for the washboard stomach, which tightened into the waistband of his jeans, which were positioned low, showing off a tantalizing patch of hair on either side.

Undoubtable, the hair traced a line straight down to a throbbing member that my body yearned to have inside it.

When he moved back down, hovering over me once again, his eyes looked playful and wild. His lip coiled up into a sneer, as he slowly drew his head down, peeling the blanket away from me completely, while his lips and teeth traced my stomach, his mouth reached my underwear.

He looked up at me again, one last time, before his teeth bore into the underwear, yanking it down, to reveal my womanliness to him.

He growled as his hand slipped the underwear the rest of the way off, before his kisses started to become naughty. 

I felt the roughness of his beard rub against my own promising downy curls, before his hands carefully spread my legs apart. 

I squirmed, feeling his hot breath against my blossoming flower, but his large hands easily kept my legs from moving.

The prospect that I was his and he was going to do whatever he wanted to me was interesting and alluring.

I had never had a man do this to me and I wondered how it would feel.

To show him that I was agreeable to what his body was proposing, I opened myself as wide as I could as I watched his shaggy head delve through the apex of my legs.

I screamed at first, as a shock cascaded through me when his mouth fondled me, but when I felt his tongue stroke up my sheath, I had to grab ahold of the bed to keep from leaping up.

I heard a muffled laugh that rumbled my profusely moistening femininity, before his large hands repositioned themselves on either side of my thighs.

Moving them slowly, he continued to tease me with his tongue, which made me squeeze my eyes shut and moan. 

Almost immediately, I was completely breathless, yet regardless of the implications of the lack of air, I didn’t do anything that I thought might indicate I wanted him to stop.

“Oh God…Yes…” I groaned as my pelvis gyrated upwards, while Johnathan slipped his tongue into me, again causing me to scream.

I thrashed but this time, his hands pulled me toward him, so that he could enter deeper inside of me.

I felt him start to make a circular motion with his tongue as his thumbs massaged my pelvis. 

I closed my eyes to better enjoy the feelings he was sparking in side of me and I found that my body was thrusting toward him more, trying its best to help him slide deeper and deeper.

Waves of erotic exhilaration past over me as I felt my natural lubrication intensify with each of his strokes. 

My body quaked around him, continually inviting him deeper, but for as satisfying as it was, I yearned for all of him. 

I knew that he could give me such a delirious sense of intimacy with his tongue, I couldn’t wait to have the feeling of his manhood inside of me. 

Eventually, I was teased enough and while part of me didn’t want this feeling to end, my sensual essence felt tormented, being so close to him and yet, being unable to feel his true self ravaging my body.

“Johnathan…Please…” I begged, through groans that sometimes morphed into screams. “Please…”

After causing a little more sensual torture, he pulled back and immediately started to reveal himself to me. 

I could tell that he was certain he was doing a good job, because there was a proud smirk on his face, when he lifted his eyes up to me.

Once he had rid himself of his pants, he carefully spread my thighs apart, so that he could ease his body between them. 

His rough hands scaled up and down my legs, creating a friction that added a new feeling to my already overwhelmed senses.

I groaned, my pelvis propelling upwards, clearly inviting him closer.

In response, I felt his grip tighten as he eased his way toward me.

He was so close now that I could feel him, pumping against me with zeal. It caused my already overawed apex to tingle with delight, which soon turned into a tremor of passion that poured through my body, when he thrust himself against me.

Instinctively, my legs tried to shut, but his massive, muscular body stopped them nearly instantly, while his one hand continued to tease me. 

His hand glided down my parted sheath, while his finger slid down the center of my womanliness, which was already plump from the baiting of his tongue.

Completely opened me to him now, I knew that I was wholly at his mercy.

As I realized this, I felt him move closer to me, easily sliding himself completely inside me.

“Oh my God!” I screamed, closing my eyes, and tilting myself, up as I felt him fill me entirely.

With my body being primed and ready, when he reared back, it was easy for him to return, gliding deeper inside me now, as the two of us started to naturally work in tandem.

I grasped his shoulders as he towered over me again and together we rocked back and forth, intimately. With each thrust, we picked up speed, moving faster and faster until finally, I felt him explode inside of me.

I yelled out, feeling the injection spread out inside of me. I welcomed the feeling and once he had settled, we continued to move in a similar manner, until I could hardly control myself. 

I felt my whole-body quiver as I grabbed ahold of Johnathan, pressing myself against him, taking comfort in feeling his warmth against me, while my eyes shut tightly, and my breath caught in my throat. 

My heart was racing, yet I felt as though I was suspended in time. When the moment of bliss was finally thrust upon me, all I could do was join in the rapture of the moment, feeling completely transfixed as everything I knew about an orgasm was completely transformed.

I wanted to scream, but I didn’t want to risk losing this magnificent sensation. My body felt completely alive and my soul seemed to be the entity that was shouting for joy.

The sensation I had in that moment was far better than the first time or any time after my first. 

Although the euphoria I felt was so strong, it teetered on the brink of pain, I never wanted this moment to end. 

However, when I returned to reality, the only thought that kept me from being disappointed was that this was quite possibly, only the beginning. 

Chapter 10

Johnathan

When we had finished, we were both breathless and although we were exhausted from our intense lovemaking, neither one of us were tired.

For a long while, we lay on the bed, quietly enjoying the company of one another. I listened to Carrie breathe next to me and I felt her heartbeat against my chest. 

Every once in a while, she would grin up at me or move to kiss me, and I would reciprocate. However, we didn’t say anything.

After the grin and the kiss, Carrie would settle back on my chest and we would return to the silence and security that we felt in this moment. 

I hadn’t felt such a sense of security in a long time. It had even taken me a while to realize what it was I was feeling.

For such a long time, I had been on edge, having no idea how I would get by, from one day to the next. I was depressed and alone.

It was more than once that I had found myself staring down the barrel of my own gun, wondering if today was the day I had the balls to pull the trigger.

I never did. I always convinced myself that I had Jake to take care of and I didn’t want to imagine what might happen to him I ended it all.

I was a selfish asshole, but what I had to care about, I was loyal to.

The rest of the time, I would simply stare into the abyss of despair, lamenting that this was likely what I had to look forward to until the day I died.

I supposed I should be happy that I at least had a roof over my head and the ability to eat my full at every meal, but what good was a roof and sustenance when there was nothing else. 

Enrichment of my life, I had thought died a long time ago. I had convinced myself that there was nothing left for me. I was alone, and I would remain alone forever.

I sure as hell didn’t like it this way, but I didn’t feel I had any other choice.

Years had hardened me, I thought, and nothing would cause me to waiver from the conviction of my self-imposed sentence.

However, then, Carrie came into my life and now, I was laying naked with her in my bed, sharing a moment of quiet, that hadn’t ended in misery…At least not yet.

Unfortunately, I felt as though I was starting to care about Carrie a lot more than I should.

Although, as we were lying there, as normal people, lovers do, I didn’t care. I didn’t dwell on the future, or lament over the past. I was, for once, consumed by this moment and I didn’t want to do anything to ruin it. 

I wished I could stay here forever, or even die before it was over. 

I knew I didn’t deserve this, even for a moment but that didn’t mean that I wasn’t going to enjoy it, for as long as I could.

“Johnathan?” Carrie’s voice called, shaking me out of my thoughts. 

Looking deeply into her eyes, I beamed, concluding that for once, I was happy. 

“What are you thinking about?” She asked softly, her words catching me slightly off guard, though I knew this was a reasonable question.

“I am thinking, that I don’t want this moment to stop,” I answered honestly, choosing to skip the morbid factions of my thoughts.

“I feel the same way,” she replied, reaching up to kiss me tenderly. 

Carefully grasping her close to me, I tilted my head and deepened the kiss, which she reciprocated instantly. 

Once she realized what I was trying to accomplish, she eased her body up, focusing herself on me.

In an instant, I felt her breasts pressing heavily against my body as her arms snaked up, around my neck. 

Our legs intertwined, as though a magnetic pulse was pulling us together. I felt a strong sense of instant attraction. Through a quick ripple of excitement, I was automatically ready to go again. I felt myself pulsing under her, searching for her. 

As we continued to kiss, I closed my eyes and traced her body with my fingertips. The soft, alabaster skin beneath my touch was warm from arousal. While I moved, I mapped out her curves, felt the uniqueness of her unblemished body, and memorized the feel of her. 

I felt her breasts, her butt, the small of her back and the nape of her neck, all in the pursuit of committing her essence to memory. I wanted to truly become one with this woman. I wanted to know her better than I knew myself.

I had only had this urge once before in my life; normally, I was more of a love them and leave them kind of guy, but there were two times that I felt such a mesmerizing pull.

The first, was a relationship that nearly killed me and now, there was Carrie. 

I hated feeling this way but at the same time, I couldn’t imagine feeling any other way. Letting this moment pass seemed to be akin to letting everything in my life slip through my fingers, like sand. Yet, there was a part of me that insisted if I took advantage of this moment, it would likely be the end of me.

This woman will surely kill you. I told myself.

Yet, I ignored the warning, easing Carrie off me, so that she was lying flat on her stomach, across the bed. 

“What are you doing?” Carrie whispered, though she didn’t seem to mind me taking control. 

“I want to feel you…All of you,” I answered in a low, sensual growl, as my hands connected with her shoulder blades.

As I felt her groan with pleasure beneath me, I noted how perfectly her body fit into my grasp. Her taught, toned back was petite, but was able to easily accommodate for my massive grip.

I kneaded her back and shoulders, progressively going deeper as her moans of pleasure and acceptance grew more encouraging.

She was so petite, she almost felt fragile in my grasp, but the more intense the massage, the more she seemed to enjoy it.  

Eventually, my hands started to move off her shoulders and cascade down her back. Leaning in, so close to her that I could feel the heat of her arousal radiating onto my skin, my lips followed the path of my hands as they trailed down her back.

“Oh my God, Johnathan…this feels so good. Thank you…” She insisted, easing herself up, into my grasp.

I grinned, invigorated to continue. The feel of her body, melding to the will of my hands was stimulating. I felt my heart beat faster as my hands traveled down the valley in the small of her back, only to reemerge as my touch took in the tight inviting feel of her ass.

She groaned as my hands guided themselves down to her legs, taking care to be gentle with the hurt ankle, before returning to the vast, moist oasis between her legs.

When my hand reached between her legs, scaling the inside of her thigh, Carrie moaned and parted her legs to let my touch do as it wished with her.

My hand eagerly grasped ahold of the downy-laden sheath, cupping it in my hand, before massaging it in a manner that caused Carrie to writhe with excitement.

“Oh God!” She moaned, thrusting her legs further apart, allowing my fingers to stroke the center of her desire, which was plump and sensitive to my advancement.

With every twitch of my finger, Carrie wriggled, her breath catching. The way her body reacted to me, even before I penetrated her was arousing.

It was strange to have her wanting me so obviously, but I was enjoying it. 

Deep in the throes of passion, I was able to ignore all the negativity I was normally plagued with.

Carrie’s wet, inviting flower of femininity was ripe for the picking. 

After our first round, I was impressed by her endurance. My fingertips slid over her clitoris, causing her to yell out. I grabbed her, holding her close to me as my fingers glided gently inside her, priming her for the rest of me.

Whining and writhing, Carrie’s enthusiasm was intensely alluring to me.

I felt myself swell with inspiring need. I couldn’t remember wanting anyone quite like I wanted her.

Carrie was so fresh and so innocent, that the second time was even more enlightening than the first. 

Once I felt she was ready for me, I retracted my fingers and urged Carrie over on her back. Her eyes glistened with allure as I moved between her legs, easing myself her already moistened bodice.

She was gorgeous and for the first time and in a long time, I felt extremely lucky. While under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t even know how to handle this feeling, the amorous intent and the erotic nature of our current position made it easy to disregard thoughts.

Primed by raw, animalistic stimulation and emotion, I wanted her. That was it. There was no other need for thought. There was only action and right now, all my body was telling me to do was finish what I had started.

My blood pumped wildly in my body and the sensation of amatory suggestion was thick and heavy, consuming us completely.

The pulsing in my dick met the muse of my desires, thrusting against it with need and the embodiment of attraction.

I moaned as we touched, feeling a rush of sexual consciousness flood to the tip of my manhood. 

My body was vibrating from the excitement she aroused within me.

I stroked myself against her, my body nearly gushing right there from even the small amount of contact. 

I drew in a deep breath and positioned myself appropriately. I grinned down at her, feeling an overwhelming connection to her that I didn’t dare think too much about. 

I wasn’t about to let anything ruin this moment. 

After another stroke of teasing us both, I was finally ready to ease myself into her. Carrie quivered as I entered her. I reveled in the feel of her moist, warm womanliness surrounding me, consuming me. 

I shuddered as a pulse of excitement rocketed through me. I forced myself to remain vigilant, not wanting this moment to end.

Carrie reacted in kind, grasping the bedsheets, and pushing her breasts toward me, as though she too was being ensnared by an excessive amount of arousal.

Neither of us wanted the climax to ruin the sensations that were coursing through us. 

I eased back, slowly at first, before thrusting myself toward her again, watching her with intense pleasure as she groaned and threw her head back.

“Oh…Johnathan…” She called, and I wondered if this was actually happening.

However, as my thrusts grew more insistent, while my hands helped to guide her body, I was certain that the feelings that were growing inside of me now were definitely not that of a wet dream.

The intensity of our togetherness encapsulated me. I was transposed, into something that seemed otherworldly, exotic. 

Our motions jived together quickly, as though this was some kind of predetermined destiny. Everything about us being together felt right.

I was enthralled and encouraged by her moans. The feeling of our ebbing and flowing the motion of me coursing in and out of her was magnificent. 

My heart thudded wildly and all I could think about was the approaching climax.

I groaned and growled as our motions quickened. Carrie seemed to feed off me with inherent need and enthusiasm.

Our mutual sensual escalation seemed to be heightening at the same pace. That revelation alone was intensely invigorating. 

The passion seemed to flow through both of us like an equally strong current, rendering everything else in the world completely useless. 

Eventually, we were both breathing heavy, as our blood pumped with fervor through our veins; while it felt like every drop of fluid I had in my body was pumping to the core of my arousal, enlarging it, testing the bounds of Carrie’s tightness more with each amazing thrust.

Carrie screamed as I felt her need quake around me, escalating our mutual intoxication for one another. 

Then, when I felt I couldn’t hold it in any longer, I allowed myself to release my love inside of Carrie. She used this as a springboard into her own illustrious oasis, while my head spun with a whirl of intense satisfaction. 

Feeling the final release catapulted me into a sense of euphoria that I had never experienced before. Between the emotional attachment I had for this woman and the physical eruption of pleasure, in that moment, I became hopelessly, irrevocably enamored with Carrie.

I hoped to God that this feeling would last.

Once we were finished, I noticed that Carrie seemed restless.

“What’s the matter?” I asked, allowing humor to infiltrate my tone. 

“Absolutely nothing,” she replied as a giggle escaped her.

“Then, what’s so funny?” I inquired.

“This is just so…strange and wonderful. I don’t want it to end, but I think I am too tired to go again.”

“Aww, come on…” I teased, “Why would you say that?”

Cassie laughed aloud now, snuggling into my chest. 

“I want to do something,” she insisted after a moment of silence.

“What do you want to do? I think we’ve done a lot…” I answered in a heavily suggestive tone. “I’m exhausted.”

“Me too,” she admitted, “But I don’t want to sleep.” She shook her head and I reveled in the feel of her long, soft hair swaying over my bare chest. “Do you have any games?”

“Seriously?” I asked, trying to hide my laughter. “Do I look like the kind of person who has Pictionary just lying around? Or how about Twister…That should help your ankle,” I snorted a chuckle, though I could tell that she wasn’t exactly joking.

“I know you don’t have that…” Carrie answered, playfully insulted, “I’m not that much of an idiot. I was thinking, cards?”

“Oh, now you’re the one who’s being insulting.”

“What? Unless you’re one of those crazy men who plays chess with his dog, or himself, I thought a deck of cards would be a good suggestion. At least you could play Solitaire with the cards.”

“Wow, you’re just painting a lovely picture for me, aren’t you?” I insisted, easing myself out of her embrace and heading for the closet I probably hadn’t opened in years. I wasn’t even sure there was anything left in there that I could use, but I figured if there was anything, it would be in here.

“What do you have?” Carrie inquired as she watched me walk toward the cabinet.

“I’m…not sure?” I replied, opening the door, and peering inside.

Immediately, the dusky, musty smell hit me and nearly knocked me back. Standing corrected, I was sure I had never opened this closet, since I was the owner of the cabin. It certainly didn’t smell like it was utilized in at least a decade.

Seeing remnants of a life I would rather not think about, I sighed and shook my head, but pressed on, hoping that what I remembered would still be there.

I quickly searched through clothing and a few boxes that were half opened but didn’t find what I was looking for right away. Instead, I found a barrage of belongings to a life that was no longer here. 

Pictures, keepsakes, and other mementos I didn’t even realize I had were piled high in the small area of the cabin that I had almost completely forgotten about.

It was strange to be searching through here, with the intent to find something other than a survival tool I had lost.

I was immediately struck by exactly long it had been since I looked for something that was normal. 

I hadn’t done anything fun or even remotely behaved like a human in a long time.

However, right now, it seemed as though I was on a crash course back to reality.

I couldn’t help but think that my re-emergence into reality wasn’t half bad with Carrie by my side.

“Is everything okay?” I heard Carrie call from the bed, breaking me out of staring deep into a box of memories.

“Yeah…I’m fine,” I answered, shoving the box aside and reaching for another one.

“If it’s too much trouble, don’t worry about it, Johnathan. It was just a suggestion. Don’t go crazy.”

“Too late for that,” I insisted with a grin, poking my head out of the closet for a moment before going back to dig a little deeper. 

The next box I grabbed seemed strangely familiar. I opened it and sure enough, I found exactly what I was looking for. 

I dragged it out and placed it on the bed. 

Carrie carefully went through it, eventually looking up at me with a strange expression.

“This cabin wasn’t always an escape for a crazy loner with no friends or family,” I admitted, sitting down on the other side of the box.

“Are these yours?” She asked, before she amended her statement, “I mean, did you bring them from wherever it was that you lived before?”

“Yes,” I insisted in a facetious tone, “I decided that I would try to teach Jake to play. He’s gotten really good at Scrabble. The dog can’t speak a lick of English, but damn, can he spell it.” 

I laughed as she narrowed her eyes at me. 

Playfully shoving my arm, she insisted, “I don’t know. This just seems like a weird thing for a fishing cabin to have, especially when you’re the one living in it.”

“Yeah, well, before it was mine, it was my grandfathers. My brother and I used to come up here to spend some time with him. At night, we’d play a game with him. He’d cheat, we’d get mad and the game would usually end before there was a true winner…You know, normal family game night.”

Cassie gigged, but her eyes were seriously set upon my gaze, “I’m happy that you’ve started talking about your family.”

“I mentioned I had a grandfather and a brother; only one of those is actually any kind of in site into my past. Everybody has a grandfather.”

“But you knew him?” She urged.

“Yeah, I knew him…Unfortunately, that’s about the only thing worth mentioning about my family. My grandfather isn’t here anymore…”

“And your brother?”

“He grew up to be an even bigger dick than I am.”

“That’s hard to believe,” Carrie teased, and I narrowed my eyes at her, feigning insult.

“Thanks,” I answered, “Real nice. Do you want to play a game or not?” I turned my attention back to the box and shuffled through it, trying to direct her away from the questions about my past.

“Sure! What’s your favorite game?” She insisted, peering into the box again, as though she didn’t know what she was doing.

I glared up at her, “Oh no. You’re the one who wanted to play a game. You pick.”

I was getting a little too chummy with this woman and despite my feelings for her, I couldn’t go spilling my guts to her. It wasn’t something I was ready, prepared, or possibly even able to do, so the point was mute.

She could ask all the crazy personal questions she wanted, there was no way I was going to be answering anything else.

She seemed to understand this from my tone, so she didn’t press the issue.

She ended up choosing the game Sorry!

I had forgotten we even owned that game. Though, I tried my best to pretend that I didn’t have any kind of memory attached to it.

However, once we opened it up, a flood of my past came rushing back. The cabin, in addition to everything in it was a reminder of a time that had long past. It was a time I knew would never be possible again and that bothered me.

Yet, thinking about it, for the first time in years, wasn’t as devastating as I thought it would be. I had spent a good amount of time running from my past; even going as far as locking memories away in a closet I almost forgot was there. 

When those memories were unlocked, though, it wasn’t the punch in the gut that I feared it would be. Instead, it was comforting, to remember that I had a past, before it all went haywire.

Playing the game reminded me that I was normal, at one time. 

Maybe I can be normal again? I thought, though I severely doubted it. I wasn’t the kind of person to be normal; at least, not anymore.

Although, playing the game with Carrie and allowing myself to let go, even for that small amount of time, was freeing. It made me feel revitalized and helped me find a sense of purpose, though I was certain it wouldn’t last.

The game was fun, and the company was even better. 

When it was over, the two of us settled back in bed together, comforted by the feel of one another.

By this point, we were both tired. Even though it was still only early-evening, I could tell that Carrie had over-extended herself and therefore, I urged her to rest.

She cuddled up next to me and even as she was trying to argue against her exhaustion, she fell into an all-consuming slumber.

I knew the moment that she fell asleep, because of the small amount of weight that was pressed against me. Her soft breathing hit my chest and her arms searched for me, ensuring that I was as close to her as she could possibly get.

I could feel her in my arms, snuggled next to me, with her head on my shoulder and her hair all around me. 

Each breath I took, awarded me a whiff of her sweet, alluring scent. I turned my head and watched her sleep for a while. I felt a sense of contentment that I didn’t think existed anymore; at least not for me.

At first, despite my exhaustion, I didn’t want to fall asleep, because that would mean an end to this day, which had turned out to be pretty damn awesome.

However, as time passed, and my thoughts lead deeper into the recesses of my own, dark and disturbed mind, I started to feel guilty for succumbing.

Although, it was a strange kind of guilt that still left me wishing there was more. I wasn’t sure what to do with this information though, since I really had no use for it. 

I had always known that it wouldn’t last, hence not wanting to go to sleep. Yet, despite the growing gnawing guilt, I also felt intensely satisfied. I couldn’t remember the last time lovemaking hadn’t left me wishing there was more.

However, more than simply satisfying, this was amazing. Perhaps it was because I hadn’t had any in such a long time, but I had never remembered it being such an experience.

Every part of me felt alive. I felt refreshed and eager. It was almost as though Carrie had breathed new life into me.

For the first time, I was rejuvenated and excited about life. Possibilities that I never thought I would care enough to contemplate now seemed possible, even achievable.

However, I knew that one wonderful experience wasn’t enough evidence from which to base an entire life, but it was far more encouragement than I had in a long time and I was going to use it to the fullest.

I gazed down at Cassie, who was asleep next to me. She was wrapped up tightly, both in blankets and my embrace. I watched her chest rise and lower as the movement coincided with her breathing. She seemed entirely content. I hoped that somehow, this had provided her with the peace of mind she needed to enjoy a good night’s rest. I knew she needed it, after everything she had been through.

I closed my eyes, wishing that I could go to sleep. 

However, as excited as I was to feel a certain sense of accomplishment, in having successfully given myself to Carrie, the sense of betrayal I felt had only worsened. 

For as positive and excited as I was, the insults of my own mind plagued the moment, that was supposed to be peaceful. 

I wasn’t sure if I thought going through with the act of lovemaking would help me put the past behind me, breaking the haze of shame that I felt, or if I simply hoped it would. However, I was severely disappointed that nothing of the sort had happened.

Although, for as excited as I was, the sense of treachery I felt I was committing made my stomach churn. I felt sick and disgusted with myself.

How could you do this? I thought, though I knew there was no one I had to answer anymore. Yet, old wounds are the hardest to heal, I suppose.

Trying to ignore the feelings that plagued me, I tried to force sleep upon myself, but that was an unsuccessful endeavor. 

So, eventually, I wiggled myself out of the bed, deciding to go for a walk in an effort to clear my head. 

When I got up, Jake’s head rose from underneath the covers at our feet, but when he realized that it was only me, he grumbled, huffed, and returned to sleep.

I left Jake there to guard Carrie and Jake didn’t seem to mind.

I quietly exited the cabin and drew in a deep breath of fresh air. I wished for my head to clear, at least minimally, with the breath, but instead, it resorted back to a hazed, worried annoyance as soon as I released the chilly air from my lungs.

I grumbled under my breath and walked out of the clearing, into the woods that have now become the most familiar home I had. 

I was comfortable here, but there was a whole world out there that at one time, I wanted to explore.

For the past few years, I couldn’t care less about anything other than my privacy, but the vast mountain now, started to seem a little small.

Am I trying to give myself an excuse to run, or break free? I thought, quickly deciding that I wasn’t trying to get away from Carrie. 


In fact, I was trying to find a way to keep her. 

I knew that if I was to stay up here, refusing to become part of society, a normal life would never be possible. 

So, I needed to give myself a reason to leave, a reason to be normal again, without doing it strictly for Carrie. 

If I was going to leave, I needed to ensure that even if things didn’t work out with Carrie, I wouldn’t resort to cutting myself off from humanity. Especially since, I knew I wouldn’t be able to come out here again. There would be too many memories and thus, it would be worse than staying in society. 

Contemplating the events and actions taken throughout the past few days, I focused on the escalation. It had felt so right, so natural. It still did.

There was no doubt in my mind that I was more attracted to her now, than I was before we had made love. 

I would do anything to be able to give her the chance I knew she deserved…but I also knew that I was getting ahead of myself.

I was certain that thinking this way would only give me false hope. I didn’t want to be up here in the mountains, away from everyone. I wished I felt differently about humanity. I wished I had the ability to forgive and to let go of the past but the fact that I still felt guilty, even though there was nothing to feel bad about was proof that I was incapable of becoming that person.

I couldn’t forgive, and I couldn’t forget. I had made my decision, and apparently, against my wishes and willingness to try, I was unable to commit to attempting to have a normal life ever again. 

Why are you sabotaging what is probably your last chance at happiness? I thought, angrily as I pushed my way through the bushes. The physical attempt to relieve the stress wasn’t working. The movement only made me more aggravated and the inconsistency of my racing thoughts was maddening.

One minute, I wanted to figure out how to leave this mountain and try to rebuild my life, hopefully with Carrie by my side but the next, I was giving myself a million reasons why I should stay put.

I couldn’t make up my mind and all I wanted to do was get back to the cabin and go to sleep.

Usually, sex was good for that, but I supposed the guilt counteracted any release of tension the lovemaking had created; resulting in a clusterfuck of doubt, indecision, and confusion.

I certainly didn’t want to feel guilty, especially when there was nothing I could do about it. I had no one to forgive me or hate me for what I’ve done. There was no one that I had in my life that was worthy of judging me, or even forgiving me, because I hadn’t actually done anything wrong. Yet, my conscious seemed to think I had. 

I walked around, mostly in a wide circle for about an hour, before I decided that I should return to the cabin.

While I didn’t want to go back, the longer I was out, the more stressed I became about something happening while I was away. 

I tried to convince myself that Jake was there, and everything would be fine, but the anxiety I felt eventually got the better of me.

When I returned, I was surprised to find Carrie was awake.

“Hi,” she grinned, her eyes gazing at me amorously, “I hope you don’t mind. I figured I would try to actually walk around a little, but I got tired.”

Instead of sitting in the bed, she was now sitting in my chair. I was pleased to see that she had prepared tea for herself.

“No, it’s fine. Great, actually. I’m glad to see you’re able to get up and get around. How’s your ankle?” As I spoke, my eyes lowered to her leg, where I saw a clear view of her ankle.

“It’s good! You did a great job patching me up,” she exclaimed. “The only reason I had to stop was because I was tired. It didn’t have anything to do with my leg…Also, my tea was done.”

Playfully, she held up the mug and grinned widely.

In that snapshot of her, glowing with post-lovemaking excitement, sitting in my chair, hoisting up a mug, from tea she had figured out how to make herself in my quaint kitchen, Cassie looked perfectly at home.

“That’s good. I know it’s small, but you are welcome wherever you want to go,” I answered her, more to get my mind off the image that I had gotten of her, of what could possibly be the start of us, if I wasn’t so damn stubborn. “My chair, your chair. My tea, your tea.”

“Do you want some?” Cassie asked quickly, as though she felt guilty for not offering earlier.

I shook my head, “No, I’m fine, thanks.”

She grinned at me and took a sip of her tea, pointedly settling deeper into my chair.

“I get why you always sit in this chair. It’s really comfortable,” she replied playfully.

“Yeah, well, when comfort is all you have…” I grumbled, realizing that I absolutely hated the feeling of contentment the sight awarded me.

Chapter 11

Carrie

When I awoke to the silent, empty cabin, save for Jake, who was curled up at my feet, still taking up nearly half the bed, I wasn’t the least bit afraid.

Strangely enough, waking up in the cabin gave me a greater sense of comfort than waking up in my apartment ever did; even with the looming threat of a potential killer.

This was strange to me, because I thought I must be crazy. The idea that I was in more danger than ever but felt safer than ever didn’t make sense. 

I was almost bothered by the fact that I couldn’t find much fear in being alone there.

Did my mind just give up? I wondered, though I knew that wasn’t the case. I was well aware of my surroundings and the potential danger I was in, but strangely enough, I trusted both Johnathan and Jake.

Even though Johnathan had left, presumably to think, even though I was angry with him, I knew that he would never truly leave me. Plus, Jake was here. I knew he would protect me in Johnathan’s absence. 

Simply the size of the massive dog, I presumed, would discourage almost anyone.

Especially that dipshit guide, I thought, strangely unafraid of him. Perhaps I felt shielded by the massive dog that slept at my feet, or the fact that despite our argument, I was content with the day Johnathan and I had shared. 

Still, I wasn’t sure why I wasn’t freaking out, being that a dog can only protect me from so much. 

However, I found a strange sense of contentment, in being alone in the cabin.

It was still daylight, but I was fatigued. I wanted to go back to sleep, but quickly realized I couldn’t. 

It wasn’t that I didn’t understand why that was, since I had slept for a few days, almost consecutively by this point and decided that my body was simply done sleeping; although I still felt like I could use a few more hours, at least.

Yet, I took the advice my body was obviously trying to give me and got out of the bed. 

I wasn’t hungry, but I wanted something, so I decided to make myself some tea. 

Walking across the room, toward the kitchen, I was pleased to find that my ankle was healing well. I didn’t have any pain, only a little bit of weakness. Yet, I was still sure to take care. The last thing I needed was to re-injure it when I was making so much progress.

Although, it felt good to be up and walking around, my body ached, from the disuse and then the abundance of movement. Between the exertion of lovemaking and putting pressure on it to walk across the kitchen had tested the limits. However, it was eventually able to settle into the ability to be mobile without all that much pain.

Soon after I woke up, I saw a mound in the blankets on the bed rise, before a big, black snout shoved its way to freedom from the covers. I watched the nose sniff in the air, nostrils flaring, trying not to laugh. 

Eventually, the rest of his head poked out.

“Don’t worry, boy. I’m still here,” I told him as he wrestled with the blanket to throw it off him.

When he saw me, his tail started to wag excitedly, and he leapt off the bed, nearly instantly arriving at my side. 

“Good boy,” I told him, petting his head, and looking around for something to give him. I found a jar, which was filled with large treats. I grabbed a few and gave them to him, while Jake bounced up and down excitedly. His movements seemed to make the whole cabin quake.

When my tea was finished, I sauntered over to the chair, not wanting to return to the bed, but wanting to get off my feet.

I settled in, noticing that this was extremely relaxing. I closed my eyes but didn’t sleep. Instead, I thought about everything that had happened this morning and wondered what that meant.

Also, I wondered if it should mean anything. After all, we were both in a stressful situation, which could evoke reactions that weren’t exactly the normal responses that either of us would make if we weren’t in such a situation. 

Still, there was a large part of me that didn’t want such a scenario to be the case. 

Johnathan, even with his callous nature and strange behavior, made me feel a sense of excitement and need that I had never experienced before.

Johnathan wasn’t my first, but he was undoubtedly my best. I had never experienced such a fulfilling sexual encounter in all my life. I couldn’t wait to do it again. He was so exciting and mysterious, but strangely, it wasn’t those qualities that intrigued me during sex.

While we were making love, I felt as though I was actually experiencing Johnathan, the real, unbridled Johnathan, for the first time. 

I felt as though for the first time, probably in a long time, but certainly since we met, he actually allowed himself some freedom. 

I knew that it couldn’t be easy for him to continuously be that person, who hides everything and shoves everyone away, all the time. I knew there must be a reason, but even with such a staunch commitment, it couldn’t be easy to continue to be someone he wasn’t.

Making love to him had shown me what he was really capable of. He was sweet, considerate, and caring, without sacrificing his masculinity. 

He was the full, sexy, dreamy package, wrapped into one extremely shielded person. 

However, I was convinced that even with the small, but powerful introduction, I had become enamored with the man behind his façade.

I wondered how to get Johnathan to trust me enough to show me that man again, preferably in a situation where it was more appropriate for us to talk. 

I wanted to get to know more about that Johnathan; the man that didn’t feel he needed to hide. 

However, when Johnathan returned, despite how happy I was to see him, I could immediately tell that he wasn’t happy to see me. 

While having the conversation about the tea and his chair, for a moment, I held out hope that I was wrong.

Yet, when he made no effort to continue the conversation, my original thoughts were confirmed. 

“What’s wrong, Johnathan?” I asked, hoping that he would find it appropriate to speak to me, instead of blowing me off, as he often did. 

“Listen, Carrie, I just want you to know that what happened before will not happen again, okay?” 

“Um, okay…” I replied, unable to hide the fact that I was intensely hurt by his gruffness. “Why? What changed?”

“You’ve had your experience, fucking a mountain man, so you should leave it at that,” he retorted in an ire-stricken voice.

I could tell that he was hurt, though I didn’t understand why. I felt hot tears burn the corners of my eyes. I was angry and hurt. I immediately felt used and disrespected.

“What?” I exclaimed, getting to my feet, and rushing over to him. “Johnathan, please, I wasn’t looking for any kind of experience. I wasn’t trying to use you. I wanted you…I still want you…” When I poke, my voice sounded nearly as desperate as I felt. 

I reached for him, but he backed away.

“Look, I’m not angry, or anything like that. I just don’t want to do that again. That’s it. I don’t blame you for anything…

“Yes, you are. That’s exactly what you’re doing, Johnathan. You’re using my words against me. I told you that I was looking for adventure by hiking the mountain, not fucking my way up it!”

He seemed slightly taken aback by my irate candor but didn’t allow that to waiver his misguided conviction. 

“Well, maybe I realized what we did was wrong, and I don’t want any part of it.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s great! Mr. I’m gonna go hide up in the mountains, because I can’t deal with life, is going to try to be a beacon of morality all of a sudden. Just admit it, you wanted to be with me, just as much as I wanted to be with you. Now, you regret it…That’s fine. Shit happens, but I don’t think it has anything to do with me. I think you’re punishing yourself for something.”

“No, you’re wrong. I’m just trying to mitigate the damage for both of us. You’re up here, all alone, with only me and the dog, so it’s all well and good, but the moment you get back to your perfect suburbia, it isn’t the fucking guide that tried to rape you, it’s the goddamn mountain man that used you and betrayed you.”

“Wow!” I exclaimed, “Why would you think I would ever do that to you? Or to anybody, for that matter? How much of a bitch do you think I am? Or, is it just all women?”

“For your information, it’s not just women, I tend to see the worst in everyone.”

“Obviously,” I insisted, now more readily angry at being accused than hurt. However, I knew that the pain he had caused ran deep. I wanted to say so much to him. I wanted to make him feel awful for trying to hurt me like he was, but I could hardly find the right words to respond to him, much less make him understand how terrible he was being to me. So, instead of trying to reciprocate with an equally degrading blow, I simply huffed and shook my head, “You know what, you can think whatever the hell you want. I can’t stop you from thinking whatever will help you sleep better at night, but just so you know, you’re wrong. I would never do that to you. I am attracted to you. That’s why I slept with you. I didn’t do anything that I didn’t want to do, but for you, to sit there and try to shame me, when it’s really just your insecurities that are making you feel like this…that makes you no better than that shit guide you “saved” me from.”

As I spoke, Johnathan dropped back, his mouth hinged wide open.

However, I didn’t give him any time to respond. I didn’t even care to look at him anymore, so I turned and stomped away, leaving him to brood over his decisions.

I wanted to get the hell out of there as fast as humanly possible.

Chapter 12

Johnathan

I watched her stomp away from me, and immediately regretted my decision. I wanted to go after her. I wanted to apologize, and I wanted to make sure she knew that I wasn’t actually the two-faced asshole I was pretending to be. I wanted her terribly. 

Seeing her eyes well up with tears, knowing that I was the cause made me feel like shit, but I wanted to believe this was what was good for both of us. 

I wasn’t angry with her, as I had pulled of my idea to push her away perfectly.

Granted, I did convince myself, at least partially, that this was a good reason for me to try to push her away. She had told me that she was looking for an experience, so I went with it.

I was fairly certain it wasn’t true, but I wasn’t willing to take that chance. Not yet. I didn’t think it would be fair to her.

She was so sweet and caring, while I was…broken.

Regardless of how she felt, or what happened between us, it wouldn’t change the fact that she didn’t deserve to have to deal with someone like me. I realized that, for my own good, of course, but also for hers, that I cared enough about her to let her go.

Making promises I wasn’t sure I could keep and trying to be something I wasn’t didn’t bode well for my sanity and it wasn’t fair to Carrie.

I was trying to do what I thought was best for her and if it meant that I hurt her feelings, then so be it. 

If I tried and failed at being a good partner, it would hurt her a whole hell of a lot worse. I was sure of it. 

What I had done had obviously worked but now, having watched her stand up for herself in such away, part of what made me so angry was that I was now more attracted to her than ever.

I watched as Carrie moved back toward the bed and plopped down on it. She grabbed the pillow and stuffed her face into it.

Again, I wanted to comfort her. I was plagued by the stupid hope that somehow, I could be better. I wanted to make everything right, because I didn’t want to accept the person I had become.

When I was with Carrie, I felt like somebody. Yet, if I hurt her because I was too blind to realize I couldn’t change, it would destroy me.

So, this was better, I had convinced myself as I had walked back in the door. Seeing her up and around, sitting in my chair and making herself at home had made what I felt I had to do even harder, but I had done it.

Yeah, you jackass…You’ve done it, alright. I thought as my eyes wandered over to her form, laying motionless and soundless on the bed.

Again, Jake had taken her side and was trying to comfort her by placing his head on her side.

Occasionally, he would shoot me dirty looks, but he was a damn dog. I couldn’t expect him to understand.

All he knew was the sense of what was going on. He sensed that I was the cause for Carrie’s distress and so, even to my own dog, I was the asshole.

I tried to shrug it off, however, sitting down in my chair, trying to focus on anything other than the disappointment I had caused. 

Neither one of us spoke for a while. Of course, I wasn’t going to speak.

I figured I just needed to get past a day or so, and then I could get her home and we could both return to our respective lives.

However, apparently, Carrie had other plans.

I heard movement directly behind me and turned, instinctually, to find Carrie standing there, staring at me. 

I glowered at her, trying to seem unwelcoming, but she seemed to dismiss my actions as she stacked her hands atop the back of the chair.

“Johnathan,” she started in a voice that told me she was still upset, but was trying to keep it together, “What happened to you? I know it must’ve been something terrible and I’m sorry for that, but I would like to know what it is. Maybe then, we can work through whatever it is that is making you act this way.”

“It’s none of your damn business,” I retorted immediately, huffing angrily, “And once you go back to your normal life, it won’t matter anyway. I’m not some damn charity case. You can’t fix me,” I spat.

“I don’t think that,” Carrie insisted, but I could tell she was fighting to maintain her composure. 

“Well, whatever it is that makes you so interested, I guarantee it won’t matter as soon as we’re back where we’re supposed to be.”

“You keep saying that, but you’re not worried about where you’re supposed to be, you’re worried about hiding!”

“Yeah, maybe I am. Even if you’ve got me all figured out, I’m sure I’m not worth deciphering. For all intense and purposes, Carrie, I don’t even exist. So, the best thing you can do is to view this as a learning experience and move on.”

I watched as Carrie stepped back slightly, in shock, but I could tell that she wasn’t about to accept what I was telling her. “You keep saying the experience, like I sought you out. I didn’t knock on your door and beg you to take me in. Like it or not you involved yourself, Johnathan. The experience I wanted was done the moment that the guide tried to take advantage of me!” She huffed, gathering her thoughts. When she spoke again, her voice was much calmer. “I didn’t ask for this experience, but part of me believes that this is what needs to happen. I think I needed to meet you. I think we might be good for one another.”

I hated the idea that she might be right and was annoyed at the fact that I had thought the same thing, during one of my more hopeful moments. However, I knew that agreeing with her, in any capacity was a slippery slope and so, instead, I simply blew her off.

“You’re too damn trusting!” I exclaimed, trying my best to sound like the dick I knew she would eventually give up on. “I’m cautious. That’s it.”

“You’re stupid, not cautious. You’re a coward. Instead of facing up to your fears, you run and hide in the mountains, bitching at anyone who even comes close to you, because God forbid you find one human who doesn’t fuck you over.”

I stopped short, now feeling a genuine bout of rage. I knew that I hurt her, but that still didn’t mean I appreciated the truth being thrown at me so callously.

“I am not a coward,” I seethed.

“Oh, yeah? What the hell would you call running away and spending your whole life in solitude? I’m pretty sure you’re not running from the law, so pushing everyone away isn’t exactly the best way to find a happy life.”

“You don’t know anything about me,” I hissed in protest.

“I know enough. It’s amazing what you find out when you want to know more about someone. Especially, someone as transparent as you!”

“Transparent? Really? Well, why don’t you go on another mountain hike. Maybe you’ll find a remaining member of the goddamn Manson family, and don’t expect my coward ass to come save you.”

“Oh, thanks. Throw that back in my face. Real mature!” Carrie screams back, her face reddening with rage, “You’re so pathetic! Just because you put walls up around you, doesn’t mean that I can’t see right through your bravado. You think you’re so tough, when really, when it comes to anything real, anything outside the realm of intimidation, you can’t handle yourself.”

“Or, maybe I’m just fed up with all the drama. Death is the only thing that is certain in this life. Not love, not trust, and certainly not friendship, so I’m sorry if I don’t want to go fuck every stranger I meet.”

At this, Carrie stopped, and I knew I had screwed up. I knew I had gone too far with my insults. I had gotten carried away, angry by her blunt honesty and I had really upset her. Being an ass was one thing, but I had used the only real thing I knew about her against her more than once and this time, I could see in her expression that my words cut particularly deep.

“Carrie,” I started, immediately trying to save myself, but she put her hand up and moved away from me with a sense of urgency. “Carrie, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that…”

“You know what, Johnathan, I don’t really care. You could have meant it, you could not have meant it, but it doesn’t really matter. It still hurts all the same.”

“Dammit, Carrie, I’m trying to apologize!” I insisted, but I knew it was too late. My comment had already done its damage.

She ignored me, which angered me. I was more frustrated with myself than I was with her, but I didn’t have another way to curb my anger, so I lashed out. 

“You know what, forget it! If you can’t accept that I am happy, then you can leave. I don’t need you trying to convince me why I should be miserable.” 

At this, I received a reaction. I watched Carrie stop short, as her spine prickled with ire. I watched as the bones in her back thrust outward, underneath her shirt as she stood up abnormally straight. 

It seemed to take forever for Carrie to turn around. 

The stubborn ass that I am waited, knowing that I couldn’t show her any crack in my resolve. I had made my ultimatum and she was going to have to decide.

Even though I didn’t mean it and even though I wish I could’ve taken everything that I had said to her, this entire day, back, I couldn’t bring myself to admit any of this. Once again, I told myself that all I needed was myself and that others, Jake included, were secondary to myself. 

After all, I had given everything I had and had it thrown back in my face. There was no way I was going to allow someone else to do that to me again.

When she finally curled around, I could tell that her equally stubborn nature was going to challenge me. I knew that she was going to call my bluff, even before her brooding eyes ensnared my gaze within her sight and her shocked expression turned to pure anger.

However, with the dramatic way in which she presented herself, I expected her to argue with me, or throw another hurtful comment in my direction, but she didn’t.

Carrie didn’t curse me, or yell, or even show that she was hurt by the choice that I had demanded of her. She didn’t make me feel guilty and she didn’t even ask why I would go to such an extreme.

Instead, her answer was simple, almost unfitting for the situation. 

“Fine,” she replied, without her gaze so much as wavering from mine. Her body language was stoic, and her tone was placid.

I supposed that at that point, there was no reason for her to react any other way. I had given her an ultimatum and she had made her choice. There was no further room or need for discussion.

However, when I watched her calmly turn around and walk toward the door, I certainly didn’t feel as though I had gotten what I wanted.

In fact, I regretted nearly every decision I had made since meeting Carrie, though I still couldn’t justify a reason behind the commitment I had to her.

Chapter 13

Carrie

I was livid and more hurt than I could ever remember being. Inside, I was quaking with anger and pain, which surprised me when my expression and tone came out even.

However, I quickly decided, in that moment, when he had finally demanded I make that choice, that his decision to give me an ultimatum was a damn good reason to simply get the hell away from him.

Obviously, I was wrong about him.

I guess I’m not as good as judge of character as I thought I was… I told myself as I turned back toward the door.

I didn’t really have a plan, though I knew that I wasn’t going to stay a moment longer in a place where I was unwanted. Johnathan had made it abundantly clear that it was time to move on. 

So, I walked toward the door, unwaveringly, trying not to show any sign of my distress. The aggravation he had caused made my head hurt and my ankle pulse with the rushing blood. However, I wasn’t going to show Johnathan any of that. I was done trying to figure him out.

I was done with him.

After all, how could he possibly do that to anyone, let alone a person who has tried to be nothing but nice to him. 

Sure, he saved my life and I owed him a great debt for that, but I wasn’t about to exchange one form of abuse for another. I wasn’t going to be a martyr for a cause that I knew nothing about, simply so that he could pretend he isn’t attracted to me.

I knew the truth and while I wished he would see past his insecurities and trust me enough to let me in, I couldn’t make him do anything. I was sick of trying to figure out how to please him when all he seemed interested in was making me feel bad for one decision. I didn’t deserve that, and I wasn’t going to stand for him implying that I was a whore. 

I had far more self-respect than that and there was no way in hell I was going to let him take that away. 

When I opened the door and stepped out into the cool, mountain air, I drew in a deep breath, before moving forward and shutting the door behind me. 

I limped away from the cabin and as I did, I heard the door opened and Johnathan’s voice call, in a slightly desperate manner, “Carrie! Come back! You can’t go out there like that! You still need to heal!”

I heard footsteps behind me and I quickened my pace. I wasn’t going to let him find me and talk me back into being trapped in the cabin with him for another second.

I had resolved that there was absolutely nothing I could do right, or to help him get over whatever it was that plagued him. While I wished things were different, I couldn’t help him change if he wasn’t wiling to put forth the effort, so there was nothing more I could do. 

“Come on, Carrie…” Johnathan called, somewhat contritely, from only a few feet behind me, “I know you’re not ready to leave…You might get hurt.”

Knowing that it was only a moment more before he found me, I whipped around and screamed back into the woods, “I don’t need you! I never have!”

Instantly, I saw Jake break through the thicket that surrounded me, wagging his tail, and running toward me, happy that he was able to track me down. I narrowed my eyes at him. 

“No!” I insisted, putting my arms up to signal I didn’t want him to go any closer. “Go home!”

Jake stopped and backed up slightly but tilted his head as though he didn’t understand.

“You heard me, go home!” 

I felt bad for being so mean to Jake, but I didn’t want to go back to the cabin and if I went with Jake, I knew that was exactly where I’d end up.

“Go home!” I repeated, and the dog ducked down and whined, as though he was hurt by the way I was acting. 

He whined.

“Stop it!” I hissed, as Johnathan broke through, into view.

“Carrie, come on! Let’s talk about this. You could fall…It’s so easy to get lost…”

“What do you care? You pushed me away. Congratulations. You’ve done exactly what you wanted to do. Doesn’t it feel great? Aren’t you happy that you were able to treat me so badly, that I would rather brave the wilderness than spending even one more day with you?”

Jonathan staggered back, as though he was genuinely regretting what he had done. However, it didn’t mean much to me now. Even if he had seen the error in his ways, I was done with trying to please him.”

“It’s okay, though, because you don’t really care. You’re far more concerned with convincing yourself that humanity has wronged you so badly, that you can’t ever fathom trusting anyone again, so why would you care about me? I am part of what you hate. You should be pleased with yourself.”

“Carrie, that’s not what I meant. I didn’t mean for you to leave…”

“Oh, I don’t know, I think you made it pretty clear when you told me to leave. It was either that or lie to you, which I think would be substantially worse. You can lie to yourself, that’s fine but I’m not going to placate your delusions. You’re not happy here. You don’t want to be here and whatever it is, you’re running from it and aren’t man enough to face…anything. You hide up here like a child hides under their covers, thinking that the world will never find you, but the world is all around you. You can’t escape it and the fact that you think you can, makes you even more pathetic.”

Johnathan didn’t move, and Jake sat between us, looking from one to the other with a sense of panic on his face. It was clear that he was upset the tension that was between us and he wanted to fix it.

Johnathan was quiet for a moment, but eventually sighed heavily, “Can we go back to the cabin? Please…I want to talk to you about this but I’d rather not talk about it here.”

I had given him the chance. He could’ve apologized. I might have even accepted him simply agreeing that I was right. However, he couldn’t even do that. He simply wanted me to come back with him.

“No, Johnathan. I’m not coming back with you. I’m done trying. I’m ready to…go back to my life, as you put it. Don’t try to stop me again. I’ve made my decision.”

With that, I turned around and started walking toward the direction I believed the rangers station was.

My plan was to reach the ranger’s station and get medical assistance there, in addition to transportation down the mountain.

Behind me, I heard huffing and aggravated moans coming from Johnathan. This was followed by a clapping of four paws, before Johnathan’s voice called Jake back and they both started to walk in the opposite direction.

When I finally felt it was safe to look back, without being caught, I saw that they had both disappeared back into the mountainous terrain and I was left alone.

Part of me was relieved, while part of me was even more hurt than before. I wasn’t sure what I had expected of him, but now that I had found out, I wasn’t sure if I should use this as fuel for another reason I should get away from him as quick as possible or respect him for doing as I had asked of him.

After all, he had come after me. I was the one who told him not to and I had meant it…I think. 

Dragging myself out of the dredges of my own mind, I shook my head and started down the mountain again. 

By now, my ankle was starting to hurt, though it wasn’t in horrible pain. It was more of a sharp stab that dulled as soon as the weight was lifted off it.

I grumbled with aggravation as I tried to force myself to press on. I told myself that it should only take a few hours to reach the ranger’s station and if I needed to, I could rest. 

I realized there was danger all around, but I had intended on camping on the mountain anyway. Now, it would simply be a better indication of my skills. If I survived I did good, if I died, I told myself it wouldn’t matter anyway.

I tried to laugh at my joke, trying to keep my darker thoughts on the more lighthearted side, but it was far too close to home to be funny. 

I wanted to believe that everything was going to be alright, but logic told me that the odds were largely against me.

There were plenty of able-bodied people who went into the mountains and never returned; I wasn’t sure how my bum leg and I were supposed to fair. One wrong step would send me hurtling to my doom. 

I continued anyway and walked for what seemed like an eternity but was probably close to a few hours. 

By this time, my ankle was on fire and my head was starting to pound. I didn’t have any water and I was starting to get extremely hungry.

Through my fit of anger, I hadn’t thought this out too well and it was about now that I was coming to this realization. 

I stopped and sat on a log, trying to gather my thoughts and strength for the journey ahead.

Unfortunately, when I looked up in the sky, I was horrified to find that it was getting dark. I decided that my newfound fear had a lot to do with everything that had happened to me recently, but regardless of the reason, I was terrified of being alone.

I thought that perhaps, I had successfully cut off my nose to spite my face. As aggravating as being with Johnathan was, it was nowhere as terrible as being lost in the wilderness with no food, water, or foreseeable plan shelter.

At this moment, I realized that I thought I would be at the ranger’s station by dark. Being that I was so angry with Johnathan, I had convinced myself that his estimation of it being a day’s journey from the cabin was completely wrong. 

Great!  I thought, my wishful thinking is going to be what gets me killed.

I rolled my eyes, shaking the negative thought out of my head and tried to focus on a more positive use of my time.

Okay, it’s getting dark, so I need shelter… I thought, looking around, hoping to spot an unoccupied cave or otherwise useful natural structure etched into the mountain, since I didn’t have a tent and I was incapable of creating my own shelter in my condition. 

Without my ankle, or the impending darkness, I probably would’ve had a shot, but with both components against me, I wasn’t that stubborn.

Sure, but you had to be that stubborn when you left the cabin! I chastised myself, growing even angrier and more upset when I didn’t see any shelter-like structure. 

Damn… I thought, feeling a nervous knot forming in my stomach. I didn’t like the idea of being out here all by myself. I realized then that anything could happen to me and no one would even know.

Another thought also plagued me; my last known whereabouts were with Johnathan.

What if he is blamed for doing something to me?  I knew it wouldn’t be hard for the tour guide to lie about what happened up on the mountain. Johnathan could get blamed for everything. 

Johnathan’s haunting words played back in my head: “You’re up here, all alone, with only me and the dog, so it’s all well and good, but the moment you get back to your perfect suburbia, it isn’t the fucking guide that tried to rape you, it’s the goddamn mountain man that used you and betrayed you.”

As angry as I was at him, I certainly couldn’t let something like that happen to him. So, I decided that, for both my sake and Johnathan’s, I needed to keep going if I was ever going to make it to the ranger’s station. 

So, I picked myself up and continued in the direction down the mountain, still holding out a sliver of hope that the station was closer than even I thought it was now. 

Suddenly, though, I stopped, and my heart leapt with excitement. In the distance, a little way behind me, I could’ve sworn I heard Jake barking. I stopped to listen, but I didn’t hear it again.

I felt my heart drop as I dismissed the thought of being rescued, pressing forward, while I allowed my pride to get the better of me. 

Chapter 14

Johnathan

Watching her hobble away from me, trying not to look as though she was in pain was one of the hardest things I had ever done.

The fact that I had also done it to myself didn’t help my guilt, but I was far too prideful to stop her.

Now, it was me, with my back stiffened and my posture tight, wishing I could go with her, but forcing myself to fight the urge. 

I stared after her until she had nearly disappeared through the thicket.

I ground my teeth in anger and shook my head, calling Jake back immediately after he attempted to follow her when she disappeared.

“She doesn’t want us,” I insisted, knowing that I was only lumping myself in with Jake because I knew I couldn’t face the truth that I had completely driven her away. I was given multiple opportunities where I could’ve done things differently, but I always fell short.

So, instead of owning up to my mistakes, I stubbornly turned back toward the cabin. After all, I told myself, if she wants to try her luck in the mountains by herself, that’s her prerogative. I tried to convince myself that she should find the ranger’s station soon and then I won’t matter to her anymore, though I didn’t completely believe it. I figured eventually, I would be able to convince myself that this was for the best and I could get back to my life of solitude.

Yet, after walking a few paces in the direction of the cabin, Jake stopped abruptly and whined, as though he just realized where I was leading him.

“What?” I moaned, not wanting to have to handle a pigheaded dog in addition to all this other sit. 

Nevertheless, Jake positioned himself stubbornly between the cabin and the direction that Carrie had taken.

“No,” I insisted, snapping my fingers, and motioning back toward the cabin, “Let’s go home.”

Jake didn’t move.

“Come, Jake!” I commanded, this time with a much more authoritative tone.

Jake whined and grumbled, stomping his feet as though he was a child having a temper tantrum, before whipping his head in Carrie’s direction.

“No. Come!” I yelled, which yielded the same result.

I groaned, now angry by his insubordination. 

“The second she finds that station and makes it back to civilization, we’re both in her rear-view. I hate to break it to you, buddy, but her loyalty is like every other woman…Worthless,” I hissed angrily, though he is trying to convince himself of this, more than the dog.

Jake snorted impatiently.

“Okay, fine. We’ll stay here. You want to test me? Good. Great,” I retorted in a belligerent fashion, plopping down on the ground, trying to give Jake the impression that we were at an impasse and I wasn’t going to budge.

Jake lay down on the ground and whined staring at me with his huge, deep brown eyes.

“Don’t give me that look,” I hissed, “You’re being a jerk dog. Jerk dogs don’t get to look like that.”

The two of us stayed there, glaring at one another for a long while. Every time I tried to speak, Jake would moan and snort, generally having a tantrum. 

A few times, I contemplated leaving his ass, but I didn’t because I knew he was right. 

I shouldn’t have let her go out alone and every time he made a scene, I was reminded of how much of an asshole I was being. 

As we were sitting there, I couldn’t help but be reminded of literally every bad thing that could happen to her while she was out there alone, and no one would ever know.

You know, if something does happen to her, it’s your fault. I thought at one time, with Jake’s piercing gaze only solidifying the thought.

What if the guide finds her, wandering all alone? Goddammit… I thought, as rage swelled inside of me, knowing again that it would be my fault for letting her go out all alone.

“She wanted me to leave her alone. She didn’t want me, and I don’t blame her,” I grumbled to Jake, “I was an ass. I wouldn’t even say those things to you and you don’t even understand me. Let’s face it, you wouldn’t want me going after you either if I acted like that.”

The dog simply whined his protest and continued to stare back at me, without blinking, just judging me and all my bad decisions.

“I know you like her, Jake, but you don’t seem to understand. Humans are innately flawed. That’s why I like you. You’re a dog. You are loyal to me and I am loyal to you.” I narrowed my eyes, “Which is why I’m out here this long, waiting for you to get off your lazy ass and come back home with me.”

The dog gave a small harrumph and whined but didn’t move.  

Eventually, Jake’s guilting got the better of me. I kind of knew it would from the start and once I conceded, I was pissed that I had waited this long.

“Okay, fine. You win, you asshole. Go find Carrie,” I instructed and at the sound of her name, Jakes head popped up and his tongue fell out of his mouth with excitement.

“Yeah,” I insisted, throwing my hand in the right direction as I got to my feet, “Let’s go get her.”

With the confirmation that I was willing to go along with him, Jake leapt to his feet and took off in full-on sprint.

“Wait for me!” I yelled as I took off behind Jake.

Thankfully, for this situation, Jake is a loud and messy tracker. He barrels through the wilderness like a bull in a china shop, barking the whole way. This usually means that I can track him easily, even if I am far behind him.

The massive dog loves to run and is always extremely excited at the prospect of tearing through the woods.

He can be in the worst mood, but a run can make him feel better. Right now, I could tell that he needed to run; both to track and to relieve the stress that the fighting had placed on him.

For such a massive dog, he hated confrontation and right now, I could tell that he was really hurting.

That seemed to be my mantra lately and everyone I met was eager to inform me of that. 

Between the two of us, it didn’t take us all that long to catch up with Carrie, considering she was slower due to her leg. 

Jake caught up with her first but waited for me patiently.

When we found her, she was sitting on a log, looking around the clearing with a sense of distress. 

I commanded Jake to keep his distance, as I didn’t want to argue with her anymore. I told myself that once we found her, I would ensure she was safe, without making myself known, unless I needed to. 

However, now that I had found her, seeing the distress she was in, noticing that darkness was creeping in and knowing that she would never make it to the ranger’s station before dark, I immediately wondered if I should step in. 

After all, she still is injured.  I thought, trying to make a case that I could use to justify my actions, but regardless, my pride won’t grant me the satisfaction.

So, Jake and I remained in the shadows, hoping that she could figure out her own way.

Chapter 15

Carrie

I was seriously starting to freak out now. I had continued walking until I felt like my leg was going to fall off if I took another step and was no consumed by complete darkness.

I cursed myself, knowing that I had gotten turned around and I wasn’t even sure I was heading toward the station anymore. 

While it was obviously down the mountain, the darkness made it easy to vary down the mountain in a completely different way, leading me even farther away from my destination.

Again, I rested on a nearby log I had to feel around to find. I knew that I should be getting firewood together to keep the animals away, since I had nothing to cook, but after trying my best to summon the energy, or the willpower, I concluded it was no use.

I tried to think of a way to ensure, if I kept walking, I would eventually find the ranger’s station, but the logical part of me told me that if I continued, I would certainly get lost. 

Without food or water, I was running out of time. Every second counted and if I spent the energy I had left going in the wrong direction, it was almost inevitable that I would succumb to the elements. 

Once again, I thought about what Johnathan had said and I wished I had never left that damn cabin. 

With all these negative thoughts swirling around inside my brain, I shivered, realizing that even though it was still the tail-end of summer, the mountains grew extremely cold at night.

So, I thought about trying to start a fire, but the darkness of the surrounding woods was daunting and by this point, my ankle was pulsing, even while I was resting.

The pain was starting to intensify, sharply stabbing up my leg and I prayed I hadn’t reinjured it. I hoped to God that it was simply a matter of overworking the leg, because if I hurt if further, the pain would only intensify. This would slow me down more and I couldn’t survive that.

I heard cracks and the splintering of wood around me and I nearly jumped at every noise. Mentally, I was freaking out, trying to focus on the source of the sounds, though the darkness didn’t provide any answers.

“It’s just the noises of the wild,” I reminded myself, in hardly more than a whisper, in case I was wrong, and something was watching me. I swallowed hard, “Remember, you’re in the middle of the woods, on the side of a mountain, all by yourself, there are bound to be noises…” Again, I gulped. I had thought talking myself through the situation would make everything better but unfortunately, hearing the craziness of my situation spoken aloud made me feel exceptionally worse about my odds of survival.

I groaned, feeling defeat starting to encase me like the darkness and dropped my head into my hands.

Yet, as soon as I did this, I heard a noise in the woods that I couldn’t explain away by the wilderness. It sounded like footsteps.

Oh God… I thought, as my stomach dropped. The first thing I contemplated was what I would do if it was an animal, but the second possibility was even more horrifying. I froze and was nearly instantly brought to tears at the idea that the guide had found me. Oh God… I thought again as I bit my lip and hampered my breathing. 

I listened for any other sounds, looking around for a weapon. 

I couldn’t see anything and even if I did, it was idiotic to think that I would be able to fend off an attacker. Between my injured leg and malnourishment, I was as good as useless, which made me hope it was an animal that had found me.

At least if I was mauled to death, there was a possibility it would be quick. If the guide was stalking me, there’s no telling what he was planning to do with me and I had no interest in finding out. 

By now, I was shaking but the cold had far less to do with my reaction than it did previously. Now, I was far more afraid than anything else, but knowing I couldn’t run, my curiosity got the best of me. I had to know who was out there as soon as possible, if only to ruin the consistent torment of the unknown.

“Hello? Is anyone there?” I called, as my voice cracked. 

After speaking, I heard a rustle in the bushes and I braced myself for whatever or whoever was about to show themselves.

When the shadow of an animal leapt out of the bushes, I felt my heart drop. However, it didn’t take more than a second to hear a familiar bark, before feeling a wet tongue licking my face.

“Jake?” I asked, relieved as I hugged the dog close to me. 

As I pet him, while my heart started to settle into a normal rhythm, he continued to kiss my face and snuggle against me, clearly happy to see me. 

A few moments later, a familiar human voice broke through the silence of the mountainside.

“Jesus Christ, dogs never do what you tell them to do, especially this one,” Johnathan insisted as he walked through the bushes, holding a bundle of firewood in his arms.

My heart started to pound once again, but this time, it wasn’t from fear. I was relieved and excited to see Jonathan, thankful that he ended up following me. I wasn’t sure what I would’ve done if he had taken my word and decided not to follow me.

Although, I tried to pretend like I wasn’t happy to see him, since I still wasn’t particularly happy with him. Yet, I wasn’t going to be mean enough to make him go away…at least not until after he built a fire.

“So, you just couldn’t stay away, huh?” I asked snidely, crossing my arms over my chest. However, the attitude behind the motion was ruined completely when Jake’s nose nuzzled between my arms, uncrossing them instantly. “You know, I was doing fine without you.”

“No food, no water, no fucking fire? Yeah, Carrie, you’re a regular boyscout,” he insisted, without losing a bit of his sharp tongue and normal roughness. 

“I was getting to it,” I answered, “I was just taking a break, that’s all.”

Dropping the firewood on the ground, he followed it and started to methodically set the wood alight.

“Well, you need to get on that, because if you don’t warm yourself soon, your skinny ass will freeze to death.”

“You have no right to talk about my ass, in any capacity,” I answered, half teasing him.

Johnathan wasn’t amused. I could nearly sense his eyes roll as he continued to work with the tinder.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but you do realize that you are in the mountains, not the fucking coast and when you’re in a situation like this, you should put aside your pride and get help. Your pride doesn’t do shit for you if your dead,” he hissed.

“Yeah, well, look who’s talking, Mr. I’d rather be an asshole than have a normal conversation.”

“Well, this is one hell of a thanks for saving my ass,” he retorted as the flames of the growing fire started to lick around the tender. Carefully, Johnathan put the pieces of wood on the flames and watched them devour the smaller twigs almost instantly, before encompassing the whole structure of firewood he created.

“You’re the one who came in here and started doing stuff. I didn’t ask for your help and I don’t need your help,” I insisted and this time, due to the light the fire was giving off, I could see him roll his eyes as his head tilted back in annoyance, “Dammit, Cassie! Is thank you even in your vocabulary?”

“Not when I have no reason to say thank you. Just because you want to act like my knight in shining armor doesn’t mean you get to be it.”

At this, Johnathan laughed, but in a maniacal manner, “Yeah, sorry, but no. I’m no knight. I am…how did you put it before? Pitiful? A coward? A…child hiding under the covers?”

“Oh, so you were paying attention. That’s good to know.”

“I always pay attention, unlike you who seems to think with their stubbornness first and their brain after. Was it really so hard to stay with me? Was I that terrible of a host that you made me come out here and save you?”

Now, it was me who rolled my eyes, “God, Johnathan! It’s always about you, isn’t it? For a loner, you are one of the neediest people I have ever met. You always need to feel justified. Holy crap! You made a fire…do you want a medal? When we get back to civilization, I’ll find you a medal, alright?” 

“Ha! Ha! Ha!” Johnathan barked, “If you didn’t need to keep score all the time, I wouldn’t need to remind you of how many times I’m the reason you’re not dead…Or worse.”

As we bantered, Johnathan continued to set up camp skillfully, ensuring that everything was safe, and we were able to even have some shelter.

I wasn’t going to tell him this, but I was impressed by his resourcefulness.

He was even able to find a source of water, which he offered to me first, before giving Jake some and going back to fill up himself. 

I continually huffed and puffed as he moved around the campsite, ensuring everything was appropriate. I still wasn’t ready to forgive him for what he said, though I was happy he was here.

I wanted an apology, but I wasn’t sure I was going to get one, so I settled on allowing time to heal the hurt. 

When he was finished, Johnathan came over to me and moved toward my leg, as though he wanted to check it but I roughly pulled it out of his grasp. 

“I’m still angry with you!” I exclaimed, meeting his narrowed eyes with my angry gaze.

Immediately, he backed away from me and shrugged, “Fine,” he retorted, “But if it swells up and falls off, it’s not my fault.” He grumbled and griped for a moment, before he continued, “We’ll rest here for the night and we’ll carry on in the morning.”

Again, I rolled my eyes. “You’re not the boss of me. If I don’t want to leave, I’m not going to leave and there isn’t a damn thing you can do about it.”

I expected him to return some snide comment, but instead, he looked utterly surprised and kind of angry by the way I reacted.

I had kind of thought we had a thing going here, so I wasn’t sure what had changed. Either way, he was still in trouble for what he had said, so he wasn’t going to get off that easy, regardless of what he had done to help me. So, I stood my ground, staring him down as I awaited his answer.

“Okay, um…I realize that, but I think if you’d stop being so damn stubborn, you’d see that I have done everything to try to help you,” as he spoke this time, the roughness had seemed to ease a little leaving a soured tone, that seemed slightly put off. He spoke through gritted teeth as he forced himself to remain calm. “Look, I know I’m an asshole. I try my best to be an asshole. That is literally the only thing in this world that I have had all that much success in being, but I am not the monster you seem to think I am. Yes, I said what I said, and it was a dick thing to say, but don’t my actions account for anything?”

Could it be that he was actually trying to open up to me? I thought, now starting to feel bad for the way I had treated him. He was right. He had done everything he possibly could to keep me safe. He had gone above and beyond normal human decency, even risking his life to get me away from someone who really did want to do me harm.

However, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was still abundantly hurt by what he had said to me earlier, so I tried to convince myself it didn’t matter. I still didn’t deserve to be treated this way and since he couldn’t even give me so much as an apology, I didn’t have to feel bad. 

“You know,” I finally spoke, trying to explain myself without starting another round of hurtful insults, “You seem to have convinced yourself, for whatever reason, that the whole world is against you and there is nothing I can do to change that. The reason I am so angry and so hurt is because I care and what you say influences me.”

“Yeah, words have meaning, I get it,” he hissed snidely, “But being spiteful about it isn’t helping either of us.”

“I’m not being spiteful,” I insisted, trying my best to remain calm. “I’m being honest with you. This is my attempt at a normal conversation, between two adults. I tell you how I feel and you tell me how you feel. It’s effective, I promise.”

“Oh, for the love of God, forget it! I’m not a fucking cave man. Now, you’re just insulting my intelligence.”

“No, I’m not. You just seem to take everything I say the wrong way,” I insisted.

“I understand how human interaction works, and I understand the words coward, and pitiful and everything else you were saying to me back there in the cabin, so don’t you sit there and try to convince me that I was slinging insults at you without provocation. You got a few good below the belt hits in there too.”

“This isn’t about who insulted who better, Johnathan!”

“Then, what is it about? I’m not stupid. I know that I was an asshole. I told you that I know that and yet, you keep beating the same damn, dead horse we’ve been kicking around all day.”

“You haven’t once said you’re sorry,” I insisted, narrowing my eyes at him.

“Well, neither have you,” he replied.

I went to speak, but stopped short, causing a cruel sneer to curl around the corner of his mouth.

“Yeah, that’s because you’re not,” he insisted, before standing up and walking over to the other side of the camp. “Try to get some sleep, princess, because I’m going to the ranger’s station tomorrow, whether you’re with me or not.”

I huffed and narrowed my eyes. I was angry, more now because he had called me out and I couldn’t retort. 

The reason that I hadn’t apologized was because I was trying to get him to admit something about himself. I was trying to get him to open up and I thought if I gave the truth a little extra-insolent flair, he might get fired up enough to abandon his resolve. I thought I might be able to break down his walls and make him see what I was trying to get him to tell me.

However, unfortunately, my idea had backfired.

“Hey! Wait a minute!” I called across the campsite, “Does that mean that you meant everything you said to me? I just thought you were trying to be hurtful.”

There was silence, at first, and I thought he was going to ignore me, but when he did respond, I couldn’t figure out exactly how he thought his answer would be the least bit helpful.

“I told you, Carrie, I’m an asshole.”

Yeah, I know that… I thought, but did you mean what you said?

Settling on the notion that was going to be his parting words to me that evening, I didn’t bother to respond. I simply huffed, loud enough so that he had a chance of hearing it and curled up on the bed of leaves, hoping to get some sleep. 

Chapter 16

Johnathan

Hearing Carrie sigh from across the campsite made me wonder if she knew what I meant by my last comment. 

It wasn’t that I didn’t want to apologize, and I knew why she had said what she did. I knew that I had screwed up when I reacted to her true claims by trying to respond in an equally insulting way but tonight, I couldn’t bring myself to apologize. 

After all, I wasn’t even sure if I should even try to make things right. I couldn’t imagine what good it would do. 

In my experience, I’m sorry always led to something more and I wasn’t ready for any of that shit. I don’t know about most people, but I know that pouring my heart out to some stranger, only to have her leave wasn’t exactly the therapeutic outlet I needed; and that’s if I was even looking. 

Right now, I didn’t want therapy. I didn’t even want to get better, because I figured the journey, if a better mental state was even possible, was going to be far more painful than simply cutting our losses.

Granted, for me, cutting losses meant everything, since she was the only human I had even considered wanting to get to know in a long time, but for her, it wasn’t all that bad. It was a mistake, at most. She could go back to her life and be perfectly fine. If I tried to be the sensitive, apologetic man she seemed to want, I felt I would be apologizing more than I would be doing anything else. 

I didn’t want to hurt her. I simply wanted to part ways, before I ended up ruining her life. 

However, as I lay across the campsite from her, I still couldn’t help the knowledge of how attracted I was to her. After everything that had happened, the allure I felt went far beyond the idea that I was still responsible for her, safety, or even that of her beauty.  Of course, I wanted to see that she was safe, but I knew that I would never forgive myself if something were to happen to her.

I didn’t want to follow her today, because I didn’t want to be in her life anymore than I was already, but now that I had, I was glad to be here with her. 

Even though we were arguing, and I was the one being stubborn, I was content, in a way. Whatever we had, being close to her, in any capacity felt right. 

I liked doing things for her. As much as I complained and teased her about not making a camp for herself, I was pleased to have the excuse to make my presence known. I was happy to help her, and I wanted to always be the one to help her.

Yet, that intense sense of commitment to her was only a portion of what I was feeling. The other part of me still wanted to leave her as quickly as possible, though I know that I would never actually do it. 

Even if I tried, apparently, Jake wouldn’t let me do it.

So, after heavily contemplating all of this, my mind wandered into the idea of what it will really mean when Carrie returns to her normal life. 

Am I going to want to visit her? I thought. Am I going to yearn for her, like I do now? I contemplated, even though I knew it was best for me to stay away. 

I also wondered if knowing that I was still capable of these feelings would change the way I felt about everyone else. Do I want to return to live a normal life? Should I try to move on, or would I just be setting myself up for failure?

Really, though, what do you have to lose? I thought, this time growing slightly annoyed. I roughly turned on my side, so that the fire, and the small outline of Carrie across the campsite was at my back. I didn’t want to look at her, because I didn’t want to be drawn in by her charm. 

Why the hell does this woman make me want to be back in the society that I had completely, successfully disowned? I wondered, shutting my eyes tightly and grinding my teeth with aggravation.

Even though I thought about all of this for far too long, I was even more frustrated by the fact that I never was able to come up with an answer. I still couldn’t understand why this woman was so special to me, when I really didn’t know her much at all.

It was almost as though I was put under a spell that I both loved and hated. Perhaps it was what I needed, but maybe it was going to be the death of me.

I supposed that only time would tell, since I clearly wasn’t able to figure it out for myself.

For a long time, I tossed and turned, annoyed by the glow of the fire and the hardness of the ground, but kept awake by the racing of my thoughts.

However, eventually, I was finally able to fall asleep, thankfully allowing me to escape my thoughts and fall dreamlessly into a deep, encompassing slumber.

Chapter 17

Carrie

The following morning, I awoke, feeling eyes on me.

I tried to ignore it and turn over, but I continued to feel the eyes piercing into the back of my head.

Eventually, the feeling became too much. I groaned and rolled over. Johnathan was sitting there, staring at me, possibly watching me sleep. I wasn’t sure how I should feel about this, though I couldn’t help an initial sense of comfort flow over me.

While I was still curious as to why he was staring at me, I was pleased that he was there. 

I started to grin at him but then, I remembered everything that transpired.

I narrowed my eyes and started to get up.

“Whoa, be careful. What are you doing?” He insisted.

“I’m sure you want to get a move on, so let’s go. The sooner we get to the ranger’s station, the sooner you can get me out of your hair.” 

At first, Johnathan didn’t answer me, and I wasn’t sure why. After all, the night before, he had made it crystal clear that he was going whether I was ready to go or not. So, I was simply trying to comply, knowing that the sooner we were able to get going, the sooner I could return to civilization and put this whole experience behind me.

Still, it appeared he was searching through the insults I had flung at him to figure out an appropriate way to respond. 

He wasn’t usually so careful with his words, so I was curious about what made him be so cautious now. 

“Okay, so, I’m not good at this anyway, but you just made it a little harder. Thank you, very much. You seem to have a talent for that,” he hissed, but didn’t give me time to rebuke before he replied, “I’m trying to say, I’m sorry. You were right. I was out of line and I didn’t mean what I said. I was reacting to what you were telling me. I was angry that you had figured me out so easily, and because you were showing me a part of myself that I don’t like. I thought a lot about this last night and I figured that the decent thing to do would be to tell you the truth. If this is going to be the last time we see each other, I don’t want you to remember me as a total asshole.”

“And why is that?”

“Because I…Work really hard at being the right…a specific…You know what, never mind. Any way I say that is going to sound awful,” he insisted and this time, he let out a small chuckle that I believed might actually be genuine.

I grinned back at him, pleased that he was finally opening up to me. I was so excited, that the anger I felt dissipated completely.

“It’s okay. I forgive you…and I am sorry for giving you the truth in such a hurtful manner,” I answered in a slightly teasing voice.

“Well, that was probably the worst apology I’ve ever heard,” he answered, but continued to keep a small grin curled in the corner of his mouth, which made my heart flutter. 

I giggled, “No, but seriously, I am sorry if I hurt you. That wasn’t my intention.”

“Yeah, I know,” he insisted, folding his hands together in a manner that made me feel as though he had more that he wanted to get off his chest. 

I was cautious, not wanting to be too pushy, so I simply waited and listened, hoping that I came across as welcoming.

“The truth is…that I’m still not sure I should be telling you this…but here it goes. You are right. I have written off humanity, completely, for about five years now. I only go into town when I really need food, or when I am starting to get cabin fever. I was never much of a people person to begin with but after…an incident, my ability to cope was…bad. I was suicidal, anti-social and, just a burden on anyone who tried to help me. I would show up drunk to the friends that I still had and did a few…regrettable things in pursuit of closure. I never hurt anyone, or anything like that, but eventually, I decided that it was better for everyone if I wasn’t around anymore. Honestly, I’m too much of a coward to kill myself, besides, the dog needs me.”

At this, as though knowing he was being referred to, Jake groaned in his sleep and turned over, his large body thudding down on the ground, shaking it slightly.

“I’m sorry,” I answered quietly, carefully getting to my feet and hobbling over to sit beside him.

“Yeah, it sucked. I didn’t want anything to do with anyone. I chased away anyone who tried to visit me and eventually, people got the hint. I’m not hiding from anything, except maybe responsibility,” he chuckled, “But meeting you, it’s given me a new perspective. There is something about you that I can’t put out of my mind.”

“Awe,” I insisted, placing my hand overtop his as a smile overtook my features.

“No, please don’t be happy about that. It’s been a pain in the ass,” he insisted and then, quickly added, “Remember, I’m being honest here. I don’t want to lie to you.” With that, he pulled his hand out of my grasp and looked down, between his knees, as though he was truly ashamed of something, “You’re right. I have been trying to push you away and that is the reason I said those things to you. I’ve been trying to pick a fight with you, trying to get you out of my head.” At this, he looked at me through a sideways glance and let out a long breath, “I didn’t know how to handle these feelings. I thought that there was no way I could ever feel that way again and then, with you, it was just so damn easy. I wanted you from the first time I saw you, but it was more than just sexual…which was strange, because I didn’t even know you…Then, I got to know you a little better and there wasn’t anything that you did that turned me off…Trust me, I tried to find something, but even your honesty was a turn-on.” His shoulders rose and fell as he spoke, as though he wasn’t quite sure how to continue.

I didn’t want to interrupt him, but briefly wondered if he was looking for encouragement. 

However, before I could think of anything I deemed appropriate to say, he started to speak again, “I mean, it’s weird to me, having someone give a shit about me. Most of my friends just eventually left me to my own devices, or would agree with me, trying to make me feel better. There wasn’t one person I knew who had the balls to tell me what they felt, how they perceived how I was acting, so I eventually didn’t want anything to do with any of them. I moved up here and things got better. I wasn’t so hateful. Then, the loneliness got to me and to combat that, I convinced myself that there was no way I would let anyone do anything like this to me again. So, I cut myself off from everyone I knew. Then, you came along and screwed it all up,” at that, he chuckled, and his eyes were alight with humor as they gazed at me. 

I grinned, though I felt bad. I still didn’t know what it was that had made him feel this way, but I was certain this was a terrible way to live. 

“I’m sorry…I think?” I replied, trying to add some lightheartedness to the conversation.

“No, I guess, ultimately it was good, because it made me face a lot of shit. I mean, Jake is a good dog, but…”

“He’s a dog?”

“Yeah, so he was pretty much just as complacent as everyone else…However, not when it came to you. He immediately liked you.”

“Well, the feeling is mutual.” I exclaimed as my eyes wandered over to Jake, who was now asleep on his back, with his paws up in the air, looking like he was dreaming about running. I looked back at Johnathan, now with amorous, hopefully encouraging intent and replied in a playfully teasing manner, “You, on the other hand, I still think I need to warm up to you.”

He laughed, “Good luck. Not even I’ve managed to do that yet.”

I shook my head and rolled my eyes, now growing a little more serious with him, “Well, the first thing you need to do is start to trust yourself. If you put too much trust in other people, you’re bound to get let down more often than anything else.”

“Considering I’m a grown-ass man who became a mountain man because I didn’t want to deal with my problems, tells me that my own personality is a little shaky,” he replied with a serious note to his jibe.

“Sometimes people need to get away,” I insisted, “I mean, there was nothing wrong with my life and I came here to get away. If something detrimental happened to me, there’s a possibility I would come up here.”

“Yeah, I chose here because of the cabin. My grandfather left it to me. I would use it to fish, but when I decided to fall off the map, I decided it was the perfect place to land.”

“For being a fishing cabin, it is extremely homey,” I admitted, “Very quiet and comforting.”

“I agree. It’s the last thing I have that connects me to my family.”

“What about your parents?”

“I haven’t spoken to them in a long time,” he admitted, “I don’t know what they think about me. They might even think I’m dead.”

“Well, that’s a terrible thing to make them believe.”

He shrugged, “I didn’t tell them that and it wasn’t like they were a beacon of support…I was kinda the black sheep of the family. Not that I ever did anything wrong, I just did things my own way, so they distanced themselves from me. Bad for their image.”

“Oh…” I answered, unsure exactly what that meant, but I figured if it was important, he would enlighten me. “That’s sad.”

“It is what it is. I went to them for help, they told me to fuck off…Not in so many words, but that was the bush they were beating around.”

“Wow,” I thought aloud, “My parents and I have had our differences, but if I ever needed anything…”

“Yeah, my brother could go to my parents with a body in his trunk and they’d help him hide it…Probably take the secret to their grave, but me, I was always considered a liability.”

“I’m sorry,” I admitted, “That can’t be easy.”

“Eh, it was fine. You learn to deal with that kind of shit. At least my parents were honest about who they were. They always treated me like crap,” he chuckled slightly, but it was a humorless laugh, that made me sad for him. 

“Listen, I know I was kind of joking around before, but I am really sorry for what I said and how I said it. I was trying to help, but I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“Trust me, you didn’t,” he insisted, “I was just bitching because I didn’t want to hear what you were telling me. I hated that you were right. That’s all it was.”

“Well, then I’m sorry for going to bed angry. I know, in your own way, you were trying to apologize, and I completely shut you down.”

Johnathan snickers at this and reminded me, “You know, we aren’t an old married couple, so shit like that doesn’t matter…” As he spoke, however, his voice softened, and he added, “Not yet, anyway.”

I felt my stomach do summersaults as I laid my head on his shoulder in response. Carefully, I laced my fingers in his, holding his hand tightly as I asked, “Johnathan, is there anything I can do to prove to you that I do, genuinely care about you?”

“I’m starting to believe it,” he admitted, “But unfortunately, there really isn’t anything that anyone can do. I mean, I’m willing to give it a shot, which is a big step for me, giving you, or anyone the benefit of the doubt, but ultimately, time is all that will help make me certain of your intentions.”

At first, I felt as though we were making progress, but when he slid his hand out of mine again and sighed, I could tell there was something more that he wasn’t saying.

“Okay,” I insisted, “what is the problem, then?”

“While I can give you credit on some levels, I’m not sure I am willing to invest the amount of time, since I’ve done that already…but that’s also the only source of proof.”

“That isn’t fair, Johnathan,” I answered, turning toward him now, feeling frustrated by his stonewalling me. 

“I understand that,” he explained, raising his shoulders in a manner that showed me he was just as frustrated at the situation as I was. “Like I said, I’m trying to be honest.”

“Yes, but if you really want this to work, you must give me something to work towards, to work with,” I let out a calming breath and grasped his hand with both of mine, “I am willing to put in the time. I can be patient with you. I just need you to be willing to do the same for me, or it isn’t going to work.”

“Then, maybe it shouldn’t work,” he answered in a finalizing manner that annoyed me. 

“If you feel that way, why did you tell me all of this?” I inquired, feeling as though we had taken far more than simply two steps back in our progress.

“Because, I want you to understand.”

“Why? If you don’t think it’s going to work, if you’re not even willing to try it, why even waste the time telling me any of this?”

“Can you tell me it’s going to work?”

“What?” I asked, not completely sure if he was actually asking me a question or speaking rhetorically.  

“If we gave this a shot, could you tell me with absolute certainty that we were going to work?”

I narrowed my eyes, slightly confused by what he was trying to ask me, although I answered his question honestly, “Of course not. Nobody can say whether it’s gong to work or not, but you also can’t tell me for certainty that it isn’t going to work, unless we don’t even bother trying.” 

“You’re right, but why try if there’s a possibility it’s going to fail?”

“Why not try, when the alternative is absolute failure.”

“Because what could’ve been is a lot easier to deal with then certain failure,” he answered honestly.

I drew a deep breath out, pitying him for what he was telling me, “If you truly believe that, then I can’t help you. For your sake, I hope I’m not the right one, and there is someone out there that will make you want to try it, but right now, here, with you, I am willing to take the risk.”

“What happens when you go back to your normal life?” Johnathan retorted.

“We will adapt. I will visit on weekends and maybe, you will want to come visit me,” I grinned with encouragement.

“You wouldn’t want that,” he scowled.

“Actually, I would,” I answered, reaching up to kiss him, hoping that the moment I felt we were sharing was the same for both of us, but it must not have been as strong, if there at all for Johnathan, because he pulled back.

When I opened my eyes and looked at him, he seemed apologetic, but he didn’t offer any kind of explanation.

So, I was prompted to pry, so that I could understand him.

“Johnathan, please tell me what happened to you. Why did you decide to live your life up here all alone? And, why am I being punished for someone else’s actions?”

“First of all, it’s not you,” he answered, almost immediately, but didn’t give any further response.

“Okay,” I answered, this time insinuating that I would like more of an answer then the copout he had tried to give me.

Johnathan hesitated, notably thinking about what to say next. I wasn’t sure if he was trying to give me another line, or if he was trying to figure out how to answer my questions, but I waited patiently to find out.

Eventually, he started to tell me, and I could tell this wasn’t easy for him.

“Her name is Sarah…We met at work. I worked in a bank and she was a client. I had what I thought to be one of the most boring jobs in the world and she traveled the world. She would come into the bank a lot and talk to me, because with all her trips, she needed to make sure her affairs were in order. She never wanted to run out of money while she was overseas, so she asked for budgeting and currency-exchange tips. She was a client for a few years at the bank and she would always look for me when she came in,” he grinned, “It was nice…and eventually, we started to talk about things that were not related to her finances. Eventually, I asked her on a date. One thing led to another and we lived together for five years. I proposed, she said yes. I knew that she was a wild girl, with an adventurous soul, but I trusted her. We were set to be married in a month. Everything was set. Hell, even Jake was supposed to be in the wedding. I couldn’t wait, and I had no idea that there was anything wrong. Then, one morning, she woke up and announced she was leaving me. She didn’t give me a reason, except that she didn’t want to get married. She didn’t want to be tied down. I was desperate. I told her that we could work on us, that we didn’t have to get married, that she could have all the time she needed.” He stopped, as his jaw tightened, and his eyes assured me that he was somewhere far away.

“Oh, God…” I replied, gingerly putting a hand on his arm, which he abruptly removed.

“Carrie,” he insisted, his eyes now piercing into mine with the serious nature of his expression, “When I tell you, I did everything I possibly could to get her to stay…I begged her not to leave. It really was pathetic…especially because my attempts to get her to at least talk to me didn’t seem to affect her at all. She left, and I was devastated. However, to add insult to injury, a few days after the breakup, or I guess, dumping, would be the more appropriate term, I was having a few drinks with my buddy, and he let it slip that it was probably for the best, since she wasn’t faithful to me. I was still in that denial stage, so I was ready to fight him, defend her honor and all that, when he confessed that he thought I knew. I demanded to know what he thought I knew, exactly and he told me that Sarah had slept around on me for years…She had even slept with the guy I was drinking with…and he was supposed to be my best friend.”

“Oh my God,” I exclaimed, “I couldn’t imagine what I would do in that situation.”

“At the time neither could I. Of course, when I finally believed what he was saying, I wanted to beat the living shit out of him, but he left, and I let him go. I talked to some of my other friends after that, trying to piece together some kind of a timeline and they all had similar stories.”

“What?” I exclaimed, unable to imagine sleeping around with one person, much less nearly all my friends. 

“Yeah!” He replied with a hollow laugh, “It still doesn’t even seem real to me. I was so angry and the last thing I wanted to do was find more people, but before I could stop, I was asking another one of them, who eventually either told me, or led me to believe that they were with her too. It got to the point where I was convinced she was sleeping with my friends more than she was sleeping with me. I was devastated. I wanted to confront her about all of it, but I couldn’t find her. She wouldn’t return my phone calls and her friends refused to tell me anything about her whereabouts. It was awful. They made me feel like an abusive asshole, just because I wanted answers…” He huffed and shook his head.

“I’m sorry…” I insisted, “But, surely there was one friend?”

“Yeah, there was. Except, what he told me, was even worse news. I asked him straight out, as I had asked everyone else if he had slept with Sarah…He told me that he hadn’t, and I believed him, but he was one of those guys that was never good at hiding anything, so ironically, most of us didn’t trust him all that much. He was a nervous guy and after this conversation, I remembered that he was particularly nervous around me, and had been for a long time. I always thought it was odd, but like I said, he was a weird dude…But he told me, that not only had he not slept with her, he had to refuse her…Multiple times. Apparently, she was on a mission to sleep with every one of my friends. I wasn’t sure why she needed to accomplish this, but after all the shit I’d heard recently about her, I would just about believe anything.”

“You know, people aren’t all like that,” I told him, trying to be comforting, but unsure if I had actually managed to hit the mark.

“Yeah, I know. I mean, I want to believe that, but that’s not even where the story ends. So, I go to my parent’s house for dinner one night and she fucking shows up! She makes a big scene in front of my folks and my brother, who for some reason completely hates me…So, I figure, I don’t want to deal with this, so I leave. I go to the bar, then, at around ten-thirty, the cops show up at the bar. They arrest me. Now, I’m plastered as fuck, so I’m not even sure if this is real, a dream, or what. However, I get booked, on God knows what and get thrown in a cell. The next morning, I wake up with the worst hangover ever and a charge against me for assault. Apparently, after I left my parent’s house, she stormed out and made it look like I had beat the shit out of her. She slashed her own tires, punched herself, broke a few ribs and did whatever she could, to make me look like the biggest piece of shit walking.”

“What? Why?”

He shrugged, “I dunno. She was the one who wanted to leave, it wasn’t like I had money…She wasn’t going to get anything, even if she successfully sued. I’m not sure what her plan was. Fortunately, the charges didn’t stick, but that was only because I got lucky and got an officer who was willing to check out what was going on. During the investigation, we found out that I wasn’t the first guy she had tried to do this to. She apparently had done it twice before and taken the poor bastards for everything they had. The first time, generally, it’s an open and shut case. The second time, it’s suspicious, but the third time, it seems she pushed her luck just a little too far. So, the charges were dropped, and I was let go, but during the process, I had called my parents, thinking that they could at least attest to my story, that I was there and left, before she even left their house, but they were no help whatsoever. They were embarrassed by the whole thing and told me that was what I got for sleeping around with a whore. They actually told me that I deserved it. They refused to say anything at all to the police and pretty much washed their hands of me.” 

Again, he shook his head and I placed my hand on his back, trying to be comforting.

“It’s weird. I lived with this woman and I was so blinded by…love, lust, or whatever, that I didn’t see the person she truly was. The person I thought I loved, didn’t even exist…At least, not really. I don’t know if she was on some kind of revenge kick, power trip, or what happened to her, to make her act that way and do those things, but it completely shattered me. I couldn’t trust anyone ever again.”

“Well, I can definitely understand why…” I shook my head as his words sunk in, “God, Johnathan, I couldn’t imagine…Losing everyone you cared about…”

“No, not losing them, realizing that I never had them to begin with, and that they never gave a shit about me. Everyone I know was gone, just like that…Except for that one guy. Tom. I tried to keep a friendship with him, after cutting everyone else out of my life. However, every time I saw him, or anyone, I would just get angry. I started drinking heavily, which was stupid. I went to work drunk on more than one occasion, because I couldn’t sit in my cubicle and conduct business sober, knowing that this was where we met. Then, one day, she came into my bank and made a big deal. Security was called, she was escorted out and I left. I never went back and that was the day I decided that I was done. I packed what little shit I cared about, took Jake and moved out here. Tom came to see me a few times, but I couldn’t even manage to be civil with him, so eventually, he stopped coming. I didn’t blame him, but I was upset by being alone. I continued to drink, until I realized that I needed to save my money. So, I started to do odd jobs on the mountain for people. I never worked for the same person twice though and eventually learned to pretty much live off the land. I get most of my meat in town, but everything else, I grow, catch, or make. It’s ben a long time since I even had a visitor, much less someone I could actually talk to.”

I grinned encouragingly at him, wrapping my arms around him for support.

“I can’t begin to express how sorry I am. That’s a terrible way to have to live,” I replied.

“It’s actually not as bad as I think I’m making it sound, but it does get kind of lonely. I mean, while I don’t want to put my trust in anyone again, it’s hard not to miss being around people sometimes. I mean, Jake is a great companion, but there’s only so many times you can talk to the dog before you start to feel crazy.”

“I get that,” I answered, but didn’t elaborate. There were things about this very mountain that made me feel similar to the situation Johnathan was describing. However, at least he was talking about a dog. Still, I didn’t elaborate, and Johnathan didn’t ask. I was thankful. 

For as open as I was about my life and as willing as I felt to allow Johnathan to get to know me, there was something about that conversation that was still off limits in my mind.

We were quiet for a long while. I placed my head on his shoulder, closing my eyes and breathing in the scent of him.

Soon, though, I felt eyes, staring at me. 

At first, I tried to ignore the gaze, knowing that it was Johnathan, but eventually, the feeling was too substantial, and I was forced to open my eyes.

When I did, I saw that Johnathan was close to my face, grinning in a strange manner. It was a sad smile, that accompanied dark eyes. The light in his gaze was completely lost to his memory, but there was still a slightly hopeful vibe coming from somewhere deep inside his expression.

“Thank you,” he insisted, and I returned a beam of acknowledgement.

“For what?” I asked, turning my head in an effort to be consoling and attentive.

“For putting up with me. If I were you, I would’ve killed me by now. I can be a real pain in the ass,” he answered in a slightly humored way.

“I still owe you my life,” I responded, half teasing, “So, that buys you some time.”

“You’re beautiful,” he insisted, catching me off guard, “And I am such a fucking fool.”

With that, he pressed his lips against mine, as his arms wound around me, bringing him close to me.

Immediately, I reciprocated the kiss, weaving my hands through his hair and pulling him close to me. 

The taste of him was refreshing and despite my fatigue, his kiss was inspiring and renewing.

All I wanted at that moment was to be closer to him, to feel him and to have a similar experience here, in the woods, that we had in the cabin.

I didn’t worry about being seen by anyone and I wasn’t even thinking about the threat that the psycho guide might still pose.

Within the moment we kissed, all my worries melted away. I was no longer concerned with the state of my injuries or, anything about the world that did not have to do with Johnathan and I, sharing this moment.

His tongue was naughty and easily thrust into my mouth, winding its way around in a caressing, yet seductive manner; as though it promised what the rest of him intended to do to me. This caused my heart to race and the sensitivity of my nerves to escalate with anticipation.

If this was going to morph into an experience I would never forget, I didn’t want to miss a second of it.

Unsure of how days, or even moments would go, considering our mutual baggage and the looming threat of parting ways, potentially forever, I wanted to take advantage of every opportunity to make a memory with him.

I had learned a long time ago to hold onto the good things and learn from the challenges. 

While Johnathan’s fickle ideas about us being together were frustrating, when he was aligned with my ideals, there was no point in sabotaging the moment. I would rather simply enjoy it.

After all, the pain was going to come, if it was meant to be anyway, so I figured there was no sense in dwelling on it.

If Johnathan wanted to be romantic, I wasn’t going to stop him.

I even held out hope that something inside would finally click, and he would start to see things the way I did. I wanted him badly, so any continuing affection kept me hoping that it might last. 

“God, I am so sorry for being such a jackass,” he muttered through panting breaths, breaking away for only the moment it took for him to speak.

“Shut up,” I responded, reclaiming his mouth again.

I heard him chuckle behind my lips as his fingertips ran gently through my hair, taking care to avoid the bandage that still wrapped around my head.

I felt overwhelmed with emotion as my body began to buzz with fervor. 

Between Johnathan’s natural, alluring scent and the freeing, fresh air that was inherent in the mountains, flowing all around us in the wilderness, I felt spritely.

Strangely enough, I had never thought much about making love outside, as I usually wasn’t that kind of person. I felt that sex should be a personal experience, rather than a rebellious endeavor.

However, as Johnathan started to slide my shirt off my shoulders and urge my nakedness, I didn’t care about anything, other than being with him. 

Ravenously, we pawed at one another, removing one another’s clothing hastily, eager to unwrap the gift of one another. 

When Johnathan’s chest was revealed to me, I pressed him down, so that his back was against the dirt. I drug my fingers lightly down his robust chest, gliding over his abdomen and finally, picking teasingly at the waistband of his jeans. 

He growled in response as our visceral reactions started to control the desires of our flesh. 

We were hungry for one another and the arguing we had done previously, contending with the emotion we had both displayed within the past few days was brooding.

It was obvious that we both felt an intense surge of need, transpiring through our bodies. We wanted to leave the world behind and revel in the oneness of one another.

Our hearts and souls called out to each other, even though we had fought and even though there was so much left unsaid between us, words were useless to us now.

I ducked down, seductively surrounding the epicenter of his manhood, while my fingers traced the jeans with a tantalizing slowness. I wanted him to feel an intense sense of longing. I wanted to torment him like he was so fond of tormenting me. 

After playing with the jeans for a moment, my hand covered the bulge, which I knew was waiting to be revealed.

I looked up and grinned at him, in a seductive, yet teasing manner as I kneaded him, leaving the pants in between our touch. 

As I moved, I slid down, pressing myself against his leg.

Again, I looked up at him, before carefully, I unhinged his pants, finally unveiling his already starkly enthusiastic member. 

My body shook as I gazed upon it, instantaneously yearning for it to be inside of me. 

Even though it hadn’t been all that long, I had missed him and from the eagerness of his physique, regardless of what Johnathan said, he missed me as well. 

Tossing the jeans to the side, I glided myself up and eased myself toward him. I stroked my womanliness, which was already moist and waiting for his entry, up his manliness, before swinging back down. 

Straddling him, I clasped my fingers around him and started to stroke, easily and with a slow precision, so that he felt every bit of my movements.

He grinned, leaning his head back and enjoying the foreplay, as I took my thumb and ran it over the tip of his manliness. 

Even though he didn’t say anything, I felt his body jerk in reaction and so, I continued to tease him by tugging and stroking him, until I started to feel a need.

At first, it was fun, but eventually, I wanted to be the one, feeling the slow, intricate movements I was creating with my hand.

So, I repositioned myself carefully and after a few strokes, warming my intentions, I inserted him inside me.

I heard Johnathan gasp as I eased down, before pulling up and then returning, in the same slow, tantalizing motion that I had started with.

I closed my eyes, pleased to feel him filling me as every movement pressed deeper inside me.

I groaned as he became slick and my body insisted that I go faster. I swallowed hard and eased myself up, pressing my breasts against him.

Johnathan reacted by grasping each of my breasts and kneading them with just the right amount of force.

I closed my eyes and sat up, focusing on thrusting myself up and down, trying to hold the advancing astonishment of climaxing off as much as I possibly could. 

I was enjoying this immensely. Not only did Johnathan make my entire body feel free, the openness of our surrounding, the scent of the earth and the raw feel of it beneath us was invigorating.

It almost felt as though I was becoming one with the earth, as well as with Johnathan.

Laying closer to him, I dragged my fingers across the dirt, trying to stave off the ultimate finally, leaving deep, raked ridges in the ground. 

Surprised by my own display of excitement, I was encouraged to continue.

When I reached myself back up and returned to the hasty movement, I felt Johnathan grab one of my breasts, trapping my already hyper-sensitive nipple between his finger and thumb. 

Looking at him, he was sure to make eye-contact with me, before he smirked and rolled the bead lightly between his fingers.

I screamed out, trying to pull back, as a surprising sensation coursed through me.

However, between the hold Jonathan had on me and the connection we shared, I was unable to get away. 

Pulling me closer to his level, Johnathan took the breast into his mouth and suckled on it, while his tongue flicked and prodded, it, before he started to tease the other.

I yelled out again and started to thrash back and forth. I felt him, vibrating inside of me each time I moved, which caused me to catapult toward ultimate invigoration.

Going back and forth with such fervor eventually caused Johnathan to simply grasp my breasts and play with them as his member started to thrust with excitement as well.

Once the mutual ambrosia entranced us, we were focusing more on our rising pinnacle of success, far more than teasing foreplay.

We moved back and forth with ease, thrashing our bodies around in the dirt, without a care as to what was happening.

At that point, between our intense need, our heightened heartrates, and our heavy breathing, we didn’t focus on anything other than keeping one another satisfied.

Finally, an explosion erupted inside of me at the same time I felt Johnathan insert his love into me. 

Climaxing together, we were both completely enraptured in the moment. 

This was the most freeing feeling I ever had the pleasure of experiencing. 

My only hope now was that it wasn’t all going to come to an abrupt end, once we hit the ranger’s station.

However, as my consciousness disembarked from the trip of pure ambrosia-fueled euphoria, I refused to focus on that. 

Instead, I chose to focus on the moment I was living in; the excitement I was privy to and the freedom that I was awarded. 

I wasn’t sure if I would ever get the chance to feel this way again, so I was going to enjoy every second of it for as long as it lasted.

Chapter 18

Johnathan

Afterwards, I found myself in a similar position to the first day that we had made love. While I was even more content by the outcome, I was unsure of how all of it had transpired. I was confused and somewhat disappointed in myself.

I felt vulnerable, now that she knew the shitstorm that is my life, I wasn’t sure how I should react.

Some of me was happier than I had felt in a long time, but most of what I was feeling was anger. 

I wasn’t guilty anymore, but I did feel as though I betrayed my own convictions. I was enraged by the idea that I had allowed myself to get emotionally involved.

After what we had talked about and everything that had happened, I had tried to be positive, but once the excitement stopped and I was left alone with my thoughts, the darkness of my past life was able to creep back in.

She doesn’t really want you. I told myself. She’s stuck with you right now. That’s the only reason she is trying to be nice to you. She is going to end up just like Sarah, if you aren’t careful. You need to end this, now, before it kills you.

Although, there was still a sense of trust in Carrie, that I had, though I wasn’t sure where it came from. I figured it had something to do with her honesty toward me and her willingness to call me out on my mistakes, instead of feigning happiness, when she was really planning to leave me, tear my heart out and stomp on it.

Yet, even with her apparent honesty, there was no absolute way that I could be sure she wasn’t going to destroy me.

All you have left is Jake and Jake likes Carrie. If she takes him away from you, what purpose will you have to live? I thought, knowing that was the only thing of value she could take from me now. She could put me in jail, I supposed, but what would hurt most about that was leaving my dog behind.

Therefore, I decided that he was the only reason I still had any care for keeping my freedom and my sanity. However, I did still want to keep it, and so I decided that if I didn’t want to risk the little that I was able to salvage from my first catastrophic relationship, I needed to get away from this relationship before it swallowed me too. 

Although, after contemplating everything that had happened the night before and how good it felt to talk to someone about my life, I knew it was going to be even harder to let her go.

I ground my teeth, my jaw locking, as I tried to fight the urge to go back on my word. I had told her that I would try, and I owed her that; especially after everything she had put up with from me. I knew it wouldn’t be fair to revert to my old ways, but I was finding it difficult to press forward. Every time I thought about keeping my word to Carrie, genuinely trying to keep it all together, I would feel an empty, sinking feeling in my gut and I wasn’t sure I could go through with it. I wanted to, God I wanted to. I felt that if I could only break this cycle of guilt and distrust, I would be open to a host of different possibilities but as much as I tried, as much as I wanted to let go of the past, it continued to haunt me.

Thoughts of what could happen assaulted my mind.

Talking to Carrie about my past had helped me in one respect, being able to get it off my chest. Having someone who was willing to listen, who didn’t have another bombshell to drop on me, was something I hadn’t experienced before. Every other time I had attempted to relay the story, another piece of information was revealed, that plagued me. At best, I was fighting to keep my freedom, after learning of another bombshell the woman I thought I was going to spend the rest of my life with had dropped on my life. So, having the conversation end the way it did, with sex that didn’t end with me getting stabbed at the back, was nice.

However, it had dredged up a lot of feelings. It had reminded me of unpleasant situations that I hadn’t wanted to think about in a very long time.

Flashbacks of being arrested, being drug out of the bar, without having any idea what was going on, was now fresh in my mind. Granted, the enormity of the situation was partially due to shock and partially due to intoxication, but that didn’t change the memory. It was still a pretty shitty thing to have happened and I never wanted to be in a similar situation ever again.

Without Carrie in my life, I could almost guarantee that I was never going to have to deal with anyone ever again, which meant my trust wasn’t going to be tested. I would never have to worry about what she was doing, or what she was planning.

However, without her, I also would likely never be happy. 

I had a feeling that if I didn’t try to invest my trust in Carrie, I likely wouldn’t ever trust anyone and therefore, I would never give myself a reason to be happy.

After all, Carrie was right. I hated living out in the cabin all by myself. It was lonely and dark. It drove me crazy at times and I wasn’t sure how much longer I would be able to take it. 

However, even with everything I had convincing me that there was something better, something to fight for, for the first time in a while, I still couldn’t bring myself to take that leap.

Before I knew it, I was reverting to my old ways. I hated it, but I also couldn’t stop myself. For my own sense of sanity, I felt that this was what I needed to do.

Hastily, I untangled myself from Carrie’s grasp and as she stirred, I told her, “Come on, Carrie. It’s time to get up. We have to go now if you want to make it back to civilization before dark.”

“Umm…Okay…” Carrie replied, rubbing her eyes, and trying to ward off the sleep that plagued her. She seemed confused, but I wasn’t in the mood to deal with her confusion. I simply wanted to get the hell out of there as quickly as I possibly could. 

I had made my decision and I wanted to act on it before I lost my nerve.

“Johnathan, can we maybe talk about this for a minute…Is there something wrong?”

“There’s nothing to talk about. There’s nothing wrong. I just want to get you to the ranger’s station before dark. It’s simple survival.”

Instantly, Carrie’s eyes narrowed, and she seemed upset with what I was telling her.

“Why do I get the feeling that you’re trying to get rid of me?” She asked, getting to her feet as she glared at me.

“Uh, honestly? Because I am,” I replied, knowing that I was being an ass again, but I tried not to care.

“At least you’re being honest…” Carrie answered in a small, sad voice.

Strangely, she didn’t seem angry anymore. She simply seemed sad and disappointed. I would’ve preferred that she was angry. 

At least if she was angry, I could defend what I was doing.

“Listen, Carrie, it’s nothing personal,” I insisted, trying to get her to answer me.

“Oh, I know,” she replied as she gathered up her things and turned her back to me. “It never is. It’s all about you and your need to be a stoic loner. 

“It has to be this way…” I insisted, following after her, “I’m not trying to hurt you, Carrie…”

“I know. It’s okay,” she replied, without turning around.

Her complacency bothered me. So, I ran up to her and placed my hand lightly on her shoulder. She shrugged it off, “It’s fine.”

“Listen, Carrie, I want you to understand.”

“I do,” she answered quietly, without turning around. “You have done this to me enough already, I should expect it. I know that you’re hurting, and you might even be confused, feeling trapped, I’m not exactly sure what. However, the pattern is evident.”

“Pattern?” I scoffed.

“Yes. We have sex, you enjoy it, then you get into your head and convince yourself that this isn’t right. For whatever reason, you’re opposed to being happy and I know that’s not my fault.”

“You’re right,” I conceded, “Nothing is your fault. You haven’t done anything wrong. It’s just, I’ve been thinking a lot…I’m not trying to be a jerk. I’m really just trying to do what I think is best for us both. I’m trying to protect you. I’m trying to save you.”

“No, you’re trying to save yourself. You have built walls that you think are insurmountable, so you discourage everyone who tries to help you escape those walls…But one day, the barriers that you have built are going to cave inwards and if you are still in the middle, stubbornly catapulting any help away, you’re going to be buried beneath them.”

“How do you know that?” I hissed, angered by the possibility that my situation could get worse. Briefly, selfishly, I wondered if that was the reason that I hadn’t swallowed a bullet yet, but countered my own morbid fears with anger, directed at Carrie. “You think that you’re so smart, because you can pick people apart and tell them exactly what they don’t wan to hear, just so you can get your way?”

“What?” Carrie retorted, “Johnathan, I’m trying to help you. I don’t want you to get hurt. I want you to find some semblance of happiness before you completely shut yourself off from the rest of the world.”

“Did it ever occur to you that maybe I don’t want help? Maybe I was doing just fine before you came into my life?”

At this, she tilted her head, but didn’t respond. Instead, she narrowed her eyes and shrugged her shoulders.

Her lack of bantering bothered me slightly, so I backed off, considering she was right. If I was going to push her away, without feeling absolutely terrible about it for the rest of my life, I needed her to answer me. “I mean, maybe you’re right. There’s a good chance that I have no idea what I’m talking about, but you see, I’m not ready to take that chance.”

She bobbed her head up and down in a nod, though there wasn’t any conviction behind it. 

“I wish I was. I wish I could just be happy-go-fucking-lucky like you. I wish I could bounce back from all the shit you’ve been through and preserver…I actually admire that, but I can’t. I’ve tried.”

Again, she nodded and I started to feel as though she wasn’t even listening to me anymore. 

“I feel like you don’t understand, or you think that I’m lying to you. Do you at least have some understanding of what I’m trying to tell you?”

Again, she made the agreeing motion, that was devoid of an ounce of principle. It almost seemed that she simply wanted me to stop talking, so she was feigning agreement so that she wouldn’t have to have this conversation anymore.

This made me feel like crap, but instead of trying to fix the issue, I did what I apparently was best at and continued to dig myself into a bigger hole.

“Are you going to speak to me, or just agree with me?” I retorted in an angry tone.

At this, Carrie sighed and raised her eyes to me, turning her head only enough so that she could see me. Speaking softly, she finally gave me her genuine opinion, “Johnathan, there is only so much someone can take before they know that they cannot make someone understand their point of view, or in this case, I can’t make you trust me. I thought that yesterday, we had made strides toward you trusting me. You told me everything and we ended up having a great night. I thought things were going well, but now, to wake up to the same old guilt, and unspoken accusations, I realize that you can’t keep your word. You can’t bring yourself to trust me. of course, I’m upset and disappointed, but I don’t blame you. How could I? Knowing what you’ve been through, your reaction tells me that you aren’t ready and that’s okay. I just hope I helped you a little bit.”

I backed away slightly, as her honesty again cut deep. She wasn’t insulting, but what she said and how she put her response caused me to feel like a total dick. 

“I’m sorry,” I answered finally, unable to figure out anything else to say that would assuage her feelings. “I don’t want it this way. I just can’t do this. I can’t help it.”

“Just like you don’t want my pity, or my help, I don’t need yours. If you want to help me get back to the ranger’s station, that would be great, but don’t feel obligated.”

“No, I’m going to help you, that’s not what this is about. I just…”

“You want me out of your life. I get it,” she answered, then started in the opposite direction, leaving me speechless.

“No…” I insisted, though I didn’t go after her. I wanted to catch up to her and I wanted, at least for the moment, to lie and tell her that she was wrong.

I yearned for her to be wrong, but the fact that she wasn’t wrong cut me even deeper.

At that moment, I wished I was stronger. I wished I could put myself out there and be the man she deserved, instead of the jerk she was stuck with.

Deep down, I knew she loved me, though I wasn’t sure why, but that was what made me want to get away from her even quicker.

Now that I had some time to think clearly and I wasn’t presently overwhelmed with the intoxicating effect she seemed to have on me, I was aware of what a big mistake I was making.

This thought process caused me to once again, watch her walk away.

Chapter 19

Carrie

I wasn’t sure how I had managed to stay so calm. I was hurt and confused, even though I pretended I wasn’t either of these things. I had thought we were making progress. In fact, I was stupid enough to believe that he might even come back with me.

Maybe I am as stupid as he seems to think I am. I thought, trying to stay ahead of him, so that he didn’t see my tears. 

The hike to the ranger’s station was like a blur. We didn’t stop once, even though my ankle started to ache a couple of hours into the trip, I didn’t allow it to stop me. I was too determined to get to the station and get the hell out of Johnathan’s life. 

Jake was by my side for most of the way, but Johnathan didn’t say much. He was behind me, walking closely, but hovered, more than walked behind me. It was aggravating to me, but I didn’t say anything.

I wanted my space from him, but I knew that I probably wouldn’t fair well out here by myself. 

I was hungry and dehydrated. I knew that Johnathan knew the way to the station and so, I didn’t want to separate from him, even though it was difficult to even breathe the same air.

My thoughts wandered in a million different directions as I continued to stomp along. Most of the time, I contemplated why I insisted on allowing him to hurt me like he did on such a consistent basis. 

Even though I had claimed to understand, and despite the fact that I was able to list the reasons why I understood, I couldn’t truly contemplate his actions.

He’s unhinged…Completely unstable. You have fallen in love with a damn psychopath. I thought but was started by the revelation that had only hit me now. It made sense, as to why I was so forgiving and so stupid. It explained all my actions and all my feelings; I was in love with him.

Yet, he drove me absolutely crazy. We argued more than we had a decent conversation but, in those times, when he wasn’t being the Johnathan that I wanted to smack, he was a man that I truly wanted. His idiosyncrasies didn’t matter to me. I was willing to work with him, to help him.

I wanted to show him what he was capable, because for some reason, I could see it, even if he couldn’t. I knew that he was able to have a great life and I knew that once he realized that, I would be able to be part of that life.

I had never known anyone, quite like I had recently got to know Johnathan. While he was rough around the edges and kind of a pain in the ass, with all his wishy-washy tendencies, I still felt a connection to him that was deep and lasting.

I knew that if he walked away from me, if he truly didn’t want me in his life, because he allowed his past to consume him, without even giving me a chance, it would destroy me. 

From the moment I met him, I had connected with Johnathan and I wasn’t ready to give any of that up. I still wanted him and for as hurt as I was, I somehow knew that what he said, wasn’t how he felt. I knew that he felt similarly to the way I did, but he was still imprisoned by his past.

Fortunately for me, that was one realization I didn’t have to fake. I knew that his past was the reason he claimed he didn’t want to have anything to do with me, after I went back home. I knew that he couldn’t bring himself to risk being hurt again and I also knew that his feelings had nothing to do with me.

I knew that this wasn’t my fault. 

While I felt bad for him, I didn’t harbor any guilt. I hadn’t done anything wrong. In fact, I had done everything I possibly could to get him to understand that I was trying to help him.

I was angry with him for not understanding, but I couldn’t say that I was surprised. I realized that after a traumatic experience, where your whole world is shaken to its core, it takes a long time to get any confidence back.

Johnathan was still barely holding it all together and I knew that he thought, if I betrayed him, his whole world would be in complete disarray. This time, he wouldn’t be able to even begin to pick up the pieces.

Yet, for as much as I understood that, I also had a sense of pride as well. While I understood him not wanting to trust anyone else, I couldn’t understand how there wasn’t anything I could do to get him to trust me. 

I knew I wasn’t going to betray his trust, no matter what happened to us. Yet, I needed Johnathan to believe it and he wasn’t giving me any opportunities to prove anything to him.

“Are you okay?” I finally heard him call from behind me.

“Yes,” I answered succinctly as my heart burned. 

“Do you need to stop and rest?”

“No,” I insisted, “Apparently, the sooner we get there, the better.”

“Yeah, but we’re making good time. I would be okay with stopping for a while.”

“Why stop? To me, that sounds like more of a reason to keep going.”

“Oh…Okay. If you’re sure,” he answered, but I didn’t reply. 

I simply forged ahead, without looking back. 

Partially, I didn’t want to stop because I did want to get to our destination. When we made it to the station, I would be able to rest, without having a long journey still ahead. It would be then that I could finally, truly relax. However, my urgency was partly because I knew if we stopped, everything I was thinking would come spilling out and I wasn’t sure I was ready for that.

Before we parted ways, I hoped to be able to get my point across to him, but I wasn’t ready yet. I was still angry, and this wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have while angry.

 Again, we trudged along in silence, with Jake looking between us as we walked, obviously wondering, yet again, what was going on with us. 

He must think we’re bipolar or something; making love one minute and giving one another the silent treatment the next. 

This thought caused me to contemplate what it would be like if we lived together. Would we fight constantly, or would we be happier more than we would be miserable?

I assumed that we would probably find a balance, since we wouldn’t be constantly fighting to survive and if we were living together, Johnathan would’ve made his choice.

Considering what he told me about his ex-fiancée, I found it unlikely that he would be so indecisive one he finally took the plunge into a relationship with me. 

The only thing we argue about is the fact that he doesn’t trust me and won’t give me a chance. If he was willing to try, things would surely be different. I decided, but a terrible thrust of anxiety hit my stomach as I realized that we probably would never know. 

“We’re almost there,” he insisted eventually; his words dragging me out of my thoughts and back to a reality that I wasn’t sure I wanted to be a part of.

“Good,” I responded coldly, continuing in the direction of the ranger’s station.

“Yeah, I thought so,” he insisted, and I looked back to see him grinning. His eyes were trained on me and in a strange way, I thought he might be regretting not talking to me.

Wishful thinking, I insisted to myself, though I contemplated starting a conversation with him, simply to see where it would go. 

I knew that once we were at the station, there would be nothing more to say to him, with the way things were, than goodbye.

I didn’t want to say goodbye to him, and I thought that if I let him go now, I might never get the chance to speak to him again.

So, I turned around, in a desperate display, for the first time, showing him that I was crying and insisted, “Johnathan, I don’t want to say goodbye to you.”

He stopped short, staring at my face, before his eyes dropped down to the ground. His expression remained stoic, but his jaw tightened, and he drew in a deep breath. I waited for him to release it, hoping that he would speak, but when nothing came after the long, slow exhale, I decided to continue.

“Listen to me, please,” I insisted, watching his head turn up to me. He blinked, but didn’t move, so I took this as my cue to continue, “I want you in my life, Johnathan. I think that we have a connection and I don’t want to lose you. Last night, something happened, and you opened up to me. That gave me such a sense of accomplishment…”

“Why? Because you finally broke me down?” He snapped, but I didn’t allow him to commandeer this conversation.

“No, because I felt that you had started to trust me. I felt that I had helped you and that was something I had tried to do since I met you and realized that you needed help.”

“You can’t fix me,” he hissed.

“I’m not trying to fix you. I don’t think you’re broken. I think you need support and you need to have a reason to trust people again…That’s it.”

“Oh, quick fix,” he said with a snap of his fingers, “Just like that, you’ve solved all of my problems.”

“Shut up, Johnathan!” I screamed, this time growing angry, knowing that he was simply trying to push me away. “Listen to me, for once. Get it through your head that I am not Sarah and I never will be her. She was a bitch and your so-called friends were a bunch of assholes. Unfortunately, you seemed to attract some pretty shitty people in your life, and I’m sorry for that, but I refuse to be lumped in with them. I’m not perfect, by any means, but I have your best intentions in mind. I didn’t mean to fall in love with you, but I did and now, the thought of you leaving me behind at the ranger’s station, the idea that I am going to have to watch you walk away, shatters me.” 

My outburst had brought an even more pronounced round of tears that I had tried to bridle but failed. However, at least he was listening to me.

When I stopped to breathe, however, Johnathan didn’t move. He didn’t try to comfort me, but he also didn’t argue with me.

I wasn’t sure what that was supposed to mean, but I felt that I was on a roll and I wasn’t about to stop, simply because I wasn’t sure how he was going to react. 

“I’m sure you don’t know this, and you might not even believe me, but I really don’t care. I’m going to tell you anyway. I spent the time before I had fallen asleep planning how I would be able to help you get your life back together. I was excited for our journey together. I was going to see if you wanted to stay with me, not move in, like as a relationship, but just so you would have a normal roof over your head, so you could find a job. I was going to pull in some favors for you with people I know around my apartment and I was excited to be able to help you. I had every intention of helping you. Now, I know I can’t guarantee that it will be forever, but no one can guarantee that. No one can ever guarantee anything and if they tell you they can, they’re lying.” I stopped and sighed, sniffling back the now free-flowing tears, and running my sleeve across my shirt. “All I want is a chance to help you and there isn’t a way I can do that while one or both of us are stuck up here on this mountain.” I stepped toward him now, hoping that I was talking him into giving it a shot. I couldn’t tell from his expression, so I continued, “Please, Johnathan, tell me you can trust me enough to give me a chance.”

I stood there, hoping for a positive reaction, for what seemed like a lifetime. I could see that he wanted to react, but he stopped himself multiple times. However, I stayed vigilant. I kept my gaze trained on him, showing my steadfast commitment to helping him, hoping this would persuade him. 

Yet, eventually, he turned away, unable to even look me in the eyes.

“I can’t do it,” he grumbled, “I’m sorry.” Turning back to me, I could tell that this was difficult for him too, but at that point, I was so angry, I didn’t care. “I’ll go to the station, with you, and help you get acclimated but then, I’m going home…and so are you. It’s better that way,” he insisted, but by now, I couldn’t even pretend to be understanding toward him.

“I was wrong to take what I said back earlier. You really are a coward,” I snapped, “I just poured my heart and soul out to you and you just dismiss it? I just told you I was in love with you and you don’t even acknowledge it?” 

“Carrie,” he started, walking toward me gingerly, but I backed away.

“No. I don’t want to hear it. Johnathan, I while will never forget you for saving my life, and guiding me back to safety, but I also will never forgive you for not even giving me the decency of the benefit of doubt.”

“Carrie, please…” Johnathan insisted, throwing out his hand, in an effort to get me to take it, but I pushed it away from me.

“No. You had your shot. You had a million chances. You have made your decision and I’m done trying to get you to see it my way.”

With that, I turned and walked away from him, for what I imagined this time, would be for good.

Chapter 20

Johnathan

I felt my heart drop. Again, I had known I screwed up. I watched her walk away from me, with her face, streaked with tears, but this time, I wasn’t going to let her get too far.

Since I had made my commitment to her, I wasn’t about to go back on my word. I was going to be genuine in my efforts. I wasn’t going to leave her side until I was sure she was safe.

However, as I started to walk, she quickened her pace, as though she was actively trying to get away from me.

I looked over to Jake, who was sitting between us, giving his usual look of sheer disapproval.

“Yeah, yeah…I know…” I hissed as I passed him, “But you don’t need to shame me into it this time.” I took a few more paces toward her before calling out to her.

She didn’t acknowledge me.

“Please, Carrie, let me at least walk with you. I want to make sure you are safe…”

I tried to quicken my pace again but was sure by her actions that she was trying to stay ahead of me.

While I wasn’t about to leave her, I didn’t want to risk her getting hurt by trying to get away from me. So, I slowed down and kept my distance.

“Fine! I’m just going to stay behind you, then. You can’t do anything about that. I told you I was going to see this through and that’s what I’m going to do.”

Silence was the only response, followed by Jake’s groan as he ran ahead to walk between us. 

I wasn’t sure if he did this in an effort to be a link between the two of us, or if he was simply trying to ensure he could watch us both, even when we weren’t together. 

However, I knew from the way he was acting toward both of us now, that he wasn’t going to be happy when Carrie and I said goodbye. 

I sighed, grumbling with frustration at her stubbornness. 

“You know, it seems like I’m being inconsiderate but I’m not. I’m thinking of you too, Carrie. I don’t want to be a burden on you. I don’t want to become someone you wish you’d never met. If you ended up resenting me, for whatever reason, that would be worse than if you left me,” I called, trying to be completely honest with her, even though I wasn’t even sure she could hear me now, considering the distance she had put between us.

“You can’t promise me forever, but I’m afraid that you’ll try, and it’ll make you miserable. If we were together, I would want to help you, bring you up, make you better for knowing me…The kind of things you make me believe about myself, when I think of us together…”

At this, I could’ve sworn I saw her stop and almost turn around, but the moment ended with a shake of her head as she pursued her goal, leaving me to once again, wonder if she had even heard me.

“Carrie, please, come back. I want to talk…I don’t want you to leave angry. I want you to understand, that I am not right for you. I don’t want to try because I can’t be the man you deserve. Despite what you think, I am broken.” I grumbled, stopping to look down at the ground, ashamed of what I had become, “That bitch took everything from me. Not only did she make me distrust everyone, she also made me doubt my ability to be a good partner…A good anything. How can I try to support you, be your lover and your partner, if I can’t even be confident that I am worth the trouble?”

I looked up, to see if anything I had said resonated with her, but if it did, she gave me no indication.

Frustrated, I quickened my pace, seeing that we were running out of time, with the ranger station only a few hundred feet away.

“Please, Carrie! Listen to me! Now, I’m the one pouring my heart out and you’re the one walking away. While I don’t blame you, I want you to listen. I want you to understand. I’m not doing this for me and…I do have feelings for you, which is why I think it’s so damn important that I leave you the hell alone. You don’t deserve this aggravation,” I insisted, “But I don’t want to part on these terms. I want you to understand!”

At this, Carrie turned around, but her eyes were cold and bloodshot from crying. She furrowed her brow at me and leaned against a tree for support as she called back, “Do you think you’re the only person who has ever had a bad breakup?”

“Well, no…” I insisted, backing up slightly, trying to understand exactly where she was going with this. “I just…”

“No. You are not the only one who has a crazy ex. Yes, it sucks, and yes, your situation is particularly shitty, but it isn’t the end of the world, unless you let it. You can recover from this. I have offered to help you recover from it, yet you keep pushing me away.” Carrie stopped speaking then, and looked up at the sky, looking as though she was gathering her thoughts, before looking back at me. “Do you really want to know why I decided to go on this trip? Sure, it was fun, and it was exciting and the idea of it was adventurous, but under all that, is a reason that no one else knows.”

“Why?” I asked, inching toward her, cautiously to ensure that my getting to close wasn’t going to cause her to take off again.

“Because,” she answered, “I’m getting over something too. I tried to hold it in for as long as I could, and, to the credit of this trip, I haven’t thought about it all that much, what with trying to survive, but about a month ago, I got a call. It was from my ex boyfriend’s mother. I hadn’t dated this man for years, but he was my first love. My first…everything. She told me that he had hung himself and mentioned me in the note.”

“Jesus,” I muttered, feeling terrible for her.

However, she shrugged off my comment, before continuing, “Don’t get me wrong…This man was abusive, and he said hurtful things, simply to break me down. It took me years to get over him and to regain my self-worth. I tried my best to get away from him several times and when I finally did, everyone was always afraid I would go back. He was like a drug…He had always had a hold on me that was almost otherworldly. I could be so mad at him, but if he looked at me a certain way, my anger would just melt away.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean…” I replied, empathizing with her. “That’s why I was so blind. I was so in love with Sarah, that I refused to see the signs that something wasn’t right.”

“Anything that happened, would just get forgotten about,” she added, “simply because it was more important to me that he was there.”

I shook my head in understanding.

“Don’t get me wrong,” she continued, “The relationship was toxic. I will never deny that, but there were also good times…And those were some of the best times of my life.” She grinned in a sad way, “He was everything to me and certain places, I still go and think fondly of him.”

“I guess I never got to that point,” I insisted.

“It takes time,” Carrie admitted, looking at me for the first time in a long while, “But once it happens, the next time is easier and while you never forget, you don’t burst into tears, or get angry all over again. You simply enjoy the memory.”

“Is that why you came up here? To the mountain? Is this one of your places?” I urged, hoping that my questioning wouldn’t upset her.

However, seemingly pleased by my interest, she nodded, “It was a long time ago, but he and I took a trip out here and went camping for a few days. It was just him and I. He loved the woods and he knew a lot about them, so I felt safe with him. This trip was before he was abusive…We were probably sixteen or seventeen,” she giggled, “I got in so much trouble when my parents found out, but it was worth it.”

“Oh, so you were a little rebel,” I teased slightly.

Adamantly, Cassie shook her head, “No, not at all. That was probably the only thing I ever did like that…Our relationship was off again, on again, after that, since my parents weren’t too thrilled with his influence.” She rolled her eyes, almost looking like the teenage-self she was referring to. “The day I turned eighteen, he and I got a place of our own together. We worked our asses off and he got a job at his father’s company. Everything was going well, despite the parental disapproval, but then, he hurt himself on the job and had to be let go. He was only nineteen. Pain medicine, mixed with alcohol made him a different person. He never recovered from the addiction. It made him violent and depressed. Eventually, I had enough, and I moved back in with my parents. I started to go to school, more to take up time while I wasn’t working, so that I didn’t have to think about anything. I decided to be a paralegal, because I wanted to help people.”

“Wow…” I replied, unsure of what else I could say to her. I was shocked by what she told me and felt kind of dumb for how I had reacted to my own breakup. However, I didn’t mention any of this. I simply continued to give Carrie my undivided attention. 

“So, when I got the call that he had died, and that one of his final thoughts was of me, it was devastating. I hadn’t seen him in years…I hadn’t wanted to see him in years, but in that moment, I wished I had been at his side. I wished I was able to help him…But I had abandoned him, just like he felt everyone else had abandoned him.”

“Carrie, you know that there’s nothing you could’ve done, right?” I insisted.

She nodded weakly, and I got the feeling that she had heard that attempt at comfort a million times before. 

“That wasn’t really the worst part. Yeah, I mean, I was shocked, devastated and hurt, but I’m getting over that. What I had a harder time with, was when I told my roommate, my parents, and my friends, everyone gave a collective good riddance.”

“What?”

“It wasn’t in so many words, but through their half-hearted condolences, I knew that’s what they meant. No one would talk to me about it. No one thought I should even care. Everyone, almost seemed happy, that now, I would never go back with him, even though I never had any inclination to. I was a different person than I was then, when I was dating him, and I wouldn’t have put up with his shit anymore. Although, I wasn’t happy that he was gone. For the first time, probably since we were kept apart in high school, I missed him. I wanted to go to the funeral, but his mother, who never liked me much anyway, inadvertently blamed me for his death and was unwelcoming to the idea of me showing up. My parents told me that it would only dig up bad memories and my roommate told me that there was no reason for me to mourn a looser, who was never going to amount to anything anyway.”

“Damn…And you said, your parents were supportive?”

Carrie chuckled slightly, “Trust me, what they said was warranted. They tried to be gentle about it, but they had seen me hurt by him, so many times in so many ways, it took a lot for them to be as kind as they were about it.”

“And, your roommate?”

“That’s just the way she is…and, I mean, in their strange way, they were trying to help me, and give me the support that they thought I needed to move on from him, that wasn’t what I needed. I had already moved on. I was mourning for a life that I knew, better than anyone. I was morning for the man I fell in love with, not the abusive jerk who had shattered my self-esteem. So, I decided to take this trip, to get away from the people who were proving to be unhelpful in my grieving process and be alone with my thoughts. I wanted to create a new memory, where I could do what I wanted, be who I wanted, think how I wanted, without anyone telling me that I shouldn’t feel a certain way.”

“Then, you found me,” I added, feeling terrible and wishing that I could hold her. 

“Don’t worry, I’m not rebounding or anything. I actually haven’t thought about him much at all…And you’re nothing like him, besides you know your way around the woods.”

“And, I can be an asshole?”

“Yes, but at least you admit it,” she answered in somewhat of a teasing tone and I wondered if maybe, somewhere deep inside, she had forgiven me, even a little bit.

“Yeah, well, there’s no point in trying to deny it,” I replied, stepping closer to her, and hoping that my next question was something she could even answer. “So, with everything that happened, after everything that happened, how can you even think about dating, or trusting anyone ever again?”

“It took a while, but his death didn’t affect me in that way. I only wanted to be there to support him, so that he might have lived. I didn’t want to date him, ever again. I took a long time to find myself. I had a good support system…and school helped. It gave me a goal besides marriage and kids. It distracted me, so that I could have fun. Now, I’m sure if that didn’t destroy me, and I survived him killing himself, which was a fear I lived with every day at the end of our relationship, I could figure out a way to make it through pretty much anything. I couldn’t stop my life at twenty-three and even now, I can’t stop my life for anyone. I need to do what I want to do, with the people I want to do it with. I tend to be blunt, but that’s only because I spent so much of my life not saying what I wanted to say, for fear of angering someone. Now, while I don’t mean any harm, I say what’s on my mind. If you don’t like it, too bad.”

I grinned at her, feeling an overwhelming sensation of attraction. 

“Hey, Cassie, would you mind if I walked closer with you, down to the ranger’s station?”

She paused for a moment, glancing at the building, that now wasn’t too far away, before looking back at me and putting out her hand.

“Thank you, Johnathan, I would be honored.”

Chapter 21

Carrie

While it had felt good to tell Johnathan my story, as we walked toward the ranger’s station, I was reminded that he might leave.

Yet, the conversation I had with him had also reminded me that if he did, that was okay.

As angry as I was with him before, after sharing my own secret with him, I felt it was silly to continue in anger.

After all, the last thing that I had learned from my ex’s death is that no matter how far you try to put someone behind you, if they meant enough to you, one moment and one instant could bring them right back to the forefront of my mind.

I didn’t want my ex back, but there was a part of me that genuinely blamed myself for his death. 

There were a million ways that I thought I could’ve been better to him, helped him more and stayed by his side, though I knew that wasn’t a possibility.

Deep down, I knew there was nothing that I could do. If I had still been with him, I might have been the one who found him, and I would just be starting my journey of self-discovery; that is if he hadn’t dragged me down with me. 

While I would’ve liked to think that he wouldn’t have hurt me, really hurt me, I got away from him because he scared me. I remembered at the time, having the thought that if I stayed with him, I could die and that was ultimately what made me leave. 

So, if I had stayed, logically, I knew there was a much better chance of him killing me, before taking his own life, then there was of me saving him; though I would never admit it.

Although, being reminded of all this, being brought back there, while explaining what happened to Johnathan had given me the presence of mind to live for the moment. Be in the moment. 

When my ex died, I was still angry with him and he knew it. The last thing I had told him was that he was dead to me, when he reached out a couple years before. I was in a bad place, but that wasn’t why I had said it. I had said it so that he would get the hint that the relationship, and any hope of us ever getting back together was gone. 

Ultimately, I had said it out of spite and although that was something I was to guilty to ever say to anyone else, that had stuck with me. 

I had thought about calling him to apologize, or writing him a letter, but ultimately, I had always thought better of it. I didn’t want him to think that there might be a way for him to wriggle his way back into my heart again and for that, I didn’t regret.

I had more self-respect than that. Yet, I did wish that there was a way I could tell him that I hadn’t meant what I said and that the part of him that I fell in love with, would always remain in my heart.

Therefore, the conversation I had about him with Johnathan reminded me not to make the same mistake; especially to a man who hadn’t hurt me near as bad as my ex had.

If I was going to part ways with him, I wanted to part ways on good terms, with no regrets, and an open invitation, if he ever felt like he could try to assimilate back into society, even if it was for only a day or so.

The conversation I had with Johnathan had also reminded me that these things take time. It had taken mem a long time to be okay with myself, after breaking up with my ex. It was nearly a year before I even wanted to go back to the same places that he frequented, in fear that I would see him, or someone we used to know.

Eventually, that fear subsided though, and I was able to go out and have a good time without looking over my shoulder every minute. 

So, I knew that I needed to give Johnathan time. That was the only way he was ever going to make any progress. 

I decided to adopt the idea of, it was meant to be, it would be, when it was meant to be; not a second sooner. 

Destiny was another thing I knew, mostly because of Kasandra, that you couldn’t force, or run from.

However, when we finally reached the station, I thought it was strange that no one was there. 

The building looked more like a lodge than a ranger station, with the attributes of the outside reminding me of the cabin.

I hoped that was a sign that it was another safe space.

Although, the way that it was looking, there wasn’t anyone else around out here. The chimney was unlit and there were no lights on inside the building. 

Johnathan and I looked around for a vehicle and knocked on the door, to no avail.

“Hmmmm,” I offered, looking back at Johnathan as he peered inside a window, “Well, I’m here and I’ll be safe. I can handle myself…You don’t have to stay, if you don’t want to.”

“Are you kidding? There’s no one here…” he snickered, “You know Jake won’t let me leave.

“Are you sure? I’ll be okay.”

“Positive…” he answered, knocking on the door one last time before entering.

At the sight of benches, I realized how exhausted I was and imped over to one where I could sit down and prop my leg up. The lights were on and it looked like someone was here at some point, recently, judging by the half-drank coffee on the desk, which was scattered with papers. 

Across from the desk, there was a radio, which Johnathan used to call the rangers.

There was static at first, after his initial call, but eventually, a man’s voice comes over the radio, informing Johnathan that they are perfectly safe in the station, but it would be a few hours before they can get a vehicle up to them. Apparently, there was a mud slide that affected an area a little further down the mountain and they were having trouble getting trucks across even to clear it.

Johnathan thanked them and told them that we would be here whenever they could get there.

Afterward, he started to look through the shelves, grabbing snacks and water bottles. He tossed two bottles and a couple of bags of chips in my direction. I downed the first bottle before he even had a chance to speak. 

“I know this isn’t the best first meal, but it’ll keep you alive until help arrives.”

“This is fine!” I exclaimed, digging into the first bag of chips. “At this point, this bench is starting to look appetizing,” I joked, as Johnathan poured some water into a bowl for Jake and gave him some of the chips, before sitting next to me.

The closeness I felt as his arm brushed against me was strangely comforting. I grinned at him and scooted closer. 

We enjoyed our chips and water, ravenously, as though it was the best food we had ever tasted.

After barely eating the past few days, though, anything would’ve been a godsend.

Once we had our fill of the junk food, Jonathan asked, “Do you want me to look at your ankle? I’m sure we can find a First Aid Kit around here somewhere. I can splint it properly.”

I shook my head in agreement and offered my leg to him.

Carefully, Johnathan peeled my pant leg back, to reveal a swollen ankle. 

“Damn,” he admitted, “I’m glad you were able to make it here.”

“Is it that bad?” I demanded raising my head up to get a better look.

“I’m not sure exactly how bad it was, but the trek we took certainly didn’t help it,” he pressed against it with a small amount of pressure.

“Ouch!” I exclaimed, when it started to hurt.

He focused on my leg as he touched a few more spots, which burned from both the injury and over-using the muscles. 

“I don’t think anything is broken, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they want to do an x-ray when you get back to the bottom of the mountain, just to be sure.”

I shook my head in agreement as Johnathan stood up and walked over to the metal cabinet that was standing in the corner. 

He disappeared for a moment but returned quickly with a white metal suitcase-looking box, labeled First Aid.

He wrapped my ankle tightly with an Ace bandage, being cautious of the pain it was causing.

Besides feeling like heated pins and needles, once the bandage was secured, the sharp pains and pulsing lessened intensely.

“How’s that?”

“Good,” I answered, not sure if there was a possibility for it to be any better, considering the abuse it had taken the past few days. “It feels much better,” I assured him.

“Great!” Johnathan offered, before growing noticeably quiet.

I allowed the silence for a little while, but eventually, I had to ask what the issue was.

“Nothing,” he shook his head, as though solidifying his response. Everything is fine. I’m…happy we finally made it.”

“But?” I urged, knowing that there had to be more.

“I’m just…I’m sorry, okay? I wish I could give you everything, including the trust that I know you deserve, but I can’t and that bothers me…Especially after everything you’ve been through.”

“Johnathan, I didn’t tell you that to make you feel bad or to pity me,” I explained, covering his hand with my own, “I told you that, with the hope that you will one day realize that there is a way out, even when you can never imagine your life any other way.”

“But I just keep thinking about all the shitty stuff I said to you, when in reality, you probably know far better than I will ever know, how to get over tragedy and move on.”

“I told you all that to help you, that’s it. I learned to move on, because I had to…Because I refused to allow my situation to get the best of me. I want to survive, and I want to thrive. So, whenever I have the urge to give up, the urge I have experienced many times, I fight through it. I do something to change my situation. When I felt threatened by my ex, I moved out. When I heard that he died, I came here, and when the guide…” I willingly let my voice trail off there, still not wanting to think too much about the most current tragedy I experienced.

“You found me and have to deal with my problems?” Johnathan suggested, though his voice was slightly teasing.

“No, I found you. Do you forget all that you did for me?”

“Besides giving you a complex?” 

I playfully nudged him, “Trust me, you’re not that crazy. It takes a lot more than falling in love with a relationship-shy, anti-social mountain man to give me a complex,” I chuckled. “But seriously, Johnathan, after everything that happens, I find a way to move on and eventually persevere. Even after shit hits the fan, there is life and happiness after. I promise, you just have to be willing to receive it.”

He thought about this for a moment, before he shook his head, “I just don’t know how you do it.”

“I don’t either,” I admitted. “It’s not like I wake up one day and decide this is the day I’m going to get over whatever it is. For instance, I have a lot to still get over from…What happened with the guide. There’s parts of that I may never get over.”

I thought about the severity of that statement and how there was a good possibility that I would never be able be truly alone ever again. Regardless of what Johnathan said, I will always be looking over my shoulder, worrying about whether he is standing there, waiting for me.

Having made it to the station, even without anyone there, I was surprised that nothing had happened. 

I was extremely relieved that we had all made it safely and that no one was threatened, but I just wanted it to be over. I wanted to know what happened to the man and I wanted to know that he wouldn’t be coming after me.

However, I guessed that was one luxury I would never be provided. The second-best thing is never having to see him again, but that wouldn’t stop the worry. 

I was terrified of him and there was nothing I could do to assuage that fear. 

“Come on, Carrie,” Johnathan insisted, scooting even closer to me, as if trying to prove that he was there to help me through whatever was bothering me.

However, he wasn’t going to be there. He was going to go back to my life and I was going to go back to mine. The only thing he was promising me was something he couldn’t possibly guarantee. 

Still, I didn’t bring any of this up, considering I was genuinely trying to part without any issues.

I didn’t want that guilt.

So, I grinned at him and asked, “What do you mean? Come on, Carrie?”

“You can’t let that asshole get the best of you. You’ve been through too much. You’re too strong a person to be forced into a corner like that. You can’t let this man rule you. You are going to get over this, just like you got over everything else.”

“Oh yeah?” I asked, humored by his unwavering faith in me; even if he didn’t trust me as far as he could throw me. “How do you know that?”

“I have to!” He exclaimed, “If you can’t then, there’s no hope for me.”

I giggled and teased, “Oh, I should’ve know this ultimately had to do with you.”

“I told you, Carrie, I’m a selfish bastard. You’re much better without me.”

Shaking my head, I refused to feed his negative comments. “You know what, Johnathan? I don’t think you are a selfish bastard. I don’t think you’re an asshole and I don’t think I’m better without you. I disagree with you, three for three. You are wrong, but you’re none of the things you think you are.”

“Yeah, okay,” he insisted, chuckling. 

“Can I tell you how I feel without you going all crazy on me?”

“Oh, so now you think I go crazy?” He snickered.

“Johnathan, you know damn well that you go crazy. That’s not debatable. What I want is permission to speak freely with the hope that we can curb your crazy?”

“Sure, why the hell not?”

“Good,” I insisted, thinking about exactly what I was going to say, so that I could make sure I got my point across accurately. “I don’t think you are any of those things. I think, you want to be those things. I think you try to be those things, because if you were an asshole, selfish or bad for me, it would be so much easier to let me go. But, you don’t actually feel that way, which is what makes this so hard for you to accept.”

Johnathan didn’t respond at first and I hoped I hadn’t made a mistake by telling him any of how I felt, but eventually, I realized that he wasn’t brooding, he was thinking. I watched his eyes shine over in thought before he finally nodded, looking back to me after serious contemplation, “That’s definitely a possibility. You’re pretty smart.”

“No, you’re just painfully easy to read,” I retorted in a playful manner.

“You know, you’re the first person to ever tell me that. Everyone else said that I was an enigma and that there was no way to tell how I would react…Everyone, including Sarah and my parents.”

I opened my mouth to speak, but stopped short, again trying to judge weather or not my question was worth pursuing. Eventually, I decided to give it a shot. 

“Johnathan, is that where you became convinced that you were all those horrible things? You said you were the black sheep of the family…”

“Yeah, come to think about it. My brother was always the golden child and I was…John, the troublemaker, or, when I got older and more frustrating, John, the asshole. They didn’t understand me, so they decided that must be why.” At this, he stood up and started to pace around, trying to focus on everything but the conversation he and I were having.

I gave him some space before saying anything else, but eventually offered, “You know, sometimes, people say things because they are guilty…Subconsciously. They know that they are one way, or act a certain way toward people, so instead of blaming themselves, they justify their thoughts by making the other person the bad guy.”

“Oh, well, I could tell you that my parents are selfish. The only reason they even like my brother is because he was good for their campaign trail. Unfortunately, he knows it too, but since they like him, he doesn’t want to rock the boat,” Johnathan answered me without actually looking back at me. 

“I’m sorry,” I replied, watching as he turned around and sat back next to me, without looking at me.

He was quiet for a moment and I let him have that. I supposed he was thinking, probably about a lot of painful memories that he didn’t want to be replaying in his mind.

“I just want to feel differently,” he finally insisted, glancing up at me for the first time in a while, now peering deeply into my eyes.

I stayed quiet, not sure exactly how to respond, or even if I should respond. His expression was so intense and deep, that if he weren’t looking straight at me, deep into my soul, I would think that he was looking straight through me. 

We stayed there, eyes locked in silence for a long period of time. 

During that time, I gazed back into his eyes, trying to figure out where his thoughts were roaming to, but I couldn’t quite pinpoint it from the look he was giving me. 

I thought about what it would be like, having to go back home, without him. 

I didn’t know how much time I would have before the rangers showed up, but every second seemed to pass too quickly. Even without having a specified time limit, I knew that no matter how much time I had left with him, it wouldn’t be enough.

His eyes, although they didn’t give me much of a lead as to what Johnathan was thinking, sure gave me some insightful thoughts.

Wanting to stay with him forever, I wondered if that would be possible, but decided that I would miss the outside world, so the only way that would work would be if he came back to reality.

Staying with him would simply be enabling him…and what about your family, your career? What about all the things you’ve worked so hard to accomplish. Surely Johnathan wouldn’t want you to give all that up. I convinced myself, though the thought of leaving him presently seemed even more upsetting than leaving my life behind. 

However, I knew that was only because he was presently what I was losing. I wouldn’t be happy here, in the mountains, for the rest of my life.

Although, staring into his eyes right then, keeping my gaze trained on him for such an extended period of time, made me think that I could. 

“I want you, Carrie,” he finally admitted, breaking the intensity of the moment, but giving validity to a whole new train of thought.

I grinned, trying to figure out the best way to respond honestly, without making him feel as though I was trying to convince him to do anything he wasn’t ready for. “And I want you too. That is never going to change.”

“But right now, I just feel that it’s easier to push you away than risk the chance of you walking away. At least then, I’m not blindsided.”

I nodded in understanding, “I get that.”

He seemed skeptical, “I’m trying my best…”

“I’m serious, Johnathan. I really do understand,” I insisted, “When I was talking to you, telling you about my past, I realized that, while I do deserve your trust, you deserve the time it takes to give me that trust. So, my door is always open. I can’t guarantee what will happen, but I will always be there for you if you need me.”

Johnathan allowed this to settle in his mind for a moment before he grinned, “Thank you. I appreciate that and hopefully soon, I’ll be able to surprise you.”

“That would be great, but in the meantime,” I said, reaching up, so that my lips were close to his, “I’m not going anywhere,” with that, I kissed him passionately, throwing my arms around his neck and pulling him closer. 

Immediately, Johnathan wrapped his arms around me as well and deepened the passion of the kiss.

Johnathan leaned against me, his arm resting heavily on the wall behind me as his head twisted in a manner that allowed him to thrust himself against me, almost desperately. 

The essence of the kiss was also different; it was almost as though he was trying to revel in every moment, every touch and every second that we were spending together.

“I mean,” he insisted, as his lips traveled off my mouth and toward my ear, while his hand cupped around the back of my neck as he pulled me closer to him, “I need you now.”

“Here?” I asked, my eyes darting toward him as I snickered with a sense of excitement, “But…People could show up at any minute. We could be caught?”

“You think I give a fuck?” He growled, before pressing toward me again, as his tongue thrust deeply into my mouth. His arm snaked around my body, pulling me up so that I was slightly risen above the seat. 

He scooted me back, so that I was against the small wall that divided the bench from the rest of the buildings. 

Instinctively, I wrapped my legs around his waist, and pressing my womanliness against him. 

In one swift movement, he took my shirt off, reaching for my breasts.

The feel, however was slightly different than before. It was almost longing, as though no matter what he did, he would never be able to get enough. 

Even though I noticed this, I was too busy being ignited by the feel of his now familiar, calloused touch to focus on much of anything else.

From the first kiss we shared, I felt a tingling between my legs, which soon kindled into a firestorm of hot, sensual, emotion that flowed throughout my whole body.

My hands pawed at him, feeling his body, exploring it, as though it was the first time.

Regardless of how long we stayed together, I doubted that I would ever get used to the perfection I saw in his virile physique. I had never seen a man who was built rawer and completely, all-inclusively manly, than Johnathan.

As I tore off his shirt, only pausing our kissing briefly to absolve him from the confines of his clothing, my fingertips trailed down the valley of his flawlessly molded stomach, until my finger hooked on his jeans, which I yanked toward me.

I felt Johnathan simper behind my lips, before he broke away to glare at me and growl, “Oh yeah? Is that how you want to play? Alright!”

He grabbed at his pants, removing them quickly and yanking me up, so that I was flesh against the wall.

I yelled out with surprise and pleasure, before a chill from the cold wall ran up my spine.

“You’re not going to tell me what to do…” He snarled in a sexy, domineering manner as he allowed me to drop down to his level, so that he could press his hard, erotic member against my nakedness. He rubbed it against me, up and down, each time growing closer to penetrating, but never quite giving me the satisfaction. 

I felt my legs tighten against his waist as my heartbeat thudded in my chest.

“Is your leg okay?” He asked, breaking character only for a moment, before returning to his domineering counterpart when I hastily assured him I was fine.

Again, he teased me with his essence, before backing away from the wall and sitting back on the bench.

Now, he was between us, with his manliness pressing hard against me, the warmth and implication of it driving me crazy, though I was unable to do anything about it, as my legs were still wrapped around his waist.

Once we were sitting down, however, Johnathan grabbed my butt and easily yanked my body up; his muscles hardly even showing that he was doing anything, before he stared at me and asked, “You ready?” Before guiding himself into me.

Instantly, I sank deep against him and I sighed with a moment of relief, before he guided me back and forth, in a manner that made every small motion he made reverberate deep within me.

“Oh…Yes…” I shuddered, now putting everything else out of my mind as my hands rested on his shoulders and I helped him keep the pace of our lovemaking. Each time he moved me, I felt a sharp, quick bolt of euphoria zip through me, which eventually lead me to moan his name and grasp ahold of his shoulders tighter.

As I grew closer to climaxing, Johnathan picked up the pace and eventually, we were thrashing back and forth. We were both moaning, and our heavy breaths matched on another. 

Our lovemaking had become hasty and forceful, as our frustrations were poured out, more with each thrust. 

However, the faster we rocked and the more we exerted ourselves, the more we felt absolved, renewed, and entranced by the sensations that our actions were reaping.

I groaned, throwing my head back, while Johnathan shut his eyes tightly, “Yes…Yes…Keep going, Carrie!”

After the exclamation of my name. I felt him shoot into me. At the same moment, my body reacted.

Together, we remained frozen in our own personal oasis, while the world we had no care for at that moment, continued around us. 

In that moment, we were both completely transported, out of our bodies, off the mountain and into a world where it was only the two of us, enjoying the intensity of our euphoria.

The moment lasted a long while, completely satisfying us, but still wasn’t nearly enough. 

However, when we returned to our minds and were at least somewhat conscious of what was going on around us, I could tell that Johnathan felt the same way when he opened his eyes, stared directly at me, and insisted, “God, I love you, Carrie.”

I felt my heart drop. While hearing those words was amazing, especially since, despite the sensual adrenaline flowing through him, I was sure he meant it, I knew that having such a statement out there would make it even harder to let him go.

Still, I didn’t want to make him feel as though he made a mistake, or that I didn’t feel the same, so I grinned and answered earnestly, “I love you too, Johnathan.”

I wish I didn’t, I thought to myself, while staring deep into his bright, emerald eyes, but I love you more than anyone I have ever known.

Chapter 22

Johnathan

When the rescue people arrived a few hours later, both Carrie and I were almost, mutually disappointed. 

Having had food, water, and sex, we were content to stay there for as long as was necessary. As long as we didn’t run out of snacks and didn’t have to separate, I was fairly content with staying there forever.

It was finally an adventure that both of us obviously needed. 

We were together, we were well, if not healthily fed, and we were safe. If we really needed it, we had communications to the outside world and the rangers knew exactly where we were.

So, we were slightly disenchanted when the rangers came pulling up in their all-terrain vehicles, only a few hours after we had settled in.

For the first time, after making love to Carrie, I didn’t feel any guilt. I felt relieved and abundantly content, but the thoughts that had plagued me every time before were now silent.

I supposed the real test would be what I thought and felt once I was alone, but for the time being, I was ready to consider this a win. 

However, when the park rangers, along with the paramedics showed up, all I could think about was how I now needed to make my decision…and how I had completely messed up by admitting to Carrie that I loved her.

I wasn’t lying, which was a surprise to me, to find out that I was even capable of loving someone again, but that was what made it so much worse. If I had simply said it in the throes of passion, without meaning it, other than trying to accurately explain what a good fuck that was, things would be different.

However, the fact that I meant those words to the very core of my being was what made this so difficult.

Her answer had made the decision even more of a challenge.

I knew what she was doing. She was trying to save me from herself. While she didn’t want to deny that she loved me, she knew how hard it would be, if I chose not to go with her, especially if she said it aloud.

However, she had, which made the looming separation even harder to accept. I didn’t want to leave her, but I also didn’t want to disappoint her, and I feared that either way, that would be the ultimate result. 

I figured I would either disappoint her now, when I returned to my old life, or I would give her false hope by returning to civilization with her and then not being able to succeed. 

Knowing that there would be challenges for me that I couldn’t even fathom, even if I felt that I could go without issue now, there was surely going to be something that would throw me for a loop once I started my assimilation.

Since I wasn’t even sure I could succeed with the hurdles I was aware of, I was even more dismayed by the thought of what I else I might come across. 

Being a disappointment to her in the middle of nowhere, where she could easily forget me and move on seemed merciful. I didn’t want to be a disappointment to her out in the real world, where she was left with anything to explain.

Yet, I wanted to go with her. I wanted to be the person she seemed to think I could be. I wanted to emulate her strength and take whatever life threw at me like a champ, but she was the only person who ever seemed to believe I could be that way.

I thought about this throughout the time that the paramedics checked me over, while others attended to Carrie. I received some strange looks, but I understood.

After all, I did look like a wild mountain man. I wasn’t insecure enough take the oddity of my appearance to heart. I probably would look at myself strangely too if I were them. 

Once we were both cleared, the rangers took us into separate parts of the station and took down our statements.

I wasn’t sure where to start, or exactly what they wanted to know, so I started from the beginning, telling them how I met Cassie, where I was living and what we were doing here at the ranger station. 

Again, my responses were met with strange looks, but I took Carrie’s advice and told them the truth, whether they believed me or not.

Eventually, after conferring with one another, keeping us both in separate rooms, they allowed us to see one another again and the head ranger sat down across from us at his desk.

“I’m glad you two are alright. It’s such a shame, what happens to people up here in these mountains sometimes…” The ranger shook his head and pursed his lips, as though he was truly mourning someone in particular.

Carrie and I both agreed with the man.

“Is there traffic going back down the mountain?” I asked, “Someone told me over the radio that there was a mudslide and I just want Cassie to get to a hospital as soon as possible.”

“Yes, Sir, the mudslide has been taken care of and we are going to get you out of here as soon as possible, but considering your statements, I wanted to ask you a few questions, collectively.”

Carrie and I exchanged worried glances, unsure of what he would want out of our statements that couldn’t wait.

However, we agreed.

“Of course,” Carrie added after her nod.

“You both said you saw the man who attacked Carrie?” the ranger asked, getting out the pad and pencil he had used to take notes on previously.

“Yes, we did,” I answered for Carrie, taking a slightly more protective stance over her, in case something was about to happen where I would need to either shield her or get her out of here quickly, “Why?”

Sensing the tension, Carrie grabbed ahold of my arm, nervously.

“Well, I don’t mean to alarm you two,” the ranger answered, putting his hands up, as though trying to convey that he meant us no harm. “We believe the man was apprehended. It was earlier in the week…He tried to attack a woman a little closer to the normal trail and she got away. She identified him in a lineup and after doing a little digging, we found out that he recently purchased some distressing items from the local hardware store.”

“Did you find them?” I asked the ranger, starting to settle down slightly, but still not completely convinced that this conversation was going to end well. 

“No, we haven’t. He didn’t have anything on him when we arrested him and, even though we found the receipt for the items in question, we didn’t find any of the items.”

“I think I know where you can find them. Were they a knife, duct tape, rope, and Diazepam?”

Now, it was the ranger who was a little taken back.

“I found a bag at the place where he and Carrie last set up camp, the night he attacked her.”

“Do you have the bag?”

“Hell, no. I didn’t want to be caught with a murder bag like that,” I insisted, but realizing that I probably shouldn’t be so blunt, I added in a more reserved tone, “But, if you want, I can point out where I found them on a map…or I can take you to it.” I shrugged, “The last time I saw it was a while ago, I can’t guarantee it’s still there, but I want it to be found.”

“You can pinpoint it on the map?” The ranger insisted, and I affirmed it with a nod.

With that, the man took out a map of the area and asked me to show him where it was. I circled the area, knowing exactly where the cabin was and using my knowledge of the surrounding mountainside to give an estimate that I was confident was accurate.

“In this clearing, you’ll find a broken tent and a tent that is still intact. Inside the tent that is intact, there should be the bag.”

“Thank you,” the ranger insisted, calling over one of the other rangers and asking them to check this area out right away.

After the other ranger left, with the map, his superior turned back to us.

“Hopefully, we’ll find the items on the receipt and that’ll be even more evidence against him,” he insisted, “But, for my initial questions…” he redirected the conversation quickly, “First, Carrie, I wanted to know if you wanted to press charges and I wanted to ask you both if you were willing to testify against the guide.”

“Wait, you caught him? He’s in jail?” Carrie seemed not only surprised, but relieved and kind of lost. “I’m sorry, I didn’t see any of that. He attacked me…He did use the Diazepam on me though, I think. He tried to give me something that knocked me out.”

“Did you tell the paramedics?”

Carrie nodded, “But, getting back to what you said, you caught him?”

Again, she seemed surprised and honestly, I couldn’t blame her.

Usually, what happens in the mountains stays in the mountains, unless there was an extremely good reason it wouldn’t, so it was an unlikely surprise to find out that he was caught.

The ranger nodded, “Now, the only reason I ask you this here, is so that when we get back down the mountain, you aren’t pressured into a decision. I want you to know that while he isn’t a danger to society anymore, you will have to be in the same room with him, while you testify and if you press charges, it might be a long process, but if you were willing to testify, at least, you would be getting justice for yourself, in addition to helping get justice for everyone and anyone he might have hurt in the past…and this could also prevent him from hurting anyone in the future.”

“Of course. Definitely,” Carrie insisted, now coming out from behind me fully for the first time. 

“Yes, I would like to testify too. I want everyone to know what that bastard tried to do,” I insisted.

“Okay, then,” the ranger nodded as he tipped his hat and stood up, “Now that we’ve got all that unpleasant business out of the way, let’s get you two back to civilization.”

It was then that my stomach dropped. Instinctually, I looked at Carrie, who was staring back at me, with an odd expression. 

I knew this was the time to decide, though I there were still so many factors floating around in my mind.

The conversation about the psycho guide had distracted me for a few moments but now that time had run out and I had to make a choice, I had wished that I had given it more thought.

Although, I doubted more thought was what I needed.

We must have stared at one another for a good minute, while the ranger looked between us, wondering what the issue was.

“Are you both okay?” The ranger finally asked, “Is there a problem?”

“He lives in the woods. In his grandfather’s cabin…” Carrie spoke up first, breaking the connection of our eyes to look at the ranger.

“Oh!” The ranger replied, though he still looked slightly confused as to why this was such a big decision, “Well, Sir, if you’d like to get a ride back to the cabin, I can definitely get someone to drive you back. That isn’t an issue. It explains why you know the mountain so well, though.” The ranger insisted, looking me up and down now, as though he was attempting to figure out my story.

I know he didn’t trust me, but I didn’t blame him. I didn’t trust him either.

With that, Carrie returned her gaze to mine and grinned. I felt her hands clasp solidly around mine as she exclaimed, “Johnathan, remember what I said. I am willing to give you time. My door is always open. It’s always your decision. I am not going to force you into doing anything.”

It was with that comment, that I decided to finally take a leap of faith.

“No, thank you,” I told the ranger, “I’m going to go down the mountain with Carrie.” Afterward, I looked over to Carrie and beamed meaningfully, “We started this adventure together, and I trust that’s the way we’re going to finish it.”

Epilogue

After a few months of dating, the couple is celebrating at a place that has become their new favorite restaurant. 

The small, quaint place, with a bed and breakfast upstairs had absolutely the best food. It was run by an older Italian couple, who always seemed to be making their rounds through the dining hall, ensuring that the quality they expected was the quality that was received. 

The staff was nice too, as it was mostly comprised of the couple’s family.

The couple had found this place randomly one evening, only a little while after returning home from their mountainous ordeal. 

While things were good, being that they were now in the real world with one another, there was a little bit of a strain, with Johnathan rehabilitating himself.

Johnathan spoke very little and seemed almost amazed at what he saw. What he did say, consisted of how much everything had changed, along with cheap shots about how the world had gone on fine without him.

Carrie had learned to ignore these comments, since Johnathan seemed to only say them to get them out of his head, not because he believed there was any merit behind them. 

Yet, on this night, they were frustrated and hungry. Johnathan hadn’t done well in an interview and was genuinely thinking that he might have made a mistake.

Carrie was trying to convince him otherwise when she saw this restaurant and pulled inside, announcing that they were going to stop this conversation until after they both had eaten.

Upon going inside, they found that the restaurant was bustling, yet everyone they encountered seemed to be happy to see them.

The owner seated them, though they didn’t know that at the time. He gave them a quiet, private, intimate table, away from the family-sized parties that were taking up most of the dining hall. The owner had told them that he thought they needed to add a little romance in their life and this table was the perfect remedy. He claimed that it was where he and his wife sat when we wanted to get away from the world and re-focus on one another.

As he walked away, Carrie and Johnathan thought this was strange, but intriguing. Johnathan insisted that he must have heard them bickering but agreed that it was a nice thought, just the same.

Unintentionally, the couple had taken the man’s advice and ended up talking about everything but the issue at hand.

They enjoyed a wonderful meal, amid gorgeous Italian artwork, while eating under an awning, giving the illusion that they were eating outside of an Italian café. 

On the table between them, there was a small candle and checkered tablecloth that reminded Carrie of Lady and the Tramp. She mentioned this to Johnathan who found it amusing as well, citing more their personalities, and asked if they should split a pasta dish.

After dinner that night, as they were walking out of the restaurant, Johnathan’s new cellphone rang. He answered it only after complaining about instantly being so connected, but immediately changed his expression after speaking to the person who was calling him.

It ended up that Johnathan was hired for a position at a local bank. It was close to the apartment and a great opportunity. He was asked to start the following Monday.

After he got off the phone, his mood completely changed, he looked back at the restaurant and wondered aloud if there was something to that table after all.

Ever since that night, the couple had eaten at that restaurant at least twice a month, sitting at the same table and taking the older man’s advice to forget everything else and focus on one another.

On this night, the couple was celebrating. Johnathan and Carrie had officially taken the dive and gotten their own place together.

Since returning to civilization, Johnathan had gotten a job where he was doing extremely well, and Carrie was thriving in her school.

Initially, the couple had moved in with Kasandra, who thought it was weird that Carrie brought a boyfriend home from the mountains but couldn’t help being impressed.

She and Johnathan got along well, except for the fact that Kasandra seemed to make it her life’s mission to make Johnathan not only like people again but become an extravert. She insisted that the two come out with her, wherever she went and tried to get them to have new experiences, which was fun.

Carrie felt safe, knowing that she had Johnathan by her side, but eventually, their happy home got a little too cramped when Kasandra announced that she too had a boyfriend who was moving in.

Carrie wondered if she had done this on purpose, but she decided it didn’t really matter, since it was time for the couples to go their separate ways anyway.

“I can’t believe we actually did it!” Carrie expressed, placing her menu down on the table. “This is the first time I’ve lived with a boyfriend, since…Well, you know.”

Johnathan snickered, “Carrie, we’ve lived together for almost six months now.”

“Yes,” Carrie insisted, but continued with insinuation in her voice, “We’ve lived together, but it’s different living…alone, together.”

“I know,” he admitted, “I’m just teasing you.”

“Plus, with your promotion, things are really starting to turn in our favor,” she exclaimed, her shoulders rising with excitement.

Johnathan, watched her carefully, as he tried to hide the fact that his leg was bouncing up and down with nervousness. 

He truly couldn’t believe how lucky he was and how happy he had become.

Ever since returning to civilization, he had completely transformed his life. His existence was never this easy, or this much fun, even when he and his ex were at their best.

He grinned as his heart swelled with excitement.

He had thought about this a lot in the past few months and although he was ready to take the next step, his heart was beating ferociously in his chest.

He knew he had to wait until the right moment, but he was bursting at the seams. 

Part of him wanted to ensure everything was perfect while part of him couldn’t wait to get it over with.

“And with a paralegal in the family, you’re going to be able to help people and help us react our own goals.”

Carrie blushed, “Graduation is still some ways off…”

“It’s only a few months and besides, you killed it last semester. You’re going to be amazing this semester too,” Johnathan grinned with encouragement. “I know you would be the only one I would trust with my case if I ever needed it.”

“I’m kind of the only person you trust period, so is that really a compliment?” Carrie retorted playfully.

Johnathan scoffed playfully, “Of course it is! And besides, I’ve gotten a lot better. I kind of like Kasandra…She’s growing on me…”

Carrie laughed at Johnathan’s face of confusion. 

“Kind of,” he reiterated.

“Yeah, she has that effect on everyone. Don’t judge the whole world by her or you won’t really fully like anyone.”

Johnathan chuckled, “I guess there is such a thing as being too honest?”

“Yes, yes there is, and Kasandra doesn’t care who you are, she has no filter…But her heart is in the right place.”

“Do you think her, and her boyfriend are going to be together for long?”

“No,” Carrie replied, almost immediately, “Honestly, I think she did this so that we would find a place of our own.”

“She’s tired of us already?”

Carrie shook her head, “I don’t think that’s it. She wants us to have our own experience and she is not an enabler.”

“So, she decided it was time for us to take the plunge?” Johnathan insisted, “I’m so glad that Kassandra plays such an active role in our life.” He rolled his eyes, playfully aggravated at the thought.

“Actually, she wanted me to do it. Remember how I told you the only love Kassandra knows is tough love? Well, this is a great example of it. She knows how I feel about living alone with you…And so, she forced my hand.”

Despite his complaining, Johnathan was pleased by her friend’s urging, since they were both shy when it came to such decisions. 

Although, Johnathan was concerned about the true motive behind the decision. If he was going to go through with what he had planned for the night, he needed to make sure that Carrie was in the same headspace as he was. He didn’t want to make her uncomfortable.

“Carrie, you are okay with all of this, right?” Johnathan insisted, putting his hand over hers and catching her eye meaningfully.

“Yes, of course!” She exclaimed, immediately, “Just because I think Kas had alternative motives to moving her flavor of the week into the apartment, doesn’t mean I’m not grateful.” Carrie grinned, moving close to Johnathan, keeping an even continuous stare, to prove she was serious. “Johnathan, I love you and I cannot wait to start our life, without anyone else. I promise. I don’t want to live anywhere, but with you and I am excited to be moving in with you…and only you. I have no doubt this is the right move for us.”

Johnathan held her gaze for a little while longer before nodding in agreement.

“Okay. Good. I’m glad to hear it,” he grinned and sat back, feeling relieved that the plan was still on. If he had to wait a second longer, he thought he might burst.

He didn’t remember feeling this way the first time. Although, it was more presumed by that point in the relationship. So maybe that had something to do with it.

Or you knew more than you thought… Johnathan thought to himself but shook the idea out of his mind.

Tonight, especially, wasn’t about old flames, or past failures. Tonight, was about future successes and taking the necessary steps toward building a life with the woman he loved.  

The waiter came interrupting Johnathan’s thoughts. He was thankful, because the more he thought about what he was planning, the more noticeable he felt the tiny box in his pocket was. 

He had hidden it well from Carrie, with Kassandra’s help. Now, all he had to do was keep it a secret for a little longer.

After they ordered, Carrie looked around, taking in the sights of the restaurant.

“The apartment is closer to this place too,” she added.

“I’m just going to be happy to have a real couch instead of that dead horse that Kassandra refuses to get rid of,” Johnathan insisted with a grin.

“I know, right? I’m starting to think there’s like…evidence in there or something. She’s normally not sentimental but she will not part with that damn couch,” Carrie made a face and proceeded to ask more questions about the apartment.

“Carrie, I’m excited,” Johnathan insisted, “But you realize I’m still getting used to having reliable running water and a toilet that flushes consistently. When it comes to colors and couches, I am good with whatever you want.”

Carrie’s eyes were alight at this, which caused Johnathan to worry that he had said something he would later regret.

“Within reason, Carrie…” he warned.

“Oh no!” Carrie insisted with a sneer, “You’ve done it, now. Normal men know that telling a woman they can do whatever they want is like writing a blank check…”

“Good luck with that,” he retorted lightheartedly, “You know damn well that my blank check won’t get you very far. It’s more likely to bounce than to buy a damn ice cream cone.”

“Yeah, but still, you don’t say things like that to me. When you come home to an apartment that is a replica of Versailles, you cannot say a word.”

“Why would you want that?” he teased.

“Gold…Everywhere!” Carrie responded, her eyes growing large as though she was imagining the sight.

“Ewww,” Johnathan replied, not the least bit impressed.

Carrie burst out laughing, “My point, exactly, love. Be careful what you say, even to me.”

Johnathan rolled his eyes, “Great! Now I have to be active in the decorations…”

“Yay!” Carrie insisted, genuinely enthusiastic, and returned to asking random questions about the décor options throughout dinner.

After ordering desert, something that Johnathan had missed a lot while he was on sabbatical from reality, he decided that this was a good time to change the subject.

“Carrie,” Johnathan finally insisted, reaching across the table, and grabbing her hand.

Midsentence, about lighting, or a bedframe, or something, Johnathan had far too much on his mind to genuinely be paying attention, she stopped short and stared at him.

“What’s wrong?” Carrie asked, tilting her head to the side curiously.

“Absolutely nothing!” Johnathan grinned, hoping that his nervousness didn’t give anything away. 

Inside, he felt his body shaking, but he hoped to God it wasn’t as noticeable as it felt. 

He sighed, preparing himself as best as he possibly could. 

“Carrie,” Johnathan began, “I know that we haven’t known one another all that long, but the time that we have been together has been extremely impactful on…both of our lives. We have gotten to know one another better in the last few months than I believe many couples get to know one another in years. I have loved getting to know you…And I cannot wait to continue this journey of exploration with you…You have made me a better man then I ever thought I was capable of being. You have raised me up and even though I know I still have a long way to go, I now have the support and assurance that I can get there,” he paused, grinning at her still confused, yet appreciative expression. “I love you, Carrie and since we’re moving into our apartment, I thought it was only right that we did so, with the assurance that we are going to be husband and wife.”

With that, Johnathan slid off the chair, onto one knee, as he grabbed the tiny box out of his pocket. 

Carrie was speechless as tears of joy filled her eyes. She screamed with excitement and hugged Johnathan tightly. 

“Yes!” She exclaimed, “Oh my God! Yes! Of course!”

At this, Carrie kissed Johnathan ravenously. Eagerly, Johnathan wrapped his arms around Carrie and pulled him into her.

By now, the entire restaurant had figured out what was happening. There were cheers and clapping all around them, making the couple feel as though it truly was a celebration.

When they broke apart from their kiss, Johnathan stood up and placed the ring on Carrie’s finger.

For the first time, Carrie was able to see the ring. It was beautiful; a perfect stone, embedded in a cradle of surrounding diamonds. The band was white gold and the centered stone was encased in its own illustrious clasp, prominently displaying it apart from the rest. 

Again, Carrie felt fresh tears start to stream down her face. The proposal completely surprised her, though she didn’t even have to consider her answer.

“I got a little nervous when you started talking about all gold,” Johnathan joked.

“You know me better than anyone!” She exclaimed, holding the ring out so she could admire it against her finger. “It’s perfect!” 

Hardly able to believe what was happening, she wrapped her arms tightly around Johnathan, as the wait staff brought out their desert.

“I figured that now, you don’t have to feel like you are doing the same thing,” Johnathan told her as they sat down to enjoy their meal and the eyes of the other guests eased off them, giving the couple back their privacy.

“What do you mean?” Carrie insisted, searching her fiancé’s eyes for further explanation.

“Moving in together. I thought that you might be nervous about it and I figured if it isn’t the same experience, you will have an easier time separating it. Instead of moving in together as girlfriend and boyfriend,” Johnathan raised his glass, tapping it against Carrie’s, “You will be moving in with your fiancé.”

Carrie giggled, made giddy by the word that she had always thought was a long way off, in terms of describing her and Johnathan. 

However, after a moment, Carrie lowered her glass and turned serious, “Now, I’m the one who feels the need to clarify…You didn’t feel like you had to do this, did you? I don’t want to rush you into anything. I know how big of a step this is for you too. After all…”

Johnathan stopped her abruptly, “Carrie, when have you ever known this stubborn ass to do anything he didn’t want to do?”

Carrie grinned, but felt only slightly relieved by his words.

“You taught me to let go and move on. That is exactly what I am doing. The relationship I had and the relationship that is going to last the rest of my life are entirely different. There is nothing about moving in with my fiancée that gives me any kind of reservation,” he assured, “I promise.”

Carrie shook her head in agreement, raised her glass and expressed, “To us!”

“To the future we were meant to have,” Johnathan added before clanking his class against Carrie’s again. “I love you, Carrie.”

“And I love you, Johnathan,” she exclaimed. 

“Oh, and I have one more surprise for you,” Johnathan added after a moment of silence.

“There’s more?”

“Well, it’s more of an…in addition to…I booked us a room upstairs.”

“Wow, you were pretty confident in this, weren’t you?” Carrie teased.

“Well, I figured I couldn’t lose. If you said yes, we’d have a wonderful night, without any interruptions. If you said no, I’d have a place to wallow in my pity,” he sneered, and Carrie playfully swatted at his arm.

“You knew I was going to say yes!” 

He shook his head, genuine in his response, “No. I was scared shitless.”

Carrie shook her head, “I would’ve thought you knew me better than that.”

With that, Johnathan’s eyes dropped to a seductive expression and the corner of his mouth curled up, into a suggestive expression.

“What do you say we go up to our hotel room and get to know one another, just a little bit better?”

Eager to show her fiancé just how pleased she was by the night’s turn of events, Carrie was nearly at the door of the restaurant before Johnathan had even finished his suggestion.

Johnathan met up with Carrie in the lobby, he hastily walks up to her and immediately takes her into his arms.

The two begin to kiss intermittently as they walk toward the elevator.

Waiting for the elevator, Cassie eagerly turns toward Johnathan and deepens the kiss. She wraps her arms around his neck and pulls herself close to him.

By the time the elevator arrives, the couple barely notices. 

Yet, Johnathan has the presence of mind to guide Carrie back, into the elevator and close the doors before they make anyone uncomfortable. 

The surge of the elevator going upward, along with the pressure of Johnathan pressing his muscular body against, her, makes Carrie’s heart start to race, while her stomach churns enthusiastically.

By the time the elevator doors open on their floor, neither of them cares about making anyone else uncomfortable. The two are too enamored in one another.

As soon as the door opens, Carrie presses Johnathan out, backing him up until his back hits the wall behind them.

Carrie giggles as Johnathan grasps her, yanking her up so that her legs can swing around his waist.

Continuing to deepen the kiss, secured in Johnathan’s arms, Carrie weaves her fingers through Johnathan’s hair, reveling in the familiar, yet erotic taste of him.

Together, the couple stagger down the corridor, until they reach their room number. 

Johnathan already has the key in hand and as he presses Carrie against the door, his eyes drop to the key slot. He shoves the key into the slot and opens the door, seemingly in one movement.

Once inside, Johnathan closes the door again and swings Carrie around, so that they both land on the bed.

Carrie yells out and holds on tight to Johnathan, who chuckles as he separates himself from her, only to gaze down at her.

Johnathan takes in Carrie’s magnetizing beauty. The red dress that she had decided to wear tonight was stark against the soft, alabaster skin that lead to her cleavage. While her long hair flowed around her head, like a golden crown. Her lips, a deep rouge, were moist and puffy from Johnathan’s kiss and her chest heaved, regaining the breath that was lost during their intimacy.

Johnathan was breathing hard too, but instead of strain, his heightened breathing had to do with anticipation as the endorphins raged inside of him. 

He grinned down at Carrie, while his hand came up, curving around her throat, while his lips pressed into the nape of her neck.

Carrie groaned, her pelvis already thrusting upwards, as she felt the rough stubble of her lover’s cheek against her skin. 

Already feeling moisture lubricating her center, Carrie was easing her way toward Johnathan’s manhood.

She wanted him badly and her womanly aching wasn’t going to allow her to hold out for long.

Carrie longed to feel him inside of her, pulsing with long, thrusting motions eradicating any doubt of his affections for her, more with every strike.

Even now, lovemaking was the only time when Carrie felt that Johnathan was truly letting himself go.

He wasn’t one to lose control and Carrie never thought that he would be. There was always a sense of reservation and pause, hiding behind every motion that he made but when the two of them were together in this way; hearts beating as one, bodies connecting, and souls entwining, Carrie was certain that she was receiving a completely unbridled Johnathan.

Pulling him close to her, she groaned, as she felt his lips slowly inch down her neck and across her chest, heading toward her cleavage.

As his lips neared her breasts, she felt his fingers coil around the sleeves of her dress, dropping them off her shoulders.

When he drew closer to the valley of her cleavage, she felt his hands peel the form-fitting dress down, until he was able to expose her bosom.

With a prideful, almost animalistic growl, Johnathan pressed his face into the center of her breasts, before grasping one with his hand.

Carrie felt her body quake with excitement as she eased herself up, so that she was closer to him. 

He grinned, almost devilishly at her, before the pad of his thumb carefully stoked the dark portion of her breast, surrounding her hardened nipple. 

Carrie shuddered, moving to sit up, but Johnathan straddled her, making it clear that he was in control.

Looking up at him, Carrie simpered, while his free hand ran through her hair, before tracing her hairline and trailing down the side of her body. The light touch of his fingertips, tracing her body, brought chills, trailing behind his touch, while with each circular motion of his thumb, pressing against her breast, Carrie felt a quaking in her pelvis.

She groaned as Johnathan thrust himself against her, applying pressure in an area that caused Carrie to cry out. 

Johnathan chuckled before running his thumb over her nipple.

Again, Carrie shuddered, crying out, as bolts of excitement rocketed through her body.

Johnathan then eased himself down, so that his lips were even with her breasts. Carrie closed her eyes and rocked her head back, as Johnathan took her nipple into his mouth, making the same circular motion, he had with his thumb, but now with his tongue. 

Carrie’s heart was thrusting in her chest hard now, while the wetness between her legs readied her to receive him.

“Oh, my God…” Carrie moaned, feeling her heartrate palpitate harder as her eyes rolled back and her fist clasped a strong hold on the comforter. 

Carrie swallowed hard, but her mouth was dry with anticipation and her body quivered with need.

After Johnathan had appropriately teased each of her breasts, his hands spread to either side of her, his large grip encasing her tiny waist. 

His grip was warm and slightly calloused. Her skin yearned for his touch and as he eased himself down, he took the dress with him, until he was gently sliding it off her legs and onto the floor, leaving behind her naked body.

Carrie’s whole body felt like it was vibrating, instigated by his foreplay. 

Carrie sat up slightly, propping herself on her forearms, as she watched Johnathan undress. 

His solid body was revealed to her, causing her need to intensify immensely. With her eyes in an alluring, come hither glance, she eased herself closer to him; wanting to feel his heavenly body against her skin. She pressed her nakedness against him and her breasts, which were still moist from his attention, tingled with delight upon rubbing against his solid, visceral physique.

Although Johnathan had conformed to a more clean-cut version of himself, upon re-entering society, the mountain man Carrie had fallen in love with was still exactly the same, underneath his clothes.

The scent of his essence, the taught rope of muscles that slinked across his chest each time he moved and the line of hair that started right below the waistline of his pants, creating a V, inviting Carrie to his manliness hadn’t changed.

The sight of him always took her breath away, but with the knowledge that he had chosen her, that he wanted to marry her, made this moment even more impressive.

He is mine! She thought, hardly able to contain her enthusiasm.

After holding her against him for a short time, he eased Carrie back onto the bed, following her as he eased her legs apart. She simpered at him as he slid himself toward the apex of her legs. 

Carrie moaned as she felt his manliness against her. His pulsing member was warm and inviting. Her body was ripe, ready to be ravaged.

Already immensely enthralled by the feeling of her touch, Johnathan wasn’t sure how long he would be able to hold out before he climaxed.

The thought of her becoming his wife, in addition to the sensual nature of their current position had what seemed like all his bodily fluids rushing toward his manliness. 

Johnathan was nearly overwhelmed by the broken dam of emotions and sensations that were consuming him.

Rubbing himself against Carrie, he could feel that she too was abundantly ready for him.

Wetness welcomed him, as he eased himself against her, splitting the veil of her femininity, without fully penetrating it.

“Oh God!” Carrie shuddered, grabbing his arms, and thrusting herself against him, indicating once again that she was ready.

So, the next time Johnathan eased toward her, he penetrated her, thrusting himself deeply into her, which caused Carrie to yell out.

“Yes…” She called as he eased back, before thrusting forward again, hastily picking up speed.

Each time he slid deeper inside of her, Carrie squeezed his arms harder and moaned. 

It wasn’t long before the two of them were rocking back and forth, almost to the point of overexertion, teetering on the brink of mutual climax, when suddenly, with one final push, Carrie screamed, as Johnathan’s love exploded inside of her.

After a few more motions, the couple was left dizzy, breathless, and intensely satisfied. 

When they are finished, Carrie leans back on the pillow, feeling a sense of gratification that supersedes anything she had ever felt before.  

She grinned, turned over and snuggled up close to Johnathan. Though she was completely exhausted and still working on catching her breath, she can’t seem to settle into slumber.

Carrie is too eager at the prospect of truly starting her new life with her mountain man. 


DR. Delight
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Blurb

We both know it's forbidden but the course of true love never did run smooth!

Dr. Oliver Foxx is living the dream. A successful career, plenty of women, abundant wealth but still far from settling down.  

Louise Wilder is an ambitious young medical trainee who has no intention of trading anything in her career even if that’s love. Not even when she’s assigned to shadow the handsome, Oliver Foxx or the famous DR. Delight. But little did she realize that her training program is going to be far more challenging for reasons she didn’t consider. 

Things soon get complicated when sparks fly between the two and even more when they both try to forget each other.

How the hell are they gonna get out of this alive?

Will either of them be able to fight it forever?

Chapter One – Oliver

“Thirty nine years old, hey?” my friend and colleague, Doctor Simon Lee, comments with a smirk as he hands me my birthday card. “It’s the big one next year, isn’t it? That’s when you really class as old. How do you think you’ll celebrate? With a rocking chair and a nice warm blanket?”

“You shut it.” I pushed him playfully. “You act like you’re so much younger than me, I have to tell you that five years behind me isn’t that much. You certainly aren’t a spring chicken.”

“I know, but look at you. You actually have some grey hairs coming through.”

“I think they make you look distinguished.” Me and Simon glance up in shock as another voice joins in the conversation. It’s Kelly, one of my wealthy, beautiful patients. I don’t think I’ve ever known anyone quite as aware and beautiful as her. “You’re very handsome, Oliver.”

I push myself into a standing position and indicate away from the staff canteen, where she definitely shouldn’t be, towards my office. “It’s Doctor Foxx to you,” I tease. “And I don’t think it’s appropriate to comment on my looks while I’m working, do you get it?”

Simon makes a scoffing sound which I choose to ignore as we both leave the room. He knows better than anyone else what I’m like, so I’m sure he can hear the hidden layers to my little comment, but since I know I can trust him in my life, I don’t feel like I need to scold him for that. Instead, I continue with Kelly down the hallway towards my room where we can be alone.

“You know I like to comment on your looks while you’re at work,” she purrs into my ear so only I can hear, allowing her breath to tickle my neck as she does. “It’s that doctor’s uniform, it drives me wild. And you are handsome in it, so why shouldn’t I say so?”

“Oh yeah?” I open the door and let her inside. “So, how’s that husband of yours?”

 “Urgh, I wouldn’t be able to tell you, would I?” She takes her seat and rolls her eye at me. “He’s a workaholic so I don’t ever see him. He’s just lucky he earns so much or I’d be long gone.”

I smile to myself as I bring my PC to life. Kelly might not be the nicest person around, and she’s definitely a gold digger, but at least she’s honest about it. I see so many women coming through this place who try to act like they’re so much better than they actually are, which drives me mad. I much prefer people like Kelly who own who they are. It’s refreshing. 

“So, I suppose you’re here for a check-up?” She nods and bites down on her bottom lip. “Right. Do you want to get up on the table and put your feet in the stirrups?”

“Ooh.” Kelly makes a dramatic show of shuddering at my words. “You know that’s exactly what I want to do! I want you to examine me all over.”

“Well, since I’m a gynecologist, that’s my job,” I tease while snapping the latex gloves onto my hands. “And there’s no naughtiness today. You know it’s hard enough for me to keep my hands off you when you’re all exposed like that for me. You don’t have to make it worse.”

Maybe for another doctor, saying that sort of thing is way over the line, but to me it’s normal. Especially with patients like Kelly who are pretty much gagging for it. When I first started my job as an actual doctor – something that I’d studied for years to achieve – I was all about sticking to the oath and behaving only in a professional manner, but that time has long gone. 

It all started, rather ironically, with an irresistible woman named Mrs. Robinson who immediately made her attraction to me very obvious. I did what I could to keep away from her and only act in a way that I should, but it was too damn hard. Examining her intimately, touching her where she clearly wanted me to, got the better of me. Especially when she’d groan and roll her hips towards me, flicking her long auburn hair out the way while she looked at me with a desire filled look... I’m only human after all and Mrs. Robinson was like a porn movie come to life. I’m a red-blooded male with definite needs, and one day it all got too much for me and I got carried away. I touched her everywhere and made her come all over me. It was the hottest thing ever, and the fact that it was so damn wrong and such a risk, the idea that I could lose my job, made it that much more exciting. 

I guess I’m just the sort of person who likes it when it’s taboo. 

When I didn’t get caught that very first time, despite a couple of sleepless nights fearing that I might, I started taking more risks and pushing things even further. Now, I hook up with one of my patients pretty much every single day, and I have a funny feeling that Kelly’s actually going to be my second one for the day. I might be getting older, according to Simon, but I’m not losing my spark.

I glance down at Kelly and lick my lips as I start to examine her. It’s obvious from the slick wetness of her slit that she’s excited. As beautiful as she is, I know that her husband’s actually a very controlling man and the most excitement she ever gets is in my office. The orgasms I give her are unlike anything she gets anywhere else. She loves pleasing me too, which is a rare and awesome treat.

“So, I take it you aren’t married yet,” Kelly teases me as my hands run all over her, touching her in a way that maybe I shouldn’t. “No wife to take your attention away from work?”

“Oh no, no wife.” I shiver violently at the idea. “I’m never going to settle down.” 

“You’re telling me that your biological clock isn’t ticking? There isn’t a deep desire in you to procreate and have a life long partner? Even now that you’re what, thirty nine years old?”

“I haven’t ever seen the need to be dictated by my age or what society feels like I should be doing at certain age in my life,” I tell her, maybe a little too honestly. “I’m just loving each day as it happens. If something comes along to change that, then it’s fine but I don’t think it will.”

“Oh it will,” Kelly tells me knowingly as she swings her legs down from the bed once I’m finished with her. “Some day a girl will come along that’ll change everything. You won’t even know she’s coming, she’ll just hit you in the face... metaphorically of course.” 

“Yeah, well, I don’t know about that.” I shake my head and smirk at her. “We’ll see.”

Kelly doesn’t bother to put her panties on, instead she walks towards me with a swing in her hips and lustful gaze in her eyes. A relief bursts through me as I realize that this is going to happen after all. Thank goodness because I’m all riled up. I’ve got myself into a bit of a state, and if I don’t get my relief with Kelly during her appointment time I’ll have to waste five minutes in the bathroom afterwards sorting myself out. Yes, I’m a horn dog, it can be a problem.

“Now that you’ve examined me, I think it’s time for me to examine you.” She pushes me backwards until I fall into a chair and she drops to her knees in front of me. “I’ve missed seeing you all writhing in pleasure,” she tells me while tugging at my belt. “It keeps me up at night. I often have to touch myself over you after crappy sex with my husband.”

If I’m honest, as she frees my erection and she pumps her hand up and down me, it’s actually the image of her getting fucked by another man which turns me on rather than the thought of her masturbating over me. I have no interest in making Kelly mine and she knows it. 

“Oh shit,” I mutter as she moves her mouth in towards me. She doesn’t hang about, which I love about her too. She doesn’t try and prolong things with foreplay like some do, she dives right into action and wraps her lips around me. I’m needy and desperate, I don’t have time for fucking around. I just want to get right into it. “Oh, Kelly, that feels so good.” 

She bobs her head quickly, I fist my hands up into her hair and control her movements, making her move faster and faster. She flicks her tongue all over me, sending me to heaven in a very expert way. She knows what I like now and she gives me just that. Maybe I’ve already screwed someone else today, but I’m more than ready to go. With Kelly’s mouth, I’m ready to explode wildly.

“Oh fuck,” I grunt as the pleasure bursts free from me, filling up Kelly’s mouth so much that some of it dribbles down her chin. “Oh, fucking hell! That was awesome.”

I pant breathlessly as Kelly moves her mouth away from me, tucking me away and zipping me up. I glance down at her and smirk with a small shake of my head. “God, Kelly, you are just too much.”

“I am, huh?” She straddles me and grabs my hand, before tucking it up her skirt. “Well, I’m freaking on fire now so I need you to touch me again. Just like you did before, but more.”

I slip my fingers into her, fucking her as hard and fast as I know that she likes. She rides my fingers, getting herself off incredibly quickly. Her head falls back, her blonde hair spills down her back, she gasps and grunts in a really hot way. She is gorgeous, she deserves to know it.

“Oh my God, Foxx,” Kelly gasps as her hips buck violently towards me. The orgasm shatters through her body, just like it always does when we’re together. “You are something else.” 

She clings to my neck as the waves roll through her, then she kisses my cheek hard before she moves off of me. No kissing on the lips, she knows that, they all do. Kissing makes it weird and I never want it to get weird or complicated. I need everyone to know where they stand, that’s important to me. 

“Right, well that was a great appointment as always.” Kelly slips her panties back on and she grabs her handbag. “I guess I’ll see you again in the next few months… unless you’re in love by then.”

“Well that won’t happen. I can assure you of that. I’ll see you again very soon.”

As she leaves the office I move back into the canteen where Simon is still sitting, clearly not stocked up with appointments today. He gives me a knowing look, almost as if he can see in my brain what’s just happened, but as always he doesn’t say anything to give my game away. He’s an awesome friend. I know that I’m lucky to have him here working with me.

“So, you know that the new batch of trainees are starting tomorrow, right? A bunch of young as fuck twenty something year olds shadowing us. Are you ready for that?”

I roll my eyes and snort with derision at the idea. It’s a part of the practice, one of the main things we do is take on trainees, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it. It’s irritating and it really gets in the way of my hooking up when I have someone shadowing me. 

“Yeah, it’ll be great,” I reply sarcastically. “Such fun.” 

Chapter Two – Louise

Nerves cascade through my body as I wait in line with the other trainees, all ready for the very first day of our practical training. This is weird, I’ve been working towards this day for a very long time, but now that it’s here I’m anxious as all hell. What if everything that I’ve learned in books doesn’t work out as good in practice? What if I fail hard and I truly embarrass myself? I’m already at a disadvantage since I’m the youngest one here, but that’s what I get for being smart and graduating early. I know I’m different and so do the others, I can tell by the way they leave me out. 

“Okay,” a friendly looking woman says as she glances down at her clip board. “Thank you all for coming today. You have all been assigned to a doctor to shadow in the field of your interest, so when I call out your name please go in the direction that I point you in.” 

I tuck my red hair behind my ear and brush my finger over my eyebrow. This is pretty much make or break for me. It depends on what doctor I get to which would decide how far I go with my career. This is so hugely important, I really need it to go well. I need a doctor who won’t mind a twenty two year old tagging after him or her. From my experience with gynecologists, they’re either amazing and really friendly, or cold and terrifying. I really need the former of the two.

Names are called out and people vanish rapidly, leaving me colder and more alone. All of a sudden, another feeling overcomes me, the horrifying sensation that I’ve been forgotten. I don’t want to be the last one standing here with no chance at progressing my career. I’ve given up so much for this! My intelligence always made sure I was in the classes with the older kids who didn’t want anything to do with me, which means I didn’t ever have a social life, I was always about work… I can’t lose out on all of that just because someone hasn’t written my name down on a piece of paper…

“Lousie Wilter.” I glance up, turning my thoughts off as my name is finally called. “You will be with Doctor Oliver Foxx.” Hmm, a male. Interesting. “He’s in room nine, down the hallway that way.” She points to her left and gives me a smile. “Give me a shout if you get lost.”

As I walk, my whole body buzzes with ice cold fear. I almost feel like my feet aren’t touching the ground, like I’m floating in air. My heart hammers violently in my chest, but I try my hardest not to let any of that show on my face. I need to act confident, until I feel it. 

I lift up my shaking hand and I knock lightly on the door, probably too quietly for this doctor to hear me. I pause for just a second before I reach up and do it again, only this time with a lot more force. It’s probably too loud actually, I might have gone too far the other way…

“Come in,” a chocolaty smooth voice calls back to me, inviting me inside.

I push the door open and peer my head around it. Almost right away I’m nearly knocked to my feet by how gorgeous he is, which definitely isn’t where my brain should be going. This is the man I’m supposed to be shadowing, not getting the hots for. Just because he has dark hair, warm brown eyes, and tanned skin, doesn’t mean my heart has to skip a beat. It doesn’t matter that he has broad shoulders, chiseled cheek bones, and a cheeky smile that lures me in, I need to appear professional.

“Erm, I’m here to shadow you,” I say quietly, forgetting all my confidence tricks completely. I can even feel my cheeks heating up with embarrassment. “Are you Doctor Foxx?”

“Oliver.” He extends his hand out for me to shake it, which forces me to slide right into the room. “It’s nice to meet you… are you…” He looks down at a sheet of paper on his desk. “Louise?”

“Yes, yes I am.” Damn it. As he touches the skin of my hand I feel instant bolts of electricity racing through my body. It almost makes me jump backwards with shock, the feeling is so damn intense. I need to speak to cover it up. “Louise Wilter. It’s really nice to meet you.”

“I’m sorry, I have to ask you.” He runs his eyes up and down my body, pausing in the places that he probably shouldn’t which makes me think that maybe he felt that electricity too. “How old are you? Do you just look really young and beautiful, or are you much younger than the other trainees?”

Beautiful? Did he say beautiful? I’m not sure if I’m supposed to react to that or not. I pause for a moment and purse my lips, before deciding to ignore that comment and answer his question instead.

“I am younger, actually. I’m twenty one years old. I just graduated early.”

“Hmmm.” 

I don’t know if he sounds impressed by my age or horrified that I’m so young and he’s stuck with me. 

“Right, I see. Twenty one year old Louise.”

For some reason the way that he says that gets my back up. I don’t want him to have all the control of me. Just because I don’t have a lot of social and people experience doesn’t mean I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m smart, I know I can do this… well, theoretically I can. I need to make him see that I won’t be pushed around, I’ve got to set the boundaries early on.

“How old are you?” I demand while placing my hand on my hip. Maybe it’s wrong but I think if he can ask that then I can too. I hope it’s me showing fake confidence rather than me being rude.

“Actually, I turned thirty nine yesterday. So yeah, a little bit older than you.”

I’m not sure if that comment is pointed or not. Is he announcing that he’s obviously older than me for a reason? If so, what? I already know that he’s more experienced than me in his field, that’s obvious. But if not that, then what? I cock my head curiously at him and I give him a look.

“Right, I suppose we better get on with things then.” He straightens his back and glances around the room. “I think first I better show you where everything is in my office so you can grab it when need be, then I’ll discuss my methods with you. I want you to see how I work. I know you’ll sort out your own ways of doing things when you get your own office, but for now, we do things my way.”

Somehow, despite the fact that he’s saying something quite commanding, his tone isn’t harsh, so it makes my shoulders roll back and relax. I don’t mind people telling me what to do, it helps me to know where I stand. I don’t like confusion and blurred lines, that’s where I really struggle. When other’s have an unspoken code that I just don’t understand. That’s when I feel like I’m different. Weird.

“Fine, sounds good. You show me about the place. Tell me what needs to be done. I’m here to help you out. Whatever you need, I’m absolutely down.”

I cringe as those words fly out of my mouth, that probably sounded way too forward. Or crazy. I don’t know, I just hope that Doctor Oliver Foxx doesn’t think I’m dumb. Luckily, with the happy, non-judgmental expression on his face I think I might have gotten away with it. For now. I suppose it won’t be long until he works out how sheltered and closed off I am, but for now I’m happy to just go with it. He’ll be content with my work anyway, and that’s the most important thing. 

“Right, well here’s where I keep all the patient records…”

As Oliver talks, I drink every single word in. My brain is just designed like that, that’s probably why I’ve always done so well in my education, but today there’s a second layer to this. I can’t seem to stop watching Oliver and feeling things all over my body. Tingles, more intense that I’ve ever felt before, racing down to my panties. I’ve been attracted to people before, I’ve even had a short lived fling with a guy named Jonathon while I was in college, but I never felt about him like I do right now. With Jonathon, I felt a connection because he was a lot like me, we were both people who graduated early, although he was still older than me, and I thought that was enough. I liked him, he was nice but he didn’t get me going the way that I feel right now. Maybe that’s why I didn’t care much when it fell apart. There wasn’t any heart break or tears, I accepted it with poise and grace. 

Maybe that’s why I feel this way about Oliver now. He’s the complete opposite to Jonathon, and to me too. He’s over a decade older than me. Almost two decades, if I’m going to get picky about it, and he’s in a completely different place in his life to me. He’s successful and established whereas I’m just starting out. Of course he’s handsome and I find him attractive, he’s an actual real man whereas I’m much more used to silly boys who don’t know much of anything. He’s confident and self assured, probably seriously incredible in bed too. Like I don’t even want to know how good his hands would feel all over my body, touching me everywhere…

Stop it, I scold myself with a sharp shake of my head. This is effectively my boss for the moment. Just because he’s hot, doesn’t mean I need to be a freak about it. 

I drag my eyes away and focus on my hands for a moment as I try to regain my sanity, but it doesn’t help at all. The images of Oliver, much too naked to be appropriate, are seared into my brain. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to think of anything else again. His hot, sweaty, nakedness… Oh God, I’m a mess. I didn’t even know that I enjoyed sex enough to miss it, but now I’m craving it so damn badly. It almost hurts a little bit. I cross my legs, squeezing my core, trying to keep my desperate need inside but I have the feeling that only draws Oliver’s eyes in more and makes him see just how I’m really feeling. He appears to be a man who just takes what he wants, no questions asked, no consequences considered. I don’t think someone inexperienced and naïve like me will be appealing to him at all. The look he’s giving me, the one that looks like he’s undressing me with his eyes, that must be something else entirely. That has to be me, projecting the desperate, crazy way that I am onto him. It can’t be anything else, there’s no way a man like him would like me. On top of everything, I’m much too young for him, which instantly puts a stop to anything anyway.

All I need to do is stop thinking about him. Easy peasy. 

“You know what,” he finally says, really grabbing my attention. “I think it’s going to be a lot of fun working with you, Lousie Wilter. Loads of fun!” 

I don’t know if his words are intended that way or not, but I can’t help but shiver violently. Maybe Oliver knows what he’s doing to me, or maybe this is all in my crazy brain. All I know for sure is that this training program is going to be far more challenging than I first assumed and for reasons I hadn’t even considered. How the hell am I going to get out of this alive? 

Chapter Three – Oliver

Damn it, this chick is smoking hot! I mean absolutely stunning, and I don’t think that she knows it either. She doesn’t carry around the same confidence as someone like Kelly, which somehow makes her even more attractive to me. As she tucks a strand of her flame red hair behind her ear and her green eyes sparkle at me, I have to really keep control of myself, which isn’t easy at all. Those plump pink lips and that curvy body with a heart shaped face urge me to wrap my hands around…

No! I can’t think like that! I shake my head, trying to rid my brain of all those thoughts. I can’t be inappropriate, even if she is sexy and looks like she’s hiding a secret. I need to remain professional.

As far as I’m concerned, hooking up with patients is fine though it’s not defined in the doctor’s handbook, but going anywhere near co-workers could be disastrous. I’ve been there before, I had a fling with a super cool, gorgeous secretary who at first seemed to be a whole lot of fun. Things were great for a while, it was all casual and fine. I didn’t have anything to worry about… but soon she wanted more, she wanted everything from me, including commitment which of course I wasn’t willing to give. It got very messy, things got very complex and chaotic that it made work extremely difficult. In the end, she had to leave and I promised everyone that I wouldn’t do it again. I can’t continue to make the same mistake over and over again. I need to be smart this time.

“You think I’m going to be fun?” she stammers while inadvertently flutter her eyelashes at me.

Oh God, maybe that wasn’t the right comment to make. It’s far too inappropriate to say anything like that. “Oh well, you know, fun to work with.”

 I give her a giant smile, all the while promising myself in my brain that I won’t keep pushing her, however tempting that it might be. “I’ve worked with plenty of trainees before and they’ve always been very serious. You seem much fun.”

“Ah I see.” She nods in a way that suggests she doesn’t see at all. “Okay, well thank you.”

A strange atmosphere completely fills the room which I know it’s up to me to break. I’m the damn adult here and I need to behave as such. I’m almost forty years old, she’s twenty one. It’s crazy.

“Right, okay.” I glance around the room. “Well, I think I’ve shown you everything in here. Shall we go to see the canteen? That’s where all the good stuff happens anyway.”

I have a plan with what I’m doing, I’m trying to get Louise out of the room so we can be surrounded by other people. If we aren’t alone then there’s no temptation for me to do anything.

“Sure, sounds good.” She leaps up agreeably. “Whatever you say.”

Oh God, I wish she wouldn’t say things like that! It drives me nuts. Anything that comes out of her mouth which suggests she’ll submit to me is too much. It makes my brain think all sorts of things I shouldn’t; handcuffs, ropes, whips, those lips wrapped tightly around me… 

As we make our way into the canteen, it seems that a lot of the other doctors have had the same idea. It’s full of people, but thankfully that includes Simon. He glances between me and Louise with a knowing smile. I shake my head sharply at him, trying to indicate that isn’t what my intentions are, but Simon ignores me. He smirks and points towards the guy shadowing him, someone who looks incredibly serious who doesn’t have a sense of humor at all. While I don’t know much about Louise yet, I can tell she’s got lots of layers, and while it might have to be in a friendship way rather than what I’d prefer, but I look forward to peeling them all back.

I keep my distance, I step back and lean against the wall to just watch everyone else mingle. I’m usually the center of attention, right in the middle of it all, but today I just want to watch. I guess in a way I want to see what happens with Louise so I can learn more about her, but it quickly becomes obvious to me that no one intends to talk to her at all. At least some of these people must have gone to medical school with her, she should know someone. They’re all talking to one another like they’re old friends. I wonder why they’re leaving Louise out. Maybe it’s because she’s younger, maybe it’s because she graduated early and they’re jealous. Either way I don’t like it one bit. 

“You okay, Louise?” I ask her quietly, touching the bottom of her back gently. 

“Oh.” Her eyes widen as she glances up at me in shock. “Yeah, I’m fine. Thank you.”

Maybe I can’t act on my strong sexual desire for this woman, but I can be a good friend to her. If she doesn’t have anyone else that doesn’t matter. She can have me fighting for her and corner for her. My heart goes out to her, I want to make things right for her. I could stop being around with other people to keep my temptations inside. I can just control myself.

“Let’s grab a coffee, then we can go back to my office. Maybe I didn’t show you everything after all.” I give her a cheeky smile, but only a friendly one. 

“Thank you, Doctor Foxx.” She looks relieved to get the chance to leave the uncomfortable room which makes me feel much better about what I’ve said. “That sounds great.”

I like the sensation of her calling me by my full name, it sends a shiver up and down my spine, which is exactly why I must put a stop to it. “Please, call me Oliver.” 

“Oliver.” She nods enthusiastically with a lovely smile on her lips. “Okay, sure.”

Nope, maybe Oliver is worse. Somehow, that’s even sexier when Louise says it. Maybe the smart thing to do would be to assign Louise to another doctor so I don’t have to spend so much effort trying to keep myself away… but I also don’t want any of the other vultures near her. I think she’ll be better, safer with me. I hope at any rate… 

***

I lay my head back on the cushion on my couch and stare up at the ceiling thoughtfully. The bottle of beer clutched tightly between my fingers shakes a little because I’m barely concentrating on holding my fingers together. My brain is absolutely full of thinking about Louise. Spending the entire day with her made it very challenging, I don’t know how I managed to resist her all day long. I can’t stop thinking about certain, very sexy expression on her face, it makes me so damn horny I could scream.

My hand automatically dips into my trousers and I rub the thick, throbbing erection that I have in there. I feel like I’ve been on the edge of desire all day long and now I need some satisfaction. The only problem is I know I could just sort myself out, but that won’t be enough. I need someone to help me along with this. Of course I’d like it to be Louise and with her damn sexy curvy body. Out of the office it might not be quite so bad, but I’m trying my hardest to be sensible. It’ll still cause complications at work, even if it doesn’t happen there. 

Instead, I grab my cell phone and I put in a call to my next door neighbor, Rita. Me and Rita have had a thing going for absolutely ages. It only stops while she dates people, which at the moment I don’t think she is, so she’ll be up for some no strings fun. This is the exact reason I remain living in an apartment building instead of moving into a much bigger place that I could afford if I wanted to. I like having women nearby me, it makes things very easy. 

“Hey there, sexy,” she purrs as she picks up the phone. “You home alone?”

I smirk to myself, glad that she’s always so damn willing for me. “Yeah, you coming over?”

“I’ll be right there. Any minute now. You just wait there, big boy.”

I drop my trousers and push myself off the couch, then I move towards the door where I know she’ll be at any moment. I feel aggressively turned on now, I need her hard and fast, I’m impatient and I can’t wait. Her knock comes a couple of seconds later, so I swing the door open and I slam my mouth into hers. I kiss her hard and fast while tearing her clothing off at the same time. 

“You’re needy tonight,” she mutters into my mouth, sounding pleased. “I like it.”

I’m not thinking of her as I pull her panties to one side and I drag my own underwear down to slam into her. I’m imagining Louise, I’m pretending that I’m with her, in my office, driving into her against the wall. Me and Rita don’t even make it out the hallway, I simply take her where we are. 

“Oh fuck, Oliver,” Rita grunts as she tosses her head back in ecstasy. “That feels good.”

I wish she wouldn’t talk, it’s a bit distracting but luckily not enough to take me from fantasy. I can still see Louise in my mind’s eye. I imagine her red hair spilling down her back, her pale neck revealing itself to me so I can take a deep bite of it, her pussy pulsating around me, which drives me over the edge much faster than I would normally. I explode hard and fast inside Rita, clutching on to her to keep me standing upright as I lose my shit. 

“Wow,” she gushes as she strokes her fingers gently through my hair. “That was something else, what’s going on with you at the moment?”

“Oh, nothing.” I try to play it off. “Nothing at all, just a long old day, that’s all.” 

Actually, I feel much better once I’m done, I feel much less spent up and crazy. I guess having some more sex with Rita would help me get Louise out of my system. Maybe I better keep Rita around for the night in case I get myself all worked up again.

“Do you want to stay for a bit?” I ask Rita while zipping myself up. “I have some beers in the fridge if you fancy one?”

She flings her hands onto her hips and she cocks her head to give me a curious look. “Yep, something is definitely going on with you. You’ve never asked me to stay for a beer before. What’s going on with you? Have you fallen in love, or something equally crazy?”

I burst out into much too hysterical, slightly fake laughter. “No, don’t be insane. I just thought…” I shake my head, knowing that I can’t pull this off at all. “Do you know what? Ignore me. I’ve gone insane.” I open the door and indicate for her to leave, which I know is what she wants anyway. “I’ll see you soon, alright.”

She leans up and kisses me on the cheek before shimmying sexily away. I chuckle to myself as I watch her go, glad that I have her as great friend. At least I know things won’t get complicated between the two of us. I can be sure about that. Maybe, it gives hope for me and Louise, maybe she won’t be as complicated as the secretary from my past, who’s name I can’t even remember now. Maybe I could make it work as a bit of fun fling after all…

Or maybe not, maybe the risk is much too high.

Chapter Four – Louise

It’s been a week, a whole week of working with Doctor Foxx, or Oliver as he still insists I call him, and my crush isn’t dampening down at all. After the first day, I thought the more time I spent with him the less I’d be attracted to him, but that hasn’t worked at all. The more I listen to him, the more knowledge that he imparts to me, the deeper I fall for him. As I watch him work, with his expert fingers, I admire him deeper. It’s only getting worse and I don’t know how to make it stop.

“Do you have any questions about the patient we just saw?” he asks me curiously.

“Erm?” I glance down at my notes, but I don’t think there’s anything I need to know. It was quite a standard appointment, all stuff I learned during my education. “No, I don’t think so.”

“You don’t ever have much to ask, do you?” He gives me a look. “You always seem to know everything. You must be incredibly smart. I suppose that’s why you graduated early.”

I shrug and blush, sensing a pride in his tone rather than a look of doubt. People don’t usually see it as a good thing that I’ve graduated so early, so it’s nice to see someone appreciate that. 

“Yeah, I guess so. Or maybe I’m just a geek who’s always got her head in a book.”

“Don’t you know, geek girls are hot.” He gives me a playful wink, but it’s friendly. At least, I think it is. 

Sometimes I think we’re just friends, but sometimes I get the impression that he’s attracted to me too, which makes it even harder to reel my feelings in. “So that’s good news.”

“I don’t know about that, I don’t think people think I’m hot, but sure. Thank you.”

We pause for a moment and share a second of deep eye contact. I feel emotions swirling between us that I don’t know how to decipher. I don’t know if it’s just what I want, or if it’s him too, but it feels like there’s a thick sexual tension between us. My heart thunders in my chest, a thick lump balls up in my throat, anxious butterflies flap everywhere. Does he think I’m hot? Is that what he’s trying to tell me or is this just his way? I’ve seen him make little comments to some of his patients to make them giggle and relax around him. Maybe I’m simply in that category.

I don’t know if it’s gonna help me to be honest, but at the same time I really want to know. I wish I could tear his head open and see into his brain, really know what’s going on inside of there. 

“Do you, erm, want to go for your lunch break now?” Oliver drags his eyes away and he stares at the appointment list for a moment, breaking the magic. “It’s about lunch time, isn’t it?”

“Oh.” I’m taken aback by that. Usually we wait until all his appointments are done and we head to the canteen together. I like it, because it means I don’t have to sit alone. “Aren’t you coming?”

“I just have one more appointment, then I’ll be there. It’s only a quick and simple one so there isn’t any point in you hanging around. You can go ahead first and I’ll meet you in there.”

I freeze on the spot, unsure if I should go or not. I don’t know if I want to, but I don’t feel like I can argue either. There’s something about this that makes it feel more like a command than a request. 

“Right, okay.” There’s a tremor in my voice as I speak. “I’ll see you in a bit then.”

“Yep. No worries. I won’t be long. I’ll see you in there.” 

I grab my bag and start to leave the room, but I don’t feel right about it. I glance back to look at Oliver, but he’s refusing to make eye contact with me. I really hope I haven’t done anything wrong. Maybe he’s angry that I don’t have any questions for him, maybe it’s damaging his ego. I should change that up, try and think of anything to ask just that he can impart his wisdom. I need to remember that while he’s made that comment about me being a geek girl in a positive way, he might not actually like my intelligence. My brains always put everyone off, I don’t even know how keen Jonathon was about it, maybe that’s why it all ended much too quickly. 

A sadness shrouds me as I take my seat alone in the canteen, as usual no one talks to me, but actually I’m glad for a change. I don’t want to speak to anyone, I just want to think. I want to analyze and wonder what I’ve done wrong. It’s either the fact that I haven’t massaged his ego or it’s that he can see my feelings written all over my face. He knows I’m attracted to him and he’s trying to shut me down gently. I already know that nothing can happen, even if he did like me, he doesn’t need to be mean about it. Maybe, if I can work up the bravery, I’ll try and find a way to speak to him about it once he gets in here. Maybe, I don’t know if I have that ability, but I can try. 

Once I finish eating, I wait in the canteen. I sit in silence with my arms folded across my chest waiting. I ate slowly to give Oliver time to finish up with his appointment, but still he isn’t here. He definitely said that he’d come, he told me to wait here for him, but now I feel a bit silly doing so. Everyone else is moving as soon as they’ve finished eating, but I’m waiting foolishly for goodness knows what. I can almost feel all eyes upon me, people thinking that I’m strange. I don’t like it.

What the hell is going on?  I glance my eyes towards the door but he’s still not there. Has he remembered what he said? I know that he’s a busy man and he gets distracted easily, but this is mad.

In the end, I feel so ridiculous that I huff and I grab up my belongings. Tears sting the back of my eyes as I know now that I have to go and face him again, which is going to be humiliating. I’ve left it so long that he knows I’ve waited for him. There’s no getting away with it…

“Are you okay?” I spin my head rapidly as a softly spoken female voice speaks to me. “Sorry, I know this might be none of my business, but you look a bit sad.”

“Oh, erm…” I try to suck some air in to cool me down. “Yeah, I’m okay. Thanks for asking.”

This isn’t one of the other trainee doctors, it’s someone I don’t know at all, but she looks friendly and sweet which actually I need. Her blue eyes are warm and open, it seems like she’s inviting me in. I haven’t had a genuine friend before and I would absolutely love one. 

“I’m Julia, by the way.” She extends her hand out for me to shake it. “I work on the reception desk. I haven’t been here for too long so I don’t know many people. Please tell me if I’m overstepping a boundary, I just want to say hi because you look really sad.”

My face breaks out into a smile, already it feels like a massive weight has been lifted from my shoulders. “No, you know what, that’s really kind of you. I don’t know anyone either so it’s good that you’ve spoken to me. I am okay, I’m just having a bit of a rough day.”

“You’re with Doctor Foxx aren’t you?” she asks me knowingly. “I’ve heard he’s tough.”

Okay, so that might not be my real problem, but there doesn’t seem any point in disputing that point. I like Julia, I appreciate that she’s come to speak with me, but I don’t know if I can trust her yet. I don’t think I should start putting all my cards out on the table. Who knows, my feelings for Oliver could get me fired if they became public. 

“Yeah, he is tough. He’s a good guy though,” I finish loyally. “But it’s a lot to take in.”

Julia pulls a pen from her pocket and she grabs my hand. “Here, I’ll write my cell phone number for you. Type it in your phone when you get it and text me whenever you need someone to talk to. Maybe we can even go out for a drink after work sometime when you’ve had a shitty day. Blow off some steam. I would certainly like that.” 

Relief floods through me as Julia gives me a glimmer of hope. Maybe I won’t have to go through this alone after all. Maybe, with a friend by my side I won’t need to feel quite so crap about everything. And a dink after work… I would love that.

“Thanks, Julia.” I run my eyes over the number and smile. “That’s awesome. I’ll text you when I get my phone so you have my number too. I better get back to work.”

She rubs my arm gently. “Don’t you worry about it, you’ll be fine. You’re a smart girl. Don’t worry about Doctor Foxx. If he’s being hard on you it’s because he believes in you.”

I nod slowly and walk back to the office with a happier feeling in my chest. There isn’t any point in getting too worked up and worried over Oliver, he’s only a human who has his moods, I shouldn’t read too much into it. If I hadn’t had such an isolated life so far then maybe I’d be much more used to people and this wouldn’t be so much complicated.

Just get through the rest of the day without worrying, I tell myself firmly. It doesn’t matter, nothing does. I might even have a friend now so everything is awesome.

I push the door open slowly, quietly, trying my hardest not to be such a destructive force, but maybe the silence is a mistake. I certainly think so the moment that I see the utterly shocking sight inside, the one that makes my blood run icy cold and my limbs freeze in shock.

Doctor Foxx… and a patient.

They aren’t doing anything at the moment, but it’s obvious from the way that they’re hurriedly pulling their clothes back on that there has been something. They haven’t see me yet, but I know it won’t be long until they do. I need to slide out the room at the speed of light and come back again in a moment.

I do so, still just as silently I hope and I race into the bathroom where I clutch onto the sink and I pant desperately. My brain is reeling, I’m still trying my utmost to process what I’ve just seen, but it doesn’t make much sense. I thought Oliver was a good man, I assumed that he would stick to all the rules that doctors have to abide, I didn’t think he’d act in such a way…

But he did send me away. He told me to go to lunch without him, he told me not to be there for the appointment and now I know the reason. He didn’t want me to cock block him while he fucked someone that he’s supposed to be caring for. I don’t know what to do.

Should I tell someone? Blow his case wide open? But if I do I won’t have anyone to shadow. I’ll be left behind when I really want to be pushing forwards. Also, everyone might already know, and that’ll leave me being the snitch. No one likes me as it is, except potentially Julia, I don’t want to lose my only chance of having a friend. It might be a girlfriend anyway, maybe I’m mistaken…

I don’t think I can do anything yet, I think I just need to wait. Continue on as I am and see what happens. Hopefully things won’t be as bad as I think… 

Chapter Five – Oliver

As the second week with Louise working with me comes to an end, I sense a very different atmosphere circling the air. It started a few days ago, after I abandoned her to go to lunch by her own so I could get her out of my system with Diane, another of my awesome patients, and it’s continued ever since. At first I thought that something bad must have happened during lunch time that I wasn’t there to protect her from, but the only new thing I can see is a new friendship with one of the receptionists… and not even one who worked here when I got myself in a mess.

“Are you okay, Louise?” I ask her cautiously as she furiously scribbles notes in her pad of paper, doing anything she can as to not look at me. “You seem a little tense today.”

“Mhmm, I’m fine,” she shoots back coldly. “Just busy. Trying to get everything down.”

I nod slowly and narrow my eyes at her. Since she’s refusing to look at me it gives me all the freedom in the world to watch her. Her shoulders are up around her ears, there’s an iciness surrounding her, her walls are up really high. She’s definitely trying to shut me out.

Maybe she has heard about my previous work hook up. Someone could have told her that story, and I suppose from a female point of view I don’t come off it so well, I don’t look good. All I wanted to do was keep things casual, I tried my hardest to make that much obvious, but it backfired. Maybe Louise now sees me as the scum bag like everyone else does. I don’t want that, I don’t want her thinking bad things of me. I don’t usually care about the opinions of others, but with Louise I do. I want her to like me… even if we can only be friends.

“You know, me and some of the other doctors are going out to a bar after work tonight.” I never invite any of the trainees to this, and I know that I’ll be slated for doing so, but somehow for her I don’t mind at all. I can take the teasing if it brings Louise back to me. “If you’d like to come it could be cool. A good way for you to get to know me and some of the other senior staff a little better.” 

She drags her eyes off the notes and stares at me in shock. I can understand that, it’s massively out of the blue, but I need to do something. For some reason, I’m desperate to get things back to the way they were. Not only the flirty bits between us which I can surely live without, but the friendship that was slowly starting to develop. I like that to develop further. 

“Oh, wow, th… thank you,” she stammers awkwardly. “That’s a really nice request, but actually I’m busy tonight. I’ve been invited to a house warming at Julia’s new apartment. She’s quite a new friend and I like her a lot, so I don’t want to let her down.”

“Right, of course.” I can tell by the detail that she’s just offered me that she’s telling the truth, but that doesn’t make it any easier to hear. The fact that she probably would have said yes if she didn’t have that on makes me cringe. “Maybe another time then, we do it a lot.”

“Sure. Another time.” She glances at the appointment list and see’s Diane’s name on there. To be fair this is someone who comes her way too often, I don’t know what excuse she gives her husband, but if she wants to pay to see me and usually fool around then I’m usually all for it. 

“Right, well I’m going to head to the canteen to get us both a coffee.” As she stands, I wonder what she’s playing at. She doesn’t usually dip out of appointments like this. “I’ll be back once you’ve done this job. This woman is simple, isn’t she? Not someone I need to be here for.”

Louise doesn’t wait for me to answer, she swoops from the room in a heart beat and leaves me all alone in shock. I stare after her, wondering what all of that was about. Yes, admittedly I was a bit of a dick the last time that Diane came here, but she doesn’t know what happened afterwards… does she? Oh my God, does she? Did she somehow see me and Diane?

I slump into my seat with my head in my hands as I try to work things out. That is the exact moment that things went frosty between me and Louise, so it’s very possible. But she seems like the sort of woman who would say something about it if she did. She’s a rule follower, isn’t she? She isn’t the sort of person who’d carry a massive secret like that around with her. Is she? Maybe she is, I suppose I don’t know her as well as I’d like. 

God, this is a nightmare. My brain spins and I feel a little sick. What must she think of me?

“Well, hello there…” Diane’s sultry voice breaks through my shock barrier. 

I drag my eyes up to see her standing up against the wall with her chest pushed out. “How are you, handsome?”

There’s a part of me that wants to be with her, to bury myself deeply into her and to just forget. Louise storming off has pretty much given me permission to do just that. If she knows, then she hasn’t said anything and she’s stepped out the way to give me the time I need to just enjoy myself, but now I don’t know if I want to. I think guilt might have the better of me and I want to just behave.

“Hop onto the bed, Diane,” I say wearily. “It’s going to just be an appointment today, I’m afraid. I’m really not in the right frame of mind for anything else.”

“Oh, poor baby.” Diane pouts out her bottom lip and she closes the gap between us. Her hand cups my groin and she strokes me gently. “What’s the matter with you? Are you sad today?”

“No, Diane.” 

I try to push her away from me, but she doesn’t go anywhere. Instead she drops to her knees and she tries to prize my trousers apart. This is insane, she’s acting like a crazy, desperate person who is here to please me the other way around. “Please stop.”

“I’m not going to stop,” she gasps. “You need this even if you don’t realize you do.” 

I glance down at her, wondering what sort of person I’m going to be right now. Am I going to carry on the path I’ve spent my whole life travelling, knowing that it’s even seedier now because someone that I actually like and respect might know about me, or am I going to use this as a lesson and a cue that I need to change? Maybe, at thirty nine years old, it’s finally time to grow up…

***

“Oi, Oliver.” Simon shoves me in the side, bringing me back to the present moment. “What the hell is up with you tonight? You’ve been quiet ever since you got here.”

I knock back the rest of the drink and I look at him square in the eye with a certain level of defiance. “I’m fine, mate. Just a long day, that’s all. I’m tired.” 

“I bet. I’d be tired too if I had to work with that little rocket all day long.” One of the other doctors laughs at his silly joke. I don’t like the way it makes me squirm, it isn’t nice to hear him talk about Louise like that, like she’s a piece of meat without any feelings. “I’d be tired too.”

“No, not like that.” I roll my eyes. At least, it isn’t like that with her. Maybe I might be a bit tired with Diane, but that’s something I don’t want to divulge. I’m ashamed of myself for caving most of all, especially when Louse finally came back in the room and she gave me a disgusted look. It was as if she knew what had happened without me even needing to tell her. “Just work, you know.”

“Yeah, yeah sure.” Simon rolls his eyes and chuckles at me. “Just fantasizing over her all day long probably leaves you a damn mess. Your wrist must be shattered.” 

I don’t know why all of this hurts so much, she’s just a friend, or she was. I might be attracted to her but that doesn’t mean I like her. I don’t like anyone properly, that’s not my thing at all. Any feelings I have are only physical, nothing more. And I’m only hooked on that, because it’s taboo.

“My wrist is fine, thank you very much.” I do my best to shut Simon down. “And it’ll be even better tonight when I find someone to take home with me.”

“Man, you’re appetite is crazy. I’ve never seen anything like that.” Simon shakes his head at me. “It’s like you’re on fire at the moment, ever since you hit thirty nine you’ve got even worse.”

His words echo what Rita said to me not so long ago. What neither of them know for sure is that age has nothing to do with it. I just need to keep on screwing around until I get Louise out of my system, that’s all. Once I’m over her completely, then I’ll go back to being as I was before. 

“This isn’t a mid life crisis is it?” I give Simon a look, answering him with my expression rather than my words. “Well, I don’t want you to start making a fool of yourself. You’ll have a sports car in a moment… another one, and you’ll start wearing leathers.”

“Will you shut up?” His words are loud and echoing in my brain. I don’t need this right now, I need some space to forget all the issues I have. So far, I’ve learned that there’s only one way to do that, so that’s exactly what I’m going to do. This might be a work night out, but no one expects me to stay with the group… and I don’t care if they do. “I have work to do.”

I move from the table and scan my eyes around the room, like a bird of prey searching for something to eat. I check out all the women in the room, trying to find someone who will be perfect for the night. Not someone who’s going to even expect conversation, never mind anything more. Soon I find her, a blonde sitting with three friends, flicking her hair over her shoulders as she laughs loudly, trying to gain as much attention as possible. I know the type well, she has something that she wants to forget about just like me. 

Now it’s time for me to act. I need to pull her away from the group, get her to go with me, then we can both forget all our life problems in a hot and sweaty way. 

“Hey there.” I lean across her chair and smile at the whole group, getting to her fast. “How are you all tonight? Can I get you girls a drink?”

“Oh sure.” They giggle and glance at each other. “Thank you.” 

All of them lean forwards and push their boobs in my direction while batting their eyelashes. I have them all eating out the palm of my hand with just a few short words. Why can’t it be that easy with Louise? Not that I’m thinking about Louise right now. 

“Right, champagne all round. You lot really look like you need some fun tonight, am I right?” 

They all squeal and gasp in excitement, showing knowing that I’m in there. This is going to be an awesome night after all… 

Chapter Six – Louise

The music thuds so loudly I can hear it right in the center of my brain. I don’t even know what it is apart from a massive, horrible racket. I guess when I was invited by Julia to her house warming I expected it to be a small gathering where I could get to know some new people better, but I couldn’t have been more wrong. It’s loud and crazy, I’m shocked that none of the neighbors have complained yet. I keep thinking that things are going to get shut down, but they haven’t.

I don’t know why I’m here really, I haven’t seen much of Julia. I like where our friendship is going, and I thought that tonight would be an extension of that, but so far she’s spent most of the night with her tongue down some guy’s throat. I don’t blame her, she isn’t here for me, but it leaves me very much alone, a place where I’m far too comfortable I suppose. I don’t want to be, yet I am.

“Hey there.” A guy leans over my shoulder and gets right up in my face, invading my personal space in a way that’s only acceptable when drinking… which I have been solidly for the last hour. “You good? You don’t much look like you’re enjoying yourself here.”

“Oh no, it’s nice,” I reply loyally. “But I’m going home in a moment, after this drink.”

Actually, I had a bed waiting for me at Julia’s because she wants me to stay, but now I’m not going to. I need to be back at my tiny, grotty apartment. Usually I hate where I live, but tonight I’ll be glad to be back there in the quietness where I can actually sleep.

“Oh that’s a shame.” The stranger touches my arm in a gesture that’s far too sweet since I’m currently an emotional mess. “I was hoping to spend some time getting to know you.”

“You were?” I screw my nose up in confusion. “Why would you want to know me?”

“Are you kidding?” He extends his arms widely and grins. “You’re the most beautiful girl here. Of course I want to talk to you. You look really interesting as well. I bet you’ve got lots going on inside that big brain of yours.” He touches me again and I surprisingly like it. “So, what do you say?”

I part my lips, trying to find the right words, but somehow there isn’t anything there. The only other person to compliment me recently is Oliver, but of course I can’t trust his words at all. Through the slight beer goggles that I have on, this guy is like a younger version of Oliver with his dark hair and warm brown eyes. It’s confusing and makes me feel closer to him than I am. 

“Do you want another drink?” He shakes his bottle at me as he senses my confusion. “Do you think you could stay for a little while longer so I can speak to the best person here?”

I can’t stop myself from smiling, he’s just so charming. “Fine,” I concede with a nod. “Get me a drink. I’ll stay for a little while longer but I can’t promise you much more than that.”

He heads into the kitchen, pausing only to glance back at me with a cheeky grin on his face. It makes my heart skip a beat and I can instantly feel a whole load of barriers blurring together because of the alcohol. My feelings for Oliver that I’ve desperately been trying to push down come flooding to the surface and transfer onto this sexy, nice stranger who’s actually been sweet with me. 

Oliver is bad news anyway, he isn’t the man for me. He’s older, more mature, and doesn’t care for the rules at all. Every time I close my eyes all I can picture is him fucking her over the examining table which makes me feel ill. It’s hard for me to even work with him anymore, never mind be a friend with him. I need to find a way to forget all of that, to distract myself, and maybe this guy is here to answer my prayers. Maybe, as mad as it is to think after one tiny conversation, this is the guy that I’ll actually end up with. He might be someone that I fall in love with, which will make me forget all about Oliver and his terrible behavior. If I don’t care about him anymore then it won’t matter to me what he does. 

I stare at the sexy stranger, already grinning as he makes his way back to me, knowing that I need to at least give him a chance. Up until this point the party has been a disaster, but maybe it’s about to completely turn around for the better. 

“By the way, my name is Adam,” he tells me as he sits down beside me, handing me a drink. “I completely forgot to introduce myself then. And what’s your name, beautiful?”

Oh my God, I haven’t ever been called beautiful before, it feels really good. It makes me shiver, I love his openness, it makes me trust him lots. 

“I’m Louise,” I tell him softly, leaning in as I speak. I think I might even be flirting which isn’t like me at all. Usually I’m too shy to even speak. This is like a miracle! It’s just so nice to be able to be open with how I’m feeling. I don’t have to hide a damn thing, I can even talk to Julia about it at some point.

 “So how do you know Julia? I’ve just started working with her…”

“I’m a friend of a friend.” He shoves me playfully which makes me giggle like a crazy person. “But I don’t want to talk about Julia, I want to talk about you.” 

But before I can say anything at all, his hand cups my cheek and he brings my face close to his. He stares into my eyes for a second looking at me with such lust that it makes me want to burst. Then he brings my mouth to his and he kisses me hard and fast. Damn it, this is wild, but it’s so exciting. I kiss him back with just as much passion, turning my brain off as I do. This feels so good that for just five minutes it allows me to forget about all my inner turmoil which is wonderful. I’ve been so caught up in knots and I’m only just realizing how much now.

Screw you, Oliver, I think as I wrap my hand around Adam’s neck. I can be bad too…

Not that this is about Oliver of course. I might care about him, but not enough to act out in any way. This isn’t about him, this is about me just doing something that feels good with someone who seems to like me. A lot, judging by the groaning that’s coming out of his mouth. It feels good to turn someone on, to have someone so attracted to me, it makes me feel powerful.

“Do you want to come upstairs with me?” Adam whispers into my mouth, his breath tickling all over my passion bruised lips in a really good way. “Get a little… privacy?”

I know what this means, I’m not that naïve, but what I don’t know what I want to do. I mean, I do. I want to take this further, I want to really forget and to prove to Oli… I mean, myself that I can have fun. I want to continue feeling attractive because it’s awesome. Because I’m a little drunk, I’m really leaning towards that idea. More than maybe I should be.

I bite down on my bottom lip and nod slowly. “Do you know what? Yes, I do.”

Adam takes my hand and he leads me towards the stairs, both of us giggling like crazy teenagers with an intense crush on one another. To think, only moments ago I was about to leave this party and go back home alone and lonely, and now I’m having the best night of my life. I’m giddy and excited, turned on and wild, I don’t feel like myself at all which is amazing. I like not being me for just a short while. I like letting someone taking control of the situation for just a moment because it leads me to do the things that I really want to do, but I’m too scared to.

Once we reach the top of the house, Adam circles his arms around my waist and he shoves me up against the wall where he kisses me with all the passion in the world. I can feel the burning hot desire running through his veins which ignites me even more. I’m like a damn Christmas tree I’m so lit up. I claw at him, desperately trying to unclothe him despite the fact that we’re in public.

“Get a room!” someone yells at us, which is exactly what I intend to do.

“Yeah, let’s,” I murmur to Adam. “I have a room waiting for me just across that hallway.”

As we slide into the bedroom and I close the door behind us, I flick the lock shut and turn to face him with a bright, cheeky smile playing on my lips. Now, that I’m alone with Adam, the sound of the pumping music is sexy. It makes me feel like we’re in a public place and might get caught, but it’s okay because I have the safety of a locked door keeping the rest of the world away from us.

“So,” I say in what I hope is a seductive, husky voice as I shake my hips and move towards him. 

“Now we’re alone. We have some privacy. What are we going to do with it?”

Adam grabs me and he kisses me again, this time we can actually tear one another’s clothes off rather than just acting like we want to, and it’s amazing. The more I can feel of his flushed, boiling skin, the more turned on I become. I can barely stand it, I need him now, I need the way that he makes me feel. As we crash back onto the bed behind me, I feel so fucking good I could scream.

“Oh fuck.” Adam angles himself into me as he kisses down my neck. “Fucking hell.”

I like the fact that he isn’t messing around, I’m glad there’s no extended, slightly awkward foreplay. Even if he does turn out to be the guy I end up falling in love with, right now I just want him to drive into me to make me forget. I need to feel him everywhere, filling me up. 

As he thrusts hard into me and he moves at a rapid pace. I claw at his back, needily and desperately, gasping as the heat consumes me and I feel completely breathless. I don’t know how good this feels exactly, it isn’t as thrilling and delicious as I thought it would be, but it’s better than moping over Oliver. Not that I’m thinking about Oliver right now of course. 

“Oh my God!” Adam cries out as he explodes inside of me, much too quickly. “Oh fuck, Julia that feels so fucking good.”

As he rolls next to me, panting heavily and wiping the sweat from his forehead, an ice cold pit of shame forms in my stomach. This is a mistake, I never should have let this happen. I know I’m not a one night stand kinda girl and now this has just proven that. 

“It’s Louise, actually…” I say pathetically. “Not Julia.”

“Huh?” Adam replies, but of course he’s hardly listening. He’s practically snoring on the other side of the bed with his back to me. He isn’t interested in me at all, he probably just noticed my vulnerability and decided to take advantage of me. Just another man, screwing me over. Wonderful.

Chapter Seven – Oliver

I feel sick as I wake up the next morning, and not just because I’m incredibly hungover, although I know I am definitely having that. No, my real problem is the two women in the bed next to me. The blonde that I originally had my eye on and her brunette best friend, the craziest girls that I think I’ve ever hooked up with. I mean, they certainly helped me to forget all about my issues with Louise with that wild threesome where I did things that I only ever get to do rarely… and while it was fun at the time, now, in the cold sober light of day I just feel sick at my behavior. I’m an idiot.

What the hell is wrong with me? I think to myself as I push myself off the bed. I want to stay there all day all but I can’t continue to lie next to strangers. It’s weird. I need to clean myself off, to wash off the night, then some time after that I need to get rid of these people because I have to work. With Louise, she’s the girl I won’t be able to fully forget no matter what I do. Not while she’s working with me.

I clutch my aching head in my hands as I flick the shower water on. While I wait for it to heat up, I shake my head and gag at the memory of my behavior. At some point, the life style that’s always seemed really awesome to me is about to become tragic and sad, and I don’t know when that moment will be. I hope it isn’t now, but I have a horrible feeling that it is. I’ve hooked up with a lot of people in the last few days and it hasn’t felt good at all. The more I do it, the worse I feel. As I stand there naked, with only the memory of what happened last night, I don’t like myself at all. 

Eventually I get into the shower and I try to relax under the steaming water that pours over me but I can’t. My muscles remain tense, my skin still feels dirty, I don’t feel any better at all. All I can think about is facing Louise again on Monday and making her know what I’m like. I just want her to think that I’m better, that’s all. Maybe this is karma kicking me in the ass.

I give up on the shower much quicker that I would normally and I wrap a small towel around my waist. Then I stand for a few moments staring at the slightly foggy reflection I’m showing in the mirror. I barely look like myself at all, my skin is all pale and sallow, my eyes look empty, I’m unhappy. I certainly don’t have any reason to be miserable; I have a great job, lots of friends, plenty of cash, and women throwing themselves at me. What is it about this one that’s shaken absolutely everything up? Why does this naïve, sweet young thing affect me so badly? I need to work it out.

As I leave the bathroom I hear giggling from the bedroom which means the girls are awake. It’s time to have the super awkward conversation where I ask them to leave because all I want is to be by myself. If they’re already having fun in there it probably means that they’re up for more. I could probably enjoy myself with them all weekend if I wanted to, but I don’t want the self loathing any longer, I want to work out how I can make myself feel a whole lot better.

“Oh, hello there,” the brunette calls out to me with a cheeky smile on her face. She rises into a sitting position and pushes out her naked breasts in my direction. Her nipples are standing to attention, and not because of the cold. “Are you coming back to bed?”

“No.” I shake my head much too rapidly. “No, I’m not getting back in bed. Actually, I think it might be time for you to go. I have a lot going on today, work I need to do and stuff…”

“Oh no, don’t make us go,” the blonde says while pouting out her lips. “We have so much that we still want to do with you. Last night was only the tip of the ice berg!”

It was? I can’t help being intrigued by that. What we did last night was absolutely insane. If that isn’t the whole of it then what more can there be? Can there actually be more to what they can do? Am I about to be sucked in to something even crazier than last night?

“No.” I shake my head decidedly, knowing that taking this step isn’t going to help me to better myself. 

“I really do need you both to go. I have a lot that I need to get done this weekend but I can’t do it with you here. I appreciate the offer and we’ve had a lot of fun, but now I have to be by myself.”

They grumble and moan about me, almost under their breath and they get their clothes back on. I leave the room to give them some privacy and blow out a deep breath of air as relief floods me. No more making mistakes and acting like a fool. I’m just going to have to find another way to help myself to forget Louise because clearly this isn’t working.

***

I watch Louise across the office talking quietly to a client. She’s not like me, she doesn’t charm people and act flirty, she is just calm and composed. But somehow it works even more effectively. She isn’t the warmest or the easiest socially, but there’s something about her that makes them happy anyway. Me too. I’m super happy when she’s around… sad too, but that’s only because she isn’t speaking to me much. She’s still being cold with me, which I hate.

Once Louise is done with the patient, we’re left alone in the room again. I take a deep sigh and I move closer to her, wishing I could find the words to dispel this tension between us. If I didn’t have all this guilt swilling through my system then maybe I could do it.

“So, Louise,” I start quietly, needing to say something. I just want her to look at me. “Erm, how was your weekend? Was the house party thing for your friend okay?” 

She snaps her eyes up at me and panic covers her expression. I can already tell that she’s worried and I’ve said the wrong thing, but I don’t know why. I wish I could take my words back, but they’re out there now, causing her trouble for some reason. I really want to know why. 

“Oh, the house party.” Her cheeks flame bright red. Clearly something happened at the party and I’m intrigued to know what. But I can’t ask, in case she probes too deeply into my weekend. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything at all, I can’t tell her that I had a threesome with two nameless girls, then spent the rest of the time moping on my couch and hating myself. “Yep, it was…”

“Was it Julia’s?” My voice is shaky, I’m just trying to speak about something that feels safe.

“Yeah. Julia’s house. She had a good time, I think. She got very drunk and spent all the morning being sick.” She chuckles, but the sound is mirthless. “I was good at holding her hair back.”

“Oh yeah? So you weren’t being sick yourself? Didn’t you go nuts?”

She purses her lips tightly together and glances down at the floor underneath her feet. Something bad definitely happened at the party. Much as I desperately want to know but I also think it might be better to steer away from the awkward topic in case she gets upset. She’s already not happy with me and I don’t want to make that worse. I just want to see that lovely sweet smile of hers.

“Right, well do you want to go to lunch?” I glance at my watch and notice that maybe it’s a bit early for food, but it’s better than talking about all of this and hurting her feelings more than I already have. “Are you hungry yet? We could get in there quick before the canteen fills up.”

“You don’t have an appointment that you want to take on while I eat?” she asks me curiously, causing guilt to flood my body. I really have been a shit to her and I can’t even explain why. I can’t tell her that I like her and I’m trying to forget her. That’s insane.

“No, I don’t, and I won’t again,” I tell her decidedly. “I shouldn’t be doing appointments by myself without you there or what’s the point of you shadowing me?”

I offer her a smile, but Louise doesn’t take it. She nods and agrees for me to come with her, but she isn’t opening up to me at all. I suppose it’s going to take a while for her to fully trust me again and I just have to accept that. Well, that’s fine. I’m willing to try. I haven’t ever had to put in so much effort to carve out a friendship before, I’ve never had to, but at the same time I don’t mind for Louise. 

We walk into the canteen and take our seats. I sit in the chair opposite Louise and watch while she takes a bite out of her sandwich and with just that one simple gesture she completely takes my breath away. She’s so damn beautiful that I want to hold her close to my chest and just caress her. Something is making her sad, and I want to erase that from her completely.

“So, what are your plans after college?” I ask her, sticking to work which I think is a much safer subject between the two of us, me the workaholic and Louise the ambitious trainee.

“I’ve been thinking about moving away,” she tells me quietly. 

“I always had this plan that as soon as I get my education out of the way I’m going to start again in a brand new city where no one knows my name and no one knows about my past.” She sighs loudly, her eyebrows knitting together as she thinks. “A fresh start, a chance to reinvent myself as someone brand new.”

“You want to be someone else?” I can’t imagine that at all, but then again up until this moment I’ve only been extremely happy with my life. “Who will you be in this brand new life of yours?” 

“Oh someone confident and fun,” she shoots back right away. “Someone who isn’t shy and isolated. Someone who hasn’t spent her whole life around people who don’t want to know me.”

“I want to know you,” I shoot back right away. “And if I want to know you I’m sure many people do. You just need to open up and let them in, that’s all. If you do that then maybe you can cultivate that new personality here itself. You don’t have to go anywhere at all.” When she doesn’t say anything, I feel the need to continue. “I mean, I’m sure your family want you to stay.”

“Oh right, yeah, I don’t actually have any family,” she replies quietly. “I haven’t done for a while so I wouldn’t need to worry about that. But maybe I could do it here if I wanted to, I’m not sure yet. I don’t know what my plan is.”

She has no family? That’s something I never would have guessed about her. It makes me see a whole different, more vulnerable side to her. Now I want to protect her more, it makes me even more determined to look after her. I’m going to have to make her forgive me and warm to me properly, whatever it takes. 

Chapter Eight – Louise

“Hey, Louise,” Julia calls out my name in a bright tone of voice. “How you doing?”

“Urgh, not good,” I grumble while clutching onto my flip flopping stomach. “I feel sick.”

“You’ve felt ill for a while now, is everything alright? It’s been like, weeks, hasn’t it?”

I scroll back in my brain and realize that she’s right. It has been a while since I’ve felt well. Ever since her party actually, which was about five weeks ago. What the hell is wrong with me? At first I thought it was guilt because I slept with that random Adam that no one seems to know, especially not Julia, but now… now I’m scared it might be something else.

What if I caught something? I feel scared as I cross my legs. Did we even use protection?

I don’t know if we did because it all happened in the heat of the moment and I’d been drinking so I wasn’t thinking smart and now I might be paying the consequences for that.

“Erm yeah, I might make an appointment to see someone actually. It has been too long.”

“You should book one here. You’ll get any treatment for free while you’re working here.”

Urgh, much as that sounds like the worst idea that I’ve ever heard but at the same time I can’t really afford anything out of what I’m already paying for at the moment, so I might have to. Hopefully I’ll get one of the doctors that I don’t see very often so I don’t have to be ashamed all the time. 

“Right, sounds good, Julia. Thanks.”

She cocks her head and looks at me curiously. I try to drag a big smile onto my face but since she’s the closest friend that I’ve ever had she sees right through it. 

“How are things with Oliver?” she asks me calmly. “Is he still being a bit of an asshole to work with?”

Actually, Oliver is being amazing at the moment. He’s being really nice to me, the sweetest guy ever, but still I’m closed off with him. I don’t know if I can open up ever again, things are incredibly strange and it’s all my fault. I’m the one who got all weird when I saw him hooking up with another woman, which he was perfectly within his rights to do so, and then the whole Adam bullshit happened which now I feel really guilty about. I can’t let myself be vulnerable with Oliver, I just can’t.

“He’s good actually,” I tell Julia with a smile. “He’s not that bad after all.”

“Uh oh. Are you mooning?” I knot my eyebrows together and I look at Julia. “Are you swooning over Oliver? You don’t like him, do you? I know that he’s hot but I’ve heard that he’s a player. You don’t want to fall for someone that you work with, it’ll be a nightmare.”

I shake my head vigorously, needing to put that rumor to bed before it spins wildly out of control. It isn’t that Julia is a gossip or anything, and I know she wouldn’t betray me, but I’m not ready to tell her yet. I’m barely ready to admit it to myself.

“Okay, so not swooning over Oliver. Is it still this mysterious Adam?” Julia giggles, mostly because she only thinks that me and Adam kissed and slept in the bed next to each other. 

I don’t know why I didn’t admit the truth about that one because she told me that she hooked up with someone, I guess I’m not good at this whole one night stand thing. Or friendship thing actually. I need to get better at all of that. “Is he still playing on your mind? I’m still asking around for you but no one knows him yet. Someone has to though in the end, he couldn’t have come alone.”

Maybe he did, just to prey on me, to take advantage of my vulnerable nature and to riddle me with the disease. Maybe that’s something he does all the time, his name probably isn’t Adam. Whatever the truth is, I’ll never find out because I’m never going to see him again. He swooped into my life for just a moment, then he vanished. He wasn’t even there in the morning, he couldn’t stand me enough to stick around and say good morning. 

“I don’t know about that. I don’t think I’m swooning over Adam either,” I tell her as I slide off my chair. “I think I’m just sick and I need to work out why. I’m going to write my name down on the appointment list then I’m going to get through this day without throwing up.”

“You know you probably shouldn’t be here if you’re sick because you might spread illness around to patients. If it’s a bug, you should go home.”

It isn’t a bug, and I know it. It’s something venereal, but I can’t admit that to Julia without telling her the whole sad, sorry story of my life which I’m definitely not ready to do, so I keep on walking out of the room, acting like I haven’t heard her and I don’t stop moving until I’m in Oliver’s office, waiting for him to come in to start work. He isn’t ever early, he’s always on time which is perfect today. It gives me a moment to gather up my thoughts. 

I take a seat and I spin around on it while staring up at the ceiling. With Jonathon I was always sensible. I never would have gotten myself in this sort of position, but then I don’t think he was ever the type to not use a condom. He was always super smart and stoic, which I liked and hated all at once. It wasn’t ever passionate and exciting, but it seems that isn’t good for me either. If anything, acting on my feelings and not thinking anything through has only left me in a complete and utter mess. 

“Hello, Louise.” I nearly roll my eyes as I hear Oliver’s voice. “How are you today?”

Gutted, sick, ill… but of course I don’t tell him that. I smile and tell him that all is good, just because it’s easier. “Yep, fine are you okay?”

“I’m good.” He takes his chair and looks at me. “Erm, I just wanted to tell you that me and the other doctors are going out for a few drinks again tonight if you want to come.”

God, I really want to. I want to make up for missing the last time, I want to hang out with Oliver some more too, but while I have my impending appointment coming up, which I still need to book, I don’t want to get to know any of the other doctors better.

“Oh I’m sorry, I’m not feeling one hundred percent myself at the moment. I don’t think that’s a good idea.” I give him a regretful apologetic look. “I don’t mean to let you down again, I definitely do want to come with you at some point but tonight isn’t good for me.” 

“Oh right. You aren’t well?” Oliver runs his eyes up and down me, only thankfully this isn’t in a sexy way. “What’s going on? Do you need anything? I can always help you out…”

“No, thank you.” That’s the last thing on the planet that I want. 

The idea of Oliver knowing my story is even more humiliating than the thought of telling Julia. I’d die before letting him know anything. “I’ll be fine, I’ll sort out a more specialist appointment today at some point.”

Oliver moves closer to me and he touches my chin gently. “You don’t look so good, I really do think that you might be ill. I think it might be a good idea if you go home.”

Urgh, maybe I should just go. Maybe it’d be easier than dealing with everyone here, and I really do feel like I might have a temperature coming on. I have some college work to go alongside my training to do anyway, so it isn’t like I’d have nothing to do. I don’t do well with lots of alone time with my thoughts. It makes me think too much, then I overanalyze. 

“Okay, maybe I will,” I reply quietly, while hanging my head in sheer shame. “I’m sorry to let you down but I suppose it’s better that I get well.”

 Oliver doesn’t say anything, he lets me go which I do really glumly. I drag my feet, giving him a chance to ask me to stay which for some reason doesn’t make any sense to the logical side of my brain, I want him to need me to stay. I want him to beg me to remain. But he doesn’t.

Once I get out to the reception desk and I notice that Julia isn’t there, I lean across and book an appointment with a girl I don’t know. I give her the bare minimum details, nothing that gives anything away, and then I leave as quickly as I can before anyone can ask any questions.

As I walk the short distance towards my apartment, my head spins everywhere. I’m just so glad that I live close enough that I don’t have to get on any form of public transport, that wouldn’t be good for me at all. I’m not in any sort of position to be dealing with the public right now. I just need to be alone, locked away in my apartment where I can deal with my disgusting side effect of my one night stand. I’m not the sort of girl to have an STD but here I am, potentially dealing with just that.

Urgh, I’m gross. I slam my way into my home and collapse onto the couch where I lie with my face in the pillow, so I can weep like a pathetic baby. As I cry I remember Adam’s face, and how much he looked like Oliver. If he hadn’t, I never would have transferred my feelings onto him and acted like a crazy person. I never would have given into the passion and had sex with him. I would have acted like my normal, sensible self.

The random moment of passion didn’t even feel good enough to be worth all of this. The compliments were nice enough and the kissing was kinda fun, but the sex wasn’t anything incredible at all. It was just a few moments of recklessness that might have changed everything. Even if it had been a lot of fun, nothing could be worth this right now. I feel sick, guilty, absolutely dreadful and that’s the way I’m going to have to feel until tomorrow when I have my appointment at the end of the day. That’s when I’ll get my answer. Until then I need to do what I can to forget it all. 

Really, this is the sort of time I should have someone in my family to call. I should have a mother to go to for advice, or a father to talk about my boy problems with, but I don’t. I don’t even know who my father is, my mother never told me his name. To be honest I’m not even sure that she knew. She was always a flighty, cold woman who didn’t let anyone in. When she died, it crushed me  badly as I didn’t want to lose my only remaining family member, but I never had an emotional bond with her anyway, I was just as isolated from her as I was with the rest of the world, but now that I’m having such a terrible time I could use the listening ear of someone who loves me unconditionally. 

I roll onto my back and let the tears stream down my cheeks. Even if this is difficult, I’ve been through so much worse, I can deal with this too, and learn from it as well. I’ll give myself the rest of today to mope but that is it, after that I’ll get back to my normal self. I have to, I don’t have a choice, I’m getting through this alone just like I have done everything else in my life till today. 

Chapter Nine – Oliver

Why is Louise’s name on the list to see a gynecologist? I don’t understand it. I know that she’s sick, she told me that much, but I thought it was a stomach thing. She made out that’s what it was anyway, but now I’m kinda worried. Of course she isn’t on my list, but I suppose that’s to be expected. She won’t want to see me when she has to work so closely with me but I really want to see her. I want to rebuild that bridge between us, I want to make things right, and I don’t know why but I have the funny feeling that I can win her around if I’m the one who sees her, who examines her and offers her a cure to whatever ails her. She might be embarrassed to start with, but I’ll put her at ease. 

I glance left and right, trying to check that no one is watching me then I secretly rub her name off the list and write her onto mine. My heart thumps painfully in my chest as I do so but I don’t regret my decision. I’m so good at winning the affections of women while I examine them. I don’t see why I can’t do that again. I won’t act in a way I shouldn’t, but I’ll just get her to like me again.

Ring, ring… Ring, ring… Ring, ring…

My heart almost leaps out of my skin when my cell phone blasts out in my pocket. I clutch it, fumbling with the buttons and I hit answer without much thinking about it.

“Hello?” a voice calls from the other end. “Hello? Oliver, are you there?”

“Oh, hi Mom.” I almost roll my eyes as I pick up, I just know that this is going to be a lecture that I really don’t want to hear. “How are you doing? Was the cruise nice?”

She and my father have worked hard all their lives and now they finally have the money they need to travel the world which they do via cruises. To me it sounds really boring, I couldn’t imagine anything worse than sitting on a boat for months on end with familiar faces surrounding me, but then that’s why I’m not the one doing it. If it makes them happy then fine.

“Yes, it was. Sorry I didn’t call you on your birthday we were out in the middle of the ocean somewhere. I have transferred some money into your account so you can get yourself something with it. Sorry it’s late, but I’m sure that now you’re thirty nine years old you don’t mind.”

“Nope,” I reply sharply. “I don’t mind. Thanks, Mom, that’s awesome.”

“We’re going to come and see you soon, once we get back from Thailand. I hope that’s alright with you?” As always, she doesn’t wait for me to answer, but that’s because she knows as well as I do, that she probably won’t come. I don’t mind my parents being busy, it’s better than them interfering, I just wish she wouldn’t complain all the time. “But just that I don’t have to wait all that time to catch up with you, how are things with you? Any progress with things in your life?”

“Do you mean my career or something else?” I know what she wants, I just want to tease her.

“Well, I do like hearing about your job but since I don’t understand it much I’d rather hear more about your personal life. Your love life, primarily. Are there any girls in your life right now?”

The first face that pops into my head is Louise’s. I see her sweet heart shaped face, her sparkling eyes, the way that she flicks her red hair out of the way when it dangles into her eyes… but of course I don’t say that. She doesn’t even like me at the moment, never mind anything else. Not that I want her to be mine, of course…

“No, Mom. There isn’t anyone. I’m just carrying on being me, you know.”

“Oh, Oliver. You’re going to miss out on the chance to be father at this rate…”

“Mom, I don’t want to hear it,” I snap in rapidly. “You know I don’t. If I ever decide to settle down then I’ll worry about all of that stuff then. I don’t want to freak out about it now.”

She had me when she was eighteen years old, so the fact that I’ve waited this long to even consider having kids kills her. She was scared to have me, but now she believes that it’s the best thing she’s ever done because as soon as I grew up enough to start looking after myself, she and Dad began travelling. They got their own lives back. But just because that’s her opinion I don’t know why I have to have that idea forced on me too. I want to live in my own way, the way that makes me happy.

“Oh, Oliver, I don’t think you get it.” Mom sighs, sounding incredibly frustrated with me. 

“One day you’ll see exactly what I’m talking about and you’ll wish you did it sooner. I just don’t want you to have too many regrets. The last thing I want is for you to end up too old to have everything that you want in life. Things that you probably don’t even realize that you need yet! I want you to be happy.”

“I am happy,” I say through gritted teeth. “I love my life at the moment.”

“Right, if you say so.” 

I don’t know why she sounds like she doesn’t believe me one bit, but there’s no point in arguing with her. I can’t get entangled in that vicious circle with no escape again. It’s pointless, especially when we don’t talk much as it is. 

“I have to go because your dad is calling me, but I’ll give you a call again as soon as I can. Once we’re somewhere with cell phone signal.”

“Okay, Mom.” I huff without meaning to. “I’ll speak to you soon. Bye.”

I sigh loudly and glance at the floor in a moment of distress. Even though that conversation didn’t lead anywhere and wasn’t even that long but it left me emotionally drained. I never miss answering the calls from my parents, but the conversations about settling down and creating a family drives me right down into the ground. I just don’t want it, why can’t she understand that? It won’t make any difference to her anyway. If she’s always around the world travelling, she won’t even be a super involved grandparent, so why does she care so much? I’m sure it’s just to annoy me!  

“That’s your Mom?” Simon asks in a bemused voice from behind me. “What this time? Get married and have a hundred children? Or did she have something new to say?”

“Nope. Same as usual. Urgh, I need a coffee. Come on, let’s go into the canteen.”

I follow Simon into the other room and scan my eyes over the people in there already. Of course I’m only looking for one person, but I don’t want it to seem that way. I’m already pretty sure that she won’t be here since she’s still ill and won’t be here until her appointment time, but I have to check.

“Your girl still not here?” Simon asks me casually. When I shake my head, he continues talking. “I think I might ask her out. What do you think? You think she’s like me?”

His words make my heart ball up in my throat. My blood runs ice cold and I feel my veins freeze over. The thought of Simon taking Louise out and treating her in the causal way that he treats all women makes me feel sick. This isn’t normally something I’d care about, but now I do. Even if I like a girl that he’s interested in, I just see it as fun competition. We haven’t ever fought over a chick, none of us are ever that bothered about them, it’s just a friendly competition that’s all.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I repeat much too quickly. My cheeks flame as I speak, with a bit of embarrassment and a lot of anger. “You know how work place romances end.” 

“Romance, pfft,” he scoffs. “I don’t want romance, just a quick screw. She’s only a trainee anyway so she won’t be here long. Just enough time for me to have some fun.” He elbows me playfully in the side. “A lot of fun too, judging by the wicked look she has. That cheekiness in her eyes.”

My blood bubbles and boils, all the iciness I was feeling only a moment before zaps from my body completely and leaves me all hot. The idea of Simon even talking to Louise is bad enough, but the fear that she might say yes utterly kills me. I don’t want that one bit, and I’m pretty sure at the moment she wouldn’t want to hear anything that I have to say about Simon and his reputation, especially after she’s seen my behavior, so there isn’t even anything I can do. 

“You don’t want to lose your job, do you?” I mutter quietly. “So, it might be best to keep away.”

“Don’t tell me you’re quoting the rules at me.” Simon rolls his eyes dramatically. “You’re always the one who’s breaking them and you know it.” 

He folds his arms across his chest and glares at me. “Is there something going on between you two already? Is that why you want me out of the way?”

“No, not at all.” Shit, my voice was much too snappy then! “I just don’t think you and Louise will suit each other, that’s all. She isn’t as fun as she looks. You won’t like her.”

“Hmm, right, sure.” I can tell that Simon doesn’t believe me, but thankfully he seems prepared to drop it for the time being. “I better get to work with Hector, but I’ll see you later on.”

Between him and my mother I feel all tied up in knots, I don’t know where my head is at. I don’t know where my feelings for Louise lie at the moment and it’s very confusing. I know I like her and I want to talk to her some more, I also know that I’m attracted to her, but could it be more than that? Could I actually feel more for her than any female that’s come before?

No, it can’t be that, I’m sure of it. It’s probably just because I haven’t had her yet and I can’t. The desperation to screw her is driving me nuts. At this point I might just have to do it, just so I can start acting like a normal human again. This is sending me over the edge into insanity! I don’t like feeling so out of control of myself, especially over someone so young and innocent, someone who doesn’t even damn well know what she’s doing to me. 

I grab my coffee cup and I take it into my office where I check my appointment list. Serena will be here any moment, and she’s someone who I can also have a bit of fun with if I want to. She doesn’t beg for it like a crazy person in the way that Diane does, she never takes control, but if I make that first move then she’s always prepared to have some fun. Maybe I should, just to get Louise out of my system before I see her today, but I don’t know if I’m in the mood. There’s a bit part of me that wants to wait, to lay off the hooking part today so I can be laser focused for her. 

Crap, I must be going mad! I think to myself in a bemused way. This isn’t me at all.

Chapter Ten – Louise

I feel weird stepping into the doctor’s office as a patient rather than one of the staff members, but I don’t have a choice. If I could afford to go anywhere else for treatment then I’d be there in a heart beat, but this is all I’ve got. I need to work out what’s wrong with me. Especially since I’ve been working myself up into a panicked frenzy all day long whilst looking up my symptoms online. I’m pretty convinced that I’m not dying but my situation is completely and utterly horrifying. The more I read about my symptoms, the more convinced I’ve become that it’s something big hanging over my shoulder and wanting to consume me. 

“Hey there, Lou,” Julia says with knotted eyebrows. “You here for your appointment?”

“Yep.” I let out a shaky laugh. “I’m here to find out how much time I have left.”

“You are really pale.” She purses out her lips and cocks her head in my direction. “You know what, you should come right through. I don’t think sitting in the waiting room is helpful when you aren’t well. I don’t want you to end up sicker than you already are. Who knows what you’ll catch.” 

I nod slowly, mostly because there’s a whole lot of coughing and sniffing going on that I don’t like the sound of. Especially with my condition, I don’t want to get it further deteriorate.

Julia moves out from behind the reception desk and opens the door for me. 

I slide through, ignoring all the tutting and the muttered comments as I leave everyone else behind. They don’t realize that I work here because a lot of them haven’t ever seen me, so they think I’m just cutting in line. Well, let them think what they want, I’d rather not sit out there with them, getting sicker by the minute. 

“Are you alright?” Julia asks while slinging her arm over my shoulder and looking deep into my eyes as she searches for the truth. “Is there anything I can do to help you while you’re ill?”

Yes! I think I have a disease and I’m scared, I think, but still I’m not ready to say it. Once I’ve had this appointment and I know the truth, then I might speak to Julia about it but until then I want to keep it all inside. I plaster a bright smile on my sick, pale face and nod.

“I’m fine, I’m just looking forward to getting some pills to sort me out, then I can get back to work. I’ve only been away for a couple of days but I miss it already.”

I’m supposed to have been getting on with my college work, but the Internet has distracted me. As soon as I decided to search for what’s wrong with me, I got sucked into a deep confusing pit that I couldn’t extract myself from. Now I’ll have to get back to juggling it with work which is silly really.

“You miss it?” Julia barks out a laugh. “You must be mad. No one misses this place.”

Oliver’s face pops into my brain and my heart yearns for him, but I shut that down after only a second. I cannot think about Oliver now, I can’t get lost in thoughts of his handsome face and his super nice nature, plus the deep shiver he makes me feel deep inside, when I’ve got so much to worry about. I need to push him to the back of my brain and focus only on me. I’m more important right now.

“Yeah well, I do, I suppose I’m mad.” I glance around, trying not to let anyone else see me. “Anyway, get me into the room so I can get this stupid appointment over and done with.”

“Sure, unless you want a coffee first?” 

I shake my head, I can’t even think about drinking something at the moment, I’m all dithery and weird. 

“Okay, no worries. Let’s go in. You’ll come and see me once your appointment is done, won’t you? I want to know that you’re okay.”

“Sure, sure, yeah I’ll come and see you, no worries. Anything at all.”

Julia points me into a room and I make my way inside so I can wait all by myself. The doctor isn’t here yet which is probably a good thing because it gives me a few moments to gather myself up. I suck in some deep and calming breaths and I pace up and down the unfamiliar room. The deep, sterile whiteness of the room makes me uncomfortable, the green curtain looks clinical and unwelcoming, the doctor’s computer is a hive of information, some of which contains mine. I don’t like being this end of the scale, it’s weird, I feel sorry for all the patients that I’ve ever seen before. They must feel like this every time I or one of the doctor’s see them which I now dislike a lot. I’m going to do whatever I can to make people more comfortable from now on. Anything at all.

This is going to be fine, I try my hardest to convince myself. This will all be over and done with soon enough and I’ll wonder what I was so scared about. I’ll forget all about my fear. 

“Hello.” 

All of a sudden I hear a voice that makes me spin around in shock. It’s the one person I insisted that I wouldn’t have an appointment with, so he must have seen me coming in. 

“Louise.”

“Oliver?” I gush in desperation while flicking my eyes everywhere. “What are you doing here? I have to see a doctor in a moment, you know I have an appointment today…”

“With a gynecologist?” he asks while taking a step closer to me. “What for?”

I cross my arms over my chest and feel my entire body heat up with shame. I really don’t want to have this conversation with him of all people. I shake my head and turn away from him. 

As I stare at the white wall in front of me, I answer him sharply. “I have a thing called doctor and patient confidentiality. I don’t have to tell you anything and I really don’t want to.”

“But I’m your doctor.” I can almost feel his body heat zoning in on me. “I’m the person that you’re here to see, so if you want me to examine you then you have to let me know what’s going on.”

I spin back with my eyes wide open with shock. 

“What the hell are you talking about? I didn’t book an appointment with you. It’s inappropriate for me to do so since we work together.”

Oliver shrugs and he half smiles at me. “It’s okay if we both agree to it. There aren’t any rules that suggest otherwise.” He reaches forwards and lightly brushes his fingers across my cheek which causes a fluttering sensation in my heart. “And since I’m the best damn doctor here, in this office and probably in the state I don’t know why you’d want to see anyone else.”

I can feel myself melting, but only for a split second. The idea of me letting him see me all exposed, especially when I consider what might be wrong with me, it’s humiliating. 

“No, I can’t see you.” I step back, creating some distance between us. “I need to see someone else.”

“There isn’t anyone else available today, so if you don’t take this appointment right now then you’ll have to wait until at least tomorrow.” His chocolaty smooth voice is almost too much, how am I not used to him yet? “And even then, you still might have to see me since I’m the best that there is.”

“That’s fine. I’ll wait.” My stubbornness fights my desperation to find out if the Internet is right. “I don’t need to see you right now. I can wait until I can see someone different, someone that I don’t have to work with every single day.” 

I grab my bag and turn to leave. “See you later, Oliver.”

He grabs onto my arm and spins me around to stare at him. “Louise, I can promise you that I’ll be professional, I won’t treat you in any way that I wouldn’t anyone else. Just because we work together, it doesn’t mean that it has to get weird. We don’t ever have to talk about it out of this room. I really am the best of the best and I don’t think you deserve to see any less. I care about you and I want to help you.” 

His warm brown eyes are dragging me in, I can’t seem to help myself. As much as I want to pull away I can’t seem to do it. “Please, Louise, let me help you.”

There’s something about his look that makes me want to relent. Mostly, I just want my answers and right now before I spend another night of sending myself insane. 

“Do I have to tell you what’s wrong with me?” I ask quietly, already knowing what the answer is going to be. “I don’t really want to. It’s embarrassing.”

“You kinda do,” Oliver chuckles. “Unless you’re here for just a check-up, which I don’t believe you are, then I need to know what I’m looking out for.”

My eyes fill with tears, I hate that I have to do this, but actually there’s a small part of myself that might take satisfaction in telling Oliver all of this. I guess I want him to know that he isn’t the only one who has people attracted to him. Even though the story is a mess and it has a tragic ending, I want Oliver to know that I’m desirable, that I’m someone worthwhile, even just for a quickie at a party. I want to know if he’ll feel like I did when I saw him with his patient. All sick and upset inside.

“Fine,” I sigh loudly. “I had a… erm…” Oh God, this is going to be so much harder than I originally thought it would be. “At Julia’s party the other week I, erm, I…” I close my eyes and hate myself even more. “I had a one night stand and ever since then I haven’t felt good. I just want to check that everything is alright with me.” I say the last part really fast, needing to get it out.

Oliver doesn’t say anything for far too long which forces me to prize my eyes wide open. He doesn’t look as disgusted as I feared, he just looks stunned, like I’ve shocked him to the core.

“At Julia’s party?” he asks quietly, in a grave tone of voice. “A few weeks back?” 

I nod. “Yes, then. I guess I got a bit drunk and things went a bit far.” This might be a bit much for Oliver, he doesn’t look like he can handle it. “If that’s too much, I can just wait until tomorrow and see someone else. I know this is horrible.” 

I throw my hands into the air, in a distressed gesture. “I never thought I’d be the sort of person to end up in this kind of mess. I can’t believe it.” A stray tear rolls down my cheek and I wipe it away rapidly. I don’t deserve to cry, I’m the one who got myself in this damn mess. “A moment of madness that I’m now paying for.”

“Who’s the guy?” he asks without looking me in the eye. “You could have been out with me, but you weren’t, so who was the guy?”

That statement is strange, it makes me feel all weird inside. It definitely isn’t appropriate but I feel compelled to answer it anyway. “I don’t know who he is, and nor does Julia. Just someone who wooed me and vanished. Some asshole, which is just my luck.”

As mine and Oliver’s eyes connect I wish I knew what he was thinking but he isn’t giving anything away. His face is blank, and that terrifies me…

Chapter Eleven – Oliver

I cannot believe it, I don’t know what to say. The night that I had a threesome with two random chicks just in an attempt to get over Louise, she wasn’t thinking about me at all. She was having a one night stand and a wonderful carefree night. Maybe she’s being repenting for it now, but so am I. It hurts a lot. I don’t know if I’m going to be able to get the image of her and another guy out of my mind forever. It’s already destroying me from the inside.

“So, er… do you want to hop up onto the examination table?” I ask her awkwardly. 

“Can you hack it?” she replies with her eyes narrowed. “I honestly can wait.”

“No, it’s fine.” I turn my back to her to get myself sorted out. “I can do this. I wouldn’t want you to have to go through this with someone else. At least we’re friends so it’s less awkward.”

“Less awkward?” she doesn’t sound convinced. “Yeah sure. I’m sure you’re right. So, we’re really going to do this? I’ll just head behind the curtain and take off my underwear then.”

“You know the drill by now,” I reply in a hollow tone of voice. 

The thought of her taking her underwear off is a bit much for me right now. Maybe I should have thought about this before I changed where her name was written on that sheet. I haven’t hooked up with anyone all day long, so this is going to be a damn struggle. 

“I’ll give you some privacy while you get yourself ready.”

I step out of the room and press my back against the wall while I suck in a couple of deep and calming breaths. This isn’t what I signed up for, I don’t think I should be getting mixed up in this at all. I should have known that mixing business with pleasure was going to end up in all mess and confusing at some point. I couldn’t get away with it forever. I just didn’t think that moment would come now. 

Just do this, I warn myself. Act like a normal person, behave like I usually do in the appointments. Or maybe not like I usually do, just in a professional way.

I shake my head rapidly, desperately trying to rid my brain of all the thoughts that are currently cascading through my brain at the speed of light. Louise, some horrible random guy, sweaty, humping, but not in the way that gives her any pleasure whatsoever… it’s not a nice image at all. I hate it. I really want to change it. I want to give her the orgasm that I’m sure she didn’t get with her one night stand. Her first, and probably last, one night stand that she’ll ever have. Louise just isn’t like that at all.

Finally, I turn on my heels and I make my way back inside. Louise is already on the bed with her legs up, waiting for me. As her hair spills over the side of the bed, my heart melts. She looks so damn sexy that it actually hurts me. She draws me in like there’s a powerful magnet between us and the sensation is intoxicating. She turns her head to look at me and gives me an apologetic smile.

“Hi there, Doctor Foxx. I suppose I should call you that now since I’m here in a professional capacity” she says in almost a tortured tone. 

“What do you think?”

“No, please call me Oliver still, let’s not make this weird.” 

I take some giant strides and I close the gap between us. “Okay, let’s just… let’s just do this.”

My heart thunders in my chest as I get closer to her. I can almost feel the pheromones emanating off her and they’re drawing me in like crazy. I cough awkwardly before I lean down to really look at her. Instantly, I can tell that she doesn’t have anything wrong with her, not in the way that she’s worried about anyway. I’ve done this job for long enough to recognize any abnormal signs instantly, even for the ones that you aren’t supposed to be able to see. I know this girl is fine. Whoever her asshole one night stand was, a guy who clearly didn’t think to use protection because he’s a douche bag, he’s clean so that’s something Louise doesn’t need to feel as bad as she thinks she does because of her error in judgement. I just hope that she learns from it and she doesn’t do it again.

I could pull away, I know I could, but I don’t. Just because she doesn’t have any kind of sexually transmitted disease, it doesn’t mean that she’s getting off this scot free. There still might be some things wrong with her, so I need to examine her completely.

I grab my swabbing equipment to perform the tests I think that she might need. I do it clinically, not thinking about the emotional side of this part, then I dab the swab into the testing liquid to see if anything instantly shows up.

Again, I could pull back and stop now. There isn’t anything else that I can do, but I don’t. I haven’t been this intimate and close to Louise before and somehow, I can’t stop being this near to her. 

The gorgeous, feminine scent of her, the slickness of her slit, the sight of her clit, it’s all too much for me. I find myself licking my lips because I’m so desperate to taste her. 

I lean in, despite the part of my brain that’s screaming at me not to, and I touch my nose to the wet heat she has there that’s just for me. Of course, I expect her to scream and to push me off of her but she doesn’t. She gets frozen, she lies there still and I see her fingers hooking around the side of the hospital bed until her knuckles turn a funny shade of white. She’s feeling something, that much is for sure.

Next, I press my lips against her, kissing in the most intimate areas which causes her to shudder. The instant buck of her hips suggests to me that she likes this a lot. I hear Louise suck in and hold a breath before a small moan escapes her throat. 

“You like this?” I smirk to myself as I whisper. My breath tickles all over her pulsating slit and she shivers. 

I’m not supposed to be behaving this way, I really told myself that I wouldn’t, but here I am acting like an out of control animal. That’s just typical of me, I just thought I wanted better for Louise. Still, it’s far too late now. “You want more?”

She doesn’t answer me, but the way that Louise moans when she rolls her hips against me is so intense. I flick my tongue into her and taste her delicious sweet taste. It’s like nothing I’ve ever tasted before and I feel absolutely addicted and sucked in by it. I want more, so I grip onto her hips so I can plunge my tongue deeper into her. I want to taste all of her, I want to explore every inch of her with my tongue, and I don’t even want anything back. Usually I only do things like this for the return favor, but for Louise I don’t want any of that. I just want to make her feel good.     

As Louise gasps desperately, I pull my mouth away from her core and move up towards her clit where I can trace patterns all over her. I flick my tongue rapidly, I write letters and draw designs, all the while making her buckle and crumble crazily.

“Oh my God.” Louise pulls her hands off the bed and she knots them up in my hair. She grabs me so hard that it hurts a bit, and then she even takes control of the movement of my head. She pushes me up and down, making me move in the way that she likes and actually I don’t mind. It’s quite fun to be controlled when it’s Louise. There’s something about her that makes me like the loss of control. Maybe it’s because she’s so sweet and innocent and I want to corrupt her… but she’s corrupting me right now and it really is a nice surprise. “Oh fuck, Oliver.”

The way that my name rolls off her tongue is so damn sexy it causes my cock to stand to attention in my trousers. I’m so hard right now and I think I might explode, but still I don’t expect anything from her. This definitely isn’t about me, I can sort myself out later with the memory of this fucking hotness to get me going. I strain against my trousers but don’t focus on that feeling. Instead, I slide two fingers into her while I continue to flick my tongue all over her clit. 

“Oh my God.” Louise’s breaths become more ragged, her hips struggle against me but I keep her fixed in one place as I move in a way that I just know will send her wild. “Fucking hell!”

Her thighs tense up and I can feel the pressure running through her. She’s getting closer, I move faster and more rapid, I plunge my fingers in and out of her, and soon she shudders violently as the orgasm shatters through her body. She’s loud as she comes, it’s lucky that all of the walls in this place are soundproofed, so the noise is like music to my ears. I love it. It makes me almost painful to keep myself retrained. I’m very close to tearing my clothes off and ploughing into her but I know for a fact that it would be pushing a bit too far. And I know that I’ve already gone too far with all of this.

Eventually, once the pleasure subsides and she lies flat on the bed panting breathlessly, I pull away and stare down at her. She looks drained, but somehow incredibly beautiful. All I want to do is lean down and kiss her on the lips which is something that I normally don’t do with others. 

The sensation is strange, I don’t know what to do with it, so I slide across the room at the speed of light and I stare down at her test results, blinking my eyes rapidly. I need to focus to be able to tell her what’s wrong with her, that’s why she’s here after all. Not to be preyed on by me.

I know I should turn, I should probably talk to her about what just happened, but I don’t know what should I say. I don’t usually need to discuss it at all, but since I’ve already had a work mishap, I know that communication is key, especially with someone like Louise. 

She’s sweet and nice and doesn’t deserve to be screwed over by someone like me. Damn it, all I wanted to do was give her the pleasure, the orgasm which I’m sure she didn’t get during her one night stand, but now I’m sure that’s a mistake. I should just keep my fantasies to myself. How have I not figured that much yet?

Oh my God… all of a sudden my eyes refocus and I see the results of Louise’s test. I definitely shouldn’t have done that, even more so than before. Shit, now I’m in real trouble.

“What’s going on?” Louise asks quietly from behind me. She sounds a little more alive now, like she’s recovering from the post coital bliss. “Are you okay, Oliver? You look really pale.”

Pale… that’s hardly surprising considering what I just interpret from her test results. I feel like all the color has been drained from my body. I’m almost shaking with anxiety, this is a nightmare. How am I going to tell her what her test results show? It’s going to change absolutely everything… 

Chapter Twelve – Louise

I prop myself up onto my very shaky elbows and I look at the back of Oliver’s head. Maybe I should be talking about what just happened, another moment of weakness that cannot lead to anything good, but the weird tension in the room makes me forget about all of that for just this moment. The stress that’s evident in Oliver’s shoulders has me really freaked out. What do the results show? I need to know and now before I dive back down into the I’m about to die hole.

“Oliver, what’s going on?” I ask with a trembling voice. “What happened?”

He turns slowly and looks at me with wide shocked eyes. All the words that I saw on the Internet come flooding back and my heart almost stops dead in my chest. Ice cold terror bolts right through my system. The pleasure that Oliver just gave me, which by the way is the best damn thing that I’ve ever felt in the whole damn world, evaporates and all I feel is a deep seated fear. 

“It’s… it’s your results,” he tells me anxiously. “They show… erm, they show…”

“What?” I explode. “Just tell me please. What the fuck is going on?” 

Tears fill my eyes. I can barely see anymore. “Will you just tell me, Oliver? This is my life!”

“You’re pregnant.” He nods slowly as I try and process his words. 

They don’t make any sense at all. I feel like they’re words that make sense, but not meant for me. 

“Yep, that’s the result of your one night stand. You’re having a baby.”

No. I shake my head rapidly and jump down off the bed. No, no, no, no, no.

“I don’t think… that can’t be right,” I insist. “There’s no way I can be… pregnant with Adam. I can’t have Adam’s baby. That might not even be his name, I don’t know the guy at all. I can’t be pregnant. Let me see the test results. I need to see them, to know for myself.”

Oliver doesn’t show me the results that he’s looked at but he moves across the room and grabs a pregnancy test from the drawer and hands it to me. I know these pregnancy tests have the absolute best of the best results, the most accurate on the market. I grab it from him without meeting his eye and I race into the bathroom just off the doctor’s office. My heart thunders in my chest, hammering violently against my rib cage, my lungs squeeze so tightly that I can barely get even the tiniest bit of air inside them however hard I try. My vision is so blurred that I can’t see the instructions at all. Luckily, I know how to do a pregnancy test so I don’t really need them. I just need to take that brave step and actually do it. There isn’t anything holding me back… well, except for me of course.

Just do this, I tell myself. Just to prove Oliver wrong, there’s no way he can be right.

That’s the only thought that spurns me on, the thought of telling him that he’s made a mistake, so I step towards the toilet and I sit down to pee on the dreaded stick. I think about all the girls that I heard having to do this in high school and college, surrounded by their friends while they anxiously find out the results of their idiocy. I always looked on them with a silent judgement, wondering how they could be so dumb, and now I’m way worse than any of them. I’m the one who’s waited until I’m an adult to act like a crazy bitch. At least they had the excuse of being young for their errors.

I pace the tiny toilet cubicle while I wait the long and agonizing moment for the test to reveal itself. This is painful, it’s the longest few seconds of my entire damn life. I don’t know how I’m going to survive it. 

The entire time my brain spins desperately as I try to work out who Adam was and what he looked like. Why can’t I remember him that clearly? What the hell is wrong with me? My memories of him are totally fuzzy which is ridiculous. He could be the father of my child and I don’t even know a single thing about him. All I can remember is him telling me that he wanted to get to know me and then him not actually wanting to get to know me at all. 

Okay, time to look at the test. I’ve placed it on the back of the toilet while the test reveals itself, which now I’m realizing is a mistake. Because now, I have to pick it back up again to see it. 

I step tentatively closer and I extend out my shaking hand. As my fingers curl around the test some vomit rises in my throat that I have to gasp back down so it doesn’t spill out. Not yet, I can’t throw up until I know the truth, just in case Oliver’s right and I’m about to get the terrible, scary news that my one night stand is about to have some very permanent consequences.

Positive… oh fuck. I see the blue cross which can only mean one thing looking back at me. Oliver’s test was right, which I guess I already knew since it’s incredibly accurate. I just had to see it for myself, and now I know. I’m going to have a baby. What the hell am I going to do?

I slump back onto the toilet seat and stare at the test while trying to picture a baby in my arms. Having a child this early on, while I’m still training to be a doctor, on my own while I have absolutely no money to support him or her was never in my life plan. I don’t know if I ever particularly considered having kids, but now I’m really going to have to work it out. I need to figure out what direction my life is headed in, what I’m going to do, and how I’m going to tell everyone…

Shit. I stare at the door and think about Oliver waiting for me on the other side. He knows, he’s the one person who already fully knows the truth, and now I have to face him. We just did… well, what we did on the hospital table, where Oliver looked at me in one way, and then as soon as he saw the results his expression changed completely. He looked at me like I’m a stranger to him and I don’t like the way that feels at all. He doesn’t trust me anymore, he doesn’t think I’m smart and unique anymore. He probably just sees me as another dumb bitch who doesn’t know what she’s doing.

I push out the door and I race out the room, shoving Oliver out the way as I go. I know I’m acting like a crazy person but there’s an odd rest mist in front of my eyes and with my heart thumping in my ears I don’t know how I’m supposed to behave. I just want to get out of this place and deal with this shit all by myself, I don’t want to talk to anyone about this. Least of all him.

“Louise!” a voice calls out from behind me. Because it isn’t Oliver I stop in my tracks. I go against everything that I’ve just thought and I wait. “Lou, what’s going on?”

I turn slowly and look at Julia. She spots the wetness on my cheeks and she pulls me into a small room where we can have a private conversation. It seems like she’s already planned for this exact moment to happen. She opens up her arms and I fall into them happily, needing her embrace.

“Oh, Lou.” She strokes my hair in a caring gesture. “What’s going on? Is it bad? Really bad?”

I do need to get some of this off my chest and I might not have known Julia for a long time but she’s the best friend that I’ve ever had in my entire life. I need her support right now.

“I’m pregnant,” I mutter into her chest. “I’m having a baby with a man that I don’t know.”

“What?” Julia pulls back to look me in the eyes. 

I can see pure shock in her expression. It looks like she didn’t expect this just as much as I did. “You’re having a baby with Oliver?” 

“Oliver?” I shake my head rapidly. “No, not Oliver. Why would you say Oliver?”

She shrugs her shoulders and her cheeks go a little red. “Oh I don’t know. I just thought that you guys had a thing. There’s a lot of chemistry between you two that I thought you haven’t yet told me.”

I cannot even begin to deal with that right now. I shake my head again and tell her the truth. The truth that I should have told her in the beginning. “No, with Adam.” I cringe as the words fly out of my mouth. “I should have told you, but I had sex with him. I’m embarrassed and I don’t know why.”

“Oh, honey.” Julia grabs me in for yet another hug. “We’ve all screwed guys that we’ve regretted before. It’s just one of those things. You think I haven’t made a mistake in my life? I’ve made plenty. You don’t ever have to be embarrassed when it comes to me.”

I let out a little giggle, trying my hardest to lighten the atmosphere. “Oh thank you, Julia. I don’t know what I’d do without you. Thank you for listening…”

“So what are you going to do?” Her question reminds me of the actual problem I’m facing right now, which isn’t that I need to reveal all of my secrets. “About the baby, I mean?”

I pause for a moment and let my brain reel over all of this. Nope, still nothing useful comes to mind. Not yet. “I don’t know yet, that’s kind of what I need to figure out. Right now, I need to get the hell out of here so I can be at home and work that much out. I just ran out on Oliver after I found out the news and I really don’t want to see him right now.”

“Ah, because you like him.” Julia nods knowingly. “Of course, you don’t want to face him.”

“No, not because I like him… just because I have to work with him, It’s weird, isn’t it?”

“Wait a minute.” She holds up her hands to stop me. “You just got examined by him? That’s how he knows, right? Is that a bit weird? Isn’t there someone else you could have seen…”

“I know all of that.” I cannot deal with any of this right now. “Yes, it’s weird.” I’m not going to tell her just how weird, this isn’t the time or place for that. While secrets haven’t gotten me far up until this point, I can’t unload everything all at once. There’s only so much that Julia can take. “But that’s unimportant. Right now, I just need to get home, that’s all I can think about.”

“Of course. I’ll help you.” Julia moves towards the door and I follow her closely. “I’ll get you out of here, then you go home. I’ll have to stay here for the rest of the day, but I’ll come and see you  later when I finish, okay? This isn’t something you should have to go through alone.”

My heart heats up, I feel overwhelmed by her kind gesture. “Thank you, Julia. That honestly means the world to me. You’re such a good person. I honestly don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Well you don’t have to worry about that,” Julia smiles at me. “I’m your friend now, I’m always going to be here. You aren’t alone at all.” 

Chapter Thirteen – Oliver

I’m surprised as I see Louise in her work uniform the following morning, standing in the office as if nothing has happened at all. To be honest, with everything that happened yesterday I never thought I would see her again. As she ran from my room at the speed of light, I regretted everything. If only I’d let her see the doctor she originally booked in with, if only I hadn’t allowed myself to get lured in, if we hadn’t fooled around then everything could just be normal. I could be the friend I should be.

“Louise?” I ask her in a shocked tone. “What are you doing here?”

She straightens out her face but I can still see all the stress there, balled up behind her eyes. “I’m feeling much better now, so I’m here to work. I thought I had a bug but since I don’t, I don’t see any reason to keep away from working. I don’t want to get far behind with my studies anyway.”

“Right.” I drop all my files on my desk and give her a curious look. “Of course. But you are incredibly smart. I don’t see any harm in you having more time off.  You’ll catch up easy.”

The façade breaks, but only for a moment. “No, I would much rather be here where I can keep myself busy and distracted. Plus, all my friends are here with me. I have Julia on the reception desk who I can speak to while I’m here. If I’m at home I’m completely alone.”

“I see…” I don’t know what I’m allowed to say and whether she prefers me to keep quiet. I need to test the boundaries a bit. “Well if there’s anything you wish to talk about.”

Her green eyes fix on me and I’m sad to see the sparkle gone. She definitely isn’t okay about this but she’s doing what she can to make it okay for now. I have to admire her, she’s gone from completely falling apart yesterday to standing here with her back stiff and her expression stoic. 

“I’m okay,” she insists. “Thank you. But I just want to keep things professional, I just want to work. While I’m here, I don’t want to worry about anything else.”

“Sure.” I respect her wishes, and I understand that it’s probably for the best. “Whatever you need. You just do what you need to, and you know what? Why don’t you take the lead on some of the appointments today? I’ll be here with you, but you’ll be in charge. I know that you’re capable.”

“Oh my goodness, really?” She clutches her hands to her chest, seemingly in complete and utter shock. “Are you serious? That would be amazing, thank you, Oliver.”

As I see a spark of something other than tragic sadness on her face, I know for sure that I’ve done the right thing. Anything to take Louise’s mind off her problems while she progresses her career seems fine by me. She’s clearly ambitious and wants to go far, so having something positive to work towards is what she needs. Maybe, in all of this, we’ll have to just forget about that moment of madness we shared. It feels a bit empty to consider it as a dirty little secret, but I’m sure it’ll never be mentioned or talked about again. Louise probably just wants to forget that it ever happened.

The first patient comes in and I step back to give Louise the lead. I have to be here to do certain things, we can’t allow the trainees to do everything, but she’s good. She’s calm, considered, and very controlled. She’ll make an excellent gynaecologist one day… much better than me. I might be the best of the best, but I’ve always allowed distractions get to me. Not Louise, she’s much better than that.

As I watch Louise work, she’s at her happiest. It’s almost as if all the problems in the world simply melt off her shoulders and she gives herself over to the patient completely. She forgets about herself and becomes a tool, ready to be used in whatever way she’s needed. But once the patient leaves the room and she’s left with only her thoughts for company, I can see that intense sadness cloud her once more. That breaks my heart, and it also makes me regret every single one night stand that I’ve ever had before in my life. I’ve never stuck around for long enough to see the after effects of what I’ve caused. Of course, I’ve also never been stupid enough not to use protection, so it’s a little different, but the emotional damage is the same. I feel awful, and it makes me wonder how many hearts I’ve broken in the past. I hope it isn’t many, but I’m sure it is. I can trick myself into believing that it’s fine because I’m always upfront in the first place, but I don’t know whether it is completely correct. I’m sure there are still some scars.

I can’t make up for my past mistakes now, in a lot of cases far too much time has passed, but I can take care of Louise. I can be the friend that I was always supposed to be.

***

“What do you have planned for now?” The words burst free from me the moment the last patient for the day leaves. 

I’ve been waiting all day long to ask this, which is probably why I sound so desperate now. “I mean… do you have anything going on after work? Plans with Julia?”

“Erm, no.” Louise shakes her head at me. “No, I don’t have anything planned. Just a night in studying, maybe have a bubble bath and read a book. Nothing terribly exciting.”

That all sounds much too lonely, which I know she wants to avoid. That gives me an in. 

“Did you want to go out for a drink?” Shit, that sounded too date like, I need to get better at making my intentions crystal clear, especially when they’re innocent! “Like, as friends? Just for a chat? You’ve done such good work today and I thought you might want to go over it…”

“Oh.” Her face lights up in recognition. “Is this where you and the other fully fledged doctors go out for drinks? Are you offering me for a third time because I can’t turn you down again!”

She lets out a little laugh, but that only makes me feel horribly guilty. This isn’t like that at all, this is me wanting to get some alone time with her so maybe we can talk about some real stuff. I get that she doesn’t want to talk about it in the office, but maybe in a more relaxed environment we can get the flow of communication up and running between us again. We both need that.

“Erm, no, I was thinking more a one on one thing. So, you could ask me anything…”

Urgh, my excuse is so shitty, no wonder Louise is looking at me like I’ve grown an extra head. My stomach churns with embarrassment as I cringe deeply. I need to reel it in and take back my offer…

“I would like that,” she stuns me by replying. “Yeah, I’ve had a huge day today, there are some things that I would like to go over with you. That sounds awesome.”

Warm relief floods me as she accepts. There’s hope now, a chance that we can clear the air and make things right. I grab my car keys and smile at her, before indicating towards the door. We walk in silence through the building and to my car, and I notice Louise has her eyes fixed on the ground the entire time, She probably feels like everyone is watching her, wondering what she’s doing coming to my car with me, and to be honest I feel a bit like that as well. I can almost feel all the judging gazes prickling all over my body. Especially from the people who know my past. But this isn’t like that, this is something completely different. For once, it’s innocent and I feel good about that.

“This is a nice car.” Louise breaks the silence as she slides into the passenger’s leather, heated seat which is more comfortable than a couch. “It must have cost you a fortune.” 

“Yeah, I suppose it did.” I smirk as I flick the engine to life. “But it’s totally worth it. I love the comforts and luxuries in it. I’m not usually so flash, but I like to have a few nice things.”

I keep my mouth shut about my home, which is almost mansion size in this city. Okay, so it’s far too big for one person but I like it. I’ve earned my money by working my damn ass off, I think I deserve to have some nice things. I do give to charity as well, so it’s not like I’m terrible.

“I would too, if I could afford it,” Louise weakly smiles back at me. “Maybe once I finish medical school and I’m a full-fledged doctor too, I’ll be able to…”

At that moment, she glances down at her stomach and I know why. She’s wondering how the hell she can have it all; a baby, a career, with no money and no support. As a rush of sadness washes over me all I want to do is offer her a decent sum of cash to help her out, but I know that’s inappropriate and it’ll make me look like an asshole. Plus, it’ll only be a band aid, it won’t fix the problem completely. There isn’t really anything I can do for that, it’s the responsibility of the mystery man.

“Yeah. I’m sure you’ll find a way,” I try my best to reassure her. “It’ll be fine.”

Louise doesn’t answer me, her eyes fixed on the window instead, meaning we make the rest of the drive in silence. I flick the radio on and fill the car with a slow pop song, but it doesn’t do anything to shake away the tension. I focus my attention on moving the car forward until we get far away from the hospital to go for our drink. I know the place where I can go for a more intimate time without running the risk of being disturbed by work colleagues. I don’t think is a secret for either of us but I’m sure none of us want to be interrupted. Especially if the conversation teeters into more sensitive areas. If Louise wants to tell me something private, I want to be able to just hear it. 

“Right, here we are,” I declare in a gravelly voice as I pull up outside. As the car shuts down and the engine stops roaring, the silence becomes even more apparent. “Are you okay? Do you still want to do this? If you are not comfortable I can turn around and take you back home…”

“No, no, it’s okay.” Louise unclips her seatbelt and grins at me. “I don’t want to be at home just yet. I need a drink after that long ass day. I just wish it could be an alcoholic one…”

As she slides out the car I decide that I’m going to broach the subject of her baby once the time is right. Since she’s sort of mentioned it herself I feel like she’s opening up the gauge for me to do so. I really hope that I’m right, I don’t want to make a mess of things again. I don’t want to push Louise away, just when I feel like I’m getting her back. I’m desperate to keep her in my life, it’s like I’m addicted to her. She’s my drug and I need my fix. Maybe this isn’t like me, but that’s okay. I’m growing, becoming a better, more well known person. Growing up, matching my age. 

Well, either that or I’m just obsessed with her because she’s even more out of bounds now. Either way, I don’t want to let her go just yet. 

Chapter Fourteen – Louise

I don’t know what I’m doing here in this strange bar with Oliver, I really don’t. I told myself, and Julia when she came around to hang out with me last night, that I would get back to normal for the time being. That I was just going to act like I always did while I got used to the idea of being pregnant… and seems like already I’m breaking this. It’s almost like a date with Oliver, which is strange. It’s weird because of the unspoken oral sex that happened between us, and also because of my baby. 

I don’t know what the hell is going on, but it’s happening now. I might as well get used to it.

“Here you are,” Oliver declares with a smile while he settles two identical looking glasses down. “Two orange juices. Just what we need after a long day in the office.”

“You can drink alcohol, you know?” I chuckle as I grab up my glass to take a long, cool swig from it. “You don’t have to restrict yourself because of me. I don’t mind, I wouldn’t blame you.”

“I’m driving anyway, so it’s fine.” He shrugs and sips. “Plus, I like OJ.”

“Fair enough. Let’s cheers then.” I don’t know why I’m acting so giddy and foolish, I suppose it’s the fact that I’ve been allowed to do some pretty awesome stuff at work today. I’ve been trusted, which feels nice. Especially at a time when I’ve very much proven that I can barely trust myself. We clink our glasses together and call out ‘cheers’, acting like two crazy college kids. In reality, I’m a very sensible trainee doctor and Oliver is potentially old enough to be my father… if he had me at seventeen or eighteen years old. He’s handsome for his age, strikingly so, but there’s no denying the giant age gap between us. I’m sure no one could know that it isn’t all innocent…

No, stop it. I drag my eyes away quickly. I have another man’s baby inside me. I can’t think about Oliver as a sexy man who’d old enough to be my dad, but I still fancy the hell out of. It’s wrong.

“So, is there really anything you want to ask me about today?” Oliver asks while placing his glass back on the table. “Or did you just want to get out? You seemed to have it very much under control all day long so I doubt there’s anything you can teach me.”

His words have so many layers. I’m sure there are plenty of things he could teach me that aren’t anything to do with work… oh my God, what is wrong with me? Why can’t I keep my mind out the gutter now that I’m alone with Oliver? It must be my hormones, I don’t know what else it could be. Yes, I was attracted to him long before I fell pregnant, but this is off the scale.

“I don’t think there is, to be honest.” I pause to think but nothing instantly comes to my mind. I think I’ve got it. “Do you have any comments for me? You were watching me all day long.”

“I do have something to say, but it isn’t anything work related. Is that okay? I don’t want to overstep any boundary here. I know that’s something we’re trying to establish.”

Instantly my core pulses hard as I remember the sensation of his mouth pressed against me. It isn’t something that I’ve been able to think of a lot since I got the baby related news afterwards, but now I can’t think of anything else. For boundary related reasons, I know I should turn him down, but there’s a need too deep inside of me that I can’t seem to ignore. It threatens to drive me insane.

“Sure,” I rasp while inadvertently leaning in towards him. “Whatever you want to ask, please ask.”

He bites down his bottom lip and flicks his eyes downwards. The butterflies that flap away in my stomach turn into giant birds, my heart dances, my tummy churns, I feel all mixed up and desperate as I wait for him to put me out of my misery… something that he takes far too long to do.

“It’s about your baby.” Oh. Everything settles with a thump. This is going to be something serious, not sexy and exciting, which is probably for the best to be fair. “What are you going to do?”

Urgh, that question. The what am I going to do question that I can barely stand. Julia kept asking it last night, and I know what she thinks I should do but it really isn’t that straightforward for me. There are complications in my life that I haven’t shared with anyone and to be honest I didn’t think I would have to. It’s a part of my life that I left far behind me and I didn’t want to have to go back to. I certainly didn’t think that it would be something like this sending me flying right back into it. I look up at Oliver, wondering how desperately he needs to know, and it’s written all over his face.

I don’t know what it is, but I feel like I’d give this man absolutely anything.

“I won’t have an abortion,” I told him quietly and honestly. “I can’t. It just isn’t possible…”

“Oh well I understand that.” Oliver reaches across the table and he cups my hand. “Many people are against it, and that’s something that I respect.”

“No, no, it isn’t that.” I snatch my hand away while I explain. I can’t have anything distracting me while I reveal my past pain. “It’s not that I’m against it, I’m pro choice. I know that every situation is different and that everyone has to do what they have to do. There are some situations where it’s the only logical solution, I’m not here to judge. Not for one second.”

“Okay,” Oliver drawls, sounding suitably confused. “I understand…”

“It’s my mom,” I blurt out, accidently interrupting him. “She… she had an abortion and it killed her.” I suck in a few deep breaths and stare uncomfortably into my glass. I can’t see Oliver’s reaction, I don’t want his pity. “It was only me and mom, I never had a father around. I don’t know who he is at all.” The situation is too familiar, it actually hurts to think I might be repeating that cycle. “But despite all of that I was never close to Mom. I think we just existed on different wave lengths. Maybe I reminded her too much of my dad, I don’t know.” I shrug helplessly, fully knowing that I’ll never get my answers. “Anyway, that’s why I always focused so hard on my studies. I loved getting good grades and bumping up the classes, it made me feel really good about myself. I focused on that so I didn’t have to worry about the isolation I felt at home… which only led to more isolation..”

I pause for a moment to take a sip of my drink as the emotion starts to get to me. I want to look up at Oliver, to see how he feels about me after all of the sudden unloading that I did, but I can’t seem to do it just yet. I need to get the rest out and I know he isn’t expecting that.

“It was good when she started dating Derek when I hit fifteen years old but only for a while, maybe about a year actually or a little longer. They were happy for a while until the arguments started up.” 

“It’s okay.” Oliver takes my hand again as he sees how much I’m struggling with it. “I understand, you haven’t had it easy, I don’t expect you to tell me all of this.”

But I can’t stop now, the flood gates have opened. “Derek left and my mom fell apart. I’ve never seen depression hit someone so hard. She just became this shell of her former self, never moving off the couch or doing anything. She didn’t wash or dress or move hardly. It was a miracle she kept on going for so long. Maybe…” I sigh, hating myself all over again. “Maybe if I’d understood what I was dealing with better I could have helped her, but I was young. I felt frustrated and overwhelmed so I didn’t ask for help, I didn’t tell anyone about it. I just kept on going.”

Finally, I force my eyes up and I can see the sympathy there in Oliver’s brown, warm eyes. I already know that he’ll never see me the same way again. I suppose it’s good that I’ve already destroyed his perception of me with the pregnancy because this doesn’t hurt quite as much.

“And then Mom found out that she was pregnant. It took her a little while to notice because she was such a mess, and I suppose I thought she was happy when she told me. I thought that she had a connection to Derek that could drag her back up and give her life a purpose again, but it didn’t quite work out like that. Instead she fell apart even more. She crumbled.” I shake my head at myself as a tear falls down. I shouldn’t still be so upset about this now, it’s crazy. “I didn’t even know that she was going for an abortion, not until afterwards when she told me in this really calm, clinical way.”

In my mind, I can still see this moment happening, like a vicious cycle that I can’t escape from. Obviously, she thought that she couldn’t cope with the memory of Derek and the pressure of raising a child alone again – which is something that I can only relate to properly, now that I’m going through a similar situation – so she decided to get rid of the issue. Only that didn’t help.

“I guess that sent her around the bend and she couldn’t cope with what she did. I erm, I got home from school one day to find her suicide note. She explained her guilt and said that she didn’t want to add to that by leaving her body for me to find. Instead she wanted to throw herself off a cliff somewhere.” The gut wrenching sensation of finding that letter crushes me even today. It makes me feel helpless and useless. I should have known, I should’ve done something. “No one ever found her body so I didn’t even get to say goodbye properly… but I can’t get rid of my baby knowing what it did to my mom. I’m not her, I won’t behave like her, but still I can’t risk it.”

I don’t tell Oliver this part, but there’s a bit of me that hopes Mom just started another life somewhere. That she decided not to kill herself and she simply shook off her identity and restarted somewhere else, somewhere that makes her happier. She wasn’t ever happy being a mother, I can see that now, so I hope she didn’t waste all her life for me. I want her to be there, somewhere, living her life to the fullest. When things get really tough, sometimes I picture where she might be. It’s always a different scenario, but every single time she’s finally happy and at peace.

“Louise, just know that I am here for you,” Oliver replies gravely. “If you give the baby up for adoption, I will help you. If you keep your child, I’ll support you.”

“But why?” I feel compelled to ask him. “It isn’t your responsibility.” I kind of wish it was. If this baby was Oliver’s I think things would be so much easier, but that’s impossible.

“Because I’m your friend and that’s what friends do. Just trust me, you are absolutely not alone in this, okay?”

As I gaze up into his warm eyes, I feel my feelings for him deepen. I’m torturing myself, I know that but I can’t seem to stop myself. I can’t pull away from him, even if I want to. He’s just so amazing.

“Thank you, Oliver,” I reply quietly. “That means the world to me. You have no idea how good it feels to not be in this alone.” 

Chapter Fifteen – Oliver

As Louise enters the room I feel my heart skip an odd beat, just like it does every single time I see her. I’m good at disguising for now, pretending it isn’t happening on the outside, but there’s no doubt it’s messing me up a bit on the inside. Still, just as I have done every single day for the last few months, I remind myself how lucky I am to have her as a friend. It’s getting easier every single day and the last thing I want to do is mess it up. I gulp down my emotions and I force a smile on my face.


Don’t think of her beauty, I warn myself as my lips part to speak. Just see her as a friend. 

“Ooh look, you’re growing a bit of a belly now,” I comment in the most teasing tone I can muster up, as I see a slight roundness forming underneath Louise’s scrubs. That’s a safe area to talk about now… I think. She’s certainly more comfortable with it at any rate so I don’t mind talking about her unborn baby who’s growing inside there every day. “It must be feeling a little more real now.”

“You can see it, right?” Louise touches her stomach as panic rolls off her tongue. 

Oops, maybe I’ve worried her! I didn’t mean to do that. I just wanted to start an ordinary conversation. 

“But I haven’t told anyone yet. Do you think people will be able to tell that I’m pregnant? I haven’t even told human resources because I don’t know how much time off I’m going to need from work after the birth.”

I do, but I don’t tell her that much. I’ve been with her, pouring all over the adoption brochures and information, but she does it with half a heart. I can see the natural maternal instinct flying out of her. She’s in love with her baby already, and she’ll be an amazing mom to this child. I can see that she isn’t going to follow in her mother’s footsteps with the whole motherhood thing and I’m pretty sure that once she’s accepted this herself she’ll finally embrace the possibility of having a baby. She’s made for it, I can tell. I can picture her clutching onto her baby, and it’s a lovely image. One that maybe I like far too much. Maybe I wish I could be a part of that picture too, weirdly… 

I’m sure the desire to be a career woman won’t vanish for her either, and I also feel very certain that the very ambitious Louise will find a way to make it happen, even when others couldn’t. I don’t know how she’ll do it, but I’ve never needed to juggle my life in such way. I have faith in Louise. 

“No, I can only tell because I know,” I reassure her with a happy smile on my face. Even though she is pregnant but she’s utterly gorgeous. I’m sure everyone will be more focused on her stunning face than anything else. I know I would be. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

“It’s just good that I haven’t had too much morning sickness.” She sighs as she moves across the room with ease, showing that she’s totally comfortable here, finally. “It’s mostly just nausea. Isn’t that supposed to pass soon? In the second trimester, or something?”

“I’m not a midwife, so I’m no expert, but I’m sure every pregnancy is different. I’m pretty sure everyone has sickness at different times. Some not at all. Some women feel awesome all the way.”

“Urgh, I already hate those women.” Louise rolls their eyes. “How is it fair that they feel fine?”

As Louise takes her chair and she reads through her notes without another word of complaint, I feel a strong sense of admiration. This girl has got a lot of inner strength, she’s impressively a bad ass. She doesn’t even need to find out the one night stand asshole and that person really doesn’t deserve to be in her or her baby’s life. She’s much better off without him and I can tell that without even knowing him at all. Although if I did meet him, I’d definitely still punch him in the face… hard. I hate that guy. I hate him more because the more I think about him the more he reminds me of myself. 

Knock, knock. Knock, knock.

“Come in!” I call out, knowing that it’s going to be Julia. It’s too early for any patients, and those two spend a lot of time in the office now, gossiping and catching up in a very private space. Julia’s the only other person in the office who knows about the baby, and that’s because she’s Louise’s best friend. She doesn’t know about what happened between me and her as far as I can tell, but since no one has spoken about it since, that makes a lot of sense. “Oh hi, Julia. How are you?”

“I’m fine thank you, Oliver. I brought you both coffees.”

It’s a weird little club that we’ve somehow developed out of nowhere, three friends who shouldn’t really be. Or maybe I’m the only one who shouldn’t be here since I’m much older and more senior than both the girls. They’d probably be friends anyway. Julia probably has about five years on Louise, but that still makes her much younger than I am. I forget that though, while I’m with them. They never act like I don’t belong with them, which is awesome. I like being in their friendship group.

“Oliver said I had a belly.” Louise is still panicked about that, maybe I shouldn’t have said anything. She grabs onto her friend’s arm and looks at her with sheer distress in her eyes. “Do I? Look, Julia, do you think it’s obvious now? Can people tell?” She pulls up her top to show Julia a sweet darling little stomach. “Tell me the truth, I need to be prepared for it…”

“Do you not trust me?” I tease playfully. “I told you I can only see it because I know…”

But my words fall on deaf ears, the girls remain locked in their own little chat for a moment.

“Girl, you can’t tell, but you will be able to soon. Baby bumps don’t just hang around until you’re ready to communicate with everyone, and to be honest from what I’ve seen in previous jobs it’s better to just get the information out there as soon as possible because then you can control it. If you don’t, people will gossip and I’m sure what they’ll say is much worse than the truth.”

“What, that I had a one night stand and I didn’t use protection because I’m an idiot?” Louise replies scathingly as she yanks down her top angrily, covering herself up once more. “Yep, I’m super keen to control that flow of information! It’ll be so much better coming from me.”

“Well you don’t have to tell them that,” Julia giggles and shakes her head. “Just say it’s some guy you’re seeing, you don’t have to be totally honest with those people out there, just give them a little bit to go on. If you don’t, people will assume that it’s you and Oliver who are having a baby.”

Her words freeze my blood and make me panic, maybe a little too much. I’ve already considered this, I know how rapidly rumors spread, but to hear Julia say it in such a cold and calculated way scares the living hell out of me. It makes it that much more plausible and I already feel like there’s no way in hell that I’ll be able to handle it. 

“What? Why would people think that?” I demand idiotically.

“Oh come on.” She rolls her eyes dramatically at me. “You think people aren’t already talking about the two of you? You stink of chemistry. Obviously, I know that nothing is going on…” She pauses to flick her eyes between us as if she’s waiting for an admission of guilt that she doesn’t get. Because it’s the truth, there isn’t anything to report at all. “But other people don’t know that. Trust me, Louise, you need to speak to people before this becomes a thing. I’ll even come to HR with you later, that way you can sort your maternity out anyway. You don’t want to leave that too late.”

Louise gives me a desperate look but I simply nod back. If people really think that we’re fooling around then I could actually lose my job. I only just about managed to get away with it the last time when I got involved with a colleague and that’s only because I used so much of my convincing charm. I don’t think I’ll be able to do that again. I won’t get lucky for a second time. This is why fooling around with patients is so much easier, no one ever seems to find out about that for some reason.

“Go and do it now if you want,” I reply rashly while my head spins uncontrollably. “The sooner you clear it up and make people know that we aren’t involved, the better. For both of us.”

Louise looks sad as Julia takes her out the room, but I don’t have time to feel bad about that right now. I have some damage control to take care of. Maybe I need to make out that I’m dating someone too, just to attack the rumor from both sides. Me and Louise wouldn’t be hooking up if we both had our dating partners. I don’t think anyone could argue with that…

***

By the time the girls come back from their appointment from HR, I’m a little calmer, but the idea of acting like I have a girlfriend is a good idea. I’ve asked Rita to come and meet me from her work so I can be seen with her. It took a little persuading since we’ve only ever been a sex thing, but I’m sure it’ll be alright. Maybe it’ll complicate things and force me to move out of my apartment block, but to be honest that’s been a long time coming anyway. I could do with a new home, I’m not worried.

“Well that was awesome,” Louise tells me with a pale face as she slumps into her chair. “That went really well. I’m glad I dove into that bear pit this early in the morning!”

“Why, what happened?” I glance up at Julia who gives me an apologetic look as she has to leave the room to get back to work. 

Then I turn my attention back to Louise. “How bad was it?”

“Urgh, it was awful. They wanted to know everything. They asked me all sorts of questions that I didn’t know how to answer and got really pissed at me when I didn’t know how to answer them right away. I’ve got to go back for a load more meetings when I get the chance, so that’s great.”

I rub Louise’s shoulder gently, trying my best to reassure her. I wish there was anything I could do to make her feel better, but I don’t know what. Now that things have got a little weird and I’m worried that others will assume that we’re hooking up, I’m going to have to distance myself even more. This isn’t going to be fun at all, I honestly don’t know how I’ll do it. 

“Anyway.” She brushes a tear away and steadies herself once more. It’s impressive how quickly she recovers from heart ache. I can tell this is something that she’s spent her whole life doing. “It’s time to get to work so I’ve got to put all this stuff out of my mind. I’ll work out how I’m going to answer all those questions later on.”

“Right, well you can take the lead again today where appropriate. I know that helps and…” I take in a deep sigh. “Well, like I said before. Anything I can do to help.” 

Chapter Sixteen – Louise

“Who the hell is that?” Julia gushes to me while clutching onto my arm hard, stopping me from leaving the doctor’s office. “What the fuck is going on here? I don’t understand it.”

“”Huh?” I follow her eye line, not really paying much attention to her words as I drag my eyes of the screen of my cell phone. “What are you talking about, Julia? This better be good, I… oh my God.” A thick ball of painful emotion lodges itself in my throat as I see the horrifying, shocking sight that lays before me. “Who is that?” I repeat what Julia just said. “What the fuck is going on?”

She drags me back into the office while I try and catch my breath for a moment. That was definitely Oliver, and he had his arms around another woman outside his work place, publically as if he wants everyone to see. As if he doesn’t care about how this makes me feel at all. I clutch onto my chest and bend forwards, feeling like I really might vomit at this moment. I’m sicker than ever.

“What was that?” Julia shakes her head as if she’s trying to figure something out. “I thought… well, I thought that there was something happening between the two of you. I know that you’ve always denied that there’s anything, but it’s so damn obvious it hurts. At least… I thought it was.”

“No,” I rasp quietly. “No, there isn’t anything between me and Oliver. There never has been.”

Julia moves towards the window and she peers through it, screwing up her nose as she does. I want to keep away because I know the image will hurt me, but I’m dragged in by the magnetic force between me and Oliver, and I watch him and the mystery woman have a very familiar moment. They know one another well, they’ve definitely been intimate with one another, which really stings. Actually, it hurts so badly I can barely breathe. I’m not sure if this is the woman I saw him with in his office that time, she certainly looks very similar. If so that means they might have been together the entire time. That means what happened between me and him was cheating, which makes me feel guilty even more. It was already a really gray area and now it’s just a total and utter mess.

Oliver opens the door and he indicates for this woman to step inside. She’s about to sit in the seat where I was sitting not that long ago… only she belongs there and I really didn’t. As she’s about to take her seat, she leans up on her tiptoes and kisses him without any restrictions. I hate it, it makes me cringe violently inside, my fists ball up by my side as rage and terror bursts through me.

I thought there was something between me and Oliver too, I assumed that while we couldn’t act upon it, it was there sizzling between us. That was a fear which certainly got proven during my examination when we hooked up… but now I can see that was just another meaningless thing. It meant nothing to him, and I really need to stop thinking about it. I need to forget it ever happened. I thought that Oliver didn’t mention it because I made it obvious I was uncomfortable with it, but now I think that maybe he didn’t want to talk about it because he’s a cheating scum bag.

My judgement of people is clearly bullshit. How the hell am I so bad at knowing what people are like? I got so sucked in by Adam, it took him a few seconds to fool me, and then Oliver. I’ve been so happy getting to know him, I genuinely thought that he was awesome. I knew that my crush on him could never become anything, because of the age difference, because of the fact that we work together, and especially because I’m pregnant. Of course, we could never become a thing. 

But still, this is the worst. This is utterly killer. As the car pulls away I feel my soul vanish.

“Are you okay, Louise?” Julia asks me in a very concerned tone of voice. She looks at me with knotted eye brows and a screwed up nose. “You don’t look so good. Is this… does this really hurt?”

“I’m just realizing that Oliver is horrible,” I reply a little breathlessly, my emotions churning as I speak. “I thought he was a nice guy, I’ve been really open and honest with him, I’ve let him in at this really difficult time, and now… well now I’m seeing that he’s just another asshole.”

“Okay.” Julia grabs onto my arm and she pulls me down into the seat beside her. “What’s going on here? Has he been leading you on? Because you both keep telling me that nothing is going on between you even though it’s obvious that there are feelings there. Will you just be honest with me? I’m your friend, I just want you to let me help you. I really am trying.”

I nod while breathing slowly, knowing that she actually is doing her best to be my friend.

“I know, you are and I haven’t been honest with you.” A tear balls up in the corner of my eye but I don’t let it fall. I refuse to cry anymore, I’ve been like a damn facet recently. “I do like Oliver, I’ve liked him ever since I first laid eyes on him.” Urgh, I hate myself but I do need to speak the truth here, finally. Even if it hurts and it makes me look like an idiot, I need to just be honest. “Of course, I wasn’t ever going to do anything about it because I’m working with him, but it was there. I think that might be why I hooked up with Adam. I wanted to forget for just a moment.”

Julia makes an apologetic noise. “Yep, we’ve all been there. It never ends up well.”

“Yeah, so that happened and then while Oliver was examining me… things happened between us.” I bite down on my bottom lip, knowing how unprofessional this sounds. “We fooled around a bit. I thought… well, I thought that he liked me and that it was the news that followed which tore us apart. I assumed he didn’t pursue it because I’m pregnant. Now I know it’s because he has a girlfriend.”

My head falls into my hands and I sigh with devastation. I feel like a real idiot. Even more so. I feel like ever since I’ve started this job and I’ve met Oliver I’ve changed. I’m not myself, I’m acting like someone who isn’t me at all. I’m not the girl who does any of this. What must Julia think of me?

“Louise, I have to ask you something.” Julia grabs my head and pulls it up to make me look at her. “Do you think that maybe you might be in love with Oliver? It’s starting to sound like you do.”

Love? No, that can’t be it. I shake my head rapidly, needing to kibosh that idea. “No, I definitely don’t love Oliver, this isn’t that at all. I know I’ve had a crush on him but this isn’t about that. I thought he was a nice person but he isn’t. He hasn’t acted like my friend at all. I’m just shocked, that’s all.”

Julia sighs and she wraps her arms around me. “Okay, if you say so. I’m going to believe your words, but just know that if you do realize that you’re in love with him I’m always here for you.”

I don’t like the way her words make me feel, mostly because she’s being accurate with her assumption. I do think that somewhere along the way my feelings transferred from just a simple crush to something dangerously close to love. I just didn’t realize that I was in it alone. I thought we were sharing meaningful looks, I assumed that our sweet friendship was special to both of us. The main reason that I’ve been able to do this so far is because he’s been so supportive of me. He told me that he would be there for me no matter what, but he isn’t going to be. He’s already gone.

I really am going to do this alone. Shit, that’s utterly terrifying. I’ll be all by myself, forever. 

“Come on, Lou, let’s get the fuck out of here.” Julia stands and she holds out her hand to me. “Being at work isn’t helpful. Let’s get you home where we can talk about this more.”

Nope, I can’t hack it, even the thought of talking is sickening. “I don’t want to talk about it anymore,” I tell her seriously. “I just want to watch crap TV and eat all the food in my apartment. I don’t want to feel like hell over Oliver anymore. Or anyone for that matter.”

“Whatever you want.” Julia’s tone is soft and sweet. “Let’s just get you out of here.”

***

Sleeping isn’t working. Ever since I found out that I was pregnant I’ve been exhausted. Sleeping hasn’t been an issue for me at all, but tonight I just can’t do it. Every time I close my eyes I’m filled with a horrifying vision of Oliver and his glamorous girlfriend. To be perfectly honest I can’t really remember what she looks like so my brain is concocting up images that are too much to bear.

I turn onto my front, groaning loudly as a hot pain radiates through my chest. This is agony, it’s horrible, he should have told me. Maybe he didn’t say anything because he assumed that I knew, but I really wish that he had. I wish he hadn’t brought me into his cheating, I wish he wasn’t so nice to me, I wish he didn’t make me feel like he cares when he doesn’t. I wish so many different things… I wish we could just damn well be together, that’s what I really wish. I want to have met Oliver in different circumstances where I could be the one kissing him freely. If we didn’t work together then none of this would have happened. I wouldn’t be pregnant with the vanishing man who still no one can find, not that I’ve tried very hard, I wouldn’t be killing myself over him, maybe I’d actually be happy. Or maybe I wouldn’t have noticed him at all, and I could be blissfully living as I was before. I could still be focused on my studies, not caring about any of this real life stuff.

Damn it, maybe I do love him, maybe Julia is right.

But no, it isn’t me with Oliver, it’s someone else. Someone more beautiful, more age appropriate, more sophisticated… someone the opposite to me. Someone who deserves him more than I do. I can never be his now, not when my life is such a mess. It’s never going to happen. I’ve always known that, but now I really know that. It hits me hard in the face and also in the gut.

I bolt upright in my bed and give up on trying to sleep because it simply isn’t working. Instead I heave myself out so I can slump back on the couch and flick the TV back on. Julia only just left, I’ve only just forced myself off that couch but it’s pointless being anywhere else. At least when I’m watching shitty shows I can barely think of Oliver and his beautiful girlfriend. I don’t remember the moment of them kissing, and hugging, and getting into the car together, probably to go to the same bar that he took me. Maybe that’s what Oliver likes, maybe he enjoys taboo relationships and he gets off on taking his affairs to the same place as his girlfriend. Maybe that’s just what he does…

I suppose there’s only one good thing that can come with this, if Oliver is being more open and honest about his girlfriend then people won’t be gossiping about us. They won’t be so inclined to think that my baby is his when the news gets out. Every cloud has a silver lining… I think.

Chapter Seventeen – Oliver

I haven’t felt good all night long. Ever since Rita left my apartment with a million barely answered questions still spinning through her head, I’ve felt like crap. So much so that I haven’t slept at all. Not only have I made things very weird with Rita, I don’t think she’ll be coming around here for some spur of the moment any time soon, I’ve also hurt Louise. Even if she didn’t see me and Rita together, she will have heard about it, there’s no getting away from it, and I hate the way that I’ve made her feel. She must hate me right now, I dread to even think about her reaction.

I should have just told her my plan, I think as I sit in the canteen anxiously waiting for her to arrive, if she does turn up. Why didn’t I just tell her? Why didn’t I warn her that it was all just a cover up?

“Hey, that was some hot piece of ass meeting you from work last night,” Simon says while he claps me on the back. “I didn’t know you were seeing someone at the moment. I thought…”

I flick my eyes up at him. “What did you think?” I demand, maybe a little too coldly since Simon certainly isn’t attacking me or anything. “I don’t always tell you everything, you know.”

“Woah, okay.” He laughs and holds up his hands in mock surrender. “I’m not digging you out, I just want to catch up to see what’s going on with you. I’ve heard that you were hooking up with the cute little red head you’re working with, and since you turned me away from her when I asked…”

“I’m not,” I jump in quickly, unable to stand this conversation for even a moment longer. It’s too much right now. “I’m seeing Rita, as you can now tell, so yeah… nothing to tell but that really.”

“Well there is.” It seems Simon isn’t done, which is utterly frustrating. “Because you’re seeing someone. I don’t think I’ve ever known you to class yourself as ‘seeing someone’ before. It’s weird.”

“I… I…” Shit, I didn’t think about that when I concocted this madness. I should have guessed that Simon would be the one to question me. “I’m growing up, aren’t I? That’s all. I’m getting older now I had my birthday really recently, and I think it might be time to start changing.”

“What are you on about?” He chuckles loudly and bemusedly. “You just told your mom the other day that you don’t want any of that crap. And you’ve never told me any different either.”

I push my chair backwards, scraping it along the floor and I stand up, ready to bolt at a moment’s notice. “Yeah well like I said, I don’t tell you everything. Maybe I really am just changing.”

“Yeah,” Simon rolls his eyes dramatically. Clearly this isn’t a conversation he likes. While I don’t want to push him away, I just don’t want to talk about it and I need him to get that. I’m not worried about our friendship, I know we’ll get through it, I just need a break right now. I hope he understands that. “Tell me about it. You definitely aren’t acting like yourself at the moment. When you’re ready to talk about it with me, just let me know, okay. As always, I’ll be here waiting.”

“Yes, thank you, Simon. I will.” I don’t say anymore because I know that I don’t need to finish that thought. He gets it, I think. At least he doesn’t seem pissed off at me which I’m going to take as a win for now. We’ll sort it out at some point, first I need to work out where my head is at.

As I get into my office, I rest my aching head on my desk and wonder what life would be like had I met Louise in different circumstances. Maybe if I’d just seen her in a bar or something much more normal. Sure, at first I’m sure I would have only chased her for her looks. I would have only been interested in sex, like I always am, but after talking to her a little I probably would have liked her. I might’ve wanted more. Maybe I would be doing what I just told Simon I am, and I’d be changing and growing up. I wouldn’t be good enough for her, but maybe I’d change. I’d be better, more romantic, I’d take her out on dates to woo her.

In this scenario, she wouldn’t be having another man’s baby and we could actually be together.

I haven’t ever wanted to be with anyone before, the thought of commitment, of settling down with one woman when there are still hundreds of thousands out there to sleep with kills me. I honestly didn’t ever think I’d end up in a position where it was possible. It’s utterly shocking to me that I’ve ended up in a position where the idea is actually in my mind. Where I want to make it happen. Who am I? What the hell has happened to me? Simon is right, I have changed, and Rita is right too, I’m acting like a crazy person. I don’t know how to pull myself out of this insane hole.

“Hey.” Oh God, now Louise is here and I have to face her. I can already tell from her cold tone that she knows everything about me and Rita last night. Well, not everything. Only the parts that I wanted my work colleagues to see. The façade covering up the truth. “How’s it going?”

“Erm, yeah it’s okay.” How am I going to broach this subject? Somehow, I need to find a way. I need to scope her mood out first, to see how well my idiocy is going to be received. She already doesn’t look too impressed with me, understandably so. “How are things with you?” 

“Oh you know, not too bad.” Her cheeks are stained with pink, it makes me feel horrible. This is all my fault, I hate myself. “So, do we have a lot of patients today? What’s the schedule?”

“Do you not think that we have some things to talk about?” I cock my head curiously as I ask her this. “I don’t want things to get really weird between us. I’d rather just discuss it.”

Louise can’t meet my eyes, she’s looking at the wall as if there’s something fascinating written there which we both know there isn’t. “No, I don’t think there’s anything to talk about, is there? What can we say about this? You have a girlfriend. It isn’t like that’s something you need to tell me.”

“No, no.” I almost laugh at the assumption, the plan worked far too well, I almost can’t believe it. It just worked on the wrong person. “I don’t have a girlfriend, it isn’t like that at all.”

“Okay, not a girlfriend.” It seems that Louise really doesn’t want to hear me out. “Someone you’re dating or whatever. I don’t know how you want to describe it. It’s fine, it doesn’t matter.”

“It does matter, I don’t have a girlfriend. It was all just a part of a plan…”

“I have to go.” I don’t think she’s even listening to me. “I’m just going to see Julia quickly before work. She has some vitamins for me and I need to get them before I get started.”

She swishes from the room and she slams the door loudly behind her. Everything has changed, potentially irrevocably so. Julia and Louise aren’t meeting in here anymore, they’ve cut me from the group, just like that. Just for one stupid move, that I thought would help all of us and I’m out. Louise didn’t even give me a chance to explain. I want to tell her what I was playing at with Rita, but I can’t.

It’s okay, I try my hardest to convince myself. I can just explain it in a bit. When she comes back, I’ll make her sit down with me while I tell her everything. It’ll all be fine. It will be, it has to be.

I stare at the door, waiting her to come back before my first patient arrives because I’d much rather get this done sooner rather than later, but I already know that she won’t be in so soon. It’s clear she’s avoiding me, which means despite my best efforts I’m not going to be able to get rid of the weird tension in the air today. It’s going to be really hard to work through it all day long, I don’t know how it’s going to end up, but since I’m the one who screwed up I’m the one who needs to make it right.

Soon, as to be expected, one of my patients comes in the room before Louise, which means it’s time to get to work. There’s always lunch time, I can make it better then.

***

When the end of the day rolls around, I cannot believe that I still haven’t been able to get a moment alone with Louise which means she still hates my guts. I know that she’s been orchestrating her day and that hurts me even more. She doesn’t even want to give me a chance. How am I supposed to fix this if she won’t even talk to me? Julia won’t meet my eye either, it’s horrible.

“Right, well I suppose I’ll see you tomorrow,” she says in a gushing tone of voice as she attempts to make a quick exit from the room. “Erm, good day and all that.” 

“No, Louise.” I know for a fact that if I let this go on any longer, then I risk never getting to explain myself. “Please don’t go, I need to talk to you. I have some stuff that I want to discuss.”

“No, I don’t think so. I don’t know if there’s anything we can talk about.”

She closes the gap between herself and the door which causes my breath to get stuck in my throat. She’s desperate to get out of here and I really need her to stay. This is hell.

“No, Louise, please don’t go. I know that this is weird. Please don’t leave before giving me a chance to let me speak to you. I’ve messed up, I know that I have. Just give me a chance to talk…”

She spins around with fury in her gaze. As she moves back towards me I can see that I’m about to get it in the neck, which at least is so much better than her not talking to me at all. A yelling shouting match is better than no conversation at all. 

“You messed up?” she demands furiously. “What by fooling around with me when you already have a girlfriend? Are you serious? I do not want to hear that right now.”

“No, honestly, Rita isn’t my girlfriend. She never has been. I don’t know why, but when you first left to go and see the human resources department I came up with an idiotic plan that I thought was a good idea… only now I can see it was stupid. I thought if everyone thought I had a girlfriend, they’d stop talking about us and people wouldn’t assume that your baby is mine.”

She’s silenced by that, I can see the words sucked out of her body. I don’t know if I’ve gotten through to her or not but she isn’t yelling for a moment which I think is a good sign.

“So who is the woman?” she finally whispers. “Who was she?”

“She’s my neighbor.” I can’t lie, not now my voice is too stiff. “Actually, she’s someone that I’ve been hooking up with every now and then, but that’s over now. For sure.”

Louise nods a few times before she asks her next question. “So, I have to ask you this, just because it’s weird, but what about the woman you were hooking up with in your office during an appointment? I mean, we both know that you do that, right? With me. But not just me, I saw you.”

“Yeah,” Urgh, I feel like I’m being torn apart, but I suppose it’s needed. “Yeah I did do that. I’ve done that a few times actually throughout my career. It isn’t great, but that’s who I am. Or who I was. I don’t think I’m that anymore…”

I hope I’m not anyway, and I actually mean that.

Chapter Eighteen – Louise

As I stir in my bed moments before my alarm kicks off I feel like a weight has been lifted from my chest. Speaking to Oliver last night, learning more about his – admittedly very stupid – plan, and the way that he’s been living his life up until this point makes me feel a lot better. I’m closer to him now, he’s opened up to me a little bit, and I feel more connected to him. It also proves to me that I’m not the worst judge of people, Oliver isn’t a terrible person. Maybe he hasn’t always been the best person either, but that’s okay. He’s human, flawed, just like the rest of us.

I smile to myself and turn onto one side where I stare at the wall for just a few moments. I need a minute to gear myself up. The longer my pregnancy goes on for, the more tired I become, it gets harder and harder to get up in the mornings. I wonder how I’ll cope when I’m nine months along with a belly like a ball. I’ll probably have to be rolled out of bed like a whale. It would be funny if it wasn’t so tragic, and accurate, and if I actually had someone to roll me and I’m not going to be alone. 

Ring, ring… Ring, ring… Ring, ring…

With a deep sigh, I turn the other way and grab my cell phone off the side. I don’t recognize the number written across the screen so I hit answer without much thinking about it. “Hello?”

“Hello, is this Louise from apartment two oh nine? It’s Bill Brew, the landlord.”

I bolt upright in my bed and I open up my eyes that much wider. Bill only ever calls me when there’s an emergency which means there must be something bad going on. I spin my brain back trying to work out the last time I paid the rent, but I’m pretty sure that I’m up to date.

“Hi, Bill. What’s going on?” I rub my forehead hard. “Is everything okay?”

“Well, not really.” His tone is too grave. I don’t like it one bit. “I have to sell the building, so unfortunately everyone has to move out. I know that this isn’t great news, so I’m giving everyone a month to find somewhere new to go to. Erm, just know that I wouldn’t do this if I didn’t have to.”

“I have to move?” It’s too early for this kind of revelation. “I’m getting kicked out?”

“I don’t want you to think of it like that, but yes. I mean, effectively you need to live somewhere else so yes. I will be sending this all to you in a letter, but I wanted to let you know first.”

Fuck. This is horrible. I’m about to lose my home. The only reason that I’ve been able to live here for such a long time is because the rent is so low. Bill never bothered to raise it, even when all the other landlords did. I always thought that I would stay here until I was done with college and about to get a real job. I never thought I’d end up homeless and completely unable to fund another home for myself. Mind you, this is just one more thing that’s sending me off the track of my life. The baby, Oliver, getting behind in my work, and now this. Now I’ll be living on the streets.

“Right, thank you,” I whisper. “Erm, thank you for letting me know.” Why am I thanking him? He’s giving me the worst news ever. “I’ll speak to you soon, Bill.”

As I hang up the phone, I bolt towards the toilet. For the first time since I got pregnant I’m actually about to be sick. Real sick, not just nausea. I make it into the bathroom and lean over the toilet while hot, disgusting vomit spills past my lips. As I puke, my brain spins wildly as I try to work out what the hell I’m going to do next. One month isn’t anywhere near enough time for me to get myself together, I’m never going to be able to afford rent and deposit. It just isn’t going to happen. So, what I’m going to have to do is find somewhere to stay. Since I don’t have any family, that’s out. Julia is a possibility but I know her apartment is already absolutely stacked. There isn’t much room with her. I might have to stay there for a couple of days, but that’s all I’ll be able to achieve. Even that won’t be enough. It doesn’t buy me anywhere near enough time to get rich.

Fuck. Once I’ve finished being sick, I step into the shower and scrub myself rapidly. I clean myself as much as I can, then I brush my teeth, all while on complete autopilot. Even as I pull my clothes on and I get myself ready for work, I don’t really know what I’m doing. Every single time it feels that things are going really well for me and I’m finally coming to terms in life but then something else comes out of nowhere and it knocks me for six. This is just another horrible obstacle that I have to overcome. Admittedly, it’s a bit more challenging that ‘I’m pissed off with Oliver’ but hopefully I’ll find a way. I need to try and remain positive anyway. If I crack and fall apart, I don’t know how I’ll be able to pull myself back up. I’ve survived this, and I can live through more. I can, I’m sure of it. I need to at least try.

***

I spot Oliver the moment I step into the office, and as I see him my heart skips about ten beats. Every so often it hits me how much I like him, how attracted I am to him, and how I wish he could be mine. Urgh, it hurts so damn badly, but I need to reel it in. I’m already messy enough.

“Hey, Oliver.” I try to keep my tone fake and happy, but I can see in his face he doesn’t totally believe it. “How are you today?” I grab a coffee cup and pour myself a drink. “All okay?”

“Yeah, yeah fine. How about with you?” He narrows his eyes at me. “You good?”

“Erm, yeah sure. I’m okay.” My smile gets faker and faker. “All good. Looking forward to a busy day ahead of us. I presume that we have lots of patients booked in?”

“Yep.” He pushes himself upwards and walks towards the door. “Which is why we should probably get into the office now. We have some paper work to catch up on.”

I know that isn’t the truth, I’m pretty sure that he just wants to talk to me, so I go with him. Actually, the only good thing about this problem is that it’s easy to talk about. It’s hard to deal with but it isn’t as embarrassing as the last few problems I’ve had to discuss. 

As soon as we get into the office he clicks the door behind him and he spins to face me with a determined expression on his face. “Right, Louise, what’s going on with you right now? I can already tell that you aren’t okay, so spill it over. I think we’ve already proven that keeping things inside isn’t helpful.”

“No, no I’ll tell you it’s okay,” I chuckle as I think about how many ridiculous conversations we’ve had to have. This is the craziest doctor, trainee relationship of all time. “It isn’t anything too painful, I just…” Urgh, all of a sudden it sticks in my throat again. “I got a phone call this morning that my apartment building is being sold so I have to move out in less than a month’s time.”

“What?” Oliver looks horrified. “Don’t they have to give you more time than a month? Surely there’s a legal case that you have here. I’m sure there’s something you can do…”

“No, no.” I hold up my hands to stop him. “I’m sure there is and under any other circumstances I would want to fight this to the bitter end, but this isn’t the best time for me. I’m about to have a baby and I cannot deal with this. Especially with that, I’ll probably end up having to move out anyway. It won’t change the fact that I really can’t afford it and I don’t have anywhere to go.”

Oliver’s face contorts, I can see all the emotions crossing his face. I have a horrible feeling that he’s about to offer me money which will suck. I’ll need it and a part of me will want to take it, but I can’t. I cannot take money that I can’t afford to pay back and I hate owing people stuff. I just won’t be able to do it. As he parts his lips, I brace myself, I wait for the dreaded words to fly out of his mouth.

“Why don’t you come and stay with me?” he says instead, shocking me to the core.

“Huh?” I’m gob smacked, I barely even know what to say. “What do you mean?”

“Okay, look.” Oliver stares at me intently. “I have a big apartment, like a huge space. There is so much room in there it’s ridiculous. There’s no point in me living there alone while you live on the damn streets. You can have your own room, your own bathroom, it won’t even be like I’m there.”

Oh my God, his words are too much, it’s the sort of offer that I didn’t even dare to wish for. A home, somewhere to stay where I won’t be in the way and that I can stay for a while, during which time I can actually sort my life out. It’s too good to be true, which of course means I can’t take it.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I gush desperately. “I mean, thank you so much for the offer, but I don’t want to impose. I feel like I’ve already done that enough…”

“You honestly wouldn’t be imposing. Honestly. I wouldn’t make the offer if I didn’t mean it. You can come and crash at mine, no issues, while you get yourself sorted out. That way you can save up and get yourself a decent apartment for you and the baby. I don’t mind even if you stay right until the end.” He laughs. “Hell, you can even stay after the baby has come. I don’t mind. My home could use some noise within it. It’ll be fun. Won’t it?”

It’s too much, I can see it in his face that he’s being serious with his offer, which makes it all the more touching. I hesitate just because I’m trying my hardest to find out why this could all go wrong, and I’m more than sure that it can, but I can’t think of any reasons right now.

“Erm, I mean, would that be alright?” I ask coyly. “I really don’t want to be a pain, but I don’t want to end up pregnant and homeless. If I had some family members left I’d bother them, but I don’t.”

Oliver touches my shoulder and he grins sincerely at me. “Louise, we are friends. What do friends do for each other? They help out. You would do the same for me, I’m sure of it.”

I would, I know that I would, so I nod. “Thank you so much, Oliver. I really appreciate this. I won’t be there for too long, I promise you of that. I won’t be there when the baby comes.”

Oliver laughs and nods. “Okay, well maybe that would be a little too much. I don’t know if I’d be any good with a baby, but until then… you’re welcome to stay for as long as you want. It’ll be fun to have you around.”

Fun… yeah, maybe. I’m not too sure about that, but it’s worth a try. I don’t have any other options anyway, so this is all I got.

Chapter Nineteen – Oliver

“Is that all you have?” I gasp in shock as Louise gets out of the cab with two rucksacks and three large bags. “There must be more. Do you need to go back and get the rest of your stuff?”

“Nope,” she chuckles loudly with a happy, if maybe slightly nervous, look on her face. “This is honestly it. I’ve emptied everything in my apartment and this is everything. I just don’t own much.”

“I suppose that will change once the baby comes. I think you’ll need all sorts then.”

“Yeah, don’t remind me.” She rolls her eyes and walks across the sidewalk to greet me. “I don’t know how I’m going to cope with it all. At least I have a chance of saving some cash to afford it all now. Thank you again for letting me come to stay with you, I really appreciate it.”

Louise looks up at me with expectant eyes, just as she has been over the last few days. I’m sure she keeps thinking that I’ll change my mind, but that’s never going to happen. I know that this is a good idea. Sure, on the surface of it, it might seem a little nuts, but underneath I know we can make this work. If I’m honest, I’m actually a little excited about trying it. I haven’t ever wanted to share my space with anyone before. It’ll be like a little practice, to see if I can ever be in a real relationship when the times comes. If the time comes. Oh God, if only my mom could see me now.

“You are more than welcome, like I said there’s plenty of space. Come on, let’s go inside.”

We take the elevator up through the floors of my building, during which time I negotiate taking some of her bags from her. She’s more determined to be independent than any woman I’ve ever met before, and that doesn’t even change when she has a baby inside of her. I suppose it’s because she’s always had to be that way, she hasn’t had any choice because she’s pretty much always been alone.

“Right, it’s this one. Come inside.” I move her from the elevator to my apartment quickly because I’m afraid Rita might come out. While we didn’t leave things on bad terms, it wasn’t the nicest of moods either. I’m sure the situation will be misconstrued if she comes out to see me moving another girl into my apartment after what happened. She’ll think I used her for all the wrong reasons. Since she’s clearly avoiding me I’m sure it’ll be okay, but I better be cautious just in case. “Here.”

“Oh wow, this apartment really is huge!” Louise gushes as she walks inside. “I mean, I lived in an apartment too, but it wasn’t anything like this. It was basically all in one room. This is… it’s crazy.” She spins and takes it all in, which causes me to laugh appreciatively. “This is awesome.”

I stand back and watch her for a few moments, simply enjoying the sight of her in my home. She suits it, she looks good, despite the fact that it’s a bachelor pad that’s never had a woman’s touch, she looks like she belongs. If the situation was anything different, then she could belong here.

“Come on,” I eventually feel compelled to interject before I lose myself in my imagination. “Let me show you to your room.” I had the bedroom spruced up for her and I really hope she likes it.

I open the door wider and show her the inside which makes her gasp really happily. “Oh my goodness, are you sure, Oliver? This is really nice. I mean, it’s gorgeous. It’s much nicer than my whole apartment. It might even be bigger… look at the bed, and the wardrobe.”

“It’s got an en suite bathroom too,” I jump in, loving her happiness. It makes me feel so good to be able to do something so nice for Louise. She really deserves it. “So, you have your own space.” 

It seems that she acts without even thinking about it, because the next minute her arms have flung around me and she’s clinging onto me for dear life. I can feel her shoulder shaking against me, which suggests she might be weeping. I just really hope that it’s happy tears! I want this to be a nice moment for both of us and the time that we really cement our friendship.

“So, you like it then?” I ask brightly. “You think you can settle in here for a while.”

“Oh you don’t want me to settle in,” she mumbles into my chest. “You might never get rid of me. I might end up staying forever and ever, this is the nicest apartment I’ve seen in my life.”

In the past, a statement like that would have definitely freaked me out. There’s no doubt about it. Whether this was a friendship deal or not I would be regretting my offer and trying to squirm out of it. I’d probably just buy her home to get her out of mine… but Louise’s statement leaves me nothing but relaxed. Oddly calm, actually. Like I never want her to leave.

“Right.” Finally I step back and I give her some space. Or me some space, since I’m the one freaking out. “I’ll give you some time to get settled in. Once you’re ready give me a yell and I’ll put the kettle on. Make us a coffee, or a tea, whatever it is that you’re allowed. Sound good?”

“Yep, sounds good. I’ll see you in a bit.”

As I move back through my apartment, I feel like I’m floating on air, like all of this isn’t totally real. If someone had told me that I’d find myself in this situation only a few months ago I would’ve called them insane. But here I am, practically cohabiting! It’s madness, but in a really good way.

I flop onto the couch and I flick the television on. There’s a football game on, but it isn’t enough to capture my attention. Instead I find myself daydreaming about what my life would be like to have someone permanently by my side. I’ve never thought of myself as a lonely person before, more as the mad, party guy who’s always having fun, but now that I’m really examining myself in a way that I haven’t done so before I’m not sure that it really has been all that great. Aside from Simon, no one really knows me. They only see my persona. And while random, meaningless hook ups have been fun, they leave me very inexperienced in a certain area, and that’s opening up and being honest about myself. I’ve been far more open with Louise than anyone else before, and I kinda like it. I’m vulnerable and surprisingly it isn’t the worst thing that could ever happen to me.

“Okay, I think I’m done.” A smile bursts onto my face as I hear Louise talking. “And I could really use that coffee you were talking about before. I’m parched.”

“Of course.” I leap up, flick the TV off and head towards the kitchen. There, as the kettle boils, I do what I can to get my game face back on. I can’t let Louise know that I’ve been mooning and daydreaming. We’re doing what we can to make this as normal as possible. I can’t start being weird.

I take the drink back into the living room where Louise is waiting for me. I can tell that she’s been pacing, which means she has something intense on her mind. I don’t want to know what it is because it might ruin this really nice day that we’ve been having so far.

“I’ve been thinking…” Okay, she’s going to tell me whether I like it or not. “What are we going to say to people at work? If I’m commuting with you every day then won’t they talk?”

“Huh.” It’s weird, the gossip that I was so desperate to prevent not so long ago now doesn’t feel important to me at all. I don’t care now what people say and I’m not sure what’s changed. “I mean, I don’t think it matters too much because people might talk anyway, but you can always say that you split up with the father of your child and you need somewhere to stay. It isn’t too far from the truth.”

“But, won’t you get in trouble? If people start thinking that we’re together?”

“It won’t matter because we’re telling the truth. There isn’t anything going on, this is just a friend doing one favor for another friend. I don’t think we have anything to worry about.”

But as Louise gives me an intense look, I wonder how truthful we’re being. Are we just fooling ourselves by thinking that we can keep things above board by sharing an apartment? My home might be big but there’s no way we can completely avoid one another. Maybe we’ve accidently put ourselves in the worst situation possible and we’ll never be able to resist, just like during the appointment…

But then Louise reaches down and she touches her slightly swollen belly, reminding me that it’ll never happen. She isn’t in a place of hooking up and I’m only helping her own. I’m going to be respectful and keep away from her because it’s the right thing to do. Her life is complicated enough without me interfering and meddling, just because I can’t control myself.

“Well, if you’re sure.” She shrugs. “I don’t care so much about gossip because I’m pretty sure I’ve always been talked about. I just don’t want you to get into any trouble.”

We sip our drinks in silence, both of us trying our best to ignore the weird tension that’s filled the air, but there’s no denying that it’s there. It’s a shame, because there will always be something unanswered between me and Louise, and it isn’t going to help that we’ll never get our closure.

Still, we’re both adults, we can be each other’s friends. I’m sure once we’re more used to each other’s living habits the attraction will grow. This might even make it a whole lot easier. Who knows?

“Do you have anything planned today?” I ask her cordially. “I left the whole day free because I assumed it’d take you that long to get moved in!”

“Oh well, I don’t really have anything planned either. I thought it all might take a lot longer, so I guess we’ve got a long old Sunday stretched out in front of us.”

I don’t know if I can stand that, it all feels like too much pressure. We need to get out and do something so we can ease into this at a much better pace. If things start off weird and complicated, that will only get worse. I don’t want that, it’ll ruin everything.

“Why don’t we go and see a movie?” I ask while pulling my wallet out my pocket to shake it at her. “And something to eat afterwards, my treat. We need to do something to celebrate your moving in, don’t we? Why not do that by being out of the house!” I laugh at my crap joke. “If you want?”

“Oh sure.” The most adorable grin ever crosses Louise’s face. “That sounds really nice actually. I can’t remember the last time I went out to watch a movie. I don’t even care what we see, I just love being in the movie theatre! Can we get popcorn?”

“Of course we can, whatever you want. Popcorn, chocolate, chips. Let’s do this.”

Yeah, this is going to be fine. I can’t envision any problems coming our way. It might be a little bit weird because of what happened, but I’m sure we can make this work. I have confidence in me and Louise. We can make this friendship happen. 

Chapter Twenty – Louise

“Are you sure this isn’t weird?” I hiss at Oliver for what feels like the hundredth time. “I understand if you don’t want to do this. It’s odd for me, so for you this must be nuts…”

“Louise.” He slides his hand into mine, interweaving our fingers together in a way that is far too couple like, but feels so good that it hurts. “If I didn’t want to be here, I wouldn’t be. But yes, for me being in any doctor’s waiting room is a bit strange, especially for this. I didn’t think I’d be here for a very long time. Maybe not even ever. You heard about my past, right?”

His little joke makes me laugh and eases just a little bit of the tension that forms in my chest. I might not be able to stop the butterflies flapping violently in my stomach, but at least I can giggle. 

“How old are you now?” I tease in an easygoing way that’s come from our genuine friendship. “Did you think you’d be fifty years old and having kids? You’ll be too tired for them then.”

“Pfft, have you seen me? I’m in the prime of my life. I’m doing alright thank you very much.”

His hand doesn’t leave mine the entire time and I can’t help feeling like he’s my boyfriend. Since the real father of my child is nowhere to be found, it’s nice not to have to come to my obstetrician appointments all by myself. I was going to ask Julia to come with me, but Oliver offered. He stepped up, just like he has done over and over again for me, he’s been there where no one else has.

Again, I find my brain dipping into the daydream where I wish he could be my baby’s father. I know it’d be strange and it would make work very complicated, but then this could be something. The more time I spend around Oliver, the more we get to know one another, the more I like him. I wish that we could just be together, I wish this hand holding could all be real.

“So are you going to find out the baby’s gender?” Oliver asks me quietly as he leans in towards me. His breath tickles my neck which makes me shiver. “Or do you want to keep it a surprise?”

“I think I’m going to find out.” I nod determinedly. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot and I want to know. That way I can get myself more prepared. I can think of names too.”

“Do you have any ideas yet?” I wonder if Oliver meant to squeeze my fingers as he said that.

I have, but I don’t want to tell anyone any of them. At the moment, I’m acting like I’m definitely one hundred percent going to keep the baby and raise him or her myself after the birth, because right now I feel like that’s what I want to do. But in all honesty, I haven’t totally ruled out the idea of adoption yet. If I can’t cope with everything that’ll land on my plate, then maybe my child will be better off with another family. Since I don’t know anything about children and I have no idea how I’ll survive it, I’m currently keeping my options open. I think I know what I’m going to do, but I don’t want to rule anything out. So instead of answering Oliver, I shake my head coyly.

“Oh well, that might be for the best anyway. You can name your child after the birth when you know what he or she will look like. Something might instantly come to you.”

“Yep.” My heart skips excitedly in my chest. “We’ll see.” 

There’s another pregnant lady sitting across from me all by herself. She clutches onto her belly, lovingly protecting her child in a way that I recognize well, but there’s a deep sadness in her eyes. I wonder what her story is, I wonder how similar we are. Maybe she made a spur of the moment mistake too, or maybe the father of her child ran off as soon as he learned that she was about to have a baby. Maybe she was married and her husband cheated on her. Either way, she’s all by herself now.

Almost as if she can feel my eyes upon her, she turns to look at me. Her eyes instantly fall to my hand that’s laced through Oliver’s and I can see the jealousy there. She thinks I have the support of my partner, that I have a baby coming into the world with a father. I’m sure she hates me right now because she thinks I have everything that she doesn’t. I almost want to reassure her that I don’t, that I’m in a similar mess to her. I want to admit that while me and Oliver seem to share some feelings, they’ll always be this unsaid thing hanging above us, a torture that can never be resolved.

But I don’t say any of that because I don’t want to be the insane person in the doctor’s waiting room. I also can’t discuss any of it in front of Oliver. We’re keeping things fairly superficial, neither of us are discussing our feelings, and it works. I don’t want to rock the boat.

“Louise Wilter?” Finally, one of the nurses calls out to me. “Are you here?”

“Yes.” I hold up my hand like I’m in school. “I’m here.” I rise from my seat and smile thinly at her. The nerves are back with full vengeance now. “Is it time for me to go in?” 

“First, I’m going to take your blood pressure and then your bloods and a urine sample, later the doctor will take you through to the ultrasound room.” She raises one of her eyebrows at me. “While you’re here, we need to do all your tests to check that everything is okay with the baby.”

She indicates for me to follow her, but before I do I turn back to Oliver and I give him a desperate look. I don’t want him to wait here, I need him to come in with me. He seems to be waiting for permission because as soon as I stare at him he leaps up like he’s been electrocuted. 

We walk down a stark, white hallway and into a room. I take the seat next to the nurse’s desk while she wraps the blood pressure machine around my arm. Oliver hovers in the corner, biting down on his thumb nail while he waits, looking ever the anxious father. Oh, if only he could be.

“Okay,” the nurse smiles. “Your BP looks good. Now I’m just going to do a blood test. Are you okay with needles?” I nod rapidly. As a doctor, I have to be. I might not much like them going into my body but I have to just get on with it. “And what about you, father to be?” She turns to Oliver. “You aren’t a fainter, are you? You won’t believe how many Dads we get panicking more than Moms.”

“Oh no…” I part my lips, ready to protest that Oliver isn’t the father of my child. I think it might be better if we clarify all of this sooner rather than later so it doesn’t get strange… but I don’t get a chance to clear it up because Oliver nods and answers her question, ignoring any weirdness.

“No, needles don’t bother me at all.” He steps closer and grabs onto my hand again. He leans down and gives me a warm, crinkly smile. “But I’ll hold onto you, just in case.” 

I don’t even notice the needle sliding into my arm, all I can focus on is Oliver. He’s really acting like he’s my kind and doting partner right now which is sending my hormones flying everywhere. All I want to do is wrap my entire body tightly around him and never let him go. I want to tell him that he has to stay with me, that we need to be a family even though he isn’t the biological father of my baby, and that he doesn’t have a choice in the matter. But I can’t, because I’m not a crazy person. He’s obviously just acting this way to stop the nurse from asking a million and one questions.

“Right and now here’s the pot.” The nurse hands a urine pot to me with one hand while she pats the blood spot on my arm with the other. Multitasking brilliantly, like all the best medical professionals. “Once you’ve done your sample I’ll take you through to the doctor.”

I feel a deep pull in my chest as I leave Oliver with the nurse, like I can’t stand to be away from him for even a moment. I’m getting out of control, this is sheer madness. I get into the toilet and I do what needs to be done, all while trying my hardest to calm my racing heart down. Of course, this is confusing, I have a man being nicer to me than anyone who’s ever come before him and I’m attracted to him as well, but I can’t even think about acting on that now. Not when I need him. If I do or say anything to screw this up, then I’ll end up jobless and homeless on top of everything else. Oliver is the one constant, the one person who’s not changed even when my whole life has fallen apart.

I cannot lose him, I remind myself. I can’t do anything to scare him away.

I plaster a fake bright smile on my face as I head back into the nurse’s office. She’s chatting and laughing comfortably with Oliver like they’re old friends. He’s made her feel just as comfortable as he does everyone that crosses him. He has a way about him, a charisma that draws everyone in. She might even be flirting with him, which isn’t surprising. I don’t blame her at all, but I do want it to stop.

I cough awkwardly and step right into the room, making my presence known. Both of them turn to see me with no guilt whatsoever in their eyes. Of course, neither of them think that they’ve wronged me because they haven’t, but I don’t know if now I’m really wanted.

Maybe this is what it would be like to actually be Oliver’s girlfriend. It feels good to have found a negative, I don’t want to think that life with him would be perfect when I can’t ever have it. Maybe he’ll always be flirting, women will always be throwing themselves at him, and his poor girlfriend will always be jealous and on the sidelines. He hasn’t ever had a serious relationship yet, from what he’s told me, and maybe that’s why. Maybe he just cannot do it.

“Right.” The nurse moves to the door. “Let’s go and see your baby…”

The cold jelly across my stomach makes me jump, even the doctor’s warning wasn’t enough it’s almost painful it’s so cold, but I soon recover from the horrible sensation when I can hear a thumping heart beat sound and a grainy image comes up on the screen. Maybe I can’t see any shapes yet, but I know for a fact that it’s my baby, which instantly brings tears to my eyes. This is more emotional than I thought it would be! I’m falling apart already.

“Okay.” The doctor points at the screen. “This is your baby here.” I gasp loudly as the heart warming image comes to life. “Here’s the head, the stomach, the arms, the legs… and so far everything looks good. I can’t see anything that would cause me any concern...”

She pauses for a moment and examines the image closely. I can feel Oliver’s eyes on me as she does but I can’t look at him right now. I have a more important person to examine, my baby. A child that I made, pretty much all by myself. A rush of maternal love washes over me and I wonder why I ever thought I could give my child to someone else to care for. However hard it is, I want to do it alone. This is my child after all, we need to be together…

“Ah, do you want to know what you’re having? I can see right now.”

I gulp and nod. “Yes please.”

Oliver grips onto my hand and I let him do so despite the fact that I can’t look at him yet. This emotional moment is bonding us, tying us together even tighter and I have a horrible feeling that I’m never going to be able to extract myself. 

“You’re having a baby boy.”

I crack, I crumble, and I sob as I learn the truth about my child, but Oliver’s comforting arms are around me in a second. He holds me close, and I can hear a crack in his throat too. I’m having a baby boy, I cannot believe it, and by the sounds of it nor can Oliver…

Chapter Twenty One – Oliver

Everyone thinks that me and Louise are together now, even the people who work here with me. Despite the fact that it isn’t the case at all and we’re definitely nothing more than friends, I quite like that everyone thinks that. It’s certainly proven to me that I could have someone permanent in my life, and that maybe I actually might like it. I wouldn’t mind having a ‘girlfriend’, it wouldn’t be the worst.

“Hi there, Doctor Foxx,” Kelly declares in a seductive tone of voice as she slides into my office, bringing a perfumed aroma that fills the room with her. “How are you today?” 

“I’m good thank you.” I give her a bright and genuine smile. “How are you?”

She glances her eyes everywhere as if she’s searching for something that she can’t find yet. “Where’s your student? I’ve heard quite a lot about her from other patients of yours.”

I don’t know what she means by that, I’m not sure if it’s a bitchy thing or just a curiosity request. I can’t quite tell from Kelly’s tone, but it doesn’t really matter either way. All of a sudden, I’ve managed to shake off the fear of other people talking about me, I don’t know why I cared at all.

“She’s not in today. She’s having a baby and not feeling too great.”

“Urgh, yeah.” Kelly rolls her eyes. “Tell me about it. Being pregnant is horrible. It’s all bloating and feeling sick and wanting to eat but not at the same time. A real barrel of laughs.”

As she lies herself on the examination table I cock my head and watch her. Objectively I can see that she’s gorgeous and I know what attracted me to her, but at the same time I don’t feel it anymore. There isn’t any excitement, no thrill, no anticipation that something is about to happen. I don’t really want anything to happen, I want to just act the professional that I should have always been.

“Right.” I flick the latex gloves onto my hands and I get my head in the game. “Let’s do this. Have you had any changes? Anything that concerns you? Or is this just a general check up?”

Kelly props herself up onto her elbows and she gives me the cheekiest smile. “I want the sort of check up that involves your assistant not being here. So, for once I’m glad for pregnancy troubles.”

I cringe inside. I should have known this was coming. There’s no way that Kelly can know that my opinion on everything has changed. How can she be expected to understand that something’s shifted within me and I don’t know where my head is at anymore? And how the fuck am I supposed to explain that to her? Especially since I don’t have a girlfriend to use as a barrier.

“Oh well, I don’t think that’s possible today. I’m under observation from the higher ups.”

“No, you aren’t,” Kelly scoffs and laughs. “There’s no way that anyone will be watching you. You’re the best, most successful doctor in your field. What could they be worried about?”

All of a sudden, an idea pops into my brain. I don’t like using it, it makes me feel a bit ill but I’ve got to say something that she’ll believe. “Actually, it’s because of my behavior. I guess someone must have reported me for acting in an unsuitable way. I don’t want to get caught doing just that.”

“Your assistant.” Kelly nod furiously. “It has to be her. All of a sudden, she’s working with you and someone’s reported you? I don’t buy it. Plus, one of my friends said that it’s completely obvious how much she’s in love with you. You need to get rid of her, get someone better.”

The word ‘love’ and the ease that it flies out of Kelly’s mouth when she’s discussing Louise stops me in my tracks. I know that she doesn’t know anything at all about me and her, but if people are talking and they can see chemistry growing between us then maybe we’re in trouble here.

“She’s a trainee,” I pitch in, needing to say something. “Not an assistant, so I can’t fire her.”

“Oh well then maybe she’ll have the baby soon and you can carry on as normal.”

As I get close enough to Kelly, she loops an arm around my neck but I pull away sharply. I don’t want to be caught in any kind of compromising position with Kelly, and not because I don’t want to lose my job. I don’t want Louise to hear any of the dangerous gossip, I don’t want to push her away.

“No, I’m serious,” I insist whilst sidling backwards to create some real distance between me and Kelly. “I really can’t. I have to behave. If I get caught doing anything then I’m out.”

“So?” She wiggles her eyebrows playfully in my direction. “Doesn’t that make it so much more fun? I won’t let them fire you, my husband donates too much money to this place.” 

It’s only now that I can hear how tacky that sounds. “No, I don’t think so. I don’t think…”

“They’ll have to keep you on. I’ll make him give the office more money…”

“Kelly.” My tone is firm now, I don’t see what else I can do but really make this clear. “I can either give you a formal examination or nothing at all. I don’t want this to become an issue, I’m just trying to keep my job here. I appreciate everything that you’ve offered, but I can’t.”

A thick silence clings to the air for a moment, but then she seems to get it… or at least something. “Ah I see.” She jumps down off the bed and purses her lips at me. “It’s because of the girl, isn’t it? The nurse assistant who’s in love with you. Is it your baby? Is that why?” She grabs her bag and storms towards the door. “I’d much rather you just be honest with me in future.”

As the door slams loudly behind her, I jump in shock. That exchange was unexpected, and the ironic thing is I might have pissed Kelly off so much that she tells the truth about me and she gets me fired. I can’t keep hooking up with her just to keep my job though… or maybe that’s the cross I have to bear. Maybe it’s fate intervening and I brought this all on myself.

Ring, ring… Ring, ring… Ring, ring…

My cell phone blasts out, filling me with a pit of dread in the bottom of my stomach. Can Kelly have acted that quickly? Could I be about to lose my job already? With anxious, shaking fingers I reach out to grab the phone but breathe much easier as I see the name on the screen. I might as well answer it now since Kelly left early. I don’t have anyone in for a fair while now. 

“Hi, Mom.” She’s never been great for ringing me at appropriate times, which has gotten much worse since she’s started travelling. I don’t think she understands the concept of time anymore.

“Hi, Oliver.” She sounds happy which is good. Maybe I’m not in for a lecture today. “How’s it going? Sorry that it’s been so long again. Things have been crazy, you know how it is.”

“Oh no it’s fine. Things are good. Different from the last time I spoke to you, but good.”

“Different?” Oops, I should have known that she would leap on that word. I said it accidently but now it’s going to become this whole big thing. Damn it! “How different? What’s happened?”

“Oh nothing.” I don’t know how I’m going to be able to play this one off. “I just have a new trainee at work so I’ve been very busy. It’s hard when I have someone shadowing me.”

“Male or female?” Urgh, she’s relentless. Like a dog with a bone with information. “How old?”

“Female.” That’ll spark a fire, I just know it. I wish I could start this conversation over again. “And she’s twenty two. Almost. She graduated high school early because she’s so smart.”

“Hmm, I see. So she’s young, but intelligent… it sounds like you’re into her.”

“What?” I exclaim in disbelief. “But I didn’t even say anything about her really. What are you talking about? She’s just someone who’s working with me while she trains, that’s all.”

“Well that’s obviously a lie.” My brain spins as I desperately try to work out who could have told her this. But no one comes to mind, the closest would be Simon but he doesn’t know my mom. “You obviously have feelings for her. You didn’t need to say much because I could hear it in your voice. You went all soft when you spoke about her which I’ve never heard you do before. Now, I might not approve of the age difference, or the fact that you’re working together, but at the same time if this is progress towards you actually liking someone then I might be all for it. I’ll have to meet her though.”

The thought of my mom meeting Louise fills me with dread. That would be bad enough if the narrative that Mom has created was the truth, but the fact that she has another man’s child growing in her stomach is cause for all kinds of unwanted judgment. I cannot let that happen!

“No, Mom, it isn’t like that. She’s just my friend, that’s all…”

“Oliver, stop kidding yourself.” Exasperation rolls off of Mom’s tongue. “This girl is much more than a friend to you which is perfect. You need someone in your life…”

I hate her saying this to me, especially as I agree with her but the one person I want to bring into my life is out of reach, so I shut her down as rapidly as I can manage. “Mom, I don’t want to talk about this right now, I am at work, it really isn’t the time. I’ll give you a call later on.”

“No, don’t go. I know you’re at work, but I never get to talk to you. Just speak to me about this, I want to understand what’s going on better. Maybe I should come and visit you soon…”

She’s still talking but I hit the end button, getting rid of her. It’s just damn typical of my life that the one time I mention something that makes her proud of me but it isn’t something that can happen. 

She’s so bloody interfering I think as I skid my phone across my desk in temper and irritation. Urgh, just leave me alone, mother, for crying out loud!

I don’t know anyone else who has parents like mine. A father who I never hear from and a mother who I don’t see but manages to dig her fingers into all of my business at the same time. It’s infuriating. Sometimes I wish she would just be normal and say ‘hello’ and that’s about it…

Then again, I suppose I’m lucky to have her really. Louise doesn’t have anyone. She has a father who might as well be Santa since he doesn’t exist to her, and a mother who opted out of life. At least I know through everything that I’m never alone, not really. I suppose it’s selfish of me to get annoyed with them really, I should simply count my blessings.

For a moment, I think about Louise’s baby boy once more. He’ll be another one who grows up without knowing who his father is. Of course, I don’t blame Louise, this is his fault not hers, she has tried to locate him through all the people at Julia’s house party but he’s nowhere to be found. I wonder if it’ll affect him, if he’ll be troubled growing up without a father figure in his life. It’s a shame, it shouldn’t be this way but I suppose this sort of thing happens all the time. 

Chapter Twenty Two – Louise

“I’m so glad you’re feeling better now,” Oliver comments with a smile over dinner. “You look a lot less pale than you did this morning anyway. All the relaxing must have helped.”

I try to look just as happy back but the truth is I can’t muster up a genuine smile to save my life. Today is the day when I have to admit something before it eats me up alive, and I know that as soon as I do, things will be too strained between us to stay. Luckily, during my time here I’ve managed to save up enough money to book a motel room for a little while during which time I’ll figure out my next move. It isn’t ideal and to be honest I know fully well that it would be so much easier to keep my mouth shut and to just keep on going, but I can’t ignore my feelings any longer.

Every single time I’m anywhere near him my heart skips about ten beats, my tummy churns painfully, butterflies flap everywhere… Julia’s words have got me thinking and I’m pretty sure that I’m head over heels in love with Oliver. Like, full on, properly in love. The sort that makes absolutely no sense at all. Me and Oliver shouldn’t be together for so many reasons, but I want him so bad that it hurts. It isn’t dying down, it’s only getting worse and I know that once the baby comes and my hormones are all over the place that’ll only get more complicated. I can’t have a clean break, but I can create some distance and I’m pretty sure that’s what I need right now. 

God, I hate it. I don’t want to be away from him, but it’s essential. Sure, even only working with him will be hard enough because all those feelings will still be there, but at least there will be some separation. At the moment there isn’t an escape, he’s absolutely everywhere in my life.

“Oliver, I… I need to erm,” God why is this so hard? “I need to talk to you about something.”

“You do?” He doesn’t look up from his plate, he doesn’t seem too concerned. “What’s that?”

I suck in a deep breath of air and try to calm down the ice cold panic that’s currently circling me painfully. This is a speech that I’ve been practicing all day long, ever since I finished packing, but somehow, I still don’t have it right. How am I supposed to say the most terrifying words ever?

“Yes, I do. I… I don’t think I can carry on living here. I think it’s time I move out.”

“What?” Now I have his full attention, his gorgeous, soul piercing eyes are staring right at me. “What the hell do you mean? Why do you have to move out? What’s happened here?”

I sigh and rub my forehead hard. There’s a head ache forming in my brain that’s practically agony. “I don’t think it’s healthy for me to stay.” I try to be diplomatic. “I’m going to have to move out once the baby is born anyway, so I think it’s better I do that as soon possible. It just makes sense.”

Oliver leans back in his chair and he runs his eyes over me. With his eyebrows furrowed and his lips pursed tightly together I can tell that I’ve upset him. I want to cringe and start over. I needed this to be smooth and painless. I should have known it wouldn’t work like that. 

“It doesn’t make sense, not really,” he starts in a slightly cold tone of voice. “Because you have months left and I don’t think you’ve saved up enough money yet. I don’t think that’s the reason, I think there’s something else. Why don’t you just tell me what it is? I think you owe me that much.”

I know I do, he’s right about that one. He’s opened up his home to me and fed me lots. He hasn’t asked for a single penny off me and he refuses any cash I try to offer him. I do owe him but the more I think about it the more I don’t know if it’s a good idea to tell him the full truth. We do still have to work together after all. Maybe I can get away with not admitting my feelings.

“I know I owe you. I am being honest with you, I’m just trying to be honest.”

“Louise, come on. I’ve known you for long enough to know that you aren’t. There’s something going on with you and I want to know what it is.” His expression turns pleading, I can tell that the begging is about to come and I don’t know how to resist it. “Please. We’re friends.”

“Yeah, yeah we are.” I slide my eyes closed and I try to prepare myself. I need to end this conversation somehow. “But I don’t think it’s a good idea if I’m honest because it’s going to really complicate things. I think it’s best if we just leave it as it is and I just go.” 

I stand up and I take my plate over to the sink. I’ve hardly eaten a thing because I feel so sick. I don’t think I can push anything between my lips without throwing up. 

“So, you’re just going to go now because you think it’s the ‘smart thing to do’?” Oliver stands up and he moves nearer to me. “And you aren’t going to give me any more than that?”

I plant my hands on the kitchen counter and I sigh loudly. I’m bracing myself, trying to find the right way to say goodbye without inviting in a million more questions, but I don’t get a chance to. Oliver wraps his arms around my waist from behind and he buries his face into my neck in a way that definitely isn’t friendly. All my feelings burst to the surface, I can feel tingles racing right through my system, my heart thunders painfully against my rib cage, I don’t know what to do with myself.

“I… I…” My eyes fall closed, my head rolls to one side. This is too much, it’s absolutely overwhelming. “I don’t know what to say.” I gasp. “What do you want from me?”

His hands slightly trace up my sides and I shudder violently. I don’t know why but he’s trying to drive me crazy. Maybe he thinks that’s the best way to get the truth out of me, and I’m ashamed to say that he might be right. I can already feel my tongue really loosening up. 

“I want you to tell me the truth,” he murmurs into my ear. “That’s all. Easy peasy.”

“I know you think so but it isn’t. I can’t tell you because it’ll make things weird.”

His mouth is so close to my neck, he might start kissing me at any moment. The pressure building up in my chest is so intense that I could explode. I almost want to lean into the kiss to get the sensation that I’m desperate for but I do what I can to stop myself. I’m supposed to be moving out today, I had the whole day all planned out, I don’t know where it’s gone so wrong.

“I’m going to be honest with you, Louise.” The way that he says my name is so seductive I could scream. “Things are already weird between us so I don’t see how you can make it worse.”

“I… I like you,” I mutter as my head lolls sideways. “I think I might even love you.”

He yanks away from me, leaving my body cold and alone. Just as I think I’m about to regret the words leaving my mouth he turns me and he stares at me deeply in the eyes. 

“You are leaving because you love me?” He drags his eyes away from me and he paces up and down the room at a pace that’s weirdly quick. “You’re leaving… because you love me. You can’t stand being around me because you love me. You, Louise, you love me. So now you’re leaving here.”

“The more you say it, the crazier it sounds.” I let out a small sound that’s a little bit like a laugh. Sort of. “But it also isn’t going anywhere. Now that it’s out there, I might as well be honest.”

Oliver doesn’t say anything for the longest time. It’s uncomfortable how silent the room is, even my breathing feels really damn noisy. I can barely stand it. In the end, I feel compelled to leave the room to go and get my stuff. My bags are piled up on the bed where I left them earlier on. I knew as soon as I packed them that this moment wasn’t going to be easy, but I didn’t think it’d be this hard.

This is for the best, I tell my much too emotional brain. It’s hard now, but better in the long run. The sooner we separate from these confusing emotions the better.

The fact that Oliver hasn’t followed me into the bedroom speaks volumes. I pretty much laid my emotions on the line for him and he said nothing. Well, not nothing. He said an awful lot but none of it was positive. He didn’t say that he loved me too, that hasn’t escaped my notice. But maybe that’s better. I don’t think I want him to love me really, not for anything except my ego. It isn’t nice to know that my love isn’t requited, but in the long run that’ll make him so much easier to get over.

“Right.” I throw a backpack on my back and arrange the others in my hands. “Time to go.”

I try not to look around my amazing bedroom because I know how much I’m going to miss it. I’ve loved living here, it’s been the best few months of my life and not just because I’ve been close to Oliver the whole time but because the bed and the room is amazing too. It’s so comfortable and warm, so inviting and lovely. I know for a fact that I won’t get anything as nice ever again. Wherever I go next, it’ll be awful compared to this. It’s truly going to suck.

I move through Oliver’s home with my eyes fixed on the ground beneath me, refusing to look at anything. I’ve tried my hardest to desensitize myself but now I have a horrible feeling that whatever I see will change my mind. I really want to stay, but I can’t. I’ve slammed the final nail into that coffin for sure. There’s no way I can be here with my feelings out there. How embarrassing!

“Louise!” Oliver calls out to me just as I get to the front door. I want to be relieved but he still sounds all kinds of messed up. “Wait a minute. Come back here, you can’t leave like this!”

“I have to go.” There’s a crack in my voice, the deep emotion is shining through. “Like I said, it isn’t healthy and it’s not sensible either. I need to get myself set up. I have to work out what I’m going to do next. I can’t do that while I’m here with all these confusing emotions.”

I hear his footsteps racing through the house. He’s not letting me get out that easy. I pause and wait for him to come to me. I don’t know why but I can’t make that step outside until we have this one final show down. I do owe him, so I’ll talk, but he won’t change my mind, no matter what. This is what’s right, and I know that he’ll see that soon enough. Once I’m gone and Oliver’s had a moment to digest it all, he’ll understand why I had to go. I just hope that he doesn’t hate me after all of this, I still want him around, and I’m still very grateful to him. He’s been the best friend I could have asked for, it’s my fault these feelings developed and strengthened, not his.

Chapter Twenty Three – Oliver

My blood pumps boiling hot in my ears, my heart pounds so fast I can barely think straight, my brain churns rapidly, it’s foggy and desperate. I don’t know what I’m doing, I’m not sure how I’m feeling, the word ‘love’ bounces around through my body which confuses everything, but there’s one thing I’m certain of. I can’t let Louise leave now, if she walks out that door everything changes, and not for the better. I can’t have her, but I can’t lose her either. I think I might need her… 

Teasing Louise at the sink, partly because I wanted to and partly because I thought it would help her to open up to me was a bad idea. It stirred up absolutely everything inside me. 

As soon as my eyes spot her, I lose any rational thought. Standing in the doorway with her bags in her hands, her red hair messy and a deep sadness in her eyes, she looks more beautiful than I’ve ever seen her before. A feeling that’s a lot like love balls up in my mouth and I cannot control myself. I want her, and it doesn’t seem like anything is going to stop that. Not even sensible thinking.

“You can’t go,” I declare in a gushing tone of voice. “Please, Louise. Don’t leave.”

I don’t give her a chance to answer me, I’m too desperate. I grab onto her cheeks and pull her towards me with only one thought in mind. I need to kiss her, if I don’t connect her lips with mine then I might die. I can’t remember the last time that I actually kissed a woman, it’s the one thing I never do, but with Louise I need to. I’m like a drug addict and her lips are my fix. I absolutely have to have this.

The moment leading up to our kiss is intense, my eyes are open, I’m fixed entirely on her and during that time I can feel all the chances I have to pull away. I can stop this before things go too far, I know I can… but I don’t. I don’t want to, I need this to happen, and it doesn’t matter that Louise has just told me that she loves me and it’s all so very complicated. This will make things really messy, even worse than they were before but even that isn’t enough to stop me. That pales into insignificance.

Then, our lips connect and everything feels perfect with the world. My insides still, making me realize that they’ve always been up in the air and all over the place. I haven’t ever felt anything close to settled before… not until I met Louise. The world around us melts, it’s only me and her left, and I’m honestly absolutely fine with that. I don’t need anyone else but her. She’s everything to me.

My hands that are cupping Louise’s cheeks pull her closer to me. At first, she seems a little resistant and freaked out, but soon she can’t help herself either and she molds into me, dropping all of her bags to the ground with a loud thump. I think things scatter about, but neither of us part. She parts her lips, allowing me to deepen the kiss by slipping my tongue into her mouth. As I do, a small very sexy groan bursts from Louise’s lips which makes every inch of me heat up and melt. She’s wonderful, everything that I could ever want in my life and more, I’m so damn lucky it hurts. This lovely, amazing woman that is beyond perfect loves me, she really does. She actually said those words ‘I love you’.

Shit… she loves me. Like, actual love. All of a sudden that thought splashes ice cold water over me and I leap back. I shouldn’t be kissing someone who loves me when I can’t return the feeling, it just isn’t right. I mean, maybe I do return the feeling but that doesn’t change everything else. I’ve heard the words ‘sometimes love isn’t enough’ before but I never really knew what it meant. Well I know now and it’s horrible, the worst thing in the world. I want us to work, but we can’t.

“I… I’m sorry,” I mutter to Louise as I take a giant step back. I need my personal space back now. “That shouldn’t have happened, I’m really sorry about that. I don’t know what I was thinking…”

She nods and touches her lips, I’m sure she can feel the tingle still there just as I can. That truly was some kiss. Maybe I don’t have a lot to go on because I don’t do a lot of kissing, but I know how she made me feel then and it was wonderful. Too good, better than I deserve. As Louise’s cheeks flame bright pink all I want to do is wrap my arms around her to hold her close to me, but I can’t. Any physical contact is dangerous. I don’t think I can risk it, we can’t do that again.

“You’re right. That shouldn’t have happened,” Louise agrees with me. “I’m sorry, everything is all very confusing at the moment. That’s why I think I need to move out. I think we need to keep our distance from each other. Maybe if there wasn’t all this other stuff going on with my baby and things, we could think about it, but we can’t now. We need to just have a break.”

Why can’t we think about it? All of a sudden, I’m struck by the thought that we could make it work if we really wanted to. How hard would it be to try and have a relationship? I can do that, right?

But it wouldn’t be just me and Louise, would it? It would be a baby that doesn’t belong to me biologically which makes a massive difference. I don’t know if I have it in me to be a good father to a baby that’s mine, never mind someone else’s. I don’t know if I have the skills within me to be a good boyfriend, never mind step father. I mean this is heavy for anyone, taking a giant leap from screwing around and answering only to myself, to having a live in partner and changing diapers is intense.

“But I don’t want you to go,” I gasp. “I know that you’re right, I don’t think I’ll be any good at being with you. I can’t just have something causal with you because of how we both feel about one another.” That’s as close as we’ll get to me reciprocating the I love you today. I don’t know if my mouth can even form those words, especially not now. “But I don’t know if I can do serious either.”

The breaths falling out of Louise’s mouth are sharp and ragged, it’s as if she’s struggling to get any air into her lungs. That’s a feeling I recognize well. We probably both look insane to the outside world, panting, staring at each other, nothing but madness in our eyes. But what can we do? This is a very difficult situation, one that I’m sure neither of us want to be in.

“I understand,” Louise replies thickly. “It would be absolute madness to get involved with one another now. That’s exactly why I don’t want to feel this way, I just want to feel normal…”

“Oh but you can’t leave.” I can’t let her go and I don’t know why. “Can’t you just stay anyway and we try to figure things out?” She purses her lips, seemingly unmoved by my begging. “Where are you even going to go anyway? Do you have something planned?” I run my eyes all over her much too calm demeanor. Why isn’t she more freaked? “I guess you do since your bags are already packed…” 

It hits me that this is why she wasn’t at work, she was planning to abandon me all day long. I’ve merrily been working away, thinking of her, turning down Kelly potentially at the expense of my own career and Louise has been packing up her belongings and preparing to uproot my life completely. Whatever her logical reasons for doing so, I have to admit that it hurts me a lot.

“I’m just going to head to a motel for a while so I can figure things out. Like I said I need to find a home for me and my baby boy now.” She cradles her stomach, proving what I already knew. “Ever since I saw that ultra sound picture I’ve known for certain that I can’t give my baby up for adoption. The more I keep trying to tell myself that it might be for the best for my child, my maternal instincts shut me down. I have no idea how I’m going to be a mom and a doctor, but I don’t have a choice in the matter. Life has dealt me this hand for a reason, I have to get on with it. And I can’t escape the fact that I need a home to do that. I can’t have him here or on the streets.”

“Just stay tonight,” I plead. “Don’t go to a motel, just stay while you figure it out.”

“I can’t.” Louise shakes her head determinedly. “It isn’t right, I can’t do it to both of us. You don’t want a relationship, never mind a baby, and I’m about to become a mom. Plus, we have all of these… feelings between us that don’t seem to be going anywhere. We can’t survive that.”

I slap my palm against my forehead in distress, I think I’m trying to knock some serious sense into my brain but nothing is coming. Nothing makes sense anymore, I don’t know what I feel, it’s all just crazy. The urge to forget about everything smart and to just kiss her again so I can get that warm, delicious feeling back is so powerful that I almost act upon in. Almost. It’s just fortunate that I manage to stop myself at the very last moment. Thank goodness, I have some self control.

“Could we try?” Shit, I can’t believe I just said that, what am I thinking?

“Try what?” Louise obvious asks. “Try, like me and you? Try like a casual thing or try for real? Because I don’t think you’re ready for real and to be honest I don’t know if I am either.” Uh oh, Louise is babbling, this isn’t good. “But we can’t do casual either because we’re basically living together and I’m pregnant. So I guess whatever the question is the answer has to be no. But not because I don’t want to, just because we can’t. We’re both adults who understand logic, so if we can’t do it, we can’t do it.” Her eyes flick up at me and instantly I want to scream. “You haven’t ever had a girlfriend before so you aren’t experienced in relationships, and I’m damn naïve too. We’re a disaster waiting to happen. This is for the best, it’s better for us to just… keep our distance, you know?”

I can sense that she isn’t going to stop talking any time soon, not unless I do something drastic which I do, again without even thinking about it. I kiss her hard and fast, letting all of my passion and emotions flow free through my lips. I throw everything into the kiss, including the hope that despite all the very accurate arguments that Louise just gave, we can somehow find a way to make it work. I know I’m not thinking straight because there’s still a baby in the picture, and a relationship that I won’t be able to handle, but the dream is strong inside me.

“Oh God, Louise,” I groan into her mouth, pressing my body into hers as the deep seated desire runs free. “You are just… oh fuck, you’re everything.”

Chapter Twenty Four – Louise

I cannot believe that after everything we’ve been through, all the things we’ve just discussed, me and Oliver are kissing like horny teenagers who are completely out of control. I can still hear all the valid points I’ve just made racing through my brain but then what am I supposed to do? Maybe he didn’t exactly say ‘I love you’, but Oliver just told me that I’m everything. Everything, no one has ever said anything like that to me before, it’s just too much. It makes me feel incredible.

“Come with me,” he begs desperately. “Drop your bags and come with me. Stay tonight.”

All the strength that I’ve built up all day long vanishes and I drop my things, obeying Oliver in what might be the dumbest decision of my whole life. He slips his fingers through mine and he tugs me away from the front door, making my escape absolutely impossible. I should be in my motel by now, stewing over my life choices and wondering where it all went wrong. I should be online, looking for somewhere suitable to live, there’s no way I should be doing this. So why am I?

Oliver takes me through his home, all the way to his bedroom. It’s a room I haven’t been in many times because I’ve been keeping my distance, but now there’s no escaping it. I’m in Oliver’s bedroom and there’s a chance, a big one, that something might happen. Everything is familiar, this whole house is a place I know well, yet somehow, it’s different too. It’s much more intense. 

“Oh, Louise.” Oliver spins on his heels and he stares at me with an intense love in his eyes. It makes me shudder and swell with emotions. “I don’t know what to say to you, this is all…”

I don’t think I want him to say anymore so I push myself up onto my tiptoes to kiss him hard. Maybe this isn’t the smartest thing we could do, but we’re in for now. There’s no turning back. I should have learned by now that a moment of satisfaction leads to a life time of stress, but I need the satisfaction. With Oliver, the moment will be absolutely worth it, I just know it.

My mouth tingles and electricity pops all over my body as I kiss Oliver again. The way he kisses is fantastic, no wonder he’s managed to bag so many women, he’s just phenomenal.

“Maybe we can work it out,” I mumble into his mouth. “We’ll see, yeah?”

Oliver pushes me back towards his bed, answering me with his actions rather than his words, so when my calves hit the bed frame I fall back willingly. I tumble onto his expensive, Egyptian cotton sheets, and I writhe with excitement. A little squeal inadvertently falls out of my mouth. This moment has been a long time coming, it feels like me and Oliver have been dealing in foreplay for months so already I’m on fire. There’s a wet heat in my panties that’s desperate for some action.

“Will you come here?” I say playfully while wiggling my finger towards him. “Now, please.” 

Oliver runs his fingers through his hair and gives me a cheeky smile. His eyes crinkle adorably, making my feelings for him deepen tenfold, he’s just so gorgeous. He’s the best looking man I’ve ever seen, never mind been with. And I already know that he’s good at everything sexual. This is going to be phenomenal I’m falling apart already. I might explode the second that he touches me.

Then he wraps his fingers around the hem of his tee shirt and he yanks it up over his head. My breath catches in my throat as I devour his incredible six pack with my starving hungry eyes. He has a body so sculpted that it belongs on the front of a fitness magazine rather than on the handsome doctor standing in front of me right now. He even has a sexy V shape which runs all the way into his underwear, making my mouth water with anticipation. I still don’t know what he has in his boxer shorts for me and I can’t wait to discover more. Many a night has been spent thinking about this moment…

Oliver silences my brain by climbing over the bed and hovering above me. He presses his forehead to mine and he stares into my eyes for a moment. It’s probably supposed to be a romantic moment but I can’t resist running my hand down his torso, I want to feel him everywhere.

“Oh God, Oliver,” I groan as his mouth moves onto my neck. His kisses cause strong goose bumps to pop up and down my arm. There’s something so wonderful about his mouth on me, I love it more than anything I’ve ever felt before. It’s really special. “Oh my God, that feels so good.” 

His hands grip tightly onto my sides and the skin underneath my top is flushed and burning hot. My body feels like it’s actually on fire, and it’s all because of Oliver. I wonder if he can feel it.

I curl my fingers over the waistband of his trousers and gently stroke the top of his boxers. There’s a hardness there, I can sense it already. All I want to do is grip onto him, to act as wild and animalistic as I feel, but I also want this to be sweet and romantic. It’s hard to get the right balance.

“You are so beautiful,” Oliver gushes as he rips my tee shirt upwards, pulling it over my head. My hair scatters everywhere, it’s probably a real mess, but Oliver looks at me like I’m on the red carpet or something. His stare, like I’m absolutely stunning, makes me feel so much better about myself. I actually feel like a sexual goddess which is a sensation like no other. “So gorgeous.”

The last sexual memory I have, although it’s a little bit vague if I’m completely honest with myself, is Adam. Me and Oliver fooled around before, but he’s the last person I had sex with. Already that memory is gone, he’s evaporated into nothing and Oliver hasn’t even slid inside me yet. He was a boy, someone who knew nothing about how to please a woman, whereas Oliver is a God. He’s an expert and in the heat of this moment I fucking love him for it. He’s utterly incredible.

Once my tee shirt is gone, Oliver reaches behind my back and he unhooks my bra, freeing my breasts. My nipples stand to attention, demanding him to look at them which he instantly does. A pinkness stains his cheeks as he sees them and his head dips down immediately. He takes my left nipple in his mouth and he flicks his tongue everywhere sending millions of fiery sensations bursting through my body. I fist the sheets hard below me and roll my hips upwards, connecting with his thick, throbbing erection. It’s huge, it’s going to be absolutely amazing being with him, I can barely stand the wait. I need to connect now, I need him to fill me up, I’m about to scream.

Oliver traces a hand down my body, brushing over my hypersensitive hips as he goes. He moves down towards my leggings and he tugs them downwards a little. I wiggle my hips and kick to help him. I need them gone now, they’re just in the way. Me and Oliver have needed this for far too long, I can’t have anything standing in the way. Especially not material. I need it all gone.

“Hold on.” Oliver pushes back and he takes down his own trousers, giving me the opportunity to do the same. Then he stares into my eyes while he drags his underwear down, revealing his stunning rock hard erection to me. It makes me gasp, even that part of him looks fucking amazing. I need him inside me now. While he grabs a condom from his bedside cabinet, thankfully saving me the job of insisting on one which I would do after what happened before, I shuck my own underwear down which leaves us with no obstacles anymore. It’s just me and Oliver, completely naked, ready to go. My breaths are ragged, my heart is pounding, my core is pulsing desperately. 

Oliver rolls back onto me and I hook my arms and legs around him fixing him to me. I can feel his cock teasing my entrance, he’s getting closer and closer, any minute now we’ll be connected in the best way possible. There won’t be any questions, nothing but hot, sweaty answers…

“Oh fuck,” I gasp as Oliver thrusts into me. He does so slowly, seductively, sweetly and it feels so good. I’ve always pictured him as someone who screws roughly, dangerously, but this is far more romantic than I was expecting and it’s actually really nice. “Fuck, that feels so good.”

He pulls back, almost dragging himself right the way out of me before he slams into me again. Fireworks explode everywhere, I feel utterly consumed with lust, in this moment all I care about his him. I use my legs which are wrapped around his butt to control the speed and pace of him sliding in and out of me, picking up the pace as my clit buzzes and my whole body vibrates.

In the end I can’t stand it anymore, I need even more control. Plus, I know that it’ll be more comfortable with my bump that way, I roll Oliver over, flipping him onto his back and I sit up on top of him. Oliver’s a man that’s always in control and I assume that must be sexually as well but that makes him handing it over to me making it all the more special. I place my hands on his chest and I begin to ride him. I angle myself so every single thrust hits the best spot which makes my head fall back with desire. My hair spills down my back, my eyes fall closed, and I thrust in the most incredible feeling way in the world. It’s unbelievable, he’s too damn much.

It hasn’t ever been like this before, it’s never felt this way, I can barely control myself. My heart thumps, my brain buzzes, every time I slam back down onto Oliver I’m driven further and further to the edge. Any minute now I’m going to tumble into the abyss of desire and I can’t wait…

“Oh fuck!” Oliver grunts, his eyes rolling into the back of his head. “Shit, Louise.”

The way that my name rolls off his tongue pushes me over the edge. The pressure explodes, the desire rolls through my body in power waves like a tsunami, shattering me into a million shards. Oliver pushes himself into a sitting position and he wraps his arms tightly around me to support me as I buck and collapse against him. He presses his mouth into mine, swallowing up my screams and building up a very intense bond. The love in my heart swells, I feel like I could yell it from the rooftops. Even if it isn’t reciprocated so intensely. It barely matters. I just love Oliver.

“Oh fuck.” Thankfully before I say anything that I’ll regret… well, more so than anything I’ve already said tonight, Oliver grunts as the pleasure grips tightly onto him. His thighs tense, his hands grip tighter onto me, and a sheen of sweat covers his body. I grip tightly onto his cheeks and press my lips back to his so I can give him the same feeling of connection that he gave to me. 

I don’t know what’s going to happen next, I don’t think either of us do, but right now this moment is perfect. It really does feel like we could be in love, maybe. At least for this split second, so the rest of it doesn’t matter. We can just be us, before reality gets in the way and it’s messy again.

Chapter Twenty Five – Oliver

I twist onto my side and smile down at the vision of beauty lying next to me in my bed, just like I have done for most of the night. It’s hard to sleep when everything is changing for me in the best way possible. Louise is so wonderful, I honestly adore her. She looks so right in between my sheets, her eyes closed, an angelic look on her face, and her heavy breathing. I like it far too much, I’d like to maybe make it a permanent thing… oh God if only I could make it a permanent thing. I mean, can I? Could I give it a go? Could I actually forgo every single one of my fears to make this work? Louise is the only one I would be even willing to try for, which maybe says everything.

Louise is willing to take a chance on me. She knows everything about my past and she’s still willing to open up her heart to me and let me in. She told me that she loves me last night and she stayed with me despite her better judgement to leave. She even said that we’ll work things out… she’s willing to let me into her life and the baby’s life. Women don’t do that for anyone, especially someone like Louise, it means so much to me that she’d be willing to take a chance on a fuck up like me.

I owe her. It’s only right that I step up and I be a man. I really want to give it a try I’m just scared. Louise is open to me, she’s totally okay with me being so lame. I have to see what sort of man that I can be with her. For her, she’ll be new to parenthood too so maybe we can muddle through things together. I don’t want her to be alone and I don’t want to be alone either.

I push myself out of the bed softly and quietly, trying my best not to disturb Louise. She probably needs to sleep. The pregnancy is taking it out of her and last night was a bit of a wild one too. Phenomenal, the best night of my whole damn life, but wild. I need to let her sleep.

I pad out of the bedroom quietly and step into the bathroom. I think I already know the answer to what I want to do next, but the hot water will clear my head and make me certain. It’s been a real tug of war with my feelings ever since I first laid eyes on Louise. First there was the fact that I work with her and she’s much too young for me, then came all of the baby stuff, but my feelings never went away. I simply tried to push them down. They’ve only grown stronger. So strong that I might be willing to get into the most serious relationship of my whole damn life. 

Once the water is hot enough I step under it and I enjoy the blissful feeling of the sprinkles of water dotting all over my body, relaxing my muscles. A fog clears from my brain as the water covers my face and still the answer in my brain is the same. I want to be with Louise so damn badly that I’m willing to try anything. I will turn my entire life upside down just to give it a go. The man who thought I was incapable of being in a relationship is long gone and now I feel so much better about myself.

Yep, I think determinedly with a smirk playing on my lips. I’m really going to do this.

I step out the water and wrap a towel around my waist with a giant smile on my face. I don’t even bother to get dressed, instead I head into the kitchen and I bring the oven to life. What better way can I tell Louise that I’m diving in with both feet and I’m willing to give it my all, than with a lovely cooked breakfast for her. She deserves it, she deserves it all. She really is amazing.

Am I humming? I suddenly realize that there’s an odd tune coming out of my mouth that sounds suspiciously like a hum. I don’t know if I’ve ever been so happy that I’ve hummed before, this truly is incredible. But then what I used to think was happiness clearly wasn’t. That was just me filling the gap, convincing myself that I was happy when I wasn’t.

I wonder what Mom would think if she could see me now. Would she be happy to see me ready to let this wonderful woman into my life or would she be mad about the baby? I never mentioned that part when I spoke to her on the phone so her excitement didn’t involve that bit of the story… but then again who the hell cares? I haven’t ever lived my life for her before, so why would I change?

I flip the pancakes onto a plate and quickly fry up the bacon to go with it. I make it really crispy, just as I now know she likes it, and I pop it on top. I grab the bottle of ketchup to carry into the room with me. Apparently before she was pregnant she never used tomato sauce, but now sometimes she needs it, and other times she can’t stand it. I can’t risk putting it on just in case.

I take the plates into the bedroom at just the right moment. Louise is just waking up, maybe the smell is disturbing her, and as she turns to look at me, the happiest, most serene expression that I’ve ever seen crosses her face. My heart skips a beat and again I’m overwhelmed by how lucky I am.

“Hey there, beautiful,” I say quietly. “How are you feeling this morning?”

“Is that food?” she asks while pushing herself into a sitting position. “You made me food? Are you serious? That’s so sweet.” She extends her hand out to take the plate happily. “Wow.”

I wonder if she’s avoiding the topic of how she is on purpose. Maybe she doesn’t want to talk about it because she’s afraid of the part that comes next. We have been very up and down understandably so, and she doesn’t know how I feel now. I can’t wait to tell her.

“Here, food first.” I perch on the end of the bed and take a bite of my own food, which is surprisingly delicious. “But now I think there’s some things we need to talk about. Last night was…”

“Yeah, okay.” Louise looks resigned as she nods. “It was a mistake. I get that. I know we shouldn’t have acted so wild and I’ll still move out, that was the plan anyway and it’s probably more important than ever that we get some separation, isn’t it? Certainly, if we’re going to continue working together…” She won’t meet my eyes, I think she’s very upset. “I will, erm, just get my stuff…”

“No, no, no.” I shake my head and hold out my hands to stop her. “No that isn’t what I want to say. Actually.” I can feel a heat rising up into my face as I speak. Am I embarrassed? I never get embarrassed! “Actually, what I wanted to say is that I would love to give us a go.”

“Us? What do you mean us?” She furrows her brows looking confused. “What are you saying?”

I take her hands in mine and stare into her eyes, I need her to really see how serious I am as I say this. “Louise, I’m saying that I want us to be in a relationship.” Those words are surprisingly freeing, they feel really nice. “I want to give us a go, I want us to be together.”

She gasps and snatched her hands from mine to clap them to her mouth. The color drains from her face before she turns a funny shade of red. I almost want to laugh, but I don’t know how I feel.

“You want us to be together?” she asks, clearly not getting it. “Like, for real? But what about my baby?” She clutches her hands to her stomach. “Like I told you, I’m keeping my baby.”

“No, I know. I understand that. That doesn’t change how I feel at all.”

She cocks her head curiously at me, looking at me a little but like I’m an alien from another planet. I understand that, I don’t think I’m behaving like myself either, but I don’t mind that. I like this new version of me, he’s a much better guy than I used to be. I want to be him forever.

“So, you’re willing to be in a relationship with me, and take on my child? Have you gone completely insane? Do you even know what you’re saying?” She pushes her plate away from her. “Maybe we do need some time out so we can really think things through. Space could be good, couldn’t it? Don’t you think?” Maybe I’ve been too quiet because she’s probing me. “Oliver?”

“I don’t want time apart.” I push my plate to one side too and I slide closer to her. “I have been dancing back and forth on this decision for months and nothing changes. I still want to be with you, despite the fact that I’m a commitment phobe. I still want to be yours despite the fact that you have another man’s baby growing inside of you, I just want to give it all a go. I just want to be yours and I want you to be mine. Can we try? Please? Seriously? I really do want this, and I think you might too.”

She pauses for a moment and watches me, clearly trying to work out how serious I am. I wait patiently, knowing that this is as huge a choice for her as much as it is me. Probably even more. 

“Okay,” she finally says in a slightly gushing tone. “Okay, yes that sounds perfect. Let’s try.” I lean in to kiss her but before our lips connect she presses out a hand to hold it against my chest. “But I just want to lay out a ground rule.” I nod, willing to give her whatever the hell that she wants. “I want us both to be able to pull out of this at a moment’s notice if it gets too much. Our communication needs to be impeccable and if either of us feel like it’s getting overwhelming then we can just take a step back and be happy. I don’t want there to be any pressure on either of us. Do you agree?”

I nod, she’s so smart that of course I agree. She’s thought of everything which only makes me prouder to be with her. I can do this, with her and her awesome attitude, we both can.

“Yes, Louise, I promise I’ll tell you if it all gets too much for me. So, you’ll give me a chance?”

Finally, I lean in and I get my kiss. I press my lips into Louise’s which causes my heart to explode with bliss. This time it’s real, it isn’t doused in fear and confusion. We both know exactly where we stand with one another and it feels great. Maybe this won’t work, maybe it’ll all fall apart and we’ll both end up heart broken, but we need to try. I don’t think I’ll be able to keep on going with a whole bunch of ‘what if’ questions floating through my brain. I don’t want me and Louise to be an unanswered question anymore, I want to know exactly where we stand. This feels so great.

“So, what now?” I murmur against her mouth. “What do you want to do next?”

“I want you to get back into bed with me.” She pulls me back into bed with her, causing my towel to fall away and drop to the floor. “And I don’t want us to ever leave this place. Can’t we just forget about the rest of the world and just live here? Me and you.”

“Mmm, of course we can.” I love that idea, it sounds utterly wonderful. “That sounds freaking incredible, Louise Wilter, let’s just stay here forever. Me and you.” 

Chapter Twenty Six – Louise

It feels strange sitting in a restaurant opposite Oliver with this new dynamics between us. In his home it’s one thing, but out in public I feel like there’s much more pressure on us. Maybe to the outside world it seems very normal and, why wouldn’t it? We might just be another normal couple out on a date night before our baby is born, with just a bit (okay, a lot) of an age difference, but we know different. I know that Oliver is old enough to potentially be my father and that his commitment phobia means that he hasn’t ever been in a relationship before, and he knows that I’m isolated, naïve, and pregnant by someone else. Maybe all of that spells disaster in the future, I just don’t know.

“Everything looks really nice on the menu, doesn’t it?” Oliver smiles, ever the gentleman.

“It really does. I don’t know what I want.” In reality I’ve barely looked at the food. I keep peering over the menu and looking at him, drinking in his gorgeous appearance. He’s far too handsome for me, yet he wants to be with me for some reason. It’s amazing. “What are you going to have?”

At that moment, the waiter comes over to take our order. Because I don’t know what I want I’m more than happy to let Oliver do it for me. He orders me some sort of chicken dish which sounds lovely. I dust down my navy blue dress and give him a coy smile as he speaks, loving the way that his lips move. He brought me this dress to give me something nice to wear and it feels awesome. I’ve never seen the point in buying designer clothes before, but now I totally see it.

“…and sparkling water for both of us please. Is that okay with you, Louise?”

I nod mutely, amazed at how much he doesn’t seem to mind not drinking. I know that he’s driving, but he doesn’t have to. We could just as easily grab a cab. It’s almost as if he wants to do it in solidarity with me. Like a genuine, real father. I can’t imagine the elusive ‘Adam’ – who I’m sure must be called something else because no one knows him at all – being this good. He’d have just run faster.

“Thank you for bringing me out,” I say quietly once we’re left alone again. “You were right. This is a really good idea and I’m glad you made me come out with you.”

“I know how tempting it is to lock ourselves away from the world and to just keep to ourselves,” Oliver replies with a grave, serious tone of voice. “But we don’t have anything to hide or be ashamed of. And if we’re really going to give it a go then we have to do it properly. I want the world to know about us. I want them all to realize that we’ve actually managed to find happiness.”

His words give me an intense feeling of hope. I’ll admit it, I’m not totally sure that we can keep this going to the end because there are a lot of ways this could all fall apart. I’m doing everything that I can to prepare myself for that inevitability, but at the same time Oliver hasn’t done anything to make me really doubt him. He’s being incredible with me, I feel so damn lucky to have him. Maybe, despite every single odd in the world being stacked against us, we might make this happen.

“Yeah me too.” I bite down coyly on my bottom lip and glance up at Oliver through my eyelashes. “When are we going to start telling people at work? Or is that a step too far? I don’t want to keep us a secret necessarily but at the same time I don’t want to get in trouble.”

Oliver’s face darkens. “I think it might be better if I go into a meeting and tell the HR department and the bosses. I want to explain it all properly and let them know that this is real. This isn’t just me screwing around and having a fling. There are real feelings here.”

I hate leaving control of my future in someone else’s hands but I think this might be for the best. I’m too hormonal to deal with judgmental stares which I’m sure I’ll end up getting. There’s no hiding my baby and I’ve already told everyone that it isn’t Oliver’s, so people are bound to talk. I cannot believe it, I’m the office slut. Who the hell would have ever thought that?

“Yeah maybe.” I purse out my lips, trying to consider this as logically as I can. “I’m sure you’re the best choice but you know that they’ll probably stop me shadowing you. I might be made to work with one of the other doctors. Maybe I’ll even get sent to another practice entirely.”

I don’t mind really, I can be adaptable if I need to, but I’m in the middle of a pregnancy and I don’t know if anyone else will want me. They’ll have to adapt to me with all kinds of health and safety regulations. At least with Oliver he does everything that I can’t for me. It’s easy.

“Oh yeah, I think you might be right.” Oliver drums his fingers along the table and he furrows his eyebrows while he thinks and plans out his next move. “Yeah, maybe we should wait until you leave for your maternity break. That way, plans can be made while you’re off anyway and you can also take a time out to plan what you want to do. You never know, you might change your mind.”

I cradle my stomach knowing that he’s right. My desire and drive to be a doctor is still there, burning amber underneath the surface, but it’s combined with an intense need to be a mother. All I want is to be there for my baby. I don’t know if I’m going to be able to leave him to be raised in the hands of someone else. I suppose that’s something that I’ll have to work out after the baby is born.

“Yeah, that’s probably for the best. Thank you, Oliver, it means a lot to have you here.”

Oliver reaches across the table and he takes my hands in his. He ends the super practical conversation – which I like because it shows me how serious he is about me – with a powerful loving look. It sends a powerful shiver right from the bottom of my spine to my shoulder. I know for a fact that I have fallen for this man way too quickly, overwhelmingly so but actually I don’t mind. I want to fall for him because he deserves it. He has been better to me than anyone who’s ever come before.

If only my mother could see me now, I think happily to myself. Maybe we weren’t always close but I think that’s because she wanted to protect me from everything that she was suffering, but I still miss her every day. I still wish I could share all my big moments with her, especially happy ones like this. Me and Oliver, solidifying what we’ve built up and finally just being together.

“We have a bigger problem than facing work anyway,” Oliver warns me. “You haven’t met my mother yet.” My heart jolts in my chest because he doesn’t ever talk about his own parents. I must have drawn this information out of him with the power of thought alone. “She’s going to go nuts when she meets you. All she wants is for me to settle down. She’ll be over the moon that you’ve tamed me.”

I can’t resist smirking to myself as he says that. I like the idea that I’m the one who’s tamed him. I wasn’t even trying to, I was trying to keep myself the hell away from me, but the magnetism between us kept pulling us both back in. No matter how hard we tried. 

“What will she say about me having a baby?” I lean in and ask him. “Surely that will make her mad at me?” I shake my head rapidly from side to side. “No, this isn’t fair. I haven’t ever had to deal with meeting parents before. I don’t think this is the time for me to start, do you?”

Oliver laughs out a booming sound that comes deep from within his chest. His mirth does nothing to dull the intense butterflies flapping violently in my stomach. This has progressed to something much too rapidly and I don’t know if I can hack it. It’s just too damn much!

“Oh my goodness, my mother will not have anything bad to say about you, trust me! She’s going to love you so much.” He shakes his head and smiles. “You have no idea.”

I still don’t feel very confident, not like he does. His mother must be at least in her sixties considering her son is almost forty. What will she think about us? Will she think I’m a gold digger or something? I’m very aware that I might look that way, and it’s an assumption that I don’t like… but if this is important to Oliver then I’ll have to find a way to make her see that it isn’t my intention.

“Okay,” I breathe out a sigh. “If that’s what you want, then I’ll do it.”

Oliver squeezes my hands. “I will be there, you don’t have to worry about things so much. I’m not going anywhere, honestly.” I cock my head at him, hoping that’s the truth. “Trust me.”

At that moment, our food is brought to our table which leaves me without the option of answering Oliver about where my trust levels lie. It’s not that I don’t believe his words because I know that right now he means them, I’m just concerned that everything will change when the baby is here. Maybe it’ll all be too much for him then, going through all of that hardship for a child that isn’t his.

With our plates in front of us, we each dig in to the wonderful food that tastes as good as it smells and as we do I feel my heart soar. It’s easy, especially for someone like me who’s prone to worrying about absolutely everything, to get tied up in what may or may not happen in the future. For once I’m really trying my utmost to enjoy time with him and right now I’m here with him.

“You look truly beautiful tonight,” Oliver comments with a smile as he watches me. 

It seems that he’s going through a similar emotional roller coaster as I am. “I feel really lucky to be here.”

My eyes well with shining happy tears, I’m the lucky one for sure. “Oliver!” I scold in a teasing, playful voice. “You fully well know that I’m an emotional, hormonal wreck at the moment. You can’t go saying nice things like that.”

An elderly woman walks past and smiles at me and Oliver with a knowing look in her eyes. “You two are a wonderful couple,” she exclaims in the way that only someone who’s been alive for a very long time will do. “I haven’t seen two people looking so happy for a very long time.”

“Oh we are!” Oliver exclaims without an ounce of shame. “We’re incredibly happy. But how could I not be with this gorgeous woman in front of me.” 

“Oh I agree with you. You two really suit each other.” 

I can see the love shining behind his gaze which balls a lump up in my throat. He looks like he might be falling just as hard for me as I am for him which is awesome. I don’t want unrequited love, especially not now. I just hope it’s strong enough to get us through the future… not that I’m worried too much about the future… 

Chapter Twenty Seven – Oliver

“What is that noise coming out of your mouth?” Simon asks in a bemused sounding tone of voice from behind me. “Are you actually singing? And a love song at that. Oliver, what the hell…?”

I laugh loudly and roll my eyes while finishing idly stirring my coffee. “Alright, yeah, maybe I am singing. I don’t know.” I shrug and turn to face him with a grin. “Who cares?”

“I just don’t think I’ve ever seen you like this before.” He takes his seat and cocks his head to give me a curious look. “Something is going on and I want to know what. So, tell me. And before you start talking, just be warned that I think I already know so don’t lie to me, okay?”

I sit down next to him and let out a throaty laugh. “I wasn’t intending to lie to you.”

“Then why haven’t you told me already?” His cocked eyebrow suggests that he sees deep into me and he knows what’s going on. To be fair, he probably does. He knows me damn well and he’s also very observant. “I kept waiting for you to just tell me but since you haven’t I’m going to ask.”

I sigh loudly and nod. I have been trying to keep this to myself for all the really good reasons that Louise gave me, but Simon is different. I know he’ll keep it a secret, so it’ll be fine. “I only haven’t told you because I know that it’ll cause complications. It’s a little bit crazy, isn’t it?”

“You and Louise?” he replies without even an ounce of secrecy. Luckily there isn’t anyone else around. “Yeah, it is a bit crazy. I keep trying to work out what you’re doing. I mean, I know that she’s hot but after all the shit you got yourself in last time, is she really worth it?”

I nod vigorously. “Yes, she honestly is. This isn’t anything like the last time, I actually care about her.” I can feel myself getting moony eyed as I do. “I really like her, Simon. So much.”

“I have to ask you…” He leans in as if he’s afraid that someone might hear us. “Is the baby yours? I know that there’s some story about it belonging to an ex of hers, but it’s yours, right? It has to be yours. I mean, Oliver Foxx, playboy extraordinaire, would not be getting into a relationship if he didn’t have to. You can tell me if this is a ball and chain scenario, I won’t judge you.”

I roll my eyes and huff. Does he really think I’m like that? I suppose in the past I have been, but I’ve changed. I would think that my best friend would know that. “No, it isn’t like that. The baby really does belong to… an ex of hers.” It makes me cringe, but the lie is there to protect Louise’s reputation. “This isn’t anything to do with the baby. This is me and Louise.”

“Are you serious?” Simon rubs his hand through his hair giving me a very distressed look. “Have you thought this through at all? You can’t get into a complicated relationship with a woman who’s having another man’s baby. Do you even know how horrible that will be? How tiring?”

His words get caught in my chest and I can feel my lungs constricting. I suppose in all the romance of the situation has gotten the better of me and I haven’t really considered how it’s going to be afterwards. I’m going to be a step father, if me and Louise stay together. I won’t be the baby’s father but I’ll be the man in his life. I’ll be the one suffering through the sleepless nights and endless diaper changes. I suppose in an abstract way I’ve thought about it but now it’s really hitting me.

“I… I know,” I gasp, trying to keep my cool in the face of fear. “I know all of that.”

“Do you?” Simon pats me on the arm and gives me a sympathetic groan. “Because I’m not sure that you’re really thinking everything through. You aren’t just becoming a boyfriend – a word that you used to dread not that long ago – but you’ll be a father too. Can you be a daddy?”

Fucking hell, Daddy. I almost can’t breathe under the pressure that’s now resting on my chest. I need to get away from Simon before I really lose my shit. “Yeah, I just have to…” I stand up. 

“Unless… is it love?” Simon grips onto my arm to stop me. “Are you in love with this girl?”

I know that it is, I’ve known it for a long time now but since I haven’t yet told Louise I don’t think it’s wise for me to tell Simon. I just give him a slightly desperate look and I turn on my heels to run from the canteen. I can barely breathe right now, which only proves to Simon that I’m not ready for this. Maybe he’s right or maybe he thinks I’m afraid of falling in love too. I think it’s everything.

I run through the hallway until I get into my office where I can finally be alone… only, I’m not alone. Louise is in here already, looking at me with nothing but shining love in her eyes.

“You back from coffee already?” she asks innocently, not knowing the emotional roller coaster that I’ve just been on. “Julia grabbed me a fruit smoothie which was awesome.”

I stare at her all wide eyed and in shock. I don’t know what’s going on in my brain at the moment, it’s everywhere all over the place, I think I might be falling apart. Those few words from Simon have ignited me and I don’t know what to do. It’s the idea of being a dad, I don’t know if I can do it or not. I want to be able to do it, but I don’t know how capable I am.

“Are you okay?” Louise asks me, taking one step closer to me. “You look… weird.”

I inhale deeply, breathing her in, and as I do the fog on my brain clears. I knew already that’s where all of this is headed. That’s what made me hesitate so much. When I dived in with both feet it was already decided that I would give it a go. That included being a father and it still does. 

I don’t answer Louise, instead I step forward and I scoop her up in my arms. I no longer care that we’re at work, I just want to kiss her with absolutely everything that I’ve got. I press my lips into hers, probably stripping all the air from her body as I do. With Simon, everything did feel scary, but now that I’m with Louise it isn’t so frightening after all. I owe her the chance for me to give it my all.

“What are you doing?” She squeals, struggling to get away from me. “We can’t act like this.”

I don’t care anymore, the flame is deeply ignited within me, all I want to have her right here and now. Maybe it seems a little like it’s just a lust thing, but to me it isn’t. I want to hold her, to love her, to make love to her and it doesn’t matter that we’re in the office. We don’t have anyone in at the moment, so I know for a fact that we have time. I take Louise’s hand and tug her to my supply room.

“No one will see us in here,” I reassure her while taking her face in my hands. This time as I press my mouth to hers, Louise doesn’t resist. She molds into me and moans excitedly, loving this.

“Oh, Oliver,” she groans. “You have no idea what you’re doing to me right now.”

I press her back against the wall and I run my mouth all over her throat, kissing the parts of her that I know she enjoys. I flick my tongue, I lick all the sweet perspiration off her skin as I do. My hands run over his hips and grip her waist tight. Eventually I move my hand upright and I rub it over her swollen belly. No matter how scary it is for me, she’s doing something incredible, creating life. No matter what this means for me, for her it’s much more terrifying. I need to be here.

Eventually I slide my hand downwards and I dip it in to the waistband of her scrubs, feeling the edge of her cotton panties. A gasp of pleasure flies out of my mouth, she feels so good and the more that time passes the better she feels. Usually, the more time I spend with someone I grow bored with them, but with Louise I just want more and more. I dive my hand in and I feel her intense wet heat.

“Oh fucking hell. What I’m doing to you?” I grunt. “What about what you’re doing to me?”

I push my fingers needily into her, massaging her rapidly. Ragged, sharp breaths spill out of my mouth at a million miles an hour as I lose myself in the amazingness of her body. She’s a temple, a playground, and I want to explore every millimeter of her eventually. Luckily, if everything goes to plan I’ll have the rest of my life to do so. Or at the very least a long old time.

“I need you?” she gushes into my ear. “Oh, Oliver, I want you inside of me.”

I don’t need to be asked twice, I know how much she needs it, I can feel it so without pausing for even a second I spin her around so she can plant her hands up against the wall. Then I yank her trousers down and I pull my erection free. I have a condom to hand, which I roll down over myself and then I angle myself to plunge into her. She clamps tightly around me and throws her head back.

“That feels so good,” she moans lustfully. “Oh fucking hell.”

I thrust harder and faster, losing myself rapidly as I do. This is wild, we really shouldn’t be doing this, this is possibly the most taboo thing that I’ve ever done, but the wild thing is I don’t even care about it in this way, I just care about how much I really love this woman. 

I bury my face into Louise’s neck as the pleasure gets too much for me and use one of my hands to reach around to her front to play with her clit. I trace over her, drawing patterns all over her until her thighs tense up and her walls clamp around me. Then I move faster, drawing the orgasm out for her, all the while thrusting so hard that it feels phenomenal for me as well. This passion, it’s unlike anything I’ve ever had before, and I hope it never ends. I want this to last forever.

“Oh shit, Oliver.” My names rolls off of Louise’s tongue maybe a little too loudly. “Fucking hell that feels… oh my God.” Clearly she can’t quite find the words to express how she feels. I understand that sentiment, I’m a bit like that myself. “It’s… it’s too much.” 

A guttural yell flows from her lips which is music to my ears. I love the delicious sounds that she makes when the pleasure gets too much for her, it’s a sweet and musical sound. 

I want to reply, I want to finally tell her those three magical words. She deserves to know that I love her. After all, she was brave enough to tell me that’s how she feels about me even if she’s only said it once, and I know I should tell her back, but for some reason this doesn’t feel like the right moment. I will just not yet…

Chapter Twenty Eight – Louise

“I don’t know if this is the right time,” I tell Oliver nervously while straightening out my top, an impossible task over my big round bulge. “This feels all kinds of wrong to me. Should we cancel?”

“No, no of course not.” Oliver shakes his head confidently, but actually he doesn’t look like he wants to go through with this either. “It has to be now. My parents aren’t here much, they’re always travelling the world so it kinda…” He trails off as he realizes that this probably isn’t his strongest argument. “Look, they are going to love you whatever. It’s all good. It really is fine.”

He wipes some sweat from his forehead and blows out a deep breath of air. The last few months together have been great. Maybe not all plain sailing, both of us have had our wobbles which sometimes leads to slight little rows, but all in all I couldn’t be happier. I’ve seen Oliver at best and worst, just as he has me, but at the same time I haven’t ever seen him like this. He truly is afraid.

“Okay.” I need to be cool for him, even if I don’t feel it myself. He needs me right now, and since he’s been there through everything for me, I don’t mind. “Okay, you’re right. This is going to be fine. I just need to keep my baby inside until your mom and dad are gone. No problem.”

It’s a massive problem since my due date was three days ago, but I plaster a fake smile on my face regardless. I get a deep twinge in my stomach but I grimace and do what I can to ignore it. It’s fine, just a little bit of pain, nothing to worry about. There’ll be plenty more where that came from.

“You’re right.” Oliver steps closer to me and he wraps his arms around me. He presses my head into his chest so I can hear his heart beating. It’s fast and frantic, yet it calms me down. “You’re right. As long as the baby doesn’t come, what can go wrong? It’s going to be fine.”

I part my lips, wanting to ask him what’ll happen if my baby does start coming, but I don’t get the chance to. A loud knock at the door proves to me that the nightmare has come to life. Oliver’s parents are here! I can’t believe I have to go through this right now, I really tried to make Oliver see that, but he wants this to be solid, he wants us to be real and a part of that involves getting to know his family. It’s hard for me because I’ve never really felt like part of a family unit, but maybe that’s something that I need to get used to. I’m going to be creating my own family soon.

“Right, let’s go.” Oliver gives me one last long, lingering look. “You ready?”

I barely give him a nod before he’s thundering towards the door leaving me with absolutely no choice but to follow him. I put the grin on my face and step out, not knowing what I’m about to head into. My stomach hurts a lot again but I ignore it all over again. This time I’m sure it’s just nerves.

The door slides open and I see an older couple who look a lot like Oliver. Instantly it’s obvious where he got all his looks from, his mother’s eyes and mouth, his father’s nose and cheek bones, he looks so much like them. Half of my brain wonders what my baby is going to look like and the other half wonders if I look like my own father. I only look a little bit like my mom so it’s possible…

“Hello there, dear.” Oliver’s mother steps forward and she extends a hand out to me. She looks really keen which relaxes and panics me all at once. All of a sudden, I’m acutely aware that I’m very young. I wonder if she’s looking at me like I’m a child. “It’s good to meet you. I’m Paula.”

“Oh, Paula, right.” I can feel my cheeks heating up with redness. “I’m Louise.”

“It’s very good to meet you, I’ve heard so much about you, but you’re even more beautiful than Oliver said. Then again, I think he was scared of me coming to meet you.” She glances back and smiles at Oliver’s unimpressed facial expression. “I don’t know if he’s told you that I’ve always been keen for him to find someone. I know he’ll be happy once he settles down, not that he listens to me.”

“Right, I see.” Yep, she’s intense. I don’t think I’m cut out for this. “He hasn’t said much about that. Mostly he’s just told me that you travel a lot. Where have you been recently?”

As Paula tells me all about somewhere she’s visited on the coast of Japan, I look over her shoulder at her husband. I wonder if he’s actually a quiet, laid back man or if he’s given up ever trying to get a word in edgeways. Maybe his wife has taken control so much that he can’t be bothered to try anymore. To be honest, if that’s the case then I really don’t blame him. I’d probably be the same.

“Wow, that all sounds lovely, Mom,” Oliver interrupts. “But shall we go and sit down?”

We all take the couch in the living room while Oliver goes to make us a selection of drinks for everyone. I sit opposite his parents, a seat I chose on purpose because I thought it would give me some separation but now I feel like I’m on trial. They’re both staring at me like I’m a mental person.

“So, how long have you and Oliver been together?” Paula asks in a much too breezy tone of voice while trying to look only at my face. “Like I said, he doesn’t tell me much.” 

“Oh, I… I erm…” Shit, where the hell is Oliver? I can’t answer this right now. She wants to know about my baby and I’m scared shitless about answering her. I don’t know what I’m supposed to say. Maybe that’s something me and Oliver should have talked about beforehand. How the hell did we get this far and not discuss it? I’m shocked and appalled. I was so freaked out about this meeting that I didn’t think about anything practical. “I erm… I don’t… I’m not quite sure of the…” 

“Not that long, Mom.” Relief floods me as Oliver comes back into the room. “Only a few months, but it’s going really well.” He puts the tray of drinks on the table and flings his hands onto his hips while he gives he a knowing look. “But if you have a question, please ask it.”

She averts her eyes as a pinkness stains her cheeks. “I don’t have anything…”

“Mom,” Oliver laughs teasingly. “It’s fine. You can ask. Since you already know that Louise’s baby isn’t mine I’m surprised you didn’t ask, but you can.” He takes my hand and smiles down at me. “We don’t mind. We know this is a surprise to everyone, but we’re doing great.”

“Oh right.” Paula bristles and she straitens her back, still not quite meeting my eye. “I see, I wasn’t about to… I’m not judgmental, I know these things happen, I was just… I don’t know…”

I feel bad for her, she’s making me feel guilty and Oliver is only making it worse. “Paula, honestly it’s fine. I know this isn’t normal and it’s been a bit of a struggle for both of us. But we’re getting there. I hope you don’t think…” I don’t know how to word this. “This isn’t me…”

“Oh no.” She claps her hands to her mouth in shock as she seems to understand what I’m saying. “No, I wasn’t thinking that at all. I don’t think you’re a user or anything. Trust me, I know my son well. He wouldn’t let anyone use him. No, that isn’t what I’m thinking.” Again, she’s totally flustered. “I’m just hoping that you’ve considered everything practical in this arrangement.”

I want to reassure her, to let her know that we have discussed a lot of things, but before I get a chance to speak the pain bursts free in my stomach once more. Only this time it’s so painful that I can’t help grunting and lean forwards to grip onto myself. I scrunch up my face and bite down on my bottom lip to stop myself from screaming out. This is too damn painful. I think I might explode!

“Oh my goodness, are you okay?” Paula gushes. “Oliver, when is the baby due?”

No, no, no! I think desperately. This cannot be happening now. All Oliver said was don’t give birth and it seems that’s what I’m doing. How can I stop it? I need to carry on as normal.

“Three days ago,” I gasp through gritted teeth. “Oh God, it hurts so bad.”

“Oliver, you need to get Louise to the hospital, right now. Go and get the car…”

“No, no don’t,” I insist as the pain subsides slightly. “Don’t worry, it’s stopping now. I’m going to be fine. Don’t worry, it might just be a contraction. I don’t think it’s anything to worry about yet.”

Paula looms over me, gripping onto my shoulders so I can stare at her while she talks. I can tell that she needs to see me when she speaks. She has an expression on her face that’s much too calm for my liking. I feel like I’m about to freak the hell out and start screaming and yelling at top volume. 

“Louise, you do need to get to a hospital, trust me. I know. Any minute now your waters will break.” My heart rate kicks up a notch, the panic is burning so hot it hurts. Or maybe that’s just the early stages of birth. “I know you probably feel like you have time, but it’s better to be safe.”

I try my hardest to push myself into a standing position, but the pain keeps me pinned down. “Oliver,” I cry out desperately. “Oliver, help me. I’m scared. I need your help.”

His strong hands grip onto me and he pulls me up into a standing position. I drag my eyes up to meet his which makes his eyes glaze over with emotion. “Louise, oh my God. Are you okay? You look afraid, is there anything I can do?” I shake my head, unsure of anything at this point. All I know is that everything is messy, hot, and scary. “Louise, this is… there’s something that I should have said before… I don’t know why I didn’t… I… I…”

“Oh for goodness sake, Oliver,” Paula interjects cuttingly, sounding furiously angry at her son for his indecisiveness. “We haven’t got time for this, Louise is giving birth. Whatever it is, just say it.”

“I love you,” he blurts out unexpectedly, shocking me to the absolutely core. “Louise, I can’t believe it’s taken this long, but I do. I love you so much. I just… yep, I love you.”

“Oh my God.” His words sink in, but they don’t enough for me to answer his wonderful comment that I’ve been waiting for a very long time. I want to respond but I can’t because I’m absolutely soaking. “I think my waters have broken,” I gasp. “It’s happening, right now.”

“You’re going to be fine,” Paula assures me as she takes control of the situation. I’m thankful because someone has to and it doesn’t look like it’s going to be me. “I promise you. We’ll make sure you’re looked after and everything is okay. Don’t you worry about anything…”

Everything that’s been happening over the last almost a year have been leading up to this moment. Now everything will change forever. I don’t know how I feel about it all, but I don’t have any more time to work it out. This baby is coming whether I like it or not… 

Chapter Twenty Nine – Oliver

Thank God Mom is here, I think, shocking even myself. I didn’t think I would ever think that about my mother, but she’s been a life saver today. She made sure Louise was calm all the way to the hospital, she did whatever she could to get Louise a private room to give birth in, and she’s been helping with the baby ever since he was born just over an hour ago. Not even in an overbearing way, just in a way that really helps Louise get used to her new role. Of course, my father vanished and headed to a bar as soon as we got here, but that’s okay. This really isn’t his forte. 

Right now, Mom has gone to find him to finally bring him back, giving us some time alone.

“So, have you decided on a name yet?” I ask Louise as I get another hold of her gorgeous baby.  Every time I hold this little boy I get an intense rush of love like no other. It’s boundless, endless, like a bottomless pit.it doesn’t even matter that he isn’t biologically mine, he feels like mine. Looking at him, he feels like my own, he even looks a little bit like me with his dark hair and brown eyes. God I wish that he was mine, I would love to be his father. I don’t feel afraid anymore.

“I was thinking… Jenson.” Louise looks up at me from under her eyelashes, almost as if she wants my permission. I know it isn’t my place to give her any permission but it’s nice to feel included. 

“I love it,” I insist with a bright smile. “I think it really suits him. Jenson.”

Jenson looks up at me with a sheer innocence and my heart flutters. All I want to do is wrap him up in my arms and love and protect him with everything that I’ve got. The sensation is intense and powerful, almost overwhelmingly so. It just reminds me that I want this boy to be mine even more.

“Louise, I have something that I want to discuss with you.” She’s still looking at me in the same way, and while I can tell that she’s exhausted, I know that this is something I need to say. I just hope that it goes in and is accepted as I need it to be. “I know that things have been up and down between us which isn’t ideal, but that’s only been the case on my end because I’ve been scared. I’ve been afraid that being in a relationship and taking on a child is something that I can’t do… but I hope that I’ve proven to you that I can. I hope that I’ve made you see that I’m reliable and I’ll be there for you no matter what.” I glance down at Jenson again. “And now that I’ve seen Jenson and I feel like I know him a little bit, I think this is something I can do too. I mean, the love I feel for him is absolutely off the scale, he’s incredible! I can already tell that he’ll be an awesome dude.”

Louise giggles as her eyes fill with what I hope are happy tears. She’s probably still very emotional and full of hormones, which I hope doesn’t affect her response when she hears me out.

“I don’t want you to answer me right away,” I tell her seriously. “This is something that I want to put out there and I want you to think about, okay?” She nods, but I don’t think she has any idea of what she’s agreeing to. “I want to do this properly, I really want to be a proper family.” I glance down at Jenson again. “I want to adopt baby Jenson so I can be his proper father.”

“Oh, my God” she gushes, almost silently. “Are you serious? That’s too much.”

“No, it isn’t. It’s what I want. I didn’t realize I wanted that until this very moment.” Maybe I’m being a little too honest, but it feels like the right thing to do. “But yes, I want to be his father, if you’ll let me. But,” I continue before she can jump in with her answer. “I really do want you to think over it. This isn’t a decision that can be made lightly. I want you to at least sleep on it.”

“I’m just so overwhelmed that you would even suggest it,” she replies with her eyes full of tears. “You really are something else, you know that? Most men are running away from responsibility and you’re taking it on even though it isn’t your responsibility. I’m just amazed by you.”

Once upon a time I was the man running, but she’s right. I’ve changed so much and it’s all because of her. In less than a year, I’ve changed completely and right before my fortieth birthday as well. If I’d known when I was celebrating my thirty ninth where my life would be headed, I don’t think I would have believed it. Meeting Louise has turned everything upside down. She’s the girl I wasn’t allowed to want, the one I was supposed to keep as a friend because it was the right thing to do. I definitely failed, but I don’t feel bad about it at all and when I finally reveal all at work, I’ll make sure that everyone knows just how proud I am to be her man.

“Well I’m amazed by you too,” I tell her with a crack of emotion in my voice. “You aren’t anything like the girl I first met. You’re so strong now, you should be proud of yourself. You’ve been through more than most people go through in their whole lives and look how high you’re holding your head. You’re incredible and I hope you know that.”

Luckily at that moment, before we both start weeping like babies, my mother and father come back to meet baby Jenson. Mom obviously takes charge and she scoops up Jenson into her arms, showering him with love and affection from the offset. Now I feel bad about my judgment of her. Maybe she wouldn’t be a grandparent from a distance after all, maybe this is what she needs to calm her down and give her purpose all over again. She reminds me of how selfish I’ve been.

“Good job, son,” Dad says quietly enough so that only I can hear him, as he claps me on the back proudly. “You’ve done a good thing here, being here for this wonderful young lady.”

“You like her?” I ask him, wanting to know his opinion. Especially because I know how controversial our relationship might be to other people. Having the support of the important people in my life is really all I care about so what my father thinks means a lot to me.

“I really like her a lot. She isn’t like any of the other women that I’ve seen you with, not that it’s been many, but I don’t imagine the women you’ve had flings with are like her.” I shake my head, as far as I can see no one is like Louise. “No, I thought not. Well that’s good. And I can tell by the way that she has you captured that she’s going to be around for a long old time.”

I nod, acting like a moony eyed teenager all over again. “Yep, I meant what I said, Dad, I really do love her, you know? I haven’t ever felt like this before.”

“Then you keep her.” He pats me on the back again, a gesture that I’m going to assume means that he loves me. “Don’t do anything to screw it up. She needs you to be strong.”

“Erm, Paula?” I turn to face Louise as she calls out to my mother in an uncertain tone of voice. She’s about to say something important, I can just tell and I want to know what it is. “I have something to discuss with you actually.” For the first time in as long as I can remember, my mom remains silent, only nodding her reply. “I don’t know if Oliver will want me to tell you this, but I’m going to anyway because I don’t think it’s a decision I can make alone.” My heart leaps up into my throat as I realize what she might just be about to say, it isn’t a secret exactly, but I didn’t think I’ll have to deal with the opinions of my parents already. What if they hate it and they tell me that I’m a dumb ass? I don’t want to have my idea thrown back in my face when it’s something that I really want. “Oliver wants to adopt Jenson so he can be his father. He tells me that this is what he wants, but since you’ll be grandparents I don’t think I should agree to this without involving you two.”

Mom and Dad look at each other, then me. Weirdly, there isn’t as much shock that as I was expecting. “Is this really what you want?” Mom asks in a warm tone.

I look at Jenson in Mom’s arms and think about the potential future forming in my mind as I do. I imagine me, Louise, and Jenson really becoming this wonderful family unit and living happily ever after. Maybe it’s naïve because I’m sure it’ll still be up and down, but with Louise I just know that everything will be worth it. 

“Yes, Mom. It is what I want,” I tell her seriously. “I’ve been there from the beginning, I was there when Louise found out that she was pregnant.” I stifle a smirk at that memory, it’s a happy one now that things are much stronger between me and Louise. “I’ve been to practically all the doctor’s appointments, I was there for the birth… maybe I’m not biologically his father, but I’ve been there through it all. I’ve been more of a father to him than the biological one.”

“Right.” Mom nods slowly. “And is there any chance of the real father causing trouble?”

“Oh no,” Louise admits with a head shake. “Not a chance at all.” Her cheeks turn a funny shade of red, but she admits the truth regardless, knowing that it’s needed right now. “He wasn’t someone I knew very well… he was… a one night stand in a moment of madness.” I snap my head to Mom but she doesn’t look judgmental at all. She’s being surprisingly understanding which is wonderful to see. “I don’t think he even gave me his real name, and no one knows him. He’s just vanished. I tried to find him, to let him know, but he’s impossible to find.”

“Ah I see.” Mom looks happy at this news. “Well he sounds undeserving anyway, so maybe it’s a good thing that he’s nowhere to be found. Of course, the final decision lies with you, this is your child after all, but I would love it if Oliver adopted baby Jenson. It would be amazing to be his grandmother. He’s a stunning little boy and I already feel like we have a little bond, you know?”

“Yep,” Dad says quickly from behind me. “I would love it too.”

“Ooh, then we can babysit whenever you need us too. It’ll be wonderful!”

Louise’s face breaks out into a grin, she looks utterly over the moon. Whatever she wanted my parents to say, it seems they’ve given the right answers. “Then I say yes, Oliver. I want you to adopt Jenson and be his father. He deserves someone as amazing as you in his life.”

Even though she hasn’t taken some time to think about it and she certainly hasn’t slept on it, my heart swells with joy and happiness. I didn’t think I’d ever feel so happy to become a father, but I am. Me and Jenson will be bonded in a different way, through a legal document rather than blood, but I don’t think that will lessen our bond at all. For me, it might even make it that much stronger because it’s a life I chose. Either way, I can’t wait to get started with parenthood. It’s going to be amazing.

Epilogue – Louise

"Oh my goodness, that was insane,” I gasp as I slump into a chair finally after rushing around like an insane person all day long. “Who knew that a birthday party for a one year old could be so mad? I mean, that was utter chaos. And so loud, my ears are still ringing now. Thank goodness Jenson is in bed now, I thought he wasn’t ever going to sleep. He fought it to the bitter end.”

“Well you won’t make it easy for yourself, will you?” Oliver laughs while kissing me on the top of the head. “I told you we didn’t need to have such a massive affair, especially in your condition.”

He rubs my belly, touching child number two that I never thought I would have growing inside there. Me and Oliver didn’t exactly plan to extend our family, especially not so quickly, but it happened anyway because we were maybe a little careless and actually we’re really happy about it. Even more so since we learned the other day that we’re going to have a girl, completing the set. Already we’re making plans to move to a much bigger home away from any apartment block, and we’ve been discussing names. This pregnancy is wildly different to the last one, I’m enjoying it so much more because there hasn’t been anything like the same level of stress. This time, it isn’t complicated.

“Yeah well, next time I’ll listen to you,” I breathe out a sigh of exhaustion and relief. “And I won’t do anything. Parties are terrible anyway, I don’t know why anyone would want one.”

“Oh.” Oliver’s face turns a funny shade of pale. “Well that makes what I have to say next very awkward because it could involve a huge party. The biggest of your life?”

“Huh?” I give him a weary look, too tired to figure out his cryptic remark. Doesn’t he realize that I haven’t stopped all day long? “What on Earth are you on about, Oliver?” 

He lifts himself off the chair and moves to stand in front of me. I continue to give him a strange look, wondering if he’s about to break out into some kind of dance or something, when he stuns me into silence by dropping to one knee on the floor in front of me, whipping all my air away.

“Louise Wilter,” He says in a bold tone. “I have something to ask you.”

Is this really happening? My brain whirs rapidly. Am I dreaming? What the hell is going on?

“Me and you have been through a whole lot together. We didn’t exactly get together in the most conventional way, and it hasn’t all been normal along the way.” I giggle at him, but it’s a nervous sound because I’m just so shocked by all of this. “But it’s been amazing, hasn’t it? It’s been awesome.”

“Yes,” I nod as the tears fill my eyes. “It’s been the best roller coaster ride of my whole life.”

“And now we’re about to go on another journey with baby number two.” He wipes some mick sweat from his forehead. “I don’t know why we thought this was a good idea, what were we thinking?”

“Yeah, I don’t know but I’m sure it’ll be fine, right?”

We share a laugh but this one is filled with the knowledge that this is headed somewhere huge. Me and Oliver have had some very monumental conversations in our life but we both know that this is going to be the most important one ever. This has to be headed towards us sealing things… right?

God, I hope I’m right. It’ll be so embarrassing if I’m wrong.

“So, before this baby is born, I think that we need to do something for me and you. We already know that we’re deeply in love and that this is going to last forever.” God that statement really makes my heart swell with heat and love. Every single time that Oliver tells me he loves me I feel amazing about myself, I love it. I adore hearing it, and luckily he says it all the time. “I want you to be my wife. I want you to make me the happiest man alive – no, I want you to continue making me the happiest man alive – and I want you to marry me. I promise that if you agree to be my wife I will do everything I can to make you as happy as you make me. I will be the best husband and father that I can be.”

I suck in a deep breath of air and allow one single tear to stream down my face. Oliver cements what he’s asking of me by bringing out a ring box which has the most beautiful princess cut diamond band inside of it. More than someone like me could ever hope for.

“Of course I will,” I reply with a thick emotional voice. “That sounds amazing. I would love to be your wife.”

With that, Oliver reached up and he scoops me up in his arms and he holds me close which is when all the tears start really falling. In all my lonely life, I never thought that I’d be the girl with the happy ever after, especially not so wonderful, and even when it started coming I thought that I’d screwed it all up more than once… but here I am, about to have the most incredible future either. 

I’m the luckiest woman alive.  


The Perfect Gift
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Blurb

She’s my sister’s Best Friend

And I want to give her something…BIG!

I am a billionaire businessman with an empire to run

Women were just an after thought in my life

Until that hot Christmas Eve

When I fell for those amazing curves of hers

It was supposed to be just for one night

After a long gap I see her again at my sister’s wedding

She’s still HOT as ever but avoiding me

I guess she is hiding something

Don’t worry son! Daddy’s gonna win back your Mommy!

Chapter 1: Dex

As the small symmetrical icy crystals floated gingerly from the sky and landed on the lawns of Central Park, I felt a sadness swell inside my chest. It was Christmas Eve, a time I relished when I was growing up. My parents always decorated the house to match the festive nature of the city with garlands, lights, and the smell of cinnamon and pine. They threw big lavish parties at their sky-high penthouse in Canton Commons. The wealthiest families in New York would put aside their high natured snobbery to bring gifts, food, and merry greetings to share with everyone else. As children, my sister Natalie and I would run around the house with the other children, playing with our toys and soaking up the feeling of Christmas. It had always been my favorite time of the year. 

Years later, I found myself staring at the lights twinkling in the park, people walking hand in hand through the Christmas Eve snow, and carolers wishing people well, all the while feeling nothing but the silence of a now mostly empty home. After my parents died, the holidays stopped feeling like a magical time. There were no more parties, no more crackling fires, and the decorations sat in storage boxes, hoping one day to be picked up and used again. My sister loved Christmas and tried to keep the spirit alive but it was too much for one person. With me running the company now, I didn’t have time for such frivolous things as holiday parties. It almost felt like my parents took the holidays with them when they passed.

Neither Natalie nor I had a family of our own, so we either spent the holidays with each other or I went to work and left her to her own devices. This year, with my pending travels approaching I decided not to work on Christmas Eve. I tried not to be the scrooge, so I gave my employees off on Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. Usually, I ended up spending that time alone in the office, eating Chinese food and watching A Christmas Story while going over financial reports. Everything was settled this year since I was going to be leaving soon and so there I sat, reminiscing and staring out at the city. It was cold outside, colder than any Christmas I remembered and even inside the penthouse, I kept my sweater on to fight the chill. I could hear Natalie down the hall, getting ready for something, though I thought she would be spending the evening here in the penthouse.

I pulled up the number to the local Chinese delivery place and figured I’d order us some food for the night. I didn’t know what Natalie liked to eat anymore, so I sat waiting for her to come out of her room. The fact that she could always keep a cheery attitude during the holidays comforted me. I looked up as she walked quickly down the hall and pulled her coat from the closet. She put on the wool pea coat and turned back, surprised to see me still sitting in the living room.

“Oh,” she said, slightly startled. “Dex, what are you doing here? I thought you were going to be working like you do every year.”

“Since I’m leaving in a couple of days, I figured I’d break that habit and spend Christmas Eve here with you,” I replied, watching her face twitch nervously.  “You look like you're going somewhere.”

“Yeah. I, uh, I was going to go spend Christmas with a friend,” she said, walking over and sitting down on the arm of the chair. I could tell the quieteness of the house was really starting to get to her and I couldn’t help but be disappointed by the idea of spending Christmas Eve alone. “I should have mentioned it. I’m just so used to you always being at work that I honestly didn’t even think to say anything.”

I shook my head, trying not to make her feel guilty. After all, she was right, I didn’t even take weekends off anymore. The last time I had any time off was for her birthday and I didn’t really take off, I just left the office at five instead of midnight. Natalie had gotten used to living her own life, without any real family to spend time with. Part of me wanted to tell her not to worry about it but the other part of me wanted to ask her to stay and hang out. 

“Why don’t I do this,” she said. “I’ll call and make sure it’s okay and we can just go together.”

I nodded and smiled, deciding that spending the holidays with people I didn’t know was better than being alone. I watched as she walked back in the hallway and called her friend. She talked for a few minutes and then hung up, bouncing cheerily out to the living room and waving me over. I grabbed the bottle of hazelnut liqueur I bought for tonight and we walked down to the garage where my car sat waiting. 

Since I gave all my employees the night off, I drove myself, slightly confused as I made my way out of Manhattan and through the boroughs. We ended up in Brooklyn, which was weird since I assumed Natalie meant she was going to see one of the rich kids she grew up with. However, as I pulled up in front of the five-story brick walk-up, I realized whoever we were visiting had much less than we did. I almost felt foolish having thrown on my seven hundred dollar Gucci sweater and ungodly expensive belt. I smiled at Natalie as we got out, stepping over the piles of snow that had been pushed off the streets by the plows. I was glad she didn’t see my confusion. I didn’t want it to look like I was being judgmental toward her friends. That was my sister though, if you didn’t know her as a child, she seemed like any other normal girl from a middle-class family. Her heart was always too big for her to ever come across as the snobby rich girl from the upper East side. 

As we climbed the stairs I could smell food cooking in the oven and I started to relax. The warmth of the glow coming from under the door already made me feel at home. Natalie knocked and we stood back as we heard footsteps from inside. The door flung open and a short round woman with curly red hair and rosy cheeks answered, smiling big and wrapping her arms around Natalie. She smiled warmly before turning to me and pulling me down for a hug. I laughed from surprise but welcomed the happy greeting. 

“Come in, come in. I’m Andrea,” she said, stepping to the side and waving us inside. “You can put your coats up there and then follow me back to the kitchen. That’s where all the magic is happening.”

I set the bottle of liqueur on the floor next to my snow-covered shoes and hung up my jacket. Natalie smiled big and squeezed my arm as she walked forward. She took Andrea's hand as they walked toward the smell of food and the sound of Christmas Carols. Natalie looked really happy just being in this place. I instantly felt better about leaving her for my travels since she seemed to have made her own little family right here in Brooklyn. As I turned into the kitchen I looked around at the apple wall paper, farm themed wall hangings, and cook books propped on shelves all over the walls. It was like I had been transported from Brooklyn to a farm house in the country. There was a large turkey on the counter next to several bowls full of all the normal Christmas food. 

My eyes scanned the kitchen, landing on my sister as she hugged a curvy brown-haired girl. She was facing the stove while stirring something but the lights from the kitchen made the streaks of red in her hair stand out. I could tell Natalie was whispering something to her and as she turned around and caught my gaze, my knees went weak. Her green eyes cut through me like a knife and instantly I wanted to know more about her. She nodded once and looked down, her cheeks growing red. She was shy, which made her even more appealing to me. 

“Dex, this is my best friend Casey,” Natalie said with a knowing look. “Casey, meet my big brother Dex.”

“Nice to meet you,” Casey whispered with even brighter cheeks.

“Okay,” Andrea said, clapping her hands together. “Let’s get this food on the table!”

I started grabbing dishes and helped bring all the food out to the large oak table sitting in the dining room. I looked up at the pictures hanging on the wall. There were several of a man that I assumed was Andrea’s husband posing in his officer’s uniform. His ribbons were encased and hung next to the pictures, making me think he was no longer with us. I didn’t want to bring it up, not knowing the details, so instead, I sat down and began passing the food around. 

“So, how did you two meet?” I looked at Natalie and then over to Casey.

“Oh, we met in college,” Natalie said with excitement. “We ended up being on the same team for one of our Sophomore projects.”

“That’s awesome,” I said. I turned to Casey and added, “Did you grow up in New York?”

“She sure did,” Andrea answered. “In fact, her father and I, God rest his soul, grew up here in Brooklyn. I’m glad she decided to stick around.” Andrea looked at Casey and winked as we ate our food and continued the conversation. I wanted to know more about this girl. In all reality, I wanted to see more of this girl, and I didn’t mean on a date. She was gorgeous with unguarded eyes and thick curvy body. I could only imagine what it would feel like to run my hands over her smooth skin. 

I excused myself from the table and grabbed the cordial I bought, hoping they would enjoy it. It was extremely expensive but that wasn’t something I wanted to mention in present company. I showed Andrea who oohed at the bottle and pointed me to the cordial glasses in the china cabinet behind us. I brought out four glasses and poured a small amount into each, making sure Casey’s was a bit fuller than the rest. She smiled at me as she reached out to take the glass. As our fingers skimmed across each other’s, I could feel the electricity between us. 

We sat around the table listening to Andrea tell stories of Christmas’ when Casey was a little girl. The woman was so happy and so jolly that you couldn’t help but feel loved just by sitting around her table. I kept a close eye on Casey’s glass, making sure to refill it each time it got low. I wanted her to loosen up because the pull between us was thick and hungry. Each time she caught me staring she would look for a bit too long before blushing and turning back to her mother. Her innocent personality was sexy but I knew there was something raw and needy inside of her. I stretched my leg out under the table and grazed her foot with mine. She rubbed it back, staring forward and listening to her mother’s continued stories. Natalie seemed to be in her own little world, which left me and Casey trapped in this bubble, bursting at the seams to be let loose.

 Maybe it was the fact that I was leaving, maybe it was the hazelnut liquor or even the twinkling Christmas lights, but I wanted Casey and I wanted her bad. 

Chapter 2: Casey

When Natalie called and asked if her brother could join us for dinner, I had no idea I would end up standing in front of the hottest guy I had ever met. As soon as my eyes met his, I knew I was in trouble. He pierced me with a stunningly blue gaze and there was just something about the way his eyes glimmered as he flashed his wide smile with his wavy blonde hair curling around his face that left me breathless. I longed to put my hands in his curls and pull him close. The warmth in my chest was caused by a combination of his lustful stare and the hazelnut liqueur he refilled my glass with over and over again. There was a serious air of danger emanating from him, which usually made me run in the opposite direction from but for Dex, it only pulled me further in.

As we talked about our childhoods, my mother stood and started clearing the dishes. As always, I took notice and stood as well, reaching for the empty bowls and plates. Natalie grabbed my hand and winked at me, glancing over at her brother who was still staring intently, waiting for me to finish my sentence. I handed her the bowl and stepped back from the table, grabbing my glass.

“I’ll help clean up,” Natalie said brightly. “You did so much before we got here. Go relax and show my brother around the house.”

I blushed at her words, knowing she noticed our heated glances and attentive behavior toward each other. I backed up as she moved around the table picking up plates, unsure of what to do. I looked down as I felt Dex’s hand grab my arm and pull me toward the living room. I smiled sweetly at Natalie and allowed Dex to pull me away, finding him too sexy to ignore. I could feel the alcohol surging through my veins and loosening my nerves. I strolled over to the couch and sat down, watching as he followed. He sat close and turned to face me. 

“What did you get your degree in?” He was very interested in my life and I was very interested in his luscious lips.

“Um. Well, I started out studying medicine but after my father passed away, I changed my major to business, hoping it would open some doors for me,” I said. “My father’s pension pays for the house as such but I knew my mother would need more help than that. I wanted to go to Graduate School like Natalie but I decided to wait for a while.”

“That’s really amazing of you, I know how it feels to lose a parent,” he said. I watched as he looked around at all the Christmas decorations mom and I had put up for the little party. It was nice having people here but even nicer having him sit so close to me. He turned toward me, his hand touching my knee and we stared into each other’s eyes for a moment.

“Okay gang,” my mother said, startling us and making us jump apart. “I’m going to take these down to the mission and make sure they don’t need any help this evening. You three have fun, there’s pie and ice cream in the kitchen if anyone wants anything.”

“Okay, mom. Be safe,” I said with flushed cheeks. 

“Thank you for having us, Andrea,” Dex said, standing and kissing my mom on the cheek. Talk about a swoon moment. 

We watched as my mom left the apartment, feeling the rush of cold air as she closed the door behind her. Natalie looked over at us and smiled, taking another drink of her liqueur and glancing at the twinkling lights. I shifted on the couch, trying to get this hot man off my mind. Every time our legs accidentally brushed each other I could feel the heat in my stomach grow hotter. 

“So, you guys want to play charades?” I didn’t know what else to offer.

“Yes.” Natalie giggled. “Wait, there’s only three of us. I know! We’ll take turns. Me and Dex will act things out and you can be the guesser since I know you hate being the actor.”

“Sounds good to me.” I laughed. 

We played a sloshy drunk game of charades for about an hour. I was laughing so hard from Dex’s impression of a duck that I almost spit my drink everywhere. Just as Natalie got up to take her turn, her phone rang and she walked into the kitchen to answer it. I laid on the couch with my legs propped up on Dex’s lap, trying to get ahold of the warm drunk feeling in my head. I hadn’t had this much fun in forever and the more we drank, the more touchy feely Dex and I became. When Natalie came back out, we looked up at her. She was wearing a thoughtful expression that made both Dex and me frown.  

“So that was Ben from school,” she said, looking down at her phone. “He said he can get me front row at the Rockette’s extravaganza but if I want to go, I have to go now.”

“You should do it,” Dex said, glancing over at me. “That poor boy is pulling out all the stops, the least you could do is go enjoy yourself.”

“I don’t know,” she said, sitting down in the chair. “I’m having so much fun here.”

“Girl, we are always here. Go and have fun!” I said, hoping she would take my word for it.

“Okay,” she said excitedly. “I’ll go. I love you guys. Merry Christmas. I’ll call you tomorrow Casey.”

I leaned up and kissed Natalie on the cheek. I chuckled as she threw her jacket, gloves, and hat on and raced out the door. As soon as she shut the door I could feel just how alone Dex and I were and it was more than exciting. I could tell instantly that Dex was into me and I was sure as hell into him. I hadn’t ever been with a man before, not that I was saving myself for anyone. I was just really shy and the few guys I dated never made the attempt. I looked over at Dex who was staring awkwardly at his drink. He was so hot I could barely stand it. I pulled my legs from his lap and sat up next to him. 

I watched as a small smirk moved across his lips and he turned to me, grabbing my glass and setting it on the table. He reached both hands up and held my face in his hands, kissing my lips softly. The setting was so romantic, with the soft glow of the lights from the tree, the smell of cinnamon in the air, and the orchestra Christmas music in the background. I leaned into his kiss, feeling a desperate need deep in my stomach. The liqueur made me dizzy so we leaned back against the couch, our lips moving sensually together. Though I could feel the heat gathering in my panties, I was okay with making out for a while in the dim sparkling lights. 

Slowly, Dex pushed toward me, lying me down on the couch and running his hand up my side. I could feel his bulging erection against my leg and it sent chills down my spine. He was gentle but needy and I had no reason to tell him I was a virgin, not with his take charge attitude. I could feel his fingertips move down the sides of my dress and reach under, trailing up to my panties. He moved his body to the side as he plucked the edge of the lace and slid his fingers right, feeling my juices run. He bit his lip and ran his hand through my pussy lips, causing a low moan to escape my throat. The sound seemed to arouse him even more and he moved down, pulling my dress completely up and kissing my stomach. I laid my head down and closed my eyes as he pushed my legs apart and pulled my red lace panties to the side, replacing his fingers with his tongue.

I groaned as he lapped at my wet mound, savoring every drop before going back for more. I reached up and unbuttoned the top of my dress. I pulled my bra cups to the side, massaging my big breasts and grinding my hips against his mouth. He felt so good down there and I could feel my temperature rising. He moved his hand from my thigh and slipped two fingers inside of me and groaned against my clit, feeling how tight and wet I was. After a few minutes, he pulled his fingers out and moved up my body. He pressed his mouth against mine and growled as I sucked hard on his tongue. I reached down and unbuckled his belt, knowing we wouldn’t have long until my mother came back. 

He sat up and pulled his pants and boxer briefs off, throwing them in a pile on the floor. He stood in front of me, stroking his rock-hard erection. He smiled excitedly as he dove back down, kissing my neck and chest while rubbing the head of his cock against my clit. I may have never been with a man but I definitely knew I wanted him inside of me. I reached down and grabbed his shaft, kissing him hard as I raised my hips and pulled him into me with need. He groaned loudly in my mouth as he entered me, sliding easily through my wetness.

“You are so tight,” he whispered, nibbling at my ear. “You feel amazing.”

As he leaned into me, he grabbed my hands and put them over my head. Holding them down with one arm, he lifted my leg around his waist. He began to push into me in a steady motion, his shaft moving through my tight wet pussy. He was so thick and so big I thought it would hurt but as I opened my hips to take him in further, all I felt was an unbelievable pleasure. He let go of my hands and grabbed my hips, thrusting forward harder and harder. I reached up and grabbed the arm of the couch, closing my eyes and listening to our skin slap together. He licked his lips and moaned as my juices covered his cock. 

As he picked up the pace, he rocked his hips forward as he pushed in, rubbing against my clit. I felt the orgasm building in my belly as it began to erupt. I screamed loudly, grabbing the couch and arching my back as I felt the waves of pleasure explode through me. As I shivered and shook beneath him, he could feel me contracting against his shaft which only made him needier. I opened my eyes and watched as he thrust hard once, twice, and then a third time, rolling his eyes back and pushing in as he released. He continued to thrust softly as the waves of ecstasy rolled over him, biting his lip and squeezing my thighs in his strong hands. As his muscles relaxed, he looked down at me and smiled, shaking his head and leaning into my neck. 

“That was amazing,” he said breathlessly. “Merry Freakin’ Christmas.”

I leaned my head back and laughed loudly as he pulled out and reached for my hands. When I got to my feet, he placed a long and passionate kiss on my lips. I couldn’t imagine that a better first time existed. Knowing my mother would be home soon, we got dressed and straightened ourselves up. I wanted him to stay but I knew it would look suspicious. I walked him to the door and handed him his hat as he pulled on his jacket. He opened the door but turned back and kissed me one last time, deep and hard, before flashing that killer smile and walking out of the apartment. He may have been a stranger just a few hours before, but I didn’t regret anything that happened between us. 

Little did I know, I wouldn’t see Dex again for a very long time.

Chapter 3: Dex

The last five years had been one hell of an adventure. The business needed a boost and the competition needed to be taken out for Canton Enterprises to keep moving toward the future. I spent five years traveling through Asia, making deals with the biggest and richest men I could find. From China, Japan, and Korea, to Vietnam, Thailand, and Indonesia, the world would now see Canton Resorts, Canton Towers, and Canton Enterprises at the forefront of the luxury living scene. I learned so much while I was gone but it felt good to be back. Though I still had some loose ends to tie up, I had to come home for my sister’s wedding. She was the only family I had left and I couldn’t miss such an important event in her life. 

I stood at the front with Natalie’s future husband Brandon, glad she had met such an amazing man to spend her life with. They met at a karaoke bar in Hell’s Kitchen and Brandon instantly fell in love with her. When they flew out to Beijing to visit me, I knew immediately that they were going to be together forever. He was just that guy, the guy who cherished the people he loved and said what he meant when he meant it. As the music began to play, I immediately stared at the opening doors at the end of the aisle. My happiness extended beyond my sister’s special day. Being here, in this little white church in upstate New York, meant I would finally see Casey again. I sure as hell couldn’t get her off my mind, even five years later, and I was hoping she felt the same way. 

The blossoming yellow flowers placed all along the white church pews were accented by the fall leaves that peaked in through the back door. As the bridesmaids walked down the aisle, I Immediately spotted Casey. She was wearing a long sleeveless maxi dress with a tight bodice that made her voluptuous tits look amazing. Her dress was the color of the flowers and her beautiful hair was pinned elegantly on her head, long ringlets falling down around her face. She was even more gorgeous than I remembered and immediately, that night came flooding back to me. I was dumbfounded by how much she had blossomed and how absolutely beautiful she looked. I watched her as she walked up the steps to the altar and glanced quickly in my direction. Her cheeks blushed just as they had the first time we met. 

As she stepped onto the stairs and lined up with the other brides, she smiled, staring down the aisle but feeling my gaze on her skin. The music ended and she took a deep breath. She looked over at me, raising her eyebrows with a playful smirk. I shook my head slightly and laughed to myself, realizing she knew exactly how I felt. When I looked back at her, she had straightened her face and was waiting for Natalie to make her grand entrance. As much as I wanted to see my beautiful sister, I couldn’t take my eyes off Casey. I didn’t realize that, after five years, I would be so drawn to her. I knew I wanted to see her. I was so excited to know she was going to be here but I didn’t expect to feel this way. I had a sudden urge to grab her and kiss her as soon as I laid eyes on her. I pulled my hands in front of me and looked over at Brandon. He was standing nervously while he stared at the open doors waiting for Natalie to appear.

As the music began to play, everyone stood and looked toward the back. I watched as my beautiful sister walked through the doors, escorted by our uncle, and smiling bigger than I had ever seen. From there, the rest of the ceremony was a complete blur. I couldn’t take my eyes off Casey long enough to listen to Natalie and Brandon’s vows. Every time her green eyes shifted and met mine, butterflies would fly through my stomach. When the ceremony was over, I escorted the maid of honor down the aisle and winked at Casey as I looked behind me. Immediately, her cheeks reddened and I glanced down at her hand, not seeing any kind of wedding ring. 

After we left the church, we all gathered in the back for pictures. I watched from the side as the bridesmaids had their photos taken together. My sister walked up to me and nudged me in the side. I looked down and put my arm around her, marveling at how absolutely gorgeous she looked.

“Congrats, sis,” I said, smiling. 

“Why thank you, glad you could make it.” She laughed. 

The photographer called Natalie over. As soon as Casey was free from the group, I made a bee-line for her. I did not want to waste any time. As I approached, she looked up at me and smiled, handing her flowers to the other girl and meeting me half way. We immediately embraced in a tight hug and I couldn’t believe how good it felt to have my arms wrapped around her.

“It’s good to see you,” she whispered in my ear. “It’s been a long time.”

“You look amazing,” I said, pulling back to look at her. “Well, you know, had to tone it down to not upstage the bride.” 

We both laughed and looked at Natalie and Brandon embracing and kissing for the photographer. I watched Casey’s cheeks fade from bright red to a faint pink. She gazed out at my sister and her new husband as the sun started to set behind the church. When their pictures were done, Casey smiled at me before walking off with the other bridesmaids to take the limo to the reception. I watched her curvy hips and amazing ass sway back and forth in her tight dress as she walked along the road. She stooped into the car and I swallowed hard. I reached over and grabbed my sister before she could disappear.

“Hey,” I said, looking at the limo. “Is Casey seeing anyone?”

“No, she’s single,” she said with a sly smirk that I completely ignored. “See you at the reception?”

“I’ll be there,” I said, clapping and walking toward the groomsmen’s limo.

Hopefully, I’d be there sweeping Miss Casey right off her feet. Why not pick up where we left off? It was hot, it was needy, and I couldn’t get her out of my head. I wasn’t looking for anything serious but I definitely wouldn’t mind replaying that Christmas Eve night. When we got to the reception, I had a seat at my table and watched Casey as she laughed and ate with the other girls. She was stunning. When I saw her get up to get a drink from the bar, I knew it was a good time to chat with her. I charismatically moved through the crowd and leaned on the bar next to her. 

“Hey you,” I said, smiling.

“Hey there.” She laughed. “You are still as charming as ever.”

“I try.” I chuckled. She smiled at me as she took her drink. I swiped my hand down her arm and immediately felt a spark, the same spark I felt five years ago. She took a deep breath and stepped back, forcing a smile on her lips. I couldn’t put my finger on what it was, but she seemed a bit distant. She was still sexy as hell, sweet, adorable as always. She laughed at my stupid jokes but she was also slightly removed from our conversation. I grinned and opened my mouth to invite her to sit with me but I was cut off by the MC announcing the bride and groom’s first dance. Casey shrugged her shoulders and smiled, turned, and went back to her own table. 

I walked back to my seat and sat down, slightly perplexed by what just happened. Had things changed while I was away? Did she no longer have any kind of emotions or feelings for me? Five years was a long time but since I hadn’t stopped thinking about her, I knew her feelings could still be on the surface too. She looked so sexy in that dress and her smile was more radiant than ever. All I wanted to do was get her out of that hot dress and have another steamy night of passion. For about an hour, I watched the festivities develop from the first dance and the cake cutting to the emotional dance with our uncle. When all had settled down and everyone was milling around, I looked up to see Casey sitting alone at the table, watching the couples dance on the dancefloor. I knew this was the perfect time to grab her and bring her close. The idea of holding her in my arms was too enticing to pass up. I walked around the crowd and came up behind her, tapping her on the shoulder. 

“Excuse me Miss,” I said with a playful bow. “May I have this dance.”

She looked up at me and smiled shyly, nodding her head and reaching out for my hand. I draped her arm through mine as we walked on the dance floor. I spun her around and into my arms. She laughed as she crashed back into me, lifting her head and taking my hand. I reached around her waist and pulled her close, feeling her breasts heaving against my chest. She looked up at me with her big green eyes and my heart fluttered inside my chest. It felt like the first night we met, when the want and need between us was so thick we could barely breathe. As we danced across the floor, our eyes did not detach and for a minute, it felt like we were the only two in the room. I knew I had to have her again. I needed to feel her skin against mine, to taste her and feel her mouth wrapped around my cock. 

Needing to set the mood, I pulled her even closer without caring that she would feel my half erection against her body. As her waist hit my crotch, her eyes widened and she bit her lip. A conflicted expression crossed her face. I leaned down and picked her up by the waist, letting her feet dangle as we swayed to the sound of the orchestra playing in the background. Her breathing was heavy against my neck and I buried my face in her hair, breathing in her sweet scent. I wanted another night of passion and lust. No, I needed another night of passion and lust and not with just anyone, with Casey. There might have been something going on in her head that I didn’t understand but at that moment, I didn’t care. All I cared about was making her feel wanted, sexy, and desirable. 

As we swayed to the music, I could feel her suck in a deep breath and let it out hard. I feared she wasn’t feeling the same way as me but the way she clung tightly to my body, rubbing her lips against my neck, told a different story. I wasn’t sure what was wrong and I hoped I hadn’t done something to mess up this reunion already, though I didn’t see how I could have. Either way, I was going to enjoy having her in my arms until the song was over and then, hopefully, I would take her in my arms in my bed later tonight.

Chapter 4: Casey

This day has been nothing but a sea of raging emotions. I cry at weddings all the time but watching my best friend marry the love of her life, an amazing and extremely handsome fireman, I am simply beside myself. I watched their relationship grow over the years and I knew from their first real date that there was no going back for Miss Natalie. This guy swept her off her feet so fast I didn’t think she would ever touch back down. The way he protected her, respected her, and cherished her was something rarely found in today’s world. Seeing them together was perfect and it gave me hope that one day, I’d be just as happy.

On top of all that, the man I spent five long years pining for, finally surfaced and was back on my radar. I knew he was going to be here. He is Natalie’s only brother, so it would have been strange for him not to come. Still, my memory did not do him justice and when he flashed that damn smile at me from across the church, I almost collapsed right there in the aisle. I told myself over and over again that I needed to relax. It had been five years since we saw each other, there was no way he was going to be interested in me now. Just in case he was, I gave myself strict instructions to keep my distance. Things became very different in my life after he left and I knew I couldn’t just welcome him back with open arms, or legs for that matter. Then, he looked at me with those deep blue eyes and I’m pinned, unable to move, or even breathe. I’m right back where I was, completely vulnerable to his charms. 

I was strong. I learned so much over the last five years but it was like all it disappeared with just one look from Dex. I didn’t know whether to be angry at myself or just accept that I was human and this was bound to happen. Either way, I knew I had to keep my wits about me and not give into him like I did last time. It was easier said than done as I hung from his neck, my face buried in his shoulder, and his arms wrapped tightly around me. I kept sighing to keep myself from bursting into tears, everything was very overwhelming. His scent was so familiar, like we were back on that couch underneath the pale twinkling Christmas lights, downing hazelnut liqueur and throwing caution to the wind. The feeling of his skin on mine was still fresh in my mind and just being close to him, his hips against me, an obvious erection in his pants, was so tantalizing I could barely take it. However, knowing where our first encounter led, I knew I had the willpower to resist.

As the song slowly came to an end, Dex held on to me, squeezing me tightly and breathing into my neck. I took a deep breath as he set me down gently on the ground. I looked up into his big blue eyes. He could tell something was wrong but I didn’t say a word. I smiled and turned to leave. I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t talk, I just needed some space, and fast. He watched me shuffle off toward the bathroom, holding my hand against my chest. I didn’t know how to explain any of this to him. I rounded the corner and walked straight into the bathroom, stopping and gathering myself as I watched Natalie struggling with her dress. She looked up at me and smiled, breaking into a giggle. Just the sound of my best friend’s laugh made me feel better.

“What in the world are you doing?” I asked, looking at her twisted gown.

“I had to pee and no one was here to help so I stepped out of my dress for a minute to go. Now I can’t get it zipped.” She laughed, leaning against the wall and sweating slightly. 

“Oh my god.” I burst into laughter. “You are a mess.”

I walked over and pulled her to her feet, turning her and straightening the gown while I connected the hooks she had somehow completely screwed up. I looked in the mirror as I pulled the zipper back up and tucked in the ribbons. She looked so happy and I didn’t want to ruin it but I needed to talk to someone.

“Your brother and I had a dance,” I said quietly.

“I know, I saw you,” she said, smirking.

“It's confusing,” I replied. “He’s been gone so long but it feels like he never left.”

“Are you okay?” 

“Me? Yeah,” I said but it was a lie. “I mean sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Are you going to tell him about Seth?” I looked up at her as the words came out of her mouth, too shocked to even try and hide it. I came up with a full-proof lie about who Seth’s father was, how I got pregnant, the whole nine yards. I guess I should have realized I wouldn’t be able to keep it from Natalie, she knew me too well.

“I, how did you…no,” I finally stammered. “I mean, how would I even start that conversation? And God what if Seth was the one who got hurt? I’m not saying your brother is a bad guy but that is heavy and I just can’t take the chance of having him tell Seth, get close, and then leave again. Maybe when Seth is older.”

I leaned against the bathroom sink and took in a deep breath. How did everything get so complicated so fast? I came out here to celebrate my best friend’s marriage and I ended up having to face the thing I feared the most. I knew it was wrong to lie to Dex but we had made love once. It was my first time and then BAM, there I was with this adorable little person who I loved more than my own life. He was perfect in every way and I was terrified that Dex would somehow hurt him.

“I’m not saying my brother is a saint by any means,” Natalie said, holding my hand. “All I’m saying is he deserves to know. I will never say a word but I think that you should tell him eventually. At least promise me you’ll think about it.”

I nodded my head yes and closed my eyes as Natalie leaned in and kissed me on the cheek. She straightened her hair and wiped the sweat from her forehead before walking out of the bathroom. I stood there staring down at my hands, thinking about my little man at home with my mom. He was the best thing that ever happened to me and I would never want to see him hurt, or worse. What if Dex tried to take him from me? I could never let that happen. I had no misconceptions about Dex, I knew he was a billionaire businessman who traveled the world, lived freely, and had never been known to settle down. There was no doubt in my mind that he would want to know but I didn’t think for a second he would fall to his knees and pledge his loyalty to us. 

Seth lived in a different world than Dex. Seth’s was a world of bedtimes, cartoons, his drawings of buildings, and all the love he could handle from me and my mom. Dex lived in a world of penthouses, expensive cars, limos and the best clothes money could buy. It would be so confusing for Seth to be thrust into that world, possibly without the only two people he knew loved and cared for him. I didn’t know what to do but I knew I couldn’t go back out there and face Dex again, it was too dangerous for me. One look from those sultry eyes and he would have me right where he wanted. I would be putty in his capable hands. 

I looked down at my watch and realized it was close to the time Natalie and Brandon would be heading off to their hotel for the night. If I left then, she wouldn’t even notice, especially with the ridiculous amount of pomp and circumstance that was going on. I couldn’t go back out there, not even to say goodbye. I grabbed my purse and turned, looking at my reflection in the mirror. I looked beautiful, just like a rich girl with her expensive gown and perfect makeup. The only problem was, I wasn’t that girl and never would be. I grew up a fallen police officer’s daughter, born and raised in Brooklyn, and destined for single motherhood. I was okay with that because I knew I could give Seth the love he deserved. 

Things may have been complicated in my head because I knew the truth, I lived with that night every day since then, watching as it grew and blossomed into an adorable little boy, but for Dex, it was nothing more than rekindling an old flame. If I were to hide it and give in to his blue eyes, sexy body, and incredible charm, I knew, in the end, I would be left alone and broken, just like I was when he left last time. I couldn’t keep do this to myself again, it was too much. 

I breathed deeply and nodded at myself in the mirror, gathering the strength I needed to unglue my feet from the bathroom floor. Shoving my clutch under my arm, I walked slowly out of the bathroom, peeking around the corner to make sure the coast was clear. Dex was sitting alone at his table, looking around for me, his gorgeous smile wiped from his face. He had to be wondering why I ran off and where I went, which was something I had to let go of. I turned the other direction and slipped into the shadows of the yard, making my way toward the parking lot. I would take a car back to the hotel for the night and then, I would bolt out to the city before anyone even noticed I was gone. I missed Seth and I wanted the comfort of my home and my family. 

I stood at the side of the car watching as Natalie and Brandon came through the front doors holding hands and being followed by the whole of the reception. They laughed and waved as they dodged the wall of bubbles being blown in their direction. I smiled, knowing my best friend had found something I wasn’t sure I ever would. As they drove off, streaming sparkling lights shot up from the fireworks that lined the driveway. It was really beautiful and I could see Dex standing in the drive watching, his hands in his pockets, his bow tie hanging untied around his neck, and the glow of the fireworks casting shadows across his face. I wondered if that was what Seth would look like when he grew up, strong and sure with a lost look in the corner of his eye. 

I took in a deep breath and ducked down into the car, asking the driver to wait until everyone went inside. I watched as Dex looked around the crowd, scratched his head and kicked at the ground beneath him. It wasn’t very ladylike for me to just run off without a word but I knew if I got anywhere near him, I would fall right into his arms. The last thing I needed in my life was to be heartbroken all over again. I told myself it was the right decision to make. I nodded to the driver who put the car in drive and pulled down the driveway. 

I was making the right decision, that much I knew, but it was really hard to convince myself of that.

Chapter 5: Dex

My head was throbbing from the champagne I consumed at the wedding. I usually stayed away from the stuff, sticking to my normal whiskey and coke. But, it was there and once I got started I just kept going, especially after Casey disappeared and never returned. To say I was disappointed would be an understatement. She was just as beautiful, if not more beautiful, than the day I met her and I was hoping to rekindle the flame between us. In my drunken state, I tried to find out her room number. We were in the same hotel so I thought it would be easy but the rooms had been blocked out with no names. Natalie had simply handed out keys when everyone arrived. The last thing I wanted to do was pound on every door in the hotel in the middle of the night just to find Casey. So, in my disappointment, I went up to the penthouse and passed out face down on the bed. It wasn’t until room service came knocking that I realized I had fallen asleep still in my tux and shoes. 

I was glad my sister arranged everything, otherwise breakfast would have never even crossed my mind. I was more of a coffee and conference call kind of guy but Natalie knew that, which was why she sent food up. After my shower, I took note of the things the hotel needed to fix in the penthouse, which was a constant thing I did everywhere I went. I went downstairs and made sure my sister’s ride to the airport was on its way. They were going on an amazing vacation that Brandon planned. I tried to talk him into letting me pay for it but he refused, saying he saved up just for that. I liked how he did things, he was down to earth but at the same time, he understood my sister and her background. As I leaned against the side of the elevator, trying to stop the dizziness from overtaking me, Casey flashed through my mind. I could still feel her body pressed against me while we danced, the smell of her perfume had been absolutely intoxicating. 

I shook the memory from my mind when I reached the proper floor and meandered down the hallway toward the honeymoon suite. I knocked on the door and smiled as I heard my sister talking and laughing loudly. Brandon opened the door and grinned, wiping his face from the brunch they were enjoying. He leaned in and hugged me warmly before stepping to the side and inviting me inside. I stepped over the door to find my sister dressed and ready to go, excitement etched in every line of her face. 

“Good morning sweet brother,” she said, standing to kiss me on the cheek.

“Good morning.” I grumbled. “I came to let you know that your private jet is waiting on the tarmac and the car is downstairs. They’re scheduled and ready to get you to the South Pacific.”

“Excellent,” Brandon said, slapping me on the shoulder. 

“Do you want some brunch,” my sister asked, pointing down at the mimosas and pancakes in front of her. My stomach flip flopped just looking at the bubbly. 

“No, thank you. I got your breakfast this morning.” I smiled, taking a seat across from her while Brandon pulled their bags up to the door.

“So, how did things go with you and Casey last night?” She tried to sound nonchalant but I saw right through it. 

“I thought they were going great,” I said, running my hands through my hair. “We were talking, laughing, dancing, just like we never missed a day. Then, poof, she was gone, nowhere to be found. I don’t know what I did but I completely struck out last night.”

Natalie sat quietly, finishing her brunch and setting her silverware down on the plate. She wiped her mouth with the anagrammed Canton Resorts cloth napkin and looked out the window. I could tell she was mulling over her next words, wanting to say the right thing. I always hated that silence, she usually came back with some lecture that was full of wisdom and truths I didn’t want to hear. She had a way of channeling our mother that I didn’t always appreciate. She turned back to me and smiled thoughtfully, reaching out to take my hand.

“Dex, I know you like Casey and I know you two hooked up before you left for Asia, but she is my very best friend,” she said with demure and class. “You know I love you but I also know that you are not the settling down type. You have this empire left by Mom and Dad and it’s your job to keep it afloat. You’ve done an amazing job but if you are just looking for another play toy, then you need to look somewhere else. Casey is not your girl if that’s all you want. She is so sweet and smart and deserves so much more than a casual lay. I could never be okay with you treating her like one of your play things, she is way too good for that.”

She patted me on the leg and took a sip of her mimosa, allowing me time to process her words of warning. Deep down, I knew this wouldn’t be as simple as waltzing back in town and picking up where we left off, at least not with a girl like Casey. She had a life, a career, and probably some sort of love interest that I couldn’t expect her to drop for another one-night stand. In all honesty, I spent the last five years completely dedicated to my work, not even thinking about any random trysts while I was away. However, the last thing I wanted to do was admit that to my sister and give her the wrong idea. My sister’s words did not skip over me. I took them to heart, knowing she had the best interest of both of Casey and me in mind when she spoke. 

“I know.” I sighed, leaning back. “When she ditched, just left without a word last night, I got the message loud and clear. I don’t want to cause her any undue stress, Natalie. I may not be the relationship guy but I’m not a total asshole.”

“Oh, God, Dex, that is not what I meant,” she said, shaking her head. “I know you are a good guy at heart.”

“I don’t have any plans to pursue Casey,” I said, wanting to end the conversation. “I have a good couple of weeks in town and then, I am out again. I don’t want any complications either.”

“Good,” Natalie said, leaning over and kissing me on the cheek. “Glad we settled that.”

My sister was so cunning sometimes, it was like she knew exactly what she wanted to hear and when it was said, she lifted the burden and moved on. I watched as Brandon walked over, leaned down, and kissed Natalie on the cheek. Her cheeks blushed and she closed her eyes with a blissful smile. They were the perfect couple and it was almost nauseating. In three weeks, I was going to be on a plane to South America to finish up some new acquisitions for the company. From there, I wasn’t sure where I would go. My sister was going to spend the holidays with Brandon and his family as far as I knew, so there was no real reason for me to sit in an empty penthouse, staring enviously out at families walking through the park. I had my fill of that last year, though the end was much better than I thought it would be. 

“You ready to go?” My sister looked up at Brandon and smiled brightly. 

When we opened the door, the staff was standing there waiting to carry down the bags. I tipped them generously and took the elevator to the bottom floor with my sister and new brother in-law. With them leaving and me deciding against any kind of relationship, short or long-term, I felt kind of lost as to what I would do with myself in the city for the next three weeks. I figured I might as well get some extra work done while I was here. It would help me ignore all the holiday decorations the city was already putting up. We reached the bottom floor and walked through the lobby, smiling as some of the guests watched us walk outside. The staff went to work loading the trunk while I pulled my sister into a tight embrace. 

“You take care of yourself in South America,” she said while I squeezed her. “Don’t drink the water and stay out of the rivers.”

“Yes mom,” I said, chuckling. She kissed my cheek and ducked into the car. Brandon turned to me and shook my hand, thanking me for everything I did to make sure their day was perfect. I stood on the sidewalk and watched as they drove off down the street. I looked around at the beautiful trees that had already changed colors and decided that building this hotel in upstate was a good idea, though I was ready to get back to the city. It was late in the afternoon on a Sunday, so I figured traffic wouldn’t be too bad. I would still have time to work when I got back. 

I went back upstairs and gathered my things, hanging my tux on the door to be returned. I owned several tuxes but having been out of the country so long, it was easier to rent one for the occasion. I carried my small bag back downstairs and hopped into the limo that was parked out front. The driver wasn’t my usual but then again, nothing was really the same after five years away. As we drove along, I stared out at the passing farms, the crops brown and withered, and the trees dancing in vibrant colors of oranges and reds. Casey immediately flew through my mind. What I told my sister, though flighty in nature, had to be the truth. I was leaving and wasn’t sure how long I would be gone this time. There was no way I could promise my time to Casey in any concrete way. That night five years ago was so amazing it kept my mind occupied through all these years but it was just that, a memory. One that had repercussions. 

I knew Casey would love more than anything to settle down like Natalie and Brandon but I just knew I wasn’t ready to do that. She needed a man who was here for her completely. I was here but only in spirit most of the time, regardless of how much I would worship her sexy body and lose myself in her steaming green eyes. It wasn’t a good idea to try to repeat that night. I needed to remember that, feel good about it, and move on with life. That was what was best for both of us, regardless of what my cock tried to tell me. As I repeated the words over and over to myself, I could feel a pang in my chest, something I hadn’t felt in a very long time. I breathed deeply and pulled my briefcase into my lap, ignoring the feeling and trying to focus my mind on something else, anything that did not have to do with Casey.

As we got closer and closer to home, I started pushing myself back into my work with my usual avid determination. I promised my sister I would leave Casey alone and I needed to stick to my word. Still, as we passed through Brooklyn, I looked out at the row houses and wondered what that beautiful girl was doing right at that exact moment. 

Chapter 6: Casey

I was glad to be back home, back in my normal routine, and back remembering why exactly I left the wedding without a word. I could hear Seth packing up his pencils and crayons after he finished drawing his latest building. He was obsessed with drawing buildings, whether they were giant skyscrapers or little houses in the country. He was my little architect. As I heard him jump down and start running through the kitchen, I chuckled to myself, remembering he was only four years old. His light brown hair and hazel eyes made him look almost like my twin, which was good since I didn’t want anyone to know who his father was. However, when he curled up in my lap, shy and timid, and looked up at me with his big smile, I could see Dex hidden under the surface. It broke my heart every single time but I knew the choice had been mine and therefore the consequences were mine to bear. 

My mother’s laugh behind me drew me from my thoughts as she caught Seth and sat him in the chair, tickling him to get him to calm down. It was dinner time and my favorite time of the day since I could sit with my family and talk about the week. It would be a week as of tomorrow since I escaped the warm, comforting clutches of Dex at the wedding but I still couldn’t get him off my mind. I worked all week, trying to make some extra money. My mother wanted me to continue to have a life and I knew she really loved looking after Seth. It was like he finally gave her something to do that took her mind off the silence that haunted our house since my father died. She was livelier than ever and I could see the young woman I remembered from when I was a small child burn inside her eyes. 

I pulled the potatoes from the stove and scraped them into a large bowl, plopped a spoon in them, and joined my mother and son at the table. Though I loved feeding my son, I let my mother have the honor at dinner. It always brought a smile to her tired face. Seth was a lucky boy, he had two people who loved him more than the world. I sat down at the table and began to pass the food over to my mother. As soon as she handed it back to me and I went to fill my plate, a knock echoed from the front door. I looked up at my mother who stared at me with unknowing eyes. She had already begun feeding Seth so I sighed, set the food down, and pushed back from the table. It was probably some salesman trying to sell us more of something we didn’t need. I grabbed the door handle and opened the door, looking down at my messy hands. 

“I’m sorry,” I said, noticing an expensive pair of shoes in front of me. “We don’t want….”

As my eyes moved up a very expensive pair of slacks and over the chest of a very strong and fit man, my eyes landed on Dex’s beautiful grin. My mouth dropped open for a moment and I stood there, just staring at him in the doorway. He was holding a beautiful bouquet of fall themed flowers and looked slightly awkward standing in a dirty hallway, primed and tailored for the big city. He raised his eyebrows and shifted in his stance.

“Um, may I come in?” I shook the look from my face and moved to the side, shut the door and stepped back in front of him. My heart raced, knowing he knew nothing about Seth, not even the fact that he existed at all. Seth’s laughter floated through the air and I watched as Dex’s face scrunched slightly in confusion.

“We just sat down to eat,” I said sheepishly, looking down at the floor. 

I watched him look around the room, realizing he hadn’t been back here since the night we had amazing sex on the same couch that was still sitting in the living room. The smell of his cologne was intoxicating as he unbuttoned his suit jacket and casually stuck his hands in his pockets. I knew he was waiting for me to invite him to dinner but I didn’t know what I should do. If he came back there, he was going to meet Seth and I was terrified that he would put two and two together. I shifted uncomfortably in my shoes, trying to stall so I could come up with a good enough excuse. I could tell he wasn’t going to leave until he came into the kitchen. I sucked in a deep breath and met his gaze, feeling my heart flutter under the pressure of his deep blue eyes. God, why did he have to be so sexy? 

“Would you like to come into the kitchen with me?” As soon as the words left my mouth, I was overcome with fear. On one hand, I couldn’t think of a better face to open the door to but on the other hand, I hadn’t even mentioned my son to Dex. I knew this introduction would be difficult. He smiled and reached up, pushing a piece of hair out of my face.

“I brought these for you,” he said, handing over the flowers. 

“Thank you. They’re beautiful,” I said with a smile. “Well, let me get them into some water.”

I turned toward the kitchen and held my breath as we walked toward the room where my mother and son were waiting. As I rounded the corner, I glanced over at my mom who froze. She quickly recovered, clearing her throat and smiling at Dex. I grabbed a vase off the counter and turned around to watch Dex’s face when he found Seth sitting at the table. I watched as he tried to hide his surprise of finding my mother sitting at the table feeding a four-year-old boy. It took him a second but he used his normal charm to twist that surprised expression into a nice smile. I wanted to grab his attention, completely fearful that he would start to put two and two together but I also didn’t want to make it obvious. 

“So, Mom, you remember Dex,” I said, smiling. 

“Yes,” she said with a kind wave. “How are you, sweetheart?”

“I’m well, thank you,” he said. 

“And that little messy bug right there is my son, Seth,” I said, holding my breath and waiting for his reaction. 

“Hey little buddy.” Dex chuckled. Seth looked at him with wide eyes before putting his head down with flushed cheeks. He was really shy just like I was and it took him a long time to open up to new people, which was good since I didn’t want Dex to have any idea that Seth was his son. “You’re shy just like your momma.”

I finished filling the vase with water and arranged the flowers inside, walking over and setting it on the table. I figured it would be rude to not invite Dex to join us. As much as I wished he would simply excuse himself and leave, I feared he would continue to stare awkwardly at the three of us. I sat down and pulled out the chair next to me, looking up at Dex.

“Would you like to join us?” 

“Oh, uh, no. I wish I could but I have another meeting across town,” he said, shaking his head. 

“Still working? You are a busy man,” my mother said with a chuckle.

“Yeah, my company never lets me rest,” he said uncomfortably before turning to me. “I actually just stopped by to see if you would have dinner with me tomorrow night.”

I put the napkin back on the table and walked over to the counter to get a glass of water. My heart was beating uncontrollably and I tried to hide the fact that my hands were shaking. I knew it was a terrible idea to be alone with him again. The battle between good and evil began in my head and I could feel three sets of heavy eyes staring me down. I set the glass on the counter and took a deep breath, trying to weigh my options as fast as I could. Finally, realizing I couldn’t make him wait forever, I turned back to him and smiled.

“Sure,” I said with a forced smile. “I’d love to.”

“Great,” he said, letting out his held breath. “So, I’ll pick you up at six?”

“Mom?” I hoped she was going to say she had some mission event but she didn’t.

“Sure! Me and little man can have a movie night,” she said, raising her eyebrows.

“Awesome,” Dex said, backing from the room. “It was really good seeing you guys, I have to run though, the meetings wait for no one.”

I nodded and followed him to the front door, realizing he was in a bit more of a hurry than made sense. He was the owner of the company, not the errand boy, they would surely understand if he was a few minutes late. When he reached the front door, he opened it, winked, and walked out. I followed the door closed with my hands and stood with my forehead pressed against the wood. What had I just agreed to?

My attention was drawn back to the kitchen when my mother mentioned bath time to Seth. I told her I would do it, glad to get my mind focused on something else. As I bathed Seth, looking at his sweet smile and amazing curiosity, I smiled, knowing everything was just as I wanted it to be. Dex coming back, for a short of amount of time, shouldn’t affect my life in any way. I decided right then that I was not going to reveal to Dex that Seth was his child, there was no point. Dex was not the kind of man who would ever be okay with being tied. I knew that about him and I was okay with it, I’d always been okay with it. Still, I couldn’t allow him into my son’s life in such an important way when he was only going to leave town again soon. 

The chaos of getting Seth out of the bath and in his pajamas occupied my mind for the next hour. But after two bedtime stories and a kiss goodnight, I tiptoed from his bedroom, down to the living room, and plopped down on the couch. I ran my hand over the cushions, remembering how good Dex felt inside me that night, how he filled perfectly. I thought about the earth-shattering orgasm he give me and at that moment, I almost wished he would knock on the door again. I hadn’t been interested in any other man since that night and it had been a really long five years alone in this apartment. I made my mind up that I wasn’t going to tell Dex about Seth but that didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy his comfort while he was in town. At the most, he was going to be here two weeks and instead of worrying about feelings, I needed to worry about how to get him in bed during those two weeks. 

There was nothing wrong with me putting aside my feelings and actually enjoying something, or someone, for once in my life. I went through a lot over the last five years and I thought that maybe, I was allowed to enjoy myself a little bit. Sure, there were plenty of men out there if I just wanted to get laid but there was something exhilarating, passionate, and lustful about Dex. His amazing body sent shocks of desire shooting through me every time I saw him. So, then and there, I made a promise to myself that I would enjoy every bit of him and then, when he left, I would go on with my life.

Chapter 7: Dex

After leaving Casey’s in a complete haze, I sat through my meeting but I couldn’t pay attention. When I got home that night, I couldn’t sleep so I went to the gym and then came home and crashed. I needed to process what I saw. By the next morning, my head wasn’t as hazy but I was still semi-shocked by what I found out at Casey’s. When I walked into that kitchen, the last thing I expected to see was a little boy with Casey’s gorgeous hazel eyes and shy sensibility. No wonder she acted so strange at the wedding and no wonder my sister told me Casey didn’t need someone who wasn’t going to stick around. I knew I shouldn’t have gone to her house but after a week of being completely useless, caught in a mix of daydreams and distractions all centered around Casey, I finally gave in, wanting to see her, touch her, and just be near her. 

Even after I got back to the city and immersed myself in work, visions of that night five years ago and our dance at the wedding played over and over in my mind. I tried to banish Casey from my thoughts but it was impossible. I never knew a girl so arousing and sensual that I couldn’t shake her. It was starting to mess with my psyche. So, knowing I had been defeated by my own dick, I grabbed some flowers and went over to Casey’s place. However, as those shy hazel eyes blinked up at me, I panicked and immediately made up some story about having a business meeting. By that point though, it was too late and I was now forced to share a dinner with her. 

I spent the entire day thinking about Casey and her little boy but now, it was time to get ready for dinner. A million things were floating through my mind at that moment, the biggest being learning to control my cock so I could think with my brain for once. To avoid the awkwardness of the drive, I sent a car to pick her up, telling her I would meet her at the restaurant. By distancing myself from her as much as possible I thought I would be able to resist my desire to have her again. If we spent half an hour alone in the car, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to control my urges. Instead, I would meet her at dinner, be polite, gracious, and charming as always but when the night was over, I would give her a kiss on the cheek and go home alone. It sounded like a great plan but as thoughts of her heaving tits ran through my mind, I knew I was going to have to fight my cock on this decision. I could only hope she was thinking the same thing and didn’t want to fall into bed with me either.

I went downstairs and jumped into my town car, watching as we pulled down the street toward the restaurant. When we got there, I recognized the car in front of us as one of my own. I sat and watched as Casey stepped elegantly from the back-passenger door, straightening her dress and pulling her shawl around her shoulders. She looked amazing with her dark brown curls lying over shoulders. Her dress was simple but sexy as it hugged every curve of her body perfectly. It was black and tight and the bottom rested just below her knees. She was wearing black stockings that smoothed down to her nude six-inch heels. She looked back, obviously recognizing my driver and stood with her arms crossed in front of her. I could have sat there all night just watching her. 

I met her at the door and opened it, placing my hand on her lower back as we entered. Sparks ignited in my chest as my hand slid over her soft back. I took a deep breath, remembering what I promised myself and followed the hostess to our table. I ordered a bottle of wine and appetizer and stared across the table at Casey, whose cheeks were flushed. I wanted to ask her about her son but I didn’t want to be rude. Apparently, a lot had happened since I left, and I wanted her to feel comfortable talking to me about it.

“How was your trip?” She sipped her wine and smiled.

“It was amazing,” I said. “There were so many beautiful places, I just wished I hadn’t been stuck in the office so much. I didn’t get to do very much sightseeing.”

“I would love to travel and see the world.” She sighed, looking down at her plate. “But with Seth and my mom, it’ll have to wait.”

“Seth is really adorable,” I said, watching her shift in her chair. “He looks just like you.”

“He is amazing, that’s for sure.” She chuckled. 

“I’m sorry that I didn’t keep in touch,” I said, putting my napkin in my lap. “I didn’t realize you had a child or were in a relationship. I kind of feel like an ass.”

“Oh,” she said, swallowing her wine hard. “No, I’m not in a relationship. Seth’s father isn’t around.”

I waited for a moment, hoping she would continue but I could see she didn’t want to talk about her son’s father. I didn’t mind, I just wanted her to know I noticed. I changed the subject back to my travels, explaining the different places I went and how they will be hosting our new resort line. She shook her head, amazed by how big the company was.

“It’s crazy, when you first walked into my house five years ago, I did not look at you and think, this man owns an empire.” She laughed. 

“What did you think?” I gave her a coy smirk and sipped my wine.

“I thought you were handsome,” she said shyly. “And that you looked like a complete idiot during charades.”

“Oh, God.” I laughed. “I forgot about charades. Hey, I didn’t look as dumb as Natalie trying to imitate a blimp.”

“That was amazing,” she said, giggling. “But I can’t really hold it against you, we drank an entire bottle of hazelnut liqueur that night. To this day I can’t smell hazelnut without thinking about it. It went down so smooth.”

“It should have, the bottle was like over five hundred dollars,” I replied, watching her choke on her bite of food.

We spent the rest of dinner, relaxed, happy, and laughing. I felt so comfortable with Casey and I didn’t want the night to end just because dinner was over. When we left the restaurant, I motioned to the park on the other side of the street and she smiled at me, nodding silently. We strolled across the concrete path that led through the large oak trees, staring out at the lawn that was usually full of dogs, exercise classes, or frisbee throwers. Tonight though, in the chilled October air, it was just the two of us and I couldn’t help but feel my lust for her rise up into my throat. I looked over at her as she rubbed her arms. I pulled my jacket off and draped it over her shoulders. She smiled at me, her green eyes glistening in the lights that lined the trail. 

Just the feel of her shoulder brushing across my hand ignited every sense in my body and immediately, I could feel myself turning on the charm. I didn’t know how I thought I would get away with just brushing her off but I knew now that was not going to happen. Desire was pumping through my veins as we walked along and all I could think about was getting her home and in my bed. But how? I knew she was really against anything happening, since I was leaving again. I listened to her talk about her job, tuning out halfway through as I tried to devise a plan to convince her to come home with me for a nightcap. I reached down and grabbed her hand, hoping she wouldn’t pull away. She looked up at me and smiled, her heels clicking against the cement walkway. As she took another step forward, she wobbled and screamed, her heel snapping from her shoe. I reached out and caught her, stepping forward and sweeping her into my arms. 

“Damn,” she said, looking at her half heel hanging from her foot.

“It’s okay,” I said. “I own a hotel right down the street. We can go there and get you a new pair of shoes.”

She looked at me for a moment, running something over in her mind before wrapping her arms around my neck and nodding her head. I reminded myself to send a thank you letter to whoever made her shoes. I carried her down the block and into the hotel, nodding at the front desk so they knew I was taking the suite upstairs. It was usually held for me or any guests I had coming into town. As we stepped into the elevator, I set her gingerly down on her feet and put my key in the lock. The doors closed slowly and we moved toward the top floor. 

Once we were inside, I picked up the phone and called down to the concierge. I glanced over at Casey who was wandering around the suite with her eyes wide. I told the concierge that we needed a pair of size 8 nude pumps and added that we needed them fast for good measure. However, as I hung up the phone and looked over at the bottle of champagne in the glass front mini fridge, I knew they could take their sweet time bringing those shoes up. I walked over and pulled the bottle from the fridge, grabbing two glasses from the bar. Casey turned toward me and I waved the bottle at her with raised eyebrows. She oohed dramatically and laughed as she walked over to the sofa that faced the picture windows. She sat down and crossed her long legs. I poured us both a glass and sat down next to her, taking in a deep breath. 

For several moments, we sipped our bubbly in awkward silence, the tension between us thick and sultry. Slowly, I reached my hand down and ran it across her leg, unable to control myself any longer. She turned her head and looked at me, her eyes darkening. I leaned in slowly, pressing my lips gently against hers, feeling her breath catch in her throat and her knees begin to tremble. I set my glass down on the table in front of us, not disconnecting my lips from hers. I reached up, doing the same with her glass. Once our hands were free I didn’t waste any time, grabbing her by the waist and pulling her close to me. Our bodies leaned in toward each other and as my tongue parted her luscious lips, her shoulders relaxed and she fell deep into my kiss. 

Our tongues rolled against each other and I groaned softly into her mouth, tasting her once again. My cock was already rock hard in my pants and I reached over, grabbed her hand, and laid it in my lap. She already knew what I wanted and from the feel of her hand tightening over my shaft, I knew she wanted it too. Her perfume wafted around us as I pushed my mouth harder against hers, kissing her passionately against the city backdrop. It may have been five years but our attraction was still just as strong as it was that Christmas Eve night. I was ready to take her again, all night long.

Chapter 8: Casey

Desire pulsed through my body and dripped into my panties. The man, who five years ago had done the most memorable things to my body, was here, pressed against me and ready to go again. I knew I shouldn’t but that made me want to even more. So many nights, I laid in bed just thinking about his body, his touch, and the way he felt inside of me. I knew I could never walk away from a chance to be with him again, to remember exactly what it was like to feel him. I leaned forward, letting him explore my mouth with his tongue. He pushed my legs apart and ran his hands up my thighs, stopping and touching the clasps holding up my stockings. He bit down on my bottom lip, obviously aroused by what he felt there.

I stood up and stared deep into his eyes as I circled around to face him, straddling his legs between mine and pulling the skirt of my dress up to my hips. I reached down and took his hand, sliding it between my legs. I purposely didn’t wear panties, just in case this exact thing happened. I was so glad I wore those old nude heels tonight. When they broke, I felt like the entire universe was aligning to get Dex and me back in bed together. His breathing increased as he felt my hot wet pussy against his hand. I spread my legs wider and looked down at him as I reached back and unzipped the back of my dress. I felt his fingers begin to move and moaned softly as he pressed firmly against my mound. I reached back and pulled the dress over my head, letting my firm breasts bounce out in front of me. His gaze was deep and he was drinking me in with his deep blue eyes.

I went to move but he grabbed my hips with a small smirk and slid two fingers inside of me. I gasped at the feeling but stood frozen as he slipped through my juices with ease. With each push, I could feel the tips of his fingers flicker against the walls of my pussy and it sent waves of pleasure through me. He pushed in deep again, this time taking his thumb and rubbing it hard against my clit in a circular motion. I threw my head back and grabbed his wrist out of reflex. I didn’t want him to stop but God, it felt so good. He reached both hands up and pulled me forward, forcing me to straddle him. I thought he wanted me on his cock but he kept pulling until my wetness was resting on his chest. He looked up at me and bit his lip as he slid his body downward and pressed his mouth into me. I grabbed onto the back of the couch and moaned loudly as he ran his tongue through my slit, massaging my clit before closing his lips around it. 

My hands met my tits and I massaged them hard as my hips began to roll against his face. I loved this feeling of control. Even though the grip he had on my ass proved he held the power, I still enjoyed the illusion I was under. I pulled my hands down to the top of his head and started to grind hard against his lips, fucking his face and gasping with pleasure. I looked down and I could see his erection pulsating through his black dress pants. It was bursting to get out and I couldn’t wait to feel it inside me. However, at the moment, I was happy to let his tongue slip in and out of me before running up through my mound and circling my clit. As I continued to grind downward, he pulled back a bit and looked up at me.

“You like that?” He whispered the words but his low growling voice echoed through my chest. “You taste so fucking good. I want you to come for me baby.”

“No.” I gasped. “I want to come with you inside of me.”

“We have plenty of time for that.” He chuckled, pushing forward and burying his face back in my wetness.

As my hips moved like a wave against his smooth face and his tongue did laps around my wetness, I felt the sting of orgasm pushing forward with a fury. At that point, there was no going back so I grabbed onto his blonde curls and moved faster, feeling his groan vibrate against my clit. I arched my back and threw my head back, screaming and laughing as the waves of the orgasm flowed through me. I could hear his tongue lapping up my juices and I could feel a smirk pull at the edges of his lips. 

When my body stopped shaking from the ecstasy, I moved off his face and stood up as he rose before me, taking my hand, and leading me toward the bedroom. The room was dark and the bed was huge. I didn’t know if I could keep myself upright with my quivering thighs. I turned back to Dex and watched as he pulled his clothes off with speed. I knew as soon as he was naked, he was coming for me. He grabbed his pants off the floor and pulled his wallet out, taking a gold wrapped condom from the bill and tossing it back on the floor. I sat down and moved backward on the bed, watching him stroke his hard erection. Before he could rip the top of the condom off, I reached forward and grabbed his shaft, licking my lips. His eyes went wide as I pulled him closer and licked him from the bottom to the top. 

I could feel his knees tremble and I smiled, glancing at his face before taking his cock in my mouth. Immediately, he reached his hand up to the back of my head and groaned as his erection slid down my throat. I paused, eyes watering, and swirled my tongue wildly around before sucking hard and lifting back up. I could feel his hips start to roll toward my face and I reached up, cradling his balls and moaning from the feeling of his fingers tangled in my hair. I opened my throat and grabbed his ass, pulling forward and then back, deep throating his cock over and over. I looked up at him through watery eyes and ran my tongue across his engorged tip. His cock was red and pulsating and I knew he didn’t have much longer. I was still desperate to feel him inside me.

“You want me?” He growled as he pushed me backward on the bed and hooked my legs over his arms. 

“Mmhmm,” I said, biting my lip and nodding my head yes. 

He flashed that amazing smile and dove down, setting the head of dick on my wetness and pushing just slightly inside me. He chuckled as I squirmed, wanting to feel it all. He pulled back out and then slid just partly inside again. I gritted my teeth and reached for him but he shook his finger at me and pulled back out. He reached down and grabbed the condom, tearing it open, and rolling it down his long shaft. 

“Okay,” he whispered. “Now, I can fuck you.”

With those words, he thrust forward hard, filling me up quickly before moving back. He did this over and over again as his fingers massaged my clit. The feeling was so powerful I could barely even moan. I held my breath and grabbed onto the sheets around me. As he slowed his pace slightly and rolled his hips into my body, I arched my back and screamed in ecstasy as waves of pleasure vibrated through my entire being. I looked up at him, moaning loudly, and watched as his eyes darkened and his thrusts hardened. My pussy contracting around him and my juices flowing set him on fire because he reached up and grabbed my breasts and pushed as hard as he could, stopping when he reached the top and groaning loudly with his own pleasure. I could feel his cock erupting inside of me, the shaft pulsing and vibrating against my walls. 

I reached up and ran my hand down his chest as he breathed deeply, trying to get a handle on himself. He looked down at me with his piercing blue eyes and smiled knowingly before collapsing next to me on the bed. I watched him climb out of bed and walk into the main area, peaking out the front door and grabbing a shoebox from the hallway. We must have completely ignored the knock or I scared them away with my screaming. Dex walked in and tossed me the box. I opened the lid and pulled one tall nude heel from the box, gasping as I realized it was a red soled Louboutin shoe. These shoes were expensive as hell and I couldn’t believe I was holding one in my hand.  

“You don’t like them?” He was getting dressed when he noticed the look of shock on my face.

“No, they’re beautiful but they are like nine hundred-dollar shoes,” I said, wide-eyed and afraid to touch them for too long.

“So,” Dex said, chuckling and sitting down beside me. “Sweetie, I’m not really hurting for money. And as much as I enjoyed having you in my arms, I can’t really carry you all over New York City.”

“Well that’s just a shame,” I said with a smirk. He leaned in and kissed my cheek as I put the heels on my feet and looked down at them with excitement.

“Can I see you again before I leave?” My eyes flashed to his face. This was the billion-dollar question.

“I don’t know.” I sighed. “I mean, I love spending time with you. It’s so much fun but I don’t know if seeing each other again would be a good idea.”

Before he could answer me, a look of disappointment on his face, his phone rang and he patted me on the leg, jumped from the bed, and took the call in the other room. I watched for a moment as he settled into business mode, smiling at how sexy he looked standing in nothing but a towel by the window. I took a deep breath and pulled my dress back on, my stockings still on my body. I knew that sneaking out wasn’t very nice but I also knew I needed to leave before he could wear me down again. I pulled my hair back and smoothed it down, grabbing the shoes and tip toeing around the corner toward the door. I got in the elevator quickly and took it to the bottom, slipping my new shoes on before exiting into the lobby. 

There was already a cab sitting out front so I was more than glad to not have to wait to find a ride. I climbed inside and shut the door, staring up at the window to the suite. I couldn’t understand how this happened so fast. I told myself I was going to have a good time because I deserved it but already, I could feel the familiar ache in my heart. He was the only man I had ever given myself to and now, he was back and just the same Dex as before. He couldn’t give me what I wanted, I wanted much more than he was offering. As the car pulled off and sped toward home, I thought about my life, my son, and my family, realizing I got caught up in a fairytale again. I wasn’t thinking about the reality of the situation. There was no way Dex was going to give his heart to me, not the way I wanted him to. I needed to come to terms with that or the pain would only get worse.

As I walked into my apartment after a long night and stared at my little boy sleeping in his bed, I knew I made the right decision. I couldn’t be my best with a broken heart and that was exactly where I was headed with Dex.

Chapter 9: Dex

It was the first Saturday I actually wished I was working. It had been a week since Casey snuck past me at the hotel and bolted. I still could not get her off my mind. All I wanted to do was drive over and show up on Casey’s doorstep so I can see her beautiful face again. I sent her two dozen roses but heard nothing. I texted, called, and left a voicemail asking her to please call me back but she simply refused to talk to me or see me. I was going absolutely nuts over this girl. Ultimately, I couldn’t figure out why I was going so nuts over her to begin with. I had never in my life been so desperate to see a girl. I had never left a voicemail asking a girl if she had time to see me. If they didn’t answer when I called, I moved on to the next one. But with Casey, I just didn’t know who I could ever move on with. It felt like there was nowhere else to go.

Our attraction was so deep it drove me crazy. No matter what I did, when I was around her I couldn’t help but think about getting her naked. I wanted to feel her skin, hear her voice, taste her sweet core. At the same time, I would have been happy to just sit with her and talk. It was insane. Maybe it was just the attraction, maybe I was reading too much into all of it, or maybe I had been working so hard at work that Casey provided a nice distraction. But feeling this way was definitely not relaxing, it was the complete opposite. Whatever the reason, I tried my best to not analyze it too deeply, feeling myself getting completely caught up in the moment. I no longer just thought about having sex with Casey but I thought about our conversations, our jokes, her laugh, and everything else that happened between us.

I stood up, sipping my coffee, and began to pace. I needed to decide what to do about this. I tried completely forgetting about her and moving on but that folded with the first text I sent. I tried looking at her as just a really great piece of ass but then I felt guilty for demeaning her that way. I should have listened to my sister from the beginning and not messed with Casey. If I did that, I would be enjoying my time in New York instead of sitting here pacing my penthouse apartment and trying to come up with excuses to knock on her door. Who was I kidding, I was hooked before I even got back to New York. Just thinking about how her and how much I wanted to spend another amazing night with her was enough to captivate me completely. This girl really burrowed her way into my head and though I was constantly burying any thought that we could be more than lust, I couldn’t help but feel that disgusting lurch in my gut. 

I shook my head and grabbed my jacket. I was done torturing myself. I took the elevator down to the lobby and out into the street, grabbing a cab, and giving them Casey’s address. I wasn’t going to sit around and be miserable. No, she was going to have to tell me to my face that she didn’t want me around instead of sneaking out the back door for a third time. As we drove through town, I looked out the window at all the Halloween decorations and suddenly, I had a brilliant idea that ended with me at Casey’s door, lugging one of the biggest pumpkins I had ever seen. I rested the pumpkin on my knee and knocked on the door. When it opened, Andrea stood there, looking down at the pumpkin and then back at me. A knowing smirk crossed her lips as she waved me inside the house. 

“Casey is getting Seth dressed,” she said. “Go ahead into the kitchen so you can put that thing down.”

I could hear Seth laughing and shrieking in the other room as I entered the kitchen. The patter of little feet echoed and I turned to see Seth screaming his way into the kitchen, not wearing any pants. As soon as he saw me, he froze in an almost comical position. Immediately, his cheeks turned red and his hands went down, clutched in front of him. There was that shyness that I remembered from when I first met Casey. I smiled down at Seth as Casey rounded the corner looking frazzled. 

“Seth,” she said breathlessly. “You have to wear pants, I don’t…”

I straightened up and put my hand on the pumpkin, smiling kindly. I could see a twitch of a smile on the corner of her mouth before she straightened her face and pulled Seth’s pants over his legs. I watched as her patience seemed to be limitless with the little boy, but not so limitless for me. I glanced over at the two vases filled with roses and took notice that she had, in fact, received them.

“What are you doing here?” 

“Oh, I thought I would bring over this giant pumpkin so Seth could make a jack-o-lantern,” I said, bending down toward the red-faced little boy. “Do you know what a jack-o-lantern is?

Seth shook his head and looked back at his mom. She nodded her head and pushed him forward. His eyes sparkled just like his mothers.

“This is a pumpkin,” I explained. “They grow all over the country side. For Halloween, we take them, pull all the seeds out, and carve funny faces on them. Then, we put candles inside and they glow at night.”

Seth’s eyes grew big and it surprised me that he had never carved a pumpkin before. He reached up and touched the smooth skin of the pumpkin so I pulled it off the table and let him touch the big stem. He looked at my arms and then down at his and tried to lift the beast into the air. I laughed, stabilizing it so it wouldn’t fall over and smash his toes.

“It’s pretty heavy,” I said. “This is one of the biggest pumpkins I have ever seen, so I thought you should have it.”

“Thank you,” he said timidly. 

I watched as Seth looked around the pumpkin, tapped it, tried to move it, and repeatedly looked back to his mother for reassurance. I wanted to do something with Casey and her family. I wanted to show I wasn’t a bad guy, at least not bad enough to warrant her sneaking away without a word. Twice. I thought for a second before standing up and looking at Casey and Andrea. I knew this might piss Casey off but I didn’t care, there was no way I was leaving yet. 

“So, it’s Saturday,” I said. “There’s a farm about an hour outside the city. They have hay rides, a petting zoo, hot apple cider, and most importantly, more pumpkins. Why don’t we bundle up, jump in my car, and go out there for the day? I think Seth would really like it.”

I looked at Andrea first, not wanting to see the irritation I knew was on Casey’s face. Her eyes widened and she clapped her hands, calling Seth over to her. She seemed really excited about spending the day out in the country, which made me happy too. She bent down and looked at Seth smiling.

“What do you think, little man, do you want to go for a hay ride and pick pumpkins? Mr. Dex knows the perfect spot,” she said in her loving grandmother voice.

Seth nodded his head feverishly and laughed, looking over at his mother. Andrea looked up at Casey, waiting for her response. I figured since they were staring her down I might as well also. She looked really irritated but with the sound of Seth’s giggles and my big wide smile, her face began to soften. She rolled her eyes and nodded, sighing deeply as if she’d been defeated. Seth jumped up and down and took off toward his room. 

“Mom, can you make sure he puts on something warm, please,” Casey said to Andrea.

“Of course, dear. You find a sweater yourself,” she said, tapping Casey’s bare arms. 

I waited by the door until everyone was packed and ready, grabbing the car seat and carrying it down for Casey. I called my smaller limo to come pick us up as I waited, realizing I was in such a rush to get here that I took a taxi. Seth gasped at the car as we walked down the side walk. I put the car seat right across from where I sat so I could talk to him while we rode along. When Seth was buckled in and everyone was loaded up, we set out for the country. I pulled a bottle of wine from the fridge and poured the adults a glass, grabbing a can of juice for Seth. 

“So, Seth, do you like Halloween?” I wanted him to get comfortable with me if we were going to spend the entire day together.

“Mmhmm,” he said between gulps. “Did you know a long time ago they wore costumes to scare away the ghosts?”

“I did know that,” I said in an impressed voice. 

“We learned about it in daycare,” he said. “I go there a couple times a week so grandma can get her hair done.”

“Oh.” I chuckled. “What else do you learn there?”

“I know part of my A, B, C’s now,” he said, putting his cup in the holder on his seat. “A, B, C, D, E, F, G, H, I, L, emeno peas.”

“That was amazing,” I said with laughter. I watched Seth look out the windows at the passing buildings, his eyes growing wide. 

“Look, mom,” he said, tapping her and pointing at one of the larger skyscrapers. “I haven’t drawn that one yet.”

“Well, we’ll have to come out sometime so you can,” she smiled, before looking up at me. “Seth really likes to draw buildings. He’s drawn half of Brooklyn already.”

I smiled and looked back at the green-eyed child. He was much smarter than I realized, especially since the only time I’d spent with him was a few minutes when we first met and then today, with the pumpkin. I was just glad he seemed to be getting used to me. I didn’t want to spend the whole day watching him hide from me like his mom had a tendency to do. I watched Casey from across the seat while she talked and laughed with Seth. The sight brought a sudden warmth to my chest. She really loved her little boy, it was obvious in everything she did. I was seeing a completely different side of her today. Whether she was angry or not, I was glad I decided to get up off the couch and go to her house. 

As we passed out of the city, Seth stuck out his lip, sad that all the big buildings were gone. Casey leaned over and started pointing out the smaller businesses, especially the banks that were built to look like small replicas of Greek buildings. She explained why they looked that way and Seth listened to every word she said with wonder and excitement. It was strange, there was something about this little boy that reminded me a lot of myself when I was little. His interest in architecture was something I’d always possessed myself. Even as a little boy, I loved to help my parents scout out new locations. I shrugged my shoulders, figuring if nothing else, it would help me talk to him and understand him a little better.

Chapter 10: Casey

As we rode along, I couldn’t help but feel extremely nervous about the whole situation. My mind was reeling with confusion. I didn’t know whether to think Dex’s invitation was a sign that he was interested in more than just sex or if it was just another one of his random attempts to get me back in the sack before his next trip. The thoughts running through my mind were dangerous and I could feel a lump forming in my throat as I thought about Dex, Seth’s father, wanting to be a part of our lives. My mother had no qualms about allowing this to go on, yet she was the one person who knew the truth about Dex and Seth. 

I glanced up at Dex who was staring over at me with a kind look on his face. I smiled at him weakly and turned my attention back to the passing scenery. We were getting close and I watched as we passed the empty hay fields and brightly colored trees. The limo turned left down an old dirt road with wooden cut outs of pumpkins and ghosts. Seth was so excited he could barely sit still, yelling out every animal he saw as we passed the farm and barns. The limo pulled into the parking lot and the driver let us out before finding a space. I gawked at the large white farm house and lawn full of games and events for the kids. Realizing I wasn’t holding Seth’s hand, I looked down in panic only to find him walking along in front of me with Dex. I glanced over at my mother who was looking straight ahead with a knowing grin on her face.

“No,” I said. “Don’t even entertain the idea.”

“I’m just happy to be out of the house,” she said with a guilty tone.

When we got up to the booth, Dex refused my money and paid for us to do everything. First, we played about a thousand games and I stood back laughing as Dex and Seth tried to knock down bottles with bean bags. Seth was really warming up to Dex and he even let him pick him up and pretend he was going to toss him at the bottles. His little laugh mixed with his father’s brought a tinge of sadness to my chest. I wanted to enjoy this, pretend like it was real, but I knew I would only be left with a broken heart when I had to go back home and face reality. 

After the games, we took a hay ride and Dex sat close to me, looking me in the face from time to time with those big blue eyes of his. If it weren’t for the gate across the back of the trailer, I probably would have melted right off into the field. Seth clung to me tightly as we went over bumps, keeping one hand firmly on Dex’s knee. It was like he felt okay because he knew Dex was right there. When the hay ride was over, Dex picked Seth up off the trailer and put him up on his shoulders, walking through the crowd and pointing out all the different animals in the petting zoo. Seth didn’t seem to be too fond of the goats and chickens so he stayed plastered on Dex’s shoulders, pointing out every animal from a far and repeating everything Dex said. Finally, after the smelly petting zoo, we took a break and I sat down at the picnic tables, sipping hot cider while my mom took Seth to get cleaned up.

Dex sat across the table from me, blowing warm air into his hands and drinking the coffee he got in place of cider. His face was covered with excitement and I couldn’t help but feel close to him at that moment. He seemed to be having a good time with me and my family, which was very strange and completely unexpected. He turned toward me and reached out, tapping me gently on the nose.

“You look like Rudolph.” He teased. I smiled at him, my gaze locked on his.

“It’s a cold day,” I replied. “I fully expect to see snow by Thanksgiving this year. But, this cider should warm me right up.”

“I could think of several ways to warm you up,” he said slyly. “None of which would be appropriate for the Upstate Pumpkin Path and Farm.”

I wanted to ignore his comment but with the cool air and fall foliage, I couldn’t help but be swept up in the romance of it all. I leaned forward slightly as he moved in as well, letting his warm lips touch mine. It wasn’t long and passionate, or seductive and lustful, it was a kiss that meant more than that. As our lips parted, we stared into each other’s eyes, frozen in the moment. Suddenly I felt a child run straight into me and it broke the spell we were under. Seth climbed up into the seat and pulled his hot chocolate toward him, licking his lips. My mom laughed and sat next to Dex, taking a cider and smiling. The only thing left to do after that was pick out a pumpkin and then head back to the city.

The sight of Dex carrying four huge pumpkins across the dusty parking lot with a four-year-old on his trail was hilarious. I never thought I would witness Dex doing something so normal. By the look on his face, I didn’t think he ever thought he would be doing something so normal either. When the driver saw his struggle, he rushed forward to take two of the pumpkins from him and pop the trunk. They loaded the trunk with the pumpkins and the bag full of crafts Dex bought at the gift shop while mom and I loaded Seth into his car seat. Before I could sit down next to Seth, my mother squeezed in, raising her eyebrows at me and looking down at the seat next to Dex. My cheeks blushed and I plopped down, smiling at the handsome man next to me. 

It did not take long for both my mother and Seth to pass out. After such an exciting day, they were both exhausted. I laughed quietly at how tired Dex made them by taking them to the pumpkin patch. We didn’t get to do things like that very often. Dex smiled down at me and wrapped his arm around my shoulders. There was no resisting him at that point and I did what I knew I shouldn’t, I rested my head on Dex’s shoulder and gave into the fantasy that this could all be real. I knew things would be different tomorrow and I also knew that not having Dex like this all the time would break my heart, but I couldn’t help myself. Right now, it was just too perfect. We rode along the highway, close to each other, looking at the scenery as it flew by. 

To say I was disappointed when the country turned to city would have been an understatement. I knew that my daydream of a normal life with Seth’s father by my side was about to end. When we pulled up in front of the apartment, I woke my mom up and told her to go on inside and that I would get Seth. I unbuckled his car seat but before I could pull him out, Dex was carrying him, passed out on his shoulder, up the stairs to the apartment. I smiled, knowing this moment was one I would remember forever, even if it was all just a dream. I grabbed the bags from the trunk, leaving the pumpkins for the driver to get, and climbed quickly up the stairs. I showed Dex to Seth’s room and we carefully laid him down and covered him up. I kissed him on the forehead before tiptoeing out of his room. 

My mom was in the kitchen cooking a snack while Dex and I stood in the living room, gathering our thoughts after such a long day. I looked up at Dex as he stepped forward and wrapped his arms around me. He squeezed me tight, pulled back, and kissed my lips softly. He smiled softly. 

“Will you come back and stay with me tonight?” 

I nodded and grabbed my jacket, checking that it was okay with my mom, which of course it was. Dex opened the front door for me and I practically floated down the stairs and out onto the sidewalk. I was living in a dream. We climbed into the limo and turned on the heat as I snuggled in close to Dex. As soon as our eyes met, our lips followed and I found myself caught up in a steamy embrace in the back of his limo. He grabbed my face, pressing his mouth hard against mine. His hands moved down my shoulders and to my waist, pulling me roughly to him. I leaned into him, knowing this was exactly what I needed to make the day even more perfect. As we drove through the city toward his penthouse, the glow of the city lights flashed across our faces through the tinted limousine windows. I opened my mouth wide for him and moaned softly as his tongue flicked across mine. I could feel a heat in my stomach stronger than any I’d felt before.

When we pulled up to the complex, Dex took my hand and walked me inside, spending no time dallying. In the elevator, we immediately reconnected, this time with more passion. My hands ran over his body and up his chest as we kissed. He slid his hands down over my breasts, down my stomach, and grasped my wet mound. Even through the jeans and layers, he could tell that I was more aroused than I had ever been before. When the doors to the elevator opened to his penthouse, I took no time looking around, but instead began to undress him, walking backward as he led me toward his bedroom. 

In the dark, I pulled his shirt from his shoulders and kissed down his neck, feeling his erection through his pants as it pressed against me. My hands trailed down to his belt and I struggled to get it free. He smiled and reached down, trying to help. I backed up and pulled my sweater over my head and tossed it to the side. I slipped my pants and panties off and climbed up onto the bed. He was so busy getting his shoes and socks off that he hadn’t even noticed I was now lying in his bed, waiting for him to take me. He tossed his shoe on the floor and met my body with his eyes. I slowly parted my legs and watched as he licked his sumptuous lips. I could feel my wetness dripping down my pussy and all I wanted was to feel him deep inside of me, to hold me close while he thrust slowly and gently.

Dex bit his bottom lip and crawled up the bed toward me, his cock hard and erect. As he put his hands on either side of my waist, I thought he would continue upward but instead, he looked up at me with darkened blue eyes and lowered his face to my pussy. The feeling of his mouth on my skin aroused me instantly and I moaned as he pushed his tongue outward and licked the juices from my pussy lips. Immediately, my hips began to grind as he rubbed my clit with his fingers and licked feverishly at the rest of me. I reached my hand down and placed it gently on the top of his head.

“Make love to me,” I whispered. “All night.”

Chapter 11: Dex

She tasted amazing and I couldn’t get enough of her. The sound of her voice enticing me to enter her was too much to ignore and tonight was not about games. I licked her wet pussy one last time before sliding up to her face and pressing my lips against hers. Without batting an eye, I dipped my hips low and pushed deep inside of her, wanting to feel every part of her for just a moment. I groaned loudly as her juices enveloped my cock before I reached over to the bedside table and pulled a condom from the top drawer. As much as I wanted her, I had to be careful. I pulled the condom out as fast as I could and slid it over my dick. I leaned back down and sensually kissed her neck as she spread her legs wide and welcomed me back inside her. 

Slowly, I writhed on top of her, pushing in deep and slowly making my way back out. Our lips stayed locked together and I grabbed her hand in mine as I thrust deep and hard. She moaned loudly and arched her back, feeling the girth of my cock inside of her. As she released her muscles and fell back down, we rolled over the bed and she straddled me, immediately grinding her hips against me. I ran my hand up her chest as she flipped her hips, gasping as my fingers ran across her clit. She leaned back, her tits bouncing with her hips, and grasped my thighs, pulling her body up and down my long shaft. I could see the heat building in her as her muscles tensed. She pulled forward and put her hands on my chest. She began to grind hard and fast, her moans getting louder and louder with each moment.

“Yes, baby, come for me,” I whispered, watching her bite her bottom lip. She pushed down harder. 

I grabbed her hips and moved them fast while she reached up to grab her tits, flinging her head back and screaming loudly. I could feel her body constricting and her pussy pulsating around my erection. The juices were warm and wet as they flowed over my cock and pooled at the base of my shaft. Before she was completely done, I flipped her over on her back and pounded her hard, feeling her get wetter and wetter. We were breathing hard and fast as our bodies tumbled back and forth across the sheets, our emotions spilling out through our touch. She reached up and pulled my face toward hers, kissing me deep and long as I moved in and out of her. As she moaned softly into my mouth, I could feel the heat of the orgasm rising higher. I wasn’t ready to be done but by that point, I didn’t have a choice.

I grabbed onto both of her hands and thrust hard and deep, holding it in and pressing my mouth against hers as I erupted in orgasm. The waves of passion pushed through my body and I groaned loudly. My hips twitched forward slightly as I released the last of my seed and collapsed into Casey’s arms. I slid my dick out of her and moved down, laying my head on her chest while I tried to catch my breath. I could feel her hands rubbing my back gently as I laid there, listening to the sound of her heart beat inside her chest. 

As our bodies relaxed, I wrapped my arms around Casey and pulled her close. We drifted to sleep still intertwined around each other’s body. I could feel her heavy breathing and I felt as if everything was just as it should be. Even when we shifted or moved in the bed, we ended up close, like we were drawn to each other. As the sun peaked over the buildings and shone through the bedroom window, I yawned, rubbing my hand down Casey’s back, glad she hadn’t run away like before. She turned over and smiled up at me, closing her eyes as I kissed her soft lips. We pulled ourselves from the bed, knowing we needed to get Casey home since Seth would be waking up soon, if he hadn’t already. 

We pulled our clothes on in blissful silence, straightening our hair and trying to look somewhat presentable. I called down for a car and we took our time walking out to the street. We climbed inside, sitting close to one another. I watched Casey as the morning light blanketed her in a glow and her eyes sparkled. The weather outside was cold but the feeling between us was warm and familiar. I watched as the shop owners hung different seasonal decorations in their store windows and people walked along bundled in warm jackets and knit gloves. Instantly, I could feel that happy feeling I felt when I was a child during the holidays, something I truly had missed. When we arrived at her house, Casey invited me up for coffee and I gladly accepted, not ready to part ways with yet. For some reason, I just couldn’t seem to pull myself away from her. 

We walked hand in hand to the door, up the stairs, and into the apartment. The smell of coffee and bacon filled my nose and I could hear Seth talking to his grandmother in the kitchen. We rounded the corner and were greeted by sweet hellos from both Andrea and Seth. Andrea was flipping bacon on the stove and Seth was sitting at the table drawing.

“Hi Dex,” he said, still looking down at his picture. Casey winked at me as she pulled coffee mugs from the cupboard and started preparing our coffee.

“Hey, buddy,” I said, ruffling his brown hair with my hands. “Did you sleep well?”

“Yeah,” he said without thought. 

“Whatcha drawing?” I looked over his shoulder and moved to the side, sitting down next to him.

“Buildings,” he replied. “This one was from when we went to the pumpkin patch. It’s the farmhouse.”

“I can see that,” I said. “When I was little, I used to draw buildings too.”

“You did?” His eyes got big like he had never met another artist in his life.

“Yep,” I said. “My mom would take me all over the city and let me draw while she ran errands.”

“My mom won’t let me be alone in the city like that.” He scoffed. 

“Well, you are only four and your mom loves you more than the world,” I said, laughing. “Maybe when you’re older.”

Casey brought my cup of coffee over and set it on the table in front of me. I smiled as she patted me on the head and leaned down to kiss my cheek. This felt so perfect that it was terrifying. I sat back in the chair and drank some of my hot brew, staring down at the paper as Seth scribbled and scratched. I could hear Andrea and Casey talking but I zoned out, thinking about when I was Seth’s age. I used to sit at my kitchen table doing the same exact thing. I had a weird way of holding the pencils since my fingers were fat when I was a kid. I looked down at Seth and watched as he pushed his thumb between his middle and ring finger while he held the crayon, exactly as I did. I shook my head with a frown. Surely, it was just a strange coincidence.

As I took another drink of my coffee, I thought about the amount of time I was away versus how old Seth was. I shook my head again, feeling silly for even thinking about it. It couldn’t be, could it? I watched as Seth studied his picture hard, looking for any imperfections, scrubbing out one side and fixing the other. I stared at him for several moments, trying to find any kind of connection between us. I must have looked absolutely nuts just staring at the kid. I looked over at Casey who was watching me with a strange look on her face. Suddenly, it hit me like a ton of bricks. This kid could actually be mine. But why would she hide it from me? No, I had to be wrong, I had to be making this up in my head. 

Immediately, panic rushed through my chest and I set my coffee down, standing up quickly and accidentally knocking over the chair in the process. Everyone looked over at me in confusion and Casey took a step forward, panic on her face. I picked up the chair and laughed nervously. I looked around at Casey’s mom and then back down at the handsome little boy sitting in front of me. I didn’t want to freak anyone out so I took a deep breath and cleared my throat.

“So, I just realized I have a big project tomorrow that I am in no way prepared for,” I said, knowing it was a terrible lie. “Thank you so much for the coffee.”

I handed Casey the cup and moved quickly through the kitchen and out to the door. I put my coat and gloves on and looked up as Casey stood stunned and confused in the hallway. I flashed her a fake smile and grabbed the doorknob, pulling hard until I realized it was still locked. Casey walked over and unlocked it, pulling it open and staring at me. I looked at her for a moment, wanting to say something, anything, but I couldn’t. I walked out of the door and down the steps, bursting out into the cold morning air. I closed the door behind me and took in a deep breath, not sure where to go from there. I looked down at my driver who was holding the door open, so I pulled my coat closed and jumped in the car. 

A thousand thoughts flew through my mind on the drive home. Seth was four years old, I had slept with Casey five years ago, meaning there was a very good chance that Seth could be mine. I shook my head and chuckled darkly. Casey would have told me if I had a child floating around out there somewhere. If not Casey, surely my sister Natalie would have let me know immediately. Part of me wanted to call Natalie but I knew she was still on her honeymoon and I didn’t want to ruin that with drama, especially if I just overthinking things. The drawings had to be a coincidence, lots of kids like buildings and drawing. 

When we pulled up in front of my complex, I got out and went straight upstairs, tossed my coat on the rack, and grabbed a beer from the fridge. I was definitely more than a little spooked at the thought of Seth being my child. I wasn’t ready to be a father, even if it meant raising an amazing little boy with such a wonderful woman like Casey. I had a huge career and a lot of responsibilities and I purposely didn’t settle down because I needed my space and my time to take care of those things. As I sat in the living room, sipping my beer and staring out at the city, I could feel myself distancing from Casey and the whole situation. 

I set the bottle down on the coffee table and walked into my bedroom, pulling out several suits and my suitcase. Without thinking, as if I was being controlled like a robot, I unpacked my dresser and repacked my bags. This was all too much for me and I pushed it deep down, determined to clear my mind. I got too caught up in everything with Casey and that needed to stop right now. It was time. It didn’t matter that I still had time left before my next trip. It didn’t matter that I’d grown to truly care for Casey and Seth. Nothing mattered more than my desire to bolt. I had to get out of town as fast as possible. 

Chapter 12: Casey

I stared down at the turkey baster on the counter, feeling my headache coming back with a vengeance. It had been over a month since I last talked to Dex. It had been over a month since he stared at Seth and then jumped away from the table, bolting from the house like he was on fire. Part of me already knew what he was thinking, he wasn’t a stupid man. The other part of me wondered if I was overthinking it and it was just what I always knew would happen. That night had been amazing, revealing, and emotional for both of us. We left his penthouse on cloud nine, floating through a haze of emotion and attraction. My heart had never been so full, nor did I think it would ever reach that point again. As we rode through the streets of New York City on our way to Brooklyn, I felt safe and whole in a way I hadn’t before. 

Since then, I went through the stages of grief like someone who lost a close relative or friend. I was in denial that Dex could just up and abandon me like that without a single word, especially if he figured out that Seth was his son. I was angry that he allowed me to get my hopes up. He strung me along, took my family for a special day at the pumpkin patch, and made love to me in his own bed. He held me all night, not letting me get even an inch away from him. He got my hopes up that he was really starting to see us as a couple and not just two lustful teenagers who banged whenever he happened to be in town. I was in despair and that broken heart kept me awake for many nights after he left. I told myself to prepare for the broken heart but after that last night in his apartment, I gave up and actually thought there was no reason to prepare. I let myself believe he would stick around this time. I was so stupid.

I looked over at my mother as she pulled the turkey from the oven and smiled kindly at me. She knew what was going on, even if I didn’t tell her. After Dex disappeared, she had purposely taken Seth out for several days, letting me sleep and be alone in my grief. I breathed deeply, trying to get the constant lump in my throat to disappear. I looked up as a knock on the door echoed through the house. I opened the door to find my best friend and her new husband standing cheerily on my doorstep. She was holding a bottle of wine with a tan that her matched her husband’s. For a second, I almost forgot how sad I felt, happy to have my best friend back to spend the holidays with. I hugged Natalie hard and long, knowing she was going to feel the pain in my chest.

“You guys look so amazing,” I said with excitement. “How was your trip?!”

“Girl, it was so beautiful,” Natalie said, taking me by the arm and walking toward the kitchen. “The water was blue, the skies were clear, and the little coconut drinks were plentiful.”

As soon as Natalie saw my mom, she squealed and ran over to give her a big hug. She then turned to Seth and picked him up her arms, blowing raspberries on his neck. His loud giggle and the smell of Thanksgiving dinner calmed my soul and almost brought me to tears. Everything had been so tense and quiet in the house since Dex disappeared. Without my mother hounding me about my emotions, I had become complacent with my feelings. But now, with so much family around, I could easily put Dex out of my mind, even if it were just for a little while. 

Natalie grabbed me by the arm and pulled me into the living room where we plopped down on the couch. She poured two glasses of white wine and sat back, looking at the decorations. She always loved how we decorated, she said it made her feel like she was home again. She took a sip of her wine and looked at me knowingly. I didn’t want to get into it, I just wanted to enjoy Thanksgiving.

“He knows, doesn’t he?” 

“I just want to enjoy Thanksgiving.” I sighed. “It’s been really stressful since he bolted. I think he has an idea but I haven’t told him yet.”

“Are you going to?”

“I don’t know,” I said, looking down. “Maybe if he ever shows up again. The look on his face when he left was knowing but he didn’t ask and after that, I didn’t hear from him again. I’m pretty sure he left on his trip. I don’t want him here if he doesn’t want to be, Natalie. I want him to be here if he can commit. He really started opening Seth up and it breaks my heart because Seth still asks where Dex is and I don’t know what to tell him.”

“I’m sorry,” Natalie said with a sad look. “I’m sorry he is being like this. But if I know Dex, it’s not that he is shunning you. If he really thinks Seth is his he is probably completely blown. He doesn’t have a clue as what to do.”

“So was I,” I replied, slightly irritated. “But I didn’t have a choice.”

“I know,” she said sheepishly. “I’m sorry.”

“Look,” I said, lowering my voice. “I’m just so glad you’re back. Let’s enjoy tonight, put Dex on the back burner, and we can talk all about it tomorrow.”

“Okay.” She smiled. “I want you to enjoy the holidays.”

I leaned forward and hugged Natalie, finally taking a deep breath and letting Thanksgiving take over. As I put my glass down on the table, ready to hear more vacation stories, a loud knock came from the door. Immediately, my stomach dropped and Natalie must have seen it because she reached out and grabbed my hand. I got off the couch and slowly walked toward the door. As I opened it, my fears were confirmed. I stood with my heart pounding in my chest, staring at Dex. He was struggling to hold a cornucopia with a ton of candy, gifts, and baked goods in it. He smiled calmly at me as he stepped forward through the door. Part of me wanted to trip him, the other part of me wanted to tell him to get the hell out, and yet another part wanted to kiss him and welcome him back. 

We stood there for several moments not saying a word, just staring at each other. I didn’t know what to do, especially with Natalie and Brandon there. Plus, Seth was in the other room. It would have been horrible of me to tell him to leave, no one would have understood. But at the same time, I didn’t know if I could spend the entire night with him. It was so confusing. However, as I went to say how I felt, Brandon walked out of the kitchen and warmly welcomed Dex. He patted him on the shoulder and took the cornucopia from him. 

“Happy Thanksgiving, brother,” Brandon said. “Come on, let’s get this down and get our grub on.”

“Thanks, man,” Dex said, glancing over at me with a smile. “It was a long flight to get back here for today.”

I sighed and followed them toward the sound of Seth laughing and giggling. I wasn’t going to get a choice in this matter, though I wasn’t mad at Brandon since he had no idea. During dinner, I tried to focus my attention on Natalie and Brandon, listening to their honeymoon stories and laughing at their mishaps. I could tell Dex wanted to talk to me but I wasn’t sure I could handle a conversation with him. I was no longer worried that I couldn’t control myself around him sexually, I was now worried I wouldn’t be able to hold back my temper and disappointment. I think he knew that since he didn’t make any direct attempts to talk to me. Instead, he directed his questions to the group. I just shook my head and looked down at my plate, not answering him directly either. I also couldn’t help but notice him glancing over at Seth from time to time, a confused look flashing across his face. 

When dinner was over, I excused myself to the kitchen, helping put away the leftovers and get the dishes soaking in the sink. It didn’t take long for Dex to wander in, drinking a glass of wine and chatting up my mother about how she was doing. As always, my mother was polite and courteous, always finding that she really liked Dex. 

“Okay kids,” my mom said as she placed the last dish into the bag. “I’m going to run these over to the mission.”

“I’ll do it,” I said quickly, knowing Natalie wouldn’t stay much longer. She would want to give me a chance to talk to Dex but I wasn’t sure I was ready for that. 

“I’ll go with her,” Dex said, putting down his glass of wine and grabbing a bag of food to carry.

“Oh, good,” my mom said with a smile. “Casey knows where the place is and just ask for Debbie when you get there.”

“I really can do this alone.” I grumbled as Dex helped pick up the bags. For a moment, my breath got caught in my throat as our hands touched. I quickly shook the feeling away and walked toward the door. 

Dex held the door as I walked out, ignoring Natalie’s wink and smirk from the couch. There was absolutely nothing to wink and smirk about, this was very uncomfortable. We made our way down to the mission in silence, both of us feeling like we wanted to say something but remaining silent. We kept glancing at each other awkwardly, then looked away quickly before the other could see. Part of me wanted to hear what he had to say, why he bolted and what his excuse this time was going to be, but the other part of me knew exactly what he wanted to talk about. I forced a smile when I dropped off the food, not even thinking to introduce Dex. He set the bags in the mission’s kitchen and wished the woman a Happy Thanksgiving. 

On the way back, there were so many things running through my mind that I couldn’t even think straight. Dex was not his normal carefree self and instead looked like he was deep in thought. I tried to pick up the pace so we wouldn’t have a chance to talk before getting back to the apartment but he kept pace with me, our hands momentarily brushing against each other. I walked forward across the street, not waiting for Dex since there was a car coming up the street. I stepped up onto the curb and reached out for the railing but I felt Dex’s arm grab mine. He slowly spun me around to face him, a serious look on his face.

Immediately, my heart started pounding so loudly I could hear it in my ears. We were standing incredibly close on the steps of the apartment but I didn’t feel loved, attracted, or wanted. Instead, I felt fearful that my secret was going to get out. I was afraid that Dex was going to tell me he knew that Seth was his.

“I’m just going to cut right to it,” Dex said with a deep breath. “Who is Seth’s father?”

I looked up at him, knowing I couldn’t keep the secret any longer. I took a deep breath and finally said it:

“You, Dex. You’re Seth’s father.”

Chapter 13: Dex

“You, Dex,” she said with certainty and guilt. “You’re Seth’s father.”

The words surged through my head like fire and I stepped back, feeling my whole world spinning under my feet. I had that suspicion, which was why I took off and headed to South America. I had to clear my head, understand what I was telling myself. In the end though, I really thought she would say someone else. I never thought someone would hide this kind of thing from me. Seth was almost five years old now and I missed out on all that time. 

Immediately, my mind went to my own father and all the time we spent together while I was growing up. Sure, my father worked a lot but he was an extremely important part of my life, especially as a young boy. Seth liked to draw buildings just like me, he held his pencil just like me, and he laughed loudly just like I did. I was so confused, I had so much to offer but at the same time had no idea how I was going to do so. All this time Seth could have been learning, understanding, and growing with me there to help. Instead, I was flying all over the world and dreaming of one-night stands with his mother. In the end though, none of this was my fault. I never knew Seth was my child. I hadn’t even thought about it until that day after the pumpkin patch. God, the pumpkin patch. I carried that child around on my shoulders, cuddled with him, and really learned who he was without knowing that he was mine. I had a son, a four-year-old child. He was mine and Casey kept him from me. She never even told me the truth. Not once in all these years. 

Everything was moving so fast and Casey just stood there with her hands clutched in front of her and tears in her eyes. She must have thought I was a monster, just leaving and never coming back or calling. But at the same time, she was my sister’s best friend, she could have gotten hold of me at any point. As my thoughts turned to my sister, I felt a fresh wave of rage rush through my veins. No one could tell me that Natalie didn’t know about this. Even if Casey tried to keep it a secret, my sister was so much smarter than that, she would have seen right through it. But again, no one told me, not even a mention or blurb. In fact, I didn’t even know the child existed until I showed up at Casey’s apartment a week after Natalie’s wedding. If I hadn’t done that, I would have gone the rest of my life not knowing about my own son. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I was angry and I didn’t even try to hide it but her response was not what I expected. 

“Everything was a total surprise,” she said, shaking her head. “I was a virgin when we slept together. It never even crossed my mind that I could get pregnant. God, it was my first time. That sort of thing just doesn’t happen.”

I looked up at her in shock. She was a virgin and I didn’t even know it, nor did she give the faintest clue. I had not only taken her virginity on an old couch in her mother’s living room but I knocked her up at the same time. I wanted to feel guilty but with all of this new information, the only emotion I could hold onto was anger.

“You should have told me.” I growled. 

“You were out of the country,” she said flippantly. “It’s not like you were down the street. And besides, what was I supposed to do? Call you up and say ‘Hey this is Casey, the girl you did on the couch on Christmas Eve. Just wanted to tell you I was a virgin and now I’m pregnant. Safe travels!’ No, that wasn’t something that could be said over the phone, Dex. Not that you left your phone number anyway.”

“You are best friends with my sister,” I said loudly. “You could have gotten ahold of me if you wanted to.”

“You were off chasing your dreams, making billions, building resorts,” she said, starting to pace back and forth. “You didn’t have time to be there for some girl from Brooklyn. You made it very clear you were not a family man.”

“How did I do that?” 

“Oh, come on, Dex. It’s splashed all over the gossip columns. You are a playboy. You may be sweet and kind but you don’t have time for long relationships much less raising a child,” she said. “It takes a lot more than money to raise a little boy.”

“You think I don’t know that?” I was livid. “You never even gave me a chance to make that choice.”

“I don’t know,” she said, shaking her head. “I was also afraid that you would think I was trying to get money from you or something. I am not a gold digger. I didn’t want or need your money.”

“Why does money always have to be an issue?” I ran my hands through my hair and looked up at the sky. “God, now I understand my father’s irritation with my mother all those years. She always thought things out and never actually considered my father’s feelings.”

“I had a quite a bit going on.” She snapped. “I’m sorry I didn’t consider your feelings.”

“Why didn’t you tell me when I come back?” I felt guilty about the fact that she did it all alone and tried to calm my nerves. 

“Because you were the same Dex. The business obsessed guy looking for a fling. I was afraid, if I told you, that you would leave… or worse, try to take Seth from me. I don’t want a custody battle, that little boy has been through enough. He has a loving family and people that really would give up their whole worlds for them. People who have given up their whole worlds for him. I didn’t want him to be some toy that got shuffled back and forth between the Manhattan rich life and my Brooklyn walk up. So, I made the choice to keep it a secret and until recently, no one knew but me.”

I paced back and forth, trying to get ahold of my anger. How could she go all these years and not tell me? And what if there was a custody battle? I had a right to my son and I was kept in the dark all these years. She thought I wouldn’t be a good father because I was rich and had a company to run. My father was rich with an empire to build but he was still a good dad. I felt like she was judging me because she wasn’t rich, because she didn’t understand the world I lived in. I was trying to do everything I could to control how my tumultuous emotions.

“How dare you keep a secret like this because you didn’t think I would be a good father,” I blurted out. “How would you even know if you didn’t give me a chance?”

“That is not what I meant and you know it,” she said angrily. “And besides, there is nothing wrong with protecting your child. There is nothing wrong with me fearing that you would take him from me. There is nothing wrong with me being afraid that you would treat your relationship with him the same way you did the one with me. That little boy can’t handle, nor should he, having someone he loves just skip out of town without a word. You are acting awfully high and mighty for someone who wined and dined my whole family, spent quality time with my little boy, and then just left bailed. Seth has been asking for you since you left and I have no idea what to tell him. How do you think that would affect him if he knew you were his father?”

“But that’s not the case!” I yelled. “You didn’t even give me the chance to make the right decision. You can’t hold that over my head when I was completely oblivious to the fact that I was supposed to be there, that I shouldn’t leave.”

“No,” she said, pointing her finger at me. “That was a very good precursor to what my son could expect. Regardless of whether you knew or not, you got close with both of us and bolted. I don’t have the luxury of just walking away when things get scary. My son needs stability.”

I was so angry I couldn’t even get my thoughts to cohesively align. I paced back and forth, trying to get control over myself, trying not to completely explode on Casey. I should have been able to sit here and at least try to understand her side but I was just too pissed off to do so. My whole life, I had been able to take whatever was thrown my way but for the first time, I felt like I had no control of the words that were coming out of my mouth. I took a deep breath and clenched my teeth, staring at Casey’s trembling mouth.

“Who knows,” I said eerily calm in tone. “Maybe you really are a gold digger. This kid is probably not even mine and you’re trying to push some other man’s kid on me. You were ashamed of some slum you slept with from Brooklyn and you couldn’t handle the truth, so you magically made him my child.”

“Don’t say that,” Casey said quietly, tears streaming down her face. “You don’t believe that.”

“Don’t I? I mean, do I really know who you are? You seem sweet, honest, and intelligent, but maybe you are just the same as all the others.” I spat the words, unable to stop. “Just looking for a way out of Brooklyn, out of the walk-up, and into the city. How am I supposed to know?”

I could see just how much my words hurt Casey. It was wrong of me to lash out like this. It was wrong of me to even say these things out loud, especially when I didn’t actually believe them. Casey was sweet, kind, and an amazing mother to Seth. She had never shown me any different, not even for a split second. But standing here, facing the truth that I had four-year-old little boy and understanding that I was kept in the dark because she feared things I would never do, made my blood boil. I felt like the kid walking around with toilet paper on his shoe with everyone whispering behind his back but no one stepping forward to tell him the truth. 

I shook my head. I turned my head away from Casey’s face, knowing that her tears were going to make me feel guilty and I didn’t think I deserved to feel guilty right now. Call me selfish, but I deserved better than what was just handed to me. At that moment, I didn’t want to stop myself, I wanted to say hurtful things and I didn’t care what the repercussions were.

“You know what,” I said quietly with a dark chuckle. “I don’t even believe I took your virginity. A girl like you would have been looking for a man long before me. There’s no way you hadn’t given it up yet, especially with how easy it was for me to get in your pants.

Chapter 14: Casey

I took a deep breath, trying to understand how much pain Dex was in. He had been deceived and though it was not out of malice or ill intentions, I kept a very big secret from him. I had to believe that the words he spoke were not the words he believed to be true. I had to keep my emotions settled and at bay but he was making it very difficult. When he decided to attack my character, my truth, and my person I felt my own anger rear its head. I took in a deep breath and clenched my jaw, knowing what was coming next.

“You know what,” Dex said quietly with a dark chuckle. “I don’t even believe I took your virginity. A girl like you would have been looking for a man long before me. There’s no way you hadn’t given it up yet, especially with how easy it was for me to get in your pants.”

That was it, that was the one thing I knew I could not handle. My eyes widened at his words and without thought, I reached up and slapped him across the face. Tears streamed down my cheeks and I felt as if I couldn’t even breathe.

“How dare you,” I whispered. “How dare you question something so sacred and important. Go to hell, Dex.”

With those words, I ran up both sets of stairs and through my front door, slamming and locking it behind me. My whole body was shaking and as soon as the door was there to separate me from Dex, I completely lost it. I didn’t care that Brandon and Natalie were sitting in the living room behind me. I didn’t care that the father of my child was standing on the street below the apartment. I let it all go right there. All the emotions I’d felt over the past five years came crashing down around me. Natalie rushed over and grabbed me by the arm, leading me to the couch. My hands were shaking and I was sobbing uncontrollably. Finally letting myself feel everything was overwhelming. I couldn’t breathe or think. My head was spinning and my heart ached in a way it never had before. All I could hear were Dex’s harsh words echoing in my mind.  

Natalie smiled kindly as she poured a glass of wine and handed it to me. They waited patiently while I collected myself and caught my breath. I could barely see anything through the tears and I brought the wine to my lips, letting out a deep breath as it soothed my throat. I knew I would have to tell the whole story from the beginning since Brandon knew nothing but I didn’t mind, it would be the first time I had ever spoken about it and I needed to get it out. One thing I could feel comfortable in was knowing that Natalie knew who I was. She knew my character, my actions, my love, and my heart. She would never think, even for a split second, that anything that Dex said was true. Still, telling the whole story was a bit nerve wrecking since I had never even told Natalie. She never asked. She let me have my reasoning, understanding that whatever reason it was, was probably a good one. 

“Brandon, I know this is all very confusing for you.” I whimpered. “So, I’ll start from the beginning. Five years ago, I met Dex. It was Christmas Eve and the liquor was flowing, the jokes were hilarious, and we really found a connection. When Natalie left, we had sex. It was the first time for me and I didn’t give it a second thought. The next day, Dex left for his trip and within two months, I found out I was pregnant. Dex is Seth’s father.”

I let the shock move over Brandon’s face as Natalie took his hand. I knew he would have questions but I wanted to get through the whole story so he understood better. Part of me was ashamed for hiding Seth from Dex but the other part of me still stood firmly behind my decision to protect my son.

“I never told Dex because he wasn’t really the settling down type,” I explained. “When I met him, he was deep into the company: building it, growing it, and carrying on Natalie’s father’s work. He was a playboy, not because he was a jerk but because he was settled into his own life. When he came back for the wedding, I saw immediately that he was still in that place.”

I put my hands in my lap and clasped them together to stop the shaking. I didn’t want to sit here and bash Dex but he did what he did and said what he said. If I was going to tell the story I needed to tell all of it and not just what I thought they would want to hear. I knew I played a part in this and would continue to do so for the rest of my life, but what Dex said was unnecessary and hurtful.

“I thought for a second, a split second when he took me and Seth to the pumpkin farm, that maybe his ideas about the future were changing. He was so good with Seth and he really acted like he wanted more but by the end of the day, he was gone. He didn’t call, text, or anything,” I said. “Today when he showed up, it was the first time I saw him since that day. Seth has been asking about him for weeks and I didn’t know what to tell him. Downstairs he asked me who Seth’s father was, so I told him.”

“I’m sorry,” Brandon said. “I didn’t know any of that happened. I wouldn’t have just welcomed him into your home like that.”

“No, Brandon,” I said in a kind voice. “It’s not your fault. You had no idea.”

“So, I’m assuming it didn’t go well,” Natalie said with pain behind her eyes.


“No,” I said, tearing up again. “He said I was a gold digger. He said I was lying about being a virgin, that I was just trying to pin Seth on him because I slept with some dirt bag. I understand why he was angry but he went way too far. I just don’t understand how he could say things like that to me.”

“Oh, God,” Natalie gasped as she threw her arms around me. “I’m so sorry he acted that way. That is not how we were raised. I can go kick his ass for you.”

“Yeah,” Brandon replied. “I mean no offense honey, I know I’m new to the family and all, but your brother could use a swift kick in the ass.”

I chuckled through my tears, just glad that I had a support system. The truth was, I just wanted to be alone and work through this in my head. I squeezed Natalie tight and pulled away, still holding her hands.

“I love you guys,” I said through tear covered laughter. “But really, I just want to rest. I’m tired and I think a good night’s sleep would be the best thing for me at this point.”

“Okay,” Natalie said, hugging me tightly. “If you need anything just text or call. Anytime, I’m serious.”

“I will.” I sniffled. “But really, don’t worry about me. This too will pass. It’s not like I’m not used to Dex breaking my heart at this point.”

In reality, it never got easier. I still wasn’t used to Dex constantly bolting from my life and now, with his hurtful words, I was completely beside myself. Part of me wanted Natalie to stay, part of me really wanted that comfort and love that she provided but I knew if I was going to deal with all of this in my head that I would need to be alone. I was used to working issues out alone, especially with being so shy and not having very many friends. Instead, I learned how to focus my energy and work out my problems on my own. This time though, I knew there would be a lot of questions and even more tears than normal. This wasn’t just some issue with the bills or my mother, this involved my heart as well as my head.

I smiled and walked them to the door, giving them both a big hug before they left. As soon as the door was shut, I could feel the pain surge back into my chest. The silence of the house was deafening and I wished that my son was up to distract me from my pain. I turned and flipped all the lights off since my mother was already in bed. I tiptoed down the hall and to my room, shut the door, and laid my head down on my pillow. Immediately, tears began to flood my eyes again, the reality of the situation hitting me like a ton of bricks. After five years of secrecy, I finally told Dex the truth. I thought if this day ever came I would feel relieved but that wasn’t the case at all. Instead of getting this secret off my shoulders, I expelled it from my chest, leaving a dark empty hole where it had sat for so long.

My thoughts immediately shot back to five years ago when I was sitting next to that cute, charming man. I was carefree, happy, and didn’t think for a moment that things would turn out this way. I would never take it back, I loved Seth so much, but how had everything gotten so screwed up? It was one of the most pleasurable and erotic experiences of my life. It was my first time, something I couldn’t push out of my mind no matter how hard I tried. In reality, I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to remember the father of my son as a hurtful angry man, even though it would make him a lot easier for me to hate. But hate wasn’t in me, no matter how much I wanted it to be. As I laid there, I felt like I’d turned everything in a huge mess. The situation was already so screwed up, had I just made it even worse? 

When we went to the pumpkin patch, I thought I reserved my feelings but after seeing Dex with Seth and the love we made that night, I flipped myself back into the realm of feelings. I couldn’t even begin to explain the emotions going through me as I watched him freak out in my kitchen and run off. My mother tried to console me, telling me I was reading too much into it, but I wasn’t blind and neither was Dex. He sped off to South America, completely freaked out by what he knew to be true. He didn’t come back to spend Thanksgiving with us, he came back to settle his thoughts and find out the truth. Well, he got the truth but from his response, he was definitely not ready for it. 

I turned over in bed at the sound of my door creaking. I wiped my eyes quickly and sniffled loudly. Through the dark crack in the door, Seth wobbled in, sleepy eyed and rubbing his face. I sat up in bed and picked him up, laying him down next to me. He had bad dreams sometimes and would always come into my room to snuggle next to me. It was one of my favorite parts of the day. Though I hated when he had bad dreams, I knew his need for me wouldn’t last forever. I sat there, staring at his dirty blonde hair and scrunched nose as he drifted back to sleep in the safety of his mother’s arms. He was the only thing in my entire world that mattered and I had almost forgotten that. There were no angry words, no bitter stories, and no terrible fights that could take that fact away. 

I would never see Dex again, just to keep Seth safe and happy. It may not feel good to think about but I had to take a stand, a stand that would protect my dear child forever.

Chapter 15: Dex

The white leather of the jet’s seats squeaked under my clasped hand. I stared down at my laptop as I went over numbers for my upcoming meeting. I was on the way back to Caracaras to finish up the contracts for our new resort site. The trip could not have come at a better time. My mind had been in a whirlwind since the pumpkin patch, so I hadn’t gotten a lot of work done. I needed to focus, I worked so hard to get the company back on the map and now that we were right there, I couldn’t afford to have any distractions. I typed some figures into the system and checked myself for errors, realizing I couldn’t even figure out remedial math anymore. My head was too full. 

I sighed and pulled my hands over my head, watching the clouds pass by the windows. I was so cruel to Casey. I hadn’t even stopped to think before I spoke. My father would be rolling over in his grave if he knew the kind of reaction I gave her. Standing out in front of her apartment, trying to soak in the understanding that I was a father while looking at Casey’s strong-willed face was too much for me. She spent this whole time lying to everyone about Seth and who his father was, including me. I still hadn’t talked to my sister, though she called me several times. I could feel the anxiety swelling in my stomach just thinking about the fact that I was actually someone’s father. And not just anyone, a sweet, caring, and extremely smart little boy. 

Casey was trying so hard to protect her son from a nasty battle, from the cruelty of the world, and from me. She didn’t have enough faith in me to tell me the truth. In a way, I couldn’t blame her. I had never shown her that I would be interested in becoming a father. I ran around her flashing my charming smile and talking about all the things she feared the most for her son. I had been so cruel to her on those steps in Brooklyn. I spewed hateful words at her like it was nothing. I knew she had no interest in my money or my company and I believed her wholeheartedly that she was a virgin when we met. There was no denying Seth was my child and though I said all those horrible things to her, I didn’t believe a word of it, not even for a second. I deserved that slap in the face and probably more. I didn’t blame her a bit for reacting the way that she did. I deserved to be kicked right in the ass for being such a bastard to her.

The stewardess approached with my normal whiskey on the rocks and a warm towel, smiling kindly at me as she set them on the tray and walked away. This was the perfect example of why all of this was so hard for me. Sure, finding out about my son was extremely jolting but it was not rocket science and my mind had already accepted it as fact. What I struggled with was far more selfish and self-centered than that. I was free, free to do whatever I wanted whenever I wanted to do it. If I wanted to jet off to somewhere warm and work remotely, I could. If I wanted to go out for drinks in the city, I could. It wasn’t about other women, I had plenty of those in my day, it was about the power to choose what I wanted with only myself in mind. With a child depending on me for support, mentally and emotionally, I could no longer make decisions without considering their repercussions.

The whiskey went down easier than it should have as I pondered my life and my choices. My penthouse was perfectly designed, decorated, and kept up to match my lifestyle. There was nothing out of place and the rooms were exactly the same. Nothing in my life was built to accommodate a family, which had been done purposefully. I knew my responsibilities would not allow me that option for a long time. I had come to terms with that, building my existence around that irrefutable fact. Sure, I was lonely from time to time but in reality, I wanted that loneliness. I wanted an excuse to continue to push myself professionally, always believing that I would have control over when and if I ever decided to settle down. My father didn’t have that choice and he built his business with his family in tow. He was an extremely important part of my life and was the reason I turned out to be the man I am today.

Could Seth really grow up without a father in his life? I mean sure, he could, there were a million single mothers out there raising their children. But was that best for him? Casey had weathered all of this on her own, every late night, every tear, every financial dumping, and not once did she ever pick up the phone to ask for my help. Yesterday, I would have been angry about that fact but today I realized how strong of a woman she was and how hard that must have been for her to do. Beyond leaving Seth without a father, could I leave Casey to continue pushing through life without a partner? She may have taken it all on her own, but she shouldn’t have to. She should have someone else there weathering those same storms right beside her. 

Casey was an incredibly brave woman. She took a secret and buried it deep down in her soul, not telling anyone but her own mother. What was shocking to me was that her mother acted like she had no idea that I was Seth’s father. It almost made me think Casey lied to her as well. Part of me wanted to know what story she built to allow herself the strength to keep going but I knew that it would only make me angrier and more bitter. It still blew my mind that she could have come to me for help at any turn but she was protecting her child so hard that she shouldered everything on her own. That fact alone sent twinges of guilt surging through my stomach. I could have been there for her and I should have been there. Had I not acted like such a rich playboy, she would have felt more comfortable coming to me with the news. I really didn’t know how I would have reacted five years ago but I could have at least made sure they were taken care of. 

What would happen if I went back to start building a relationship with my son? Would Casey reject me? Would Seth reject me? If I had a relationship with that little boy, then I couldn’t do it without having one with his mother. She was an extraordinary woman who explemified what it meant to be a mother and a partner. Just the way she looked at me that night after the pumpkin patch proved to me that she was giving into her feelings and showing that she couldn’t help but think of me as her other half. And what did I do? I freaked out and left. No calls, no answers, nothing. I let my mind take over and my emotions run wild, pushing me away from two people who really needed me. At the time, they both really wanted me in their lives. But what about now? I had a hard time believing that, after everything that happened and everything I said, she would take me into her life with open arms. 

I put my empty whiskey glass down and wiped my hands with the warm towel. Everything was so confusing at this point that I didn’t even know how to take it all in. These were the times that I desperately wished my father was close. I wished we could sit here and talk about everything. But, I didn’t need him physically here to tell me what the right thing to do was. He would tell me that I needed to be there for my child and his mother. He would tell me that I made my bed and now it was time to lay in it. My father may have been a hard ass but he was a good man who knew what the definition of responsible really was. Still, sitting here all alone on the jet, I couldn’t help but wonder what my life would have been like had I known from the start. Casey would have been so happy to have me by her side. Seth and I would already have an amazing father-son relationship. 

I took in a deep breath, unsure how to handle the emotions that were flowing through my head and chest. All my anger had finally dissipated and I was left with sadness, fear, and guilt. I was sad for missing out on so much time with my son. I felt terrible that I left Casey alone, giving her the impression that I would never want anything to do with a family. But most of all, I was scared. I was scared of not being the man my son needed, I was scared that I wouldn’t live up to my father’s expectations of me as a man. Most of all, I was terrified Casey wouldn’t want to have anything to do with me anymore. She obviously hadn’t moved on yet but that didn’t mean that she wouldn’t one day soon.

I pictured Casey in my mind, her beautiful smile radiating as another man walked her through the church, carrying Seth on his shoulders. Eventually, if I stayed away, she would meet another man, probably a really great guy like Brandon and he would take over the family that was meant to be mine. Just thinking about another man taking Casey’s hand and hugging Seth tightly made me feel sick to my stomach. This was the first time that I ever experienced any sort of jealousy and I realized my feelings for Casey went far beyond a strong lustful want. She was the mother of my child, the woman I pined over for five years, and the only person who had ever made me smile and laugh like no one was watching. Nothing else in the world compared to the feeling I had sitting across the table from her and Seth, enjoying Thanksgiving dinner together. 

In that moment, everything in me wanted to turn the plane around and go running back to Casey. I wanted to beg for her forgiveness, promise her the life she deserved, and scoop my son up into my arms. I dug my fingernails into the arms of the chair, wondering if that was exactly what I should do. I had the ability to make just about anything happen, so why not this as well? But I didn’t. Instead, I sat there and continued to stare out at the fluffy clouds. My inability to act wasn’t fueled by fear, but because I really didn’t know if me being in their lives was the right choice. For the first time in my life, I had to really think about myself and what I was capable of. Would it be a good choice to completely change my world? Could I actually pledge myself completely to Casey and Seth?

It was confusing but I knew that by the time this trip was over, I needed to make a decision. 

Chapter 16: Casey

I leaned against the counter drinking my morning cup of coffee and thinking about the last several days. Though I was no longer lying around crying into my pillow, I could feel this ball of sadness just inundating my chest. It was like I swallowed all my anger and sadness and now, it was just sitting there waiting to either go down or come back up. The last thing I wanted was to allow it to take over and make my life even harder than it already was. I made the decision to keep Dex out of my life and out of Seth’s life and I knew that I had to stick to it. So far, it wasn’t too hard. I hadn’t heard anything from Dex since I left him standing on the sidewalk in front of my apartment. But still, Dex always stayed quiet after an event in our lives and then suddenly showed up one day, ready to go like he washed the past out of his memory.

I walked over to the calendar and flipped up the page, realizing it was now December and less than a month away from Christmas. I used to love this time of year - the enchanting music, the lights, the decorations - but now all it did was make me upset. Christmas was forever tainted in mind and though it gave me my beautiful sweet boy, it also gave me my first memories of Dex. Everything in my life since that night had gathered together as a result of my decision to sleep with him. My son, my broken heart, and my constant fear that Dex’s team of lawyers were going to show up at my door with custody papers, ready to rip my reality into shreds. Nothing about Christmas felt magical anymore. I couldn’t even think about the twenty-fifth of December without seeing Dex’s face. He appeared so clearly in my mind, it was as if he were standing in front of me. I squeezed my eyes closed and shook my head, forcing him away. 

“Mommy,” Seth said, pulling at my shirt. He was standing there in his pajamas holding his sketch book and crayons. He wanted to go out and draw buildings, which was something that would probably be good for the both of us. 

“Okay buddy,” I said with a sigh. “Let’s go get you dressed.”

His little face lit up with excitement and he took off toward his room. As I pulled his shirt and sweater over his head, I couldn’t help but see a little bit of Dex in his smile. The same smile that once charmed me into thinking there was a chance of having a normal life with him. But even still, I couldn’t help but feel warm at the thought of my son sharing that same drive and curiosity that I saw in Dex the first time we met. Seth pulled on his pants and ran around the room excitedly while I gathered his shoes and coat. His excitement was almost enough to erase my sadness but it still lingered there, just beneath the surface. I hoped getting out of the house would be good for me. 

We took the subway from Brooklyn into Manhattan and walked slowly through the streets. Seth gawked at all the buildings along the way, trying to decide which one he wanted to draw first. He loved the big shiny ones, the ones that set his imagination into overdrive. However, when you looked at his final work, you saw a striking reality where the pencil didn’t pickup the glimmer and the clouds sat in a dark gray hue. We crossed the street into the large open area in front of Canton Columns where the now empty fountain stood. They turned the water off for most of the winter to avoid any freezing issues. 

I plopped Seth up on the side of the fountain and helped him unroll his paper and organize his crayons. While I did that, I noticed Seth staring up straight into the sky with curiosity. I knew there was more going on in that little head than just amazement. He once asked me how they got the buildings so high but I didn’t know the answer. Dex would have been the perfect person to explain that to him, maybe even show him around a site that was being built. But that was just a pipe dream from the life that could have been, not the life that we had. I needed to stop daydreaming about these things or else I would never allow myself to move forward. 

Once Seth was set up, I pulled my coat around me and shivered. It was really cold outside and I could feel the weather turning. We wouldn’t stay out here too long but I couldn’t deprive Seth of what he loved to do. Soon, this area would be covered in snow just like I used to love. Living in NYC definitely gave its fair share of white Christmases. I used to look forward to the glittering white frost but now, I just prayed the holiday would come and go as quickly as possible. I was ready for a new year, a time when I could take a deep breath and revamp our entire life. I knew that passing days on the calendar didn’t heal your heart but there was something refreshing about flipping over to the first day of a new year and hoping for the best. I already knew next year couldn’t be much worse than this one.

I looked up at the tall building and the terrace that ran around the penthouse at the top. That was where Dex lived, where he spent the majority of his childhood, and where he was probably sitting right now. I couldn’t help but wonder what he was doing on the top floor of that shiny building. Was he thinking of us? Did he ever think of us? Or, was he working away, building a larger empire, having drinks with his boys, and forgetting all about the little family he left behind? Part of me wanted to know the answers to those questions but the other part of me was just as happy to never find out. 

I watched as Seth sketched away like some of the artists in the Art District. I always loved watching the amazingly talented people put the workings of their mind down on a canvass in the middle of the busy New York metropolis. I wished I was as creative as my son or at least that I had the same positive and loving imagination of a child. Instead, my imagination took me to thoughts of Dex and tortured me with visions of a future that would never actually be. I sighed and sat down next to my little boy, rubbing his back and sucking in a deep breath of the cold city air. It was actually a really beautiful winter day and I tried hard to let that sink in, to just enjoy this moment with Seth. 

I smiled at the sound of my son laughing as he pressed the crayon to the paper. I opened my eyes and turned to look at his developing masterpiece, catching someone coming from the doors of the building from the corner of my eye. At first, I didn’t think anything of it. This was a busy place with businesses, residents, and people rushing along the sidewalks. However, as I glanced back up, I realized this was someone working at the Commons. He was dressed in an all-black suit, white button up, black tie, and carried a walkie talkie on his belt. He had an earpiece pressed against his ear and was talking to someone on the other end while staring right at us. As soon as our eyes met and he took one hurried step forward, I grabbed Seth and wrapped his paper up tight, pushing everything into his book bag. 

I turned my back to the man and ignored his pleas for me to wait. Seth looked frightened so I took a deep breath and told him I was going to take him somewhere else, that it was too busy here. He sighed but wrapped his arms around my neck as I hurried across the courtyard toward the cab waiting on the corner. I jumped in and told the cab driver to just go before giving him a destination. I looked up to see the security guard jogging across toward us. I leaned back as he slowed down, throwing his hands up in the air and talking into his radio. I set Seth in the seat next to me and tried to hide my anxiety. I pointed out all the buildings as we passed, deciding home was probably the best destination now. I turned and looked out the window as the big shiny Canton Commons grew smaller in the distance. Soon, all I could see was the very top of the building. I leaned back, relieved and breathing heavily with my hand pressed against my chest.

I didn’t know what that man wanted but I was sure he scared me half to death. I knew I shouldn’t have stopped in front of Dex’s building. I had no idea where his head right now. I didn’t know if he was thinking about coming back, ignoring us completely, or worse, trying to take me to court to get custody of Seth. The thought of facing a court battle with Dex and his barrage of corporate lawyers terrified the hell out of me. I lived in an apartment in Brooklyn with my mother and he owned a multi-billion-dollar company. He had all the money in the world to take me to court every single day until Seth was eighteen and I could barely even think about hiring an attorney. What would I do if I was faced with that kind of life changing event? I couldn’t compete with Dex’s lawyers, they were loaded and could take this as far as they wanted. Dex had everything I didn’t. 

When we pulled up in front of the apartment, I was paranoid as I looked around me to make sure I didn’t see any suspicious men in suits. We were alone but that didn’t calm my fears. Dex knew exactly where I lived and he could send a lawyer here at any point. Sure, my apartment was nice and homie for the three of us but it was no Canton Commons and I couldn’t give Seth the best of everything like Dex could. I was terrified that a judge would think money was more important than a mother’s love. I looked up at the door as we climbed the stairs, wondering if I should think about moving somewhere else. The biggest problem would be that my mother would never agree to move and she was the person who took care of Seth when I worked. There was no way I could afford childcare and an apartment in this city by myself. I wanted to give Seth the best life I could muster.

After we got inside, I plopped down on the couch while Seth ran off to finish his new drawing at the desk I got him for his room. It wasn’t much but it gave him something other the dining room table to draw on. I closed my eyes and leaned my head against the wall, replaying the vision of the man running after us across the courtyard. Was it possible that Dex knew we were there? Or was it just a coincidence? Did the security guard just want to make sure we weren’t doing anything wrong out there on the marble fountain in the Canton Commons Courtyard?

Either way, I could feel sadness overflowing in my chest. Not only was I terrified to lose my son but I was now faced with the idea that I might have to fight the man I loved for custody of our child. I couldn’t figure out how everything got to this point. How did I let things get this far? 

Chapter 17: Dex

Maybe I was wrong, maybe I shouldn’t have just dropped by Casey’s house. I stood outside of the walk up, looking up at the twinkling lights from the Christmas tree inside. I knew there were cars passing, horns honking, and the normal sounds of the city going on around me but I couldn’t hear anything. My heart was beating so hard in my chest that it filled my ears and took over my ability to think straight. Casey and Seth were right inside those doors, going on with their normal lives and trying to move past everything that happened. But I knew I would never have a restful soul if I didn’t come here to confess my feelings to the mother of my child. She held this secret in for a very long time and it was my turn to step forward and take responsibility. Besides, I wanted to see the boy that I now knew to be my son. I wanted to get to know him, to see him smile, to hear his laugh.  

I turned toward the driver who had popped open the trunk and was grabbing wrapped boxes from the inside. I knew it was going to be quite a shock to find me on the doorstep so I figured I better not come empty-handed. Instead, I stopped by the toy store and bought everything I thought Seth would like. I didn’t know the kid very well but he seemed to be a lot like me, so I picked out anything I knew I would have wanted at his age. It took a while for them to wrap everything but we got it done and packed into the limo. I leaned in and pulled the biggest of the boxes out, grunting at how heavy it was. We moved up both stairways and stood in front of Casey’s door. At first, I couldn’t bring myself to lift my hand and knock. This interaction wasn’t going to be simple or pleasant. There was no way Casey was going to welcome me with open arms. 

I balanced the box on my knee and knocked quickly on the door, my heart beginning to beat even faster. What would I do if she didn’t answer? What would I do if she refused to allow me inside? I left that night without saying a word, except for the horrible ones I threw at Casey. I should have come back in and apologized but there was so much going on that my head was filled with fog. I could hear footsteps inside so I knew someone was home. I leaned to the left, hoping she wouldn’t see me through the peephole. I didn’t want her to see it was me and decide against opening the door. 

“When she comes to the door she will want to talk to me,” I said to my driver. “Just go ahead and bring everything in and set it in the living room.”

“Yes, sir,” he replied, struggling with the gifts he was holding. 

Slowly the doorknob began to turn and I took in a deep breath. Ready or not I was going to have to face this head-on without letting my anger spill out again. I needed to keep a level head, understanding that Casey had been through so much, regardless of whether I thought it was wrong to keep Seth from me. She carried the intense pressure of raising a child without his father. The door swung open and I stared at Casey who looked at me with an expressionless face. I stepped inside and set the large box down before turning to face her. 

“What are you doing here?” she said with a bit of anger in her voice.

“I came to spoil my son,” I said triumphantly, quickly realizing that was not the right answer.

Casey stepped forward and grabbed my arm, pulling me down the hall and into her bedroom. I stepped forward and looked around. It was simple but elegant, just like Casey. I could hear her breathing heavily behind me as she closed the door and turned around. She was more than fuming and I could understand why. She was ready for a fight but I didn’t want to let it get to that point. 

“Casey,” I said calmly, putting up my hands. “If you could just hear me out.”

“Hear you out?” She exploded. “You think after how you acted, after what you said, after you just disappeared again, that I should take two seconds to hear you out? You complained that I was basing my decision of not telling you about Seth on the fact that you just get up and leave. You said that it wasn’t fair to judge you on your actions before you knew you had a son. And what did you do? You ran off and jumped on your plane. That little boy does not need a part-time man in his life, he is perfectly fine with a full-time mother.”

“I’m not here to be a part-time dad.” I pleaded. 

“And your little antics when we were at your building the other day.” She scoffed. “That was really rich, having a security guard chase us down in the courtyard. If Seth had noticed he would have been scared to death.”

“A security guard? No, Casey, you have it all wrong,” I said, shaking my head. “The fountain is under construction. He was probably trying to make sure you were safe.”

“I’m supposed to believe that?” She was crying and there was nothing I could do to calm her. “If you think you can come bulldozing in here with your money and your lawyers and try to take my son, you have another thing coming. I will fight with everything I have to keep Seth here with me. You are not going to bully me into a custody battle. I am not some pawn in your game and neither is Seth. He isn’t a shiny new toy that you can just come in and take because you have money and power. I don’t care how many lawyers you throw at me, I will make sure that my son is protected every single step of the way.”

“I’m not trying to take Seth, Casey,” I said weakly. “I swear, I have no intentions of taking you to court or anything like that.”

I watched her face as her shoulders relaxed slightly. I hadn’t even thought of the fact that she would be afraid I was going to try to take Seth from her. Seth loved his mother and his grandmother, I would never try to disrupt his life that way. I could understand Casey’s fear though, especially since Seth was her entire life and had been since the day he was born. I had no idea how she felt and I was trying to be as empathetic as possible. I didn’t want to fight with her, verbally or legally, and I needed her to calm down so I could explain that. She was scanning my face to see if I was telling the truth. My eyes saddened at how far we’d fallen, how little she trusted my word. Casey was an amazing woman and now she was standing in front of me, afraid that I was some kind of monster who came here to take her child. I was more worried that she would never forgive me than I was about devising a plan to steal Seth right out from under her. I shook my head and stepped closer to Casey, reaching down and grabbing her hands. 

“I’m not here to fight and I am not going to take you to court,” I said calmly. “I just want to get to know him and try to make up for the time I lost.”

She looked up at me with tears still streaming from her eyes. Her hands shaking. I pulled her over to the bed and sat her down, sitting down gently beside her. I turned toward her and forced her eyes to connect with mine. If we were going to get anywhere, I needed to be one hundred percent truthful and open with her. 

“Look,” I said calmly. “I’m sorry that I left the way I did. I had just been hit with some of the heaviest news I’ve gotten since my father and mother were killed. It took me by surprise and I lashed out. By the time I said all those horrible things, my head was reeling. I know you have done this on your own this whole time, but I just needed to breathe and calm down. I wanted to think about everything logically, make good decisions, and know that I could offer Seth something exceptional.”

The look on her face was fear and hurt but she had calmed down enough to hear the words I was saying. Her desperate attempt to protect Seth at any cost showed me just how amazing of a mother and a woman she really was. Her love for that boy knew no limits and she was willing to stand up to an entire empire to protect him and his home. I realized at that moment that I really admired the person she was and that her exceptional mothering ability was the root of all my fears about being a father. Part of me didn’t want to tell her about my fears but the other part of me knew I needed to let it out. Who better to tell than the woman who knew the awesome power of being a parent?

“I never thought I would be a father,” I said slowly. “At least not for a long time. I thought I would be able to control it like everything else in my life. When I found out about Seth, fear completely took me over. My father was an amazing dad and I have no idea how to be the same. I hemmed and hawed over it for days and not because I didn’t want to be, but because I wanted to make sure I could be the man Seth deserves in his life. I don’t want to be the on again off again father that you are so terrified I will become. Of course, I still have to run my business but that doesn’t mean I can’t change my life to put my son first like my dad did for me and Natalie. In the end, as I stood out on the balcony of my hotel in Caracaras, I knew what my decision was. I want to be part of Seth’s life, a real part of it. If you will let me.”

With those words, I took a deep breath and leaned away from Casey. I could see her mulling my words over in her head as she wrapped her arms around her waist. I knew she was scared. I was absolutely terrified myself but I also knew I couldn’t live the rest of my life knowing I had a son out there somewhere. I knew I could provide for Seth in a way that would make all his dreams come true. I knew that, regardless of her fears, Casey wanted that for him too. She was working so hard to give him the best life possible, I knew she would be able to breathe a little easier knowing there was someone else around to help. Those few minutes sitting on Casey’s bed were the longest of my life. I stared at her, waiting for her decision, knowing whichever way she went, it would change my life forever.

Chapter 18: Casey

Finding Dex standing outside my door was not how I expected to shape the events of my day. Immediately, I was livid that he just showed up, carrying presents, and thinking he could march right into Seth’s life without even a conversation with me first. This was not how everything was going to go down. I was not going to allow him to march in and throw our lives into an upheaval, all while wondering what other secret agenda he had. However, after listening to his words, seeing his pained face, and really understanding what he went through, I felt like it was my duty as Seth’s mother to at least consider his request. He wanted to be part of his son’s life and if he was telling the truth about custody and working his life around his son, then I could see giving him a chance. But with his past, I was absolutely terrified that it was all just words. I was terrified that he would find out it was too hard and go back to his privileged life in the city, leaving me to clean up Seth’s broken heart. The idea of Dex hurting my son the way he’d hurt me was heart-wrenching. It was almost enough to make me refuse Dex and send him away for good. 

I wasn’t going to lie, there was part of me that was trying to protect my own heart just as much as Seth’s. I fell in love with this man and I knew he had feelings for me too, at least I used to believe so. Would him being in Seth’s life bring him back into mine as well? Did I even want him back in mine? Knowing how easily I melted for this man, it was hard to believe that I could stand by and spend so much time parenting our child together without falling into that trap again. I couldn’t spend the next twenty years as his side project, as the woman he slummed it with after leaving the high life, the woman who had to deal when he found a rich, beautiful woman from his own world. No, I couldn’t do that and just thinking about it made my stomach turn. I couldn’t allow that to happen but at the same time, I couldn’t use that as a deciding factor in whether I allowed him to be an active participant in Seth’s life.

My mind was reeling and I couldn’t slow it down. He was asking me to make the biggest choice of Seth’s life right then and there in my bedroom. I didn’t know if I even had the strength to say yes. If I did, and if he failed again, Seth’s broken heart would fall on my shoulders because I told Dex the truth. What if I said yes and he abandoned us again? I had never seen Seth be faced with anything of that magnitude and I didn’t know if he could handle that. The fact was, he shouldn’t have to handle that but that was the life that was handed to him. If Dex left again, I knew there was no way I would be able to handle it. I knew I would end up packing our bags and moving to somewhere far away like Wyoming or something, just so Dex couldn’t ever just show up at our house again. The constant roller-coaster of emotion was making me sick and even right then, sitting still in my emotions, I felt like I was going to puke. I was pained in ways I could have never imagined I would be. I was trying to protect my little boy and myself at the same time. I looked at Dex who was sitting quietly, panic spread across his face as he wondered what I was thinking. Part of me wanted to tell him that he had left me with that same feeling every time he walked away but I didn’t want to fight anymore.

“I can see the pain on your face.” He sighed. “I understand that you are really wary about this. I understand you are trying to protect your little boy but please, Casey, please let me be a part of his life. I cannot live the rest of my life knowing I have a piece of me growing and learning without me there to watch and help.”

I opened my mouth, ready to say something hurtful but I quickly shut it again. I realized my hurtful thoughts weren’t coming from my need to protect Seth, they were coming from my own broken heart. I rubbed my hands against my thighs, drying the tears and sweat that lingered on my palms. I looked up at the door as the handle turned, quickly wiping my face and staring down at my little boy as he let himself in. He smiled big at Dex as he entered and ran over to me, throwing his body onto my legs. 

“Mommy,” he whispered. “What are all those presents for?”

“Oh,” I said, laughing and crying at the same time. “Those are from Dex. He brought them for you for Christmas.”

“Oh.” He sighed, obviously disappointed that he had to wait. 

“How about we do this,” I said calmly, leaning down and kissing him on the cheek. “You and Dex go out in the living room and pick one present. You can open it right now but then the rest have to wait until Christmas.”

“Okay!” he exclaimed, grabbing Dex’s hand and pulling him toward the door. Dex looked back at me and mouthed the words, thank you, before disappearing around the corner. I hadn’t made up my mind yet but I wasn’t going to deprive Seth of all the gifts Dex had brought him. In fact, I was curious to see what he bought him. Had he sent someone to pick out the hottest new gifts to impress Seth or had he actually thought about the gifts before bringing them over?

“That one,” I heard Seth yell out loud.

“Okay,” Dex said, laughing. “Let’s pull it over here and then we’ll wait for your mom.”

I could hear Seth grunting as he helped pull whatever it was into the middle of the floor. I took a deep breath and wiped the rest of the tears from my face. I stood and walked out of the bedroom toward the living room where I saw Seth standing triumphantly next to the biggest box in the group. Of course, he would pick out the biggest one, he was four. The box itself was larger than Seth and it was wrapped in a beautiful metallic paper with a paisley print and large green bow. I leaned against the doorway and watched Dex pull the bow off and set it on top of Seth’s head. Seth laughed and giggled at his new velvet hat before reaching over and pulling the paper down. 

The sound of ripping wrappings made me smile, thinking about Christmas morning when Seth wanders out in his new pajamas with crazy hair and sleepy eyes. I watched Dex help him pull the big pieces of paper off. They danced around the box like two crazy elves. Dex opened the top of the box and pulled the gift out, setting it on the floor. It was a drafting desk, obviously specially made, and came with a small chair and everything. It was absolutely gorgeous with its dark stain and exact likeness to one you would find in some luxury architect’s office. Seth pulled the chair up to it and sat down, putting his hands out in front of him and smiling. 

“It’s for you to have a place to draw your buildings,” Dex explained, kneeling beside Seth. “And look, the table rises up on this end to make it easier for you.”

Dex took Seth’s hand and picked up the desk, walking it back to his room. My eyes filled with tears, understanding just how thoughtful of a gift this was. It wasn’t just something he had some secretary pick out, it was something he really put thought into. Seth loved to draw his buildings and that was something Dex made sure to remember. To say I was moved by the gesture was an understatement and I stood in the hallway shocked as Dex put the desk in Seth’s room and helped him pull out his paper and crayons. I was at a loss for words as Dex reappeared, smiling and shaking his head.

“He really loves it,” he said, pointing back to Seth’s room. “He’s already drawing.”

I stood motionless, watching as Dex went back over and picked up all the wrapping paper and tossed it into the empty box. He carried the box over to the door and set it down so he could take it to the dumpster on his way out. I walked forward and started moving the giant pile of gifts out of the middle of the floor. Mom and I wouldn’t be able to get all the stuff we bought for Christmas under the tree, which was a first for any Christmas we had in this family. Dex began helping me place the gifts under the tree, waving at my mom who had stayed to the side and watched with a smile on her face. When we were done, he turned to me and took my hand.

“Will you come over to my place so we can talk?”

I took a deep breath, feeling less emotional and nodded my head yes. We needed to talk, really talk, without all the emotion and anxiety that had been floating around this house. I made sure it was okay with my mom and told Seth I would be back in a little while. He was so enthralled by his new desk that he barely even noticed I was talking to him. He shook his head and scrunched his nose as I kissed him goodbye.

The ride to his penthouse was silent. I watched the twinkling Christmas lights that decorated the city pass by my window. Once we were there, I walked out of the elevator into the big open space and stood in the living room, holding my jacket and looking out at the New York City skyline. It was so beautiful and so peaceful. I absolutely loved being on the top floor of his place. I felt Dex walk up behind me and I turned to face him. He smiled and took in a deep breath.

“Casey,” he said quietly and deeply. “I know that the last five years have been hard on you. I’m sorry that I haven’t been there to help you, support you, and be a part of raising Seth. I wish I had known sooner so that you wouldn’t have been alone. It’s not your fault, it's mine. I never showed any sign that you could trust me to be part of this.”

He reached up and gently brushed a rolling tear from my cheek. I blushed and looked up at him with wide eyes. Slowly, he leaned forward and kissed my lips softly, resting his hand on my shoulder. I leaned forward, feeling the familiarity of his kiss and exhaling deeply at the finality of the moment. He pulled me in tightly to him, his tongue parting my lips and his heaviness reaching into my body. I dropped my coat on the floor and wrapped my arms around his neck, missing his taste and his scent. He reached down and picked me up, cradling me in his arms and walking back toward his bedroom. 

Our lips stayed firmly pressed together with each step he took until finally, we were in his bedroom, standing before each other and gazing deeply into each other’s eyes. His touch was gentle and sensual, unlike our normal rush to the finish. He trickled his fingers down my breasts until he reached the bottom of my sweater and pulled it up over my head. 

I could feel the heat of his body radiating toward me. It sent shock waves flowing through my limbs, from my fingers all the way to my toes. Just being in his arms was enough to diminish my resolve. He had a hold on me that was unlike anything I’d ever felt before. Our attraction was like gravity, pulling me to him with a forceful power. I knew right then, I would never be able to resist him again.

Chapter 19: Dex

My hands slid down her shoulders, pulling her lace bra straps with them. I reached back and unclasped her bra, allowing her breasts to spill out into my hands. I missed the touch of her skin and the way she bit her lip when I rubbed my fingers across her nipples. I trailed my fingers down the front of her stomach to the top of her pants and untied the string, letting them fall to the floor around her ankles. She stood in front of me, her curvy hips leading down into her amazing wetness. She walked forward and pulled my shirt over my head and kissed my chest. Her lips were pouty and warm. I could see the heat and want in her eyes. She unbuttoned my pants and pulled them down around my ankles, holding them as I stepped out. She pushed down on her knees and hooked her fingers in the band of my briefs, sliding them over my hard cock and off my body.

When I thought she was going to stand back up, she instead leaned forward and grabbed my erection in her hands. She lifted it up and licked from the base to the tip, swirling her tongue around the top, hitting the nerve endings. I groaned loudly at the feeling of her mouth moving over the shaft, her tongue swirling wildly like she was licking a lollipop. I reached my hand down and stroked the back of her head as she took my cock deep in her throat. She held it there for a few seconds before slowly pulling back up. She trickled her fingers over my balls, pushing lightly against them as she bobbed up and down, looking up at me with watering eyes. I began to move my hips like a gentle wave against her mouth and she opened up wider, allowing me to control the motion and the depth. 

I grunted loudly as I grabbed the back of her hair. I held her there while I thrust in and out of her mouth, feeling the suction at the back of her throat pulling at my massive dick. I let go of her head and pulled my arms up in the air as she took back over, grabbing my hips and pulling them hard and fast toward her face. I watched as she put her hand between her legs and slid it underneath the edge her panties, rubbing her clit and moaning with a full mouth. The feeling of her voice against my shaft took me further toward my release. I reached down, not wanting to stop her but wanting to feel her at the same time. I stood her up and pushed her back onto the bed, stroking my shaft as she moved back against the headboard. 

She put up her hand for me to sit still and bit her lip with a smirk as she spread her legs wide and moved her panties to the side. I could see her pussy dripping wet as she pushed her fingers through the folds and around in circles. She watched my hand sliding up and down my cock as I watched her fingers slip inside of her and then back out. It was the sexiest thing I had ever seen a woman do. She pushed her fingers back inside of her, moaning loudly at the feeling of her own pleasure.

“You want to taste me?” She cooed.

I nodded my head feverishly as she moved her hands back and slipped her panties off. I reached across the bed and grabbed a condom, slipping it on quickly and looking back toward her. She motioned with her finger for me to get closer, so I laid down on my stomach and collapsed my face into her juicy wet pussy, groaning at how amazing she tasted. I swirled my tongue through her mound listening to her scream out in ecstasy with every swish across her clit. I could feel her body tensing so I pushed two of my fingers deep inside and moved them quickly, wanting to heighten the orgasm she was about to have. As my fingers slid in and out, she arched her back and tilted her head, letting go and feeling the waves of pleasure roll through her. I could feel the juices erupt over my hand and I couldn’t hold back anymore. 

I crawled toward her writhing body and pushed my cock in deep and hard, making her clamp down on my shoulders and move her hips instantly against mine. I wanted to give her a back to back orgasm so I could feel her juices dripping down my cock. I leaned into her with my pelvis, swirling my hips in circles over her wetness. She opened her eyes wide, her mouth big as she wrapped her legs around me, feeling her orgasm building before the other one was even fully finished. I wrapped one arm under her back and pulled her close, not wanting her to wriggle away.

“I want to feel you come,” I said sternly. “I want to feel you all over my cock. I want to make you scream so loud, they can hear you on the streets.”

“Yes.” She moaned. “God, that feels so amazing. Don’t stop.”

I pushed my hips into her harder, rubbing them across her clit as my cock dove deep down inside of her. She reached down and grabbed my ass, pulling it in and grinding against me. She lifted her ass off the bed and pushed like she couldn’t get my cock deep enough inside of her. I grabbed onto the head board as she hung off my body, giving her everything I had. She let go of her legs and I laid down gently, pulling one leg over my arm and staring deep into her eyes. Slowly I pushed in and out as she breathed heavily and closed her eyes. That ravaging lust quickly turned back into sensual and romantic touch. My body slid over hers with ease and I could feel every inch of her taking me inside. Our eyes stayed locked and the emotion was stronger than anything I had felt before. Together we melted into one body, moving and twisting within the sheets of my New York City penthouse. As her breathing deepened and she reached her peak once I again, I couldn’t hold on any longer and I thrust deep inside of her, holding her arched body and groaning in harmony with her moans. 

As her body relaxed and she fell back on the bed, sweat peppering her forehead, I pulled out slowly and laid down on my side next to her. I could barely get my breathing under control. I watched as she rubbed her hands over her face, smiling and laughing softly. As soon as I caught my breath, I leaned forward and kissed her beautiful face.

“Wow,” she said, turning her head toward me. “I mean WOW.”

“You’re telling me.” I laughed. “That was amazing.”

“Why did you want me to come here?” she asked, rolling toward me and propping her head on her hand. “Is this a seduction for you? Do you think this is the answer to getting into Seth’s life?”

“No.” I smiled. “I wanted to be with you. Ugh, it’s so complicated.” I rolled over on my back and stared at the ceiling.

“It’s not complicated,” she said. “You just have to speak what’s in your heart.”

I looked up, not knowing whether to spill my guts or hold onto it like I had been doing for years. I figured there was no way I was getting out of it and in reality, I couldn’t stand another day without Casey knowing just how much I loved her. She needed to be by my side and not just because of Seth. I wanted her with me because she was an amazing woman who I couldn’t help but fall madly in love with. That being said, I was absolutely terrified to tell her the truth. What if she rejected me? What if I had to go the rest of my life, being in Seth’s life, but wishing I was in his mother’s as well? It would be absolute torture and not at all how I had pictured our little family.

“You are the most amazing woman I have ever met,” I began. “I love you, Casey. Plain and simple, I have fallen madly and deeply in love with you. I don’t just want to be in Seth’s life, I want to be in yours too. I want us to be a family and I want to make every dream that you and Seth have come to life. I can’t imagine myself in any other scenario. This is it, you are it.”

“I want to believe you,” she whispered. “I want so much to believe that’s true but I’m terrified that as soon as I do, you will be gone again.”

I leaned forward, not wanting her to keep talking, not wanting her to feel even an ounce of doubt about my feelings for her. I kissed her lips softly and pulled back, looking deep in her eyes. She was conflicted, I could tell, and that broke my heart. I didn’t realize until that moment just how much damage I had really done to her with my selfish antics.

“I promise that I will never ever leave you again,” I said with my eyes locked on hers. “You and Seth are my world now. You will be for the rest of my life.”

She kissed me quickly and wiped the tears from her eyes.

“I love you too,” she cried happily. “I’ve loved you since the first night we were ever together. There hasn’t been anyone since you and I don’t want anyone else in my life.”

“Casey,” I said, sighing. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“Thank you for giving me the gift of you. Thank you for giving me your virginity. Thank you for creating the most amazing little life and nourishing and nurturing him when I wasn’t here. Thank you for loving me so much that you never gave up on me, and thank you for being the most amazing light in my life,” I said, wiping her tears away. “You have brought me through more than you know and I owe you a lifetime of gratitude for that. I can’t make you believe me but I can tell you. I promise to never leave again without telling you what is going on. I promise to treat Seth and you with the love and care that you guys both deserve so very much. I promise to spend my days creating a life and family for us that you always dreamed of. Seth is the most important person in my life now and I want him to have the best opportunities that are out there. I promise to teach him, guide him, and be the man my father was to me. At the same time, I promise to support you, push you, protect you, and treat you like the amazing woman you are.”

“I’ve waited a really long time to hear you say that,” she said, leaning forward and kissing my lips.

I finally could feel the weight of life lifting from my shoulders and evaporating above us. I stared at this beautiful woman in my bed and I swore to myself that I would never let her down again. Seth and Casey were my world now and I couldn’t wait to build our life together. Everything was so completely different but at the same time, it was so completely perfect. More perfect than I ever thought it could be.

Chapter 20: Casey

It felt good to be back at my mother’s house for the holidays. It had been a year since Dex came back into our lives and I couldn’t imagine anything turning out more perfect. Seth and I had moved into the penthouse shortly after Dex and I decided to be a family, and though it was beautiful and huge, we decided to keep with tradition and come stay at my mother’s house for Christmas Eve. Natalie and Brandon were going to come over too, so we could celebrate the holidays together. I had actually just seen Natalie a few weeks before when she came to the penthouse to help me pull all their old decorations down. I knew how much Dex loved it when his parents would decorate the house so Natalie and I surprised him by doing the same. I’ll never forget his face when he walked in the door to see the place looking like a winter wonderland. He even decided to throw a cocktail party for all our friends and his colleagues like his parents used to do. We sat around drinking wine, enjoying everyone’s company, and watching the kids run around the house with the new toys Dex bought for them. Seth was definitely having a ball and with so many people around, it forced him away from his usually shy behavior.

I pushed the last present underneath the already packed Christmas tree and stood back laughing at how crazy this Christmas was going to be. Last year was great because of all the thoughtful gifts Dex got Seth but this year I was actually able to get my mom some things I knew she would really love. She deserved it after spending years helping me take care of Seth. When we moved out, I really got the feeling that she missed taking care of him, so instead of hiring a nanny like Dex suggested, I would take Seth to my mom’s before work every day. She was thrilled to have the time with him. Dex didn’t want me to worry about working but I felt better knowing I was doing something. Dex’s fortune was his, not mine to use as I pleased and he was already doing so much to take care of this family. Besides, now that I wasn’t so worried and stressed, I actually found a way to enjoy my job. 

When I was done straightening the tree, I took a sip of the eggnog my mom made for us and tiptoed down the hall. I could hear Dex’s voice coming from Seth’s room, which was twinkling with Christmas lights. I peeked around the corner and leaned against the wall, watching as Dex tucked Seth into bed and then sat down next to him to read The Night Before Christmas. Seth pulled the covers up to his chin and laid his hand on Dex’s leg as he read to him.

“‘This was the night before Christmas and all through the house, not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse. The stockings were hung by the chimney with care in hopes that St. Nicholas soon would be there,” he read.

“That’s Santa,” Seth said, yawning.

“That’s right buddy,” Dex said before he continued. “The children were nestled all snug in their beds, while visions of sugar plums danced in their heads. Ma in her kerchief and I in my cap had just settled down for a long winter's nap.”

Dex looked up at me as Seth’s eyes began to close. He smiled that dazzling and charming smile I knew and loved. Immediately, my heart melted into a hundred pieces and I backed away, hearing him continue as I walked out into the living room. I sat down and took in a deep breath, thinking about how lucky I was to have these people in my life. My mother had just finished baking cookies and ran down to the Mission, my son was falling into a magical Christmas Eve slumber, and my boyfriend was spending time with his son, loving him and nurturing him. And I, well I was relaxing for the first time in a long time, thinking about how lucky I was to have ended up here. Just six years before, this couch was the backdrop to what would become one of the most amazing but difficult events in my life. 

I couldn’t believe how much everything had changed since then. Just thinking about who Dex was six years ago and comparing him to the man he was now, I could barely recognize the young guy seducing the young girl on Christmas Eve night so many years ago. I laughed to myself as Dex appeared around the corner, closing the book and setting it back on the shelf. He stretched his arms up over his head and I stood, walking over and wrapping mine around his waist. He was so warm and comforting. It was definitely nice to be in this place, standing together in my childhood home. I hugged him tightly before walking us back over to the couch. He pulled me gently into his arms. We snuggled under the glow of the Christmas tree, smelling the cookies warm out of the oven. 

“Seth is out.” Dex chuckled. “I think he had too much pie and crashed hard.”

“Good.” I sighed. “Maybe he won’t wake us at three in the morning.”

“Yeah, right.” Dex laughed. “Not with those presents under the tree.”

“I was just thinking about our first Christmas Eve here in this house,” I said.

“Oh, yeah?”

“Mmhmm,” I replied, drinking my eggnog. “The night that started all of this.”

“The best night of my life, even if I didn’t realize it then,” he replied, kissing the top of my head. “That Hazelnut liqueur though, I’ll never be able to drink it again.”

“Oh, god.” I cringed. “I think I just vomited in my mouth a little.”

We both laughed at the thought of that night and sipped our drinks, sitting comfortably next to each other. I couldn’t help but feel extremely happy for the time I was getting to spend with Dex. I knew he could have made another choice and be somewhere across the world right now. Instead, he chose us, he chose to stay here and build a life with Seth and me, something that I would never ever take for granted. Things were so perfect it was hard to remember all the lonely nights I spent in this house, pining for Dex and feeling completely heartbroken. Everything was so familiar but at the same time felt completely different with the bask of love that now covered our lives. Dex pulled me in and squeezed me harder, kissing my head and obviously thinking about the same thing as me. 

The sounds of Christmas music played lightly in the background and though we sat silently, we did it together, feeling how close we had grown. Dex went from the man I couldn’t keep my hands off, to the man I loved, and ultimately to my best friend, though I’d never tell Natalie that. I finally had a real family like I dreamed of long before Seth ever came into the picture. It was more than I could have hoped for and I never, not even for a moment, took it for granted. I knew, with my father’s death, Dex’s parent’s deaths, and everything I went through over the last six years that you should be happy and really cherish the people you love because you never know when it could be gone in the blink of an eye. 

“You know,” Dex said, leaning his head down toward me. “Your mom is still at the Mission, we could do a little fooling around, maybe rekindle that old flame from six years ago here on this couch of love.”

I laughed loudly at the thought of us being so brazen and bold, not to mention drunk as hell, six years ago on this very couch. I laid my head against Dex’s chest, feeling his breath and his heartbeat against my ear. I had never felt more comfortable with anyone in my life than I did right then in Dex’s arms. He set his glass down and pulled me into his lap, squeezing me tightly and gently kissing my lips. We stared into each other’s eyes for several moments until something popped into his head. He smiled coyly and moved me back next to him before standing up and walking toward the tree. 

“I have a gift for you,” he said excitedly.

“But it’s not Christmas.” I laughed.

“You get to open one early,” he said, tossing a small wrapped box at me. 

I caught it and smiled at the terrible wrapping. Dex made sure to get all the presents wrapped professionally, telling me how bad of a wrapper he was. I didn’t really believe him until looking down at this small box that had been wrapped tightly in too much red paper, taped up like a mummy, and had a crooked bow on top. It had to be my favorite thing to unwrap and I didn’t even know what it was yet. I shook my head, giggling as I pulled the bow off and fought the tape wrapped around it. I ripped the paper off and pulled the top off, looking down at another small box, this one a little more familiar. It was velvet and square and opened just like a ring box. 

I slowly cracked it open, my hands beginning to shake, gasping as I looked down at the largest diamond ring I had ever seen. It sparkled in the light of the tree and I looked over to find Dex kneeled on the floor in front of me. Immediately, tears filled my eyes, not fully comprehending what was happening at that moment. There was a huge diamond ring shaking in my hand and the love of my life was down on one knee, it was all too real.

“Casey Nelson,” he said, reaching out and taking my hand. “You have given me a life that I never expected. You have filled my world with love, laughter, friendship, and the most amazing little life I could have ever imagined. Moving you into the penthouse was not enough. I want to know every day that I am waking up to my wife, the woman I vowed to spend my life with forever. I want to know that Seth can look at his mom and dad and see pure love, pure bond, and a strong unbreakable family. So, as I kneel here in front of you, I am asking you to please say yes. Say yes to spending the rest of your life in my arms, as my wife, and I as your husband. Casey Nelson, will you marry me?”

I clasped my hand over my mouth as tears rolled steadily down my cheeks. I nodded my head yes and smiled, laughing and crying at the same time. Dex took the ring from the box and slid it on my finger, pulling me to my feet and wrapping his arms around me. I could feel his heart beating fast in his chest and I could not even start to control my own. He pulled back and kissed me deeply as the sound of clapping came from the front door. We finished our kiss and looked over to find Andrea, Natalie, and Brandon standing in the doorway, holding a bottle of champagne and a dozen roses.

“Congratulations,” they all said in harmony. 

I smiled big and looked back at Dex. 

“What? You didn’t think I could ask you to be my wife without everyone did you?”

I laughed and pulled myself into him, feeling his warmth surround me. This was the best Christmas I had ever had and couldn’t wait to spend my life as Mrs. Dexter Canton, the happiest woman in the world.

Chapter 21: Dex

Standing at the front of the church, I couldn’t help but look around at everyone and wonder what they were thinking. I knew no one ever thought they would see the day when I settled down with a wife and family. Hell, I never thought I would see the day when I settled down with a wife and family but here I was, standing at the front of a church, holding my son’s hand and waiting for his mother to walk down the aisle. At first, Casey wanted to have Seth give her away but he said he wanted to be the best man, so her mom decided to walk her down the aisle. I couldn’t wait to see Casey in her gorgeous wedding gown. She had been so excited since the day it was delivered. She hid it in her walk-in closet until my sister could pick it up to keep at her house. One of the local designers offered to design and create the dress of Casey’s dreams and though she was shy about the attention at first, she quickly found herself excited by the opportunity.

The music began to play and I watched as the bridesmaids walked toward us, smiling and cooing at Seth in his little tuxedo. He looked like a little man standing beside me with his shiny shoes and perfectly done hair. As the music changed, the crowd in the church stood and turned toward the doors. The attendants pulled open the wooden double doors and I stared out at Casey, the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. Her dress fit tightly on the top, draping over the edges of her shoulders like cloth blowing in the breeze. It then moved down to her waist where it shot out in a skirt of large billowing fabrics. She looked like a princess marrying into a royal family. Her veil was pinned gingerly in her hair which was piled high on her head in a mountain of delicate curls. She was looking down at her mother nervously as they took a step onto the red carpet lining the walkway. I watched her hands shake as she looked at the staring crowd. Finally, as her eyes moved forward, she met my gaze and all the nerves in my chest just fluttered away.

From the smile that quickly developed on her lips, her nerves were cured as well. I grabbed Seth’s hand and looked down as he giggled at his mom walking up the aisle. I couldn’t believe just how lucky I was to be able to marry this gorgeous woman. She was the sweetest, kindest, sexiest, and most loving woman I had ever met, and I was going to get to call her my wife. She didn’t care about money or my name, she only cared about our family, our connection, our love, and our eternal bond. Her desire to grow our family was strong and determined. Just when I think I couldn’t be any more attached to this family, I find myself gazing down at them, my heart filled with love and admiration. 

As Casey reached the front of the church, Andrea handed her over, kissing me on the cheek and lifting Casey’s veil. The two exchanged quiet words and I could see the emotion on Andrea’s face, thinking about her late husband. The ceremony was short and we opted for traditional vows since Casey was too shy to speak in front of such a large crowd. Everyone laughed as Seth pulled our rings from his little tux pocket and handed them to Natalie, who was the maid of honor. As I slipped the small diamond encrusted band over Casey’s fragile small finger, I looked up into her eyes to let her know how serious I really was. I would love this woman and our son more than they could stand. I would ensure they had everything in life that they needed and wanted. I would make sure that the things of the past stayed in the past, never disrupting our lives ever again. 

“By the power vested in me by the state of New York,” the pastor said. “I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

We looked up at each other in excitement as I placed my hand around her cheek and pulled her in close, pressing my lips firmly against hers. As we turned, I picked up Seth and we raised our hands in the air in triumph. The crowd clapped and laughed as we exited the church and headed out into the city air. We did it. We finally got where we knew we should have been all along and it felt amazing. 

After the ceremony, we took about a million pictures at the church before heading over to the reception at the hall inside Canton Commons. It was decorated so elegantly and I was really impressed with what Casey put together. The flowers were all a dusty pink, the tables were covered with lace and satin, and the whole place had a deeply romantic feel. Candles were strewn across all the tables and the main lights were turned down low. In the center of the room was a dance floor with our initials lit up across it. Seth immediately ran out onto the tiled floor and started to dance in his adorable four-year-old style. 

As soon as we walked in, the festivities began and I swept my new bride off onto the dance floor for our first dance. She looked up at me with her gleaming eyes and I couldn’t help but pull her close and kiss her lips. She grasped my hand tightly but I kept her attention on me and not the hundreds of eyes watching us. When the song was over, Casey had a special dance with Seth and the two dazzled the crowd with a sweet slow dance to Somewhere Over the Rainbow. There wasn’t a dry eye in the entire place, especially since everyone knew that dance was in place of her father-daughter dance. Then Andrea and I took the floor as she volunteered to stand in for my mother for the mother-son dance. To my surprise, the emotions weren’t easy to keep in and as soon as I saw Natalie begin to cry, tears overwhelmed me. 

The rest of the evening was a blast with champagne flowing, music bumping, and good company to share our love and happiness with. Though I was having more fun than I could remember having in years, I couldn’t wait to leave and take my new wife on our honeymoon. She was absolutely stunning in her gown but I really wanted to get her out of it and make love to her. I watched her move across the room, greeting the guests, laughing at jokes, and snickering to Natalie about whatever it is girls talk about. She would gaze over at me from the other side of the room, lust covering her face. I knew then, she was just as ready to get to our honeymoon as I was. 

About an hour before we were scheduled to leave, Andrea kissed us goodbye, holding on to a dead asleep little boy. He partied himself completely out and between the cake and excitement, he would have a good night’s sleep. I could tell Casey was struggling with leaving Seth and I hugged her tightly as she watched the limo pull off with them inside. She took a deep breath and turned toward me, her eyes twinkling in the city lights.

“I’m exhausted.” She laughed. “And I barely ate anything with so many people there.”

“Me too,” I said, pulling her in close. “But not too exhausted to get this dress off you and pull you into my bed.”

“Mmm,” she smiled, leaning up to kiss me. “That sounds like a perfect ending to a perfect day.”

“Just a little bit longer.” I smiled.

We went back inside and continued to dance and talk with the guests. From there on out, Casey stayed glued to my side, finally feeling free to let herself relax. Everyone was more than excited to talk to us but we were both so exhausted we could barely move. Finally, the coordinator came over and told us it was time to leave. We went back up to the apartment and changed into our honeymoon clothes, smiling at each other as we undressed. I wanted to take her right then and there but I knew the jet was waiting. When we got to the roof to catch the helicopter to the airport, everyone was standing up there cheering for us. I grabbed Casey’s hand as we walked through the crowd, stopping only for a moment to kiss and hug Natalie and Brandon before jumping in the chopper and heading off. 

I gazed out the window at the crowd waving goodbye as we floated higher and higher into the air. When we got to the jet, both of us went straight back to the bedroom and fell face first into the soft covers. Casey was out within minutes and I waited until we were high in the air before snuggling into the sheets. We both slept the entire way and were woken just before landing so we could buckle into our seats. Casey knew we were going to the South Pacific but she didn’t know what the details were so I was excited to surprise her. 

We took the limo to the port and I walked her to the gigantic yacht I rented to take us out into the warm ocean and land at our own private island. We would be alone at sea, waited on hand and foot by the staff, and able to relax and spend some much needed alone time together. In fact, I was pretty sure it was the first time we would be completely alone for an extended period of time. When we got on board, we looked around and noticed all our things had already been unpacked and stowed away for us. Once the ship pulled out of port, I shut the bedroom door and stared at my wife as she stood by the window in her white slip dress, watching the waves swirl around us. 

“Come here,” I said with lust in my voice.

She turned and walked toward me, smiling and her eyes locked on mine. I ran my finger over her collar bone and pushed the small strap of her dress over her shoulder. As I moved the other, the dress fell to the floor revealing her round tits, her soft succulent skin, and her tiny white lace panties. She reached up and pulled her hair from the clips, letting it fall down over her shoulders. I pulled my shirt over my head and tugged her forward, pressing her warm skin against mine and feeling her nipples harden. I ran my fingers down her back, causing goosebumps to erupt on her neck and shoulders. I couldn’t wait to get ahold of this woman, to feel her wrapped around me, and to taste every part of her. 

I turned her and pushed her down softly on the bed. She scooted back and leaned against the pile of pillows on the bed, breathing deeply and looking down at the erection caught in my shorts. I reach down and set it free, watching her lick her lips as it bounced out of my boxers. I grabbed the shaft and stroked it gently while I crawled toward her and pulled her panties off her body and threw them on the floor. I leaned down and ran my tongue over her wetness, listening to her gasp as I pushed through her folds and swirled around her clit. She tasted so amazing and I knew right then I wasn’t going to hold back, not tonight, not ever again. 

Chapter 22: Casey

I could feel his mouth moving over mine in a rhythm that was driving me absolutely wild. I leaned back to take it all in, knowing there was no need to rush this moment. His hands floated over my body in the same way his tongue was: passionate, hungry, and concentrated on making me feel immense amounts of pleasure. I ran my hands through his hair as I moaned loudly, heat bubbling in my stomach. Dex reached up and lifted my legs over my shoulders and pushed into me, moving his mouth wildly as my body writhed underneath him. I wanted to taste him, to feel him in my mouth. I tapped him on the head and looked in his deep eyes.

“Turn around,” I whispered. 

He wiped his mouth with a coy smile and moved his body around, rolling over on his back and pulling me with his. I straddled his face, placing my hands on both sides of his hips and lowered myself down, feeling his mouth against me. I moaned loudly at his tongue movements and reached over, grabbing his shaft and licking the tip. I dipped my head down, taking his cock in my mouth and smoothed my lips down to the bottom, sucking hard as I came back up. He groaned into my wet pussy but continued to lick as I bobbed my head up and down on his dick. He grabbed my ass cheeks and pressed my mound down into his face as I began to grind slowly against his lips. I could feel the orgasm simmering in my stomach but I held back, not wanting to explode just yet. 

I looked down at his glistening cock and held it at its base, driving downward and opening my throat, feeling every ridge and wrinkle as it traveled over my tongue and deep into my mouth. I held myself down on his cock, flicking my tongue and contracting my throat muscles. He growled underneath me as I slowly rose my head halfway before pushing down again. I could see him grabbing the bed beside my body as I started to suck harder and faster while grinding quicker on his lips. The reaction he was giving aroused me more than anything. I moaned loudly with his dick in my mouth, making him pump his groin, pushing it in and out in small bursts. I stretched my arms over my head, grabbing his legs and focused on moving my hips against his tongue while letting him fuck my mouth. 

I could feel myself so close to orgasm and this time there was no holding back. I dug my nails into his legs and moaned in short bursts as his cock left my throat before pushing back in. As the peak hit me, I pushed my mouth down on his dick and pressed my wetness against his face, my body shimmering and shaking on top of him. I could hear him groan, tasting my juices as I slid my mouth back up and took in a deep breath of air. My hips were still moving against his mouth and though my clit was sensitive, my body wanted more. I scooted down and turned my body toward his, straddling him right below his cock.

I took his shaft in my hand and rose up on my knees, rubbing the tip-in and out of my folds, sopping up the juices that were still flowing even after the dissipation of my orgasm. His eyes were dark and you could see my wetness glimmering on his face as he bit his lip and watched me dance on top of him. I pushed the head of his erection against my softening clit and moaned as I rubbed it in circles. He liked to watch me pleasure myself, whether it was with his cock or my fingers. There was a huge part of me that loved to watch him stroke his cock. I used that image in my mind many times on those cold, lonely nights in Brooklyn. 

Dex reached his hand out to pull me up, wanting to feel his cock inside of me. I smiled and did as he wished, scooting forward and lowering myself down on him. I gasped as his huge cock stretched me open and filled every crevasse. Once he was fully inside, I started to grind in circles on top of him, lifting up slightly before slamming back down on it. Every time I slid him back in, he groaned loudly, liking the feeling so much I knew he wanted me to ride him hard. However, I wasn’t ready to give in to that yet so pushed his hands down above him and hovered my tits over his face while I moved my hips faster and faster in all directions. 

“Fuck me, baby.” He groaned. “I want to feel every inch of you.”

I smiled down at him mischievously and he looked at me in surprise before shaking his head. I grasped onto his wrists harder as he tried to move them, moaning loudly at the feeling of his cock deep inside and my nub rubbing across his skin. As the arousal grew, so did my motions and I pushed back up to a sitting position, wanting to feel him as deep inside of me as I could. For several moments, I gave into his wants, bumping up and down, letting his shaft move in and out of me, before leaning back and resting my hands on my thighs. He looked down at my exposed clit and licked his lips, pulling his hand up and rubbing it with his thumb. I screamed out at the sensation and my mood went from playful to needy. 

I sat straight up and instantly moved my hips hard and fast, moaning loudly and closing my eyes as I could feel the orgasm approaching. I wanted him so bad and I flexed my pussy to feel every inch of his shaft inside of me. I reached down and put my hands on his chest pushing fast and deep.

“Yeah baby, rub that pussy on me,” he said, watching me closely. “I want to feel you come.”

I pushed down hard at those words and felt my orgasm tip over the side, sending pleasure streaming through my body. I screamed out, pushing my fingers into his chest and arching my back as my hips moved me into pure pleasure. I could hear him groaning below me and feel his hands tighten around my waist. Before I was even done, he flipped me on my back and plowed into me, grabbing my hands and pinning them above my head. 

“You feel so good,” he cried out. 

He leaned forward so his face was on my neck as he found the same need I had moments before. He pushed deep and heavy into me and I braced myself against his hands. He lifted his head and pressed his mouth against mine, kissing me deeply as he moved toward his own ecstasy. I moaned into his mouth feeling our bodies intertwined. I lifted my legs up around his waist and lifted my ass to give him a deeper embrace. He thrust several times, deep and full of meaning before pushing in hard and closing his eyes tightly as he exploded inside of me. His hips moved just slightly in and out as he groaned into my mouth, releasing his seed and feeling the waves of pleasure completely wash over him. His hands grasped mine tightly and I kissed him passionately as he found his own orgasm. 

As his hands released and his body began to relax, he opened his eyes and stared into mine, kissing me back and pulling his fingers through my hair. Dex stopped for a moment and stared at me as if he were contemplating my existence before closing his eyes and sinking his lips into mine, feeling every emotion we held back for so long. I pulled my hands up to his face and let myself go in his embrace, feeling our legs intertwined and his body still inside mine. 

We laid in the bed, feeling the rocking of the waves between us, and letting the breeze from the open window wash over our naked bodies. It was the most relaxed I had ever been. I could have stayed just like that for the rest of the trip but we decided to go top side and check out the sunset over the ocean and eat dinner since the personal chef was almost done preparing it. When I stepped out onto the deck of the ship, I gasped at how amazingly gorgeous it was. I felt like a Hollywood movie star basking in the sun on my own personal yacht. I immediately thought about Seth and how much he would love to be on the boat so I pulled my cell phone out, which miraculously still had service, and called home.

“Hi momma,” I said as Andrea answered the phone.

“Well, hello baby,” she replied. “Why are you calling home and not enjoying that vacation?”

“I just wanted to check on Seth,” I replied, smiling.

“Oh, honey he’s playing with all his toys, running around grandma’s house.” She laughed. “You need to not worry. Enjoy your honeymoon, you deserve it.”

“Okay.” I smiled. “Tell him I love him, and I love you as well.”

“Love you too, sweetie,” she said. “Talk to you soon.”

I hung up the phone and looked around me. I couldn’t believe I was actually traveling across the world. I had always wanted to travel but life just didn’t allow it. This was beyond my wildest dreams and I was so impressed that Dex put together such an amazing trip. We watched the sun go down and sat around picking at the amazing food the chef cooked for us, laughing and talking about our adventures. When it was time for bed, we were both so exhausted we fell right to sleep, cuddled in each other’s arms. 

The next day we ate breakfast on the deck before pulling in near a cove and spending the day snorkeling. I had never seen so many beautiful fish and such crystal-clear water in my life. As I swam along, I looked over at Dex swimming next to me. He signaled for me to follow him so I did, looking around wildly as he led me into another cove between two large cliffs. It felt like we were the only two people left in the entire world. I lifted myself out of the water and pulled off my goggles, wide-eyed at what I saw. I could feel Dex swim up behind me and wrap his arms around my waist.

“You should take this suit off and really feel the water.” He teased, grabbing my breasts and pressing his erection into my back.

I giggled and pushed off, running toward the white sandy beaches in front of me. I laughed as he chased after me, throwing my goggles and flippers up the shore and jogging through the sand. He caught up to me, breathing heavily and spun me around to face him. He reached up and pulled the string of my bikini top, grabbing my breasts and massaging them hard as he kissed me with a deep, needy passion. I glanced around to make sure we were alone, the idea of having sex out in the open, immediately turning me on. I took my top completely off and tossed it to the side, rubbing my hand down his swim trunks and grabbing his erection through the fabric. He was so hard that I rolled my eyes back, already anticipating the way he’d feel inside me. 

Throwing caution to the wind, I dropped to my knees and untied his trunks, pulling them down and immediately wrapping my mouth around his cock. If I was going to be on vacation, I was going to let myself be free. I sucked him with abandon.

Chapter 23: Dex

I closed my eyes and felt her soft lips move down my shaft, her tongue whipping wildly around and her throat sucking hard. This was exactly what I had in mind after last night when I had to hold back in order not to blow my load down her throat. I looked down at Casey as her tits bounced around, her head bobbing back forth as she deep throated my cock. I groaned loudly and put my hand on the back of her head, guiding her down and holding her there for several seconds before tugging lightly on her hair. She looked up at me with a full mouth, her green eyes glistening in the sunlight around us. It felt like we were the only two people in the world but at the same time, the idea of being caught was wildly arousing. She moaned as she sucked my cock, making me feel like she wanted it there, sliding deep into her throat. She sucked hard as it slid back out, the sounds of her mouth and spit, echoing off the cliff walls.

“Lay down,” she ordered, as she pulled her head back and stood up. 

I growled at her assertiveness and laid down in the soft warm sand, watching her as she untied her bottoms and threw them to the side. I looked up at her curves leading to her bulging wet pussy and couldn’t wait to feel her on top of me. She straddled my body, dropping down on her knees and grabbing my shaft tightly in her hands. Slowly she stroked it with her fists hovering over it with her juices almost dripping from between her legs. I reached my hand up and swiped it over her mound, pushing through the folds and rubbing her gently. She leaned her head back and moaned as I pushed two fingers inside of her and pulled them back out, circling back to her clit. She moved her hips with the motions of the waves as I fingered her hard, watching her body twist in pleasure. I pulled them out as she sat down on my cock, sliding it deep inside her sopping wet center.

My hands went to her mouth and I licked my lips as she sucked her juices off my fingers, grinding against my cock and squeezing her own breasts. She moaned with my fingers still in her mouth and I let her grind only for a few seconds before grabbing her waist and moving her up and down on my cock. Her pussy was so wet it slipped in and out with ease and I slammed her body down, making her cry out in ecstasy. She moved her knees further to the side so I could push deeper inside of her. I tightened my fingers around her waist as she let go and let me control how she fucked me. Up and down, I lifted her as the water met with our bodies on the shore. She moaned loudly over and over again as her body readied for the climax.

“I'm going to come, baby,” she cried out. “Don’t stop.”

I could feel my own orgasm simmering and with those words, I knew I couldn’t hold back much longer either. I let go of her waist and she leaned forward slapping her ass up and down, my cock going in and out as fast as she could move her body. As she screamed out in orgasm I pushed her body up and thrust my hips into her, feeling her pussy contract around my cock and push me over the edge. She bared down hard as she screamed in pleasure and I pushed upward, exploding inside of her and letting the groans escape my throat. As her body twitched and writhed above me, I pushed several more times, my cock swollen and sensitive. Finally, my body collapsed into the sand and she fell forward, her head resting on my shoulder. 

“Wow,” she gasped breathlessly. “That was amazing.”

I chuckled underneath of her, completely agreeing with her sentiment. It was fucking unbelievable and I already couldn’t wait for more. We got back up and found our suits, dressing quickly and heading back to the yacht, completely famished and ready for lunch. It was mind boggling to me that I just fucked her and as I helped to lift her onto the back, my cock hardened staring up at her ass. This was going to be an exhausting but amazing honeymoon, I could already tell. 

When we got back to the yacht, we pulled on some clothes over our bathing suits and lounged around the deck eating food and watching as the sun dropped lower and lower toward the horizon. Casey asked to call our son so I had the captain send down the boat phone since our cell phones were pretty much useless all the way out here. I smiled as Casey called, immediately brightening at the sound of our son’s voice on the other end. She asked him about his day, listened to him talk about his buildings, and discussed what he would be having for breakfast. It was adorable and I found myself missing him more than I thought I would. Suddenly, she stopped and looked over at me, telling Seth to hold on one second. She pushed the phone toward me with a smile.

“He is insisting on speaking with you,” she said. 

I put the phone to my ear, feeling emotions swelling in my chest. His little voice immediately hit me and I started to get choked up. I realized at that moment that Seth really loved me and that I loved him more than anything in the world. He was my son and I finally felt everything that came along with that, from love, protection, and friendship, to the need to be close to him. Everything we had been through brought me to this point and I knew I didn’t regret one single moment with Casey. That Christmas Eve when I took her on her couch was the defining moment of my life and I couldn’t be happier that it happened. I didn’t know what I did before Seth and I couldn’t imagine my life without him now. I hung up with Seth after telling him I loved him and I turned to Casey.

“I want you to know,” I said, fighting back tears. “There is nothing between us that I regret. I am so happy that we made love that Christmas Eve and I am so proud to be part of that little boy's life. I love him more than anything in the world.”

Casey wiped a tear from her eye and stood up, pulling me to my feet. She wrapped her arms around my waist and hugged me, her tears soaking through my shirt. These two were the best things that had ever happened to me and I was no longer going to hold back telling her that. I would tell her over and over again for the rest of my life. She leaned back and looked up at me, tears staining her sun-kissed cheeks.

“I love you so much,” she said. “And Seth and I are so lucky to have you in our lives. I couldn’t think of another man that I would want to have a family with. Thank you for fighting for us even when I pushed back.”

We embraced again and turned toward the setting sun, watching the golden colors over the ocean. It was like something out of a story book and I really thought there was nothing that could ruin this honeymoon. That is until one of the crew members appeared on the deck with a message in his hand. He apologized for interrupting and handed me the folded paper. I looked at him, confused for a moment and then realized that someone had contacted the boat looking for me. Casey turned and sat back in the chair watching the colors disappear as stars twinkled overhead. I opened the paper and read it, anger beginning to bubble in my stomach. It was from my VP, contacting me about my client in Caracaras. 

I walked over and sat down in the chair as I reread the message. There was an emergency with the acquisition I had been working so hard on. I left for my honeymoon before it was complete with full confidence from the seller that we would finish the deal when I got back. Well, it seemed this asshole was trying to play games and was pissed that I had left before settling. He was now telling the company he was considering backing out unless all of his demands were met immediately. I could tell my partner didn’t want to call but he knew there was nothing else that could be done, I had to be the one to close this deal. They needed me to return right away to fix the issue or we would lose all the work we put into the new resort. 

Casey looked over at me curiously as she sipped her wine. I handed her the paper, now knowing I could include her in the business part of things as she was my wife and it would affect her too. She read it carefully and I could tell she was trying to control her emotional response, knowing that I would be extremely angry about this already. She was always so good at reading me and matching her emotions so that we weren’t both flying off the handle at the same time. She took a sip of her wine, mulling over the words she was going to speak.

“This is bullshit.” I exploded. “This is my damn honeymoon. There is no way I am going to leave my new wife and head back to Caracas right now.”

“Shhh,” she said, putting her hand on my arm. “Take a deep breath. It is not the end of the world. All of this is more than I have ever experienced and you know I’ve always wanted to see Caracas. It would be an adventure.”

“I’m not sure how long we would need to be there,” I said, thinking about Seth.

“Okay, so we fly home, pick up our son, and take him with us,” she said, smiling. “Make it a family vacation. He would be thrilled.”

I sat there for several moments thinking about the prospect of taking Casey and Seth with me on this business trip. I had never taken anyone with me but the idea of making a family trip not only seemed like a warm and inviting idea but reminded me of when my father used to take us along on his trips. We saw so many amazing places as kids and it would be so neat to offer that to Seth and Casey as well. The tension released from my shoulders and I took a drink of my whiskey, thinking about how much fun Seth would have in Caracas. I nodded my head and turned to Casey, who was waiting patiently for my response. 

“I think that’s an amazing idea,” I said with a  smile. “You and Seth will absolutely love all the things you can do there. I won’t be able to be with you guys the whole time but there are several guides that can take you to all the shops and the events they have for kids. I honestly don’t know what I would do without you.”

“Drive yourself nuts.” She laughed.

I stood up and kissed her on the head. “I’m going to go let the captain know we need to go back to port and have the jet ready for our departure. Thank you for being so understanding,” I said, running my hand down her cheek.

“I get a really cool family vacation out of it.” She laughed. “How could that be bad?”

I smiled and set off to make the arrangements. This was a new way of doing things and I was lucky to have Casey there to help guide me through the unfamiliar waters. On the flip side, I would get to see my boy, who I missed so much it made my heart ache.  

Chapter 24: Casey

Since our arrival in Caracas, we were shown the most amazing hospitality. The locals immediately swarmed around us and made sure everything we desired was fulfilled. Seth couldn’t get enough of the desserts they kept sending to our room and I laughed at his wide eyes every time he heard a knock. The suite was bigger than the penthouse and extravagantly decorated with ornate furniture and amazing details etched into every surface. Seth had his own room in the suite and the hotel had made sure to make it kid friendly before we arrived. The view from the suite was amazing and I couldn’t help but stand at the window and look out over the city. There were gorgeous buildings, tropical details, and people all over the streets. This city was like a more rural version of New York where everyone rode bicycles and you could purchase goods from the immense street markets near the center of the city. Dex was in and out of meetings but he made sure we were entertained thoroughly before he left. We hadn’t gone out into the town yet and were planning on doing that in the next day or so. I thought it would be nice to bring my mother and Natalie some beautiful tapestries back from the markets.

Dex had surprised us by coming back early and taking Seth and me downstairs for a light lunch to spend some together time. He looked stressed but he tried to hide it when he played with Seth. I sipped my tea and grazed on the small sandwiches and salads that had been ordered for us. Seth was content with a plate full of potatoes and eggs that the chef prepared just for him. At first, I thought the extra attention was for everyone but after watching the other guests in the hotel, I realized it had more to do with who Dex was than it did with the hospitality of the restaurant. I smiled as Dex’s partner, Joe, came in, ruffling Seth’s hair and leaning down to whisper in Dex’s ear. Dex nodded and stood, stepping to the side. They were hard to hear but I caught most of it.

“I am surprised you brought your family,” Joe said. “There has been some serious political unrest brewing in Caracas recently.”

“I wasn’t aware,” Dex said with a worried look. “Everything was fine since I was last here.”

“It started shortly after you last left,” Joe explained. “You know how these things are, they escalate quickly. You should definitely go to the security office and hire guards for your family. They should stay here in the hotel, it might not be safe for them out in the streets.”

Dex rubbed his hand down his face and nodded his head. “Thank you, Joe. I’ll do that.”

“Are you free for the meeting after lunch?”

“Yes, of course,” Dex said, looking over at me. I put my head down trying not to show that I was listening. 

“It was good seeing you,” Joe said, putting his hand on my shoulder. 

I nodded and smiled, slight fear bubbling in my stomach. Dex sat back down and smiled at Seth who handed him some of his potatoes. I could tell he was more worried than he wanted to let on. I took a sip of tea before approaching the subject.

“Will you be taking Joe’s advice?” I asked nonchalantly, peering over my cup at Dex.

“Of course,” Dex said, swallowing his water with a gulp. “I plan on going directly over there before the meeting and sending guards up to the doors. This is all very unexpected, I should have kept a better watch on things.”

I laid my hand on his leg and smiled, trying to show him I had the utmost confidence in the situation. Inside, however, my nerves were surging and I quickly realized that being married to a billionaire businessman required a lot of restraint when it came to how I expressed my emotions. It wasn’t so much for the people around us but in support of Dex, so that he could feel more comfortable and be able to concentrate on his business. If I knew anything about Dex though, it would take a lot more than a confident look from me to calm any nerves he might have, especially when he was already pissed about having to come back here so soon. 

“I’m sorry about this,” he said, leaning over and kissing me on the cheek. “I promise we will get this done as quickly as possible and I’ll whisk us all away to a safer place to continue our family vacation.”

“We will be fine,” I replied. “Just focus on the business, we will be fine. It’s an adventure, right?”

“Well, that wasn’t quite the adventure I had in mind for my wife and son.” He chuckled. “With the wedding happening so quickly, I didn’t take the time to pay attention to the political status of where we were headed. I guess I’ve never had to really pay attention to that before now.”

I shook my head, trying to make him feel better. I poured more water into his glass from the pitcher on the table and offered him some of the salad. He refused, his nerves obviously too high to eat anything. In fact, I wasn’t feeling much like eating but I needed to stay calm for all three of us, especially since I didn’t want Seth to know anything was going on. I wanted him to be carefree and have a good time while we were out there, something all five-year-olds should be able to do. In the meantime, Dex would take all the measures we needed to keep us safe should anything start to happen.

“Dex,” I said, leaning over to him and kissing his cheek. “You cannot take all the blame for this. You did not know anything like this was going on. And besides, I’m equally to blame, I didn’t want to be separated from you for even a second. I haven’t reached that point as your wife yet, I guess.”

“I know,” he said, smiling at me with that same charming smile. “I just feel bad that you’re going to have to be locked up in the hotel the whole time.”

“Oh, no,” I said sarcastically. “You mean I have to stay in a luxurious suite with room service out the wazoo, more room than the penthouse, and every movie I’d ever want to watch at my fingertips? How will I manage? Did I get the rich wife thing down?”

“Perfect.” Dex laughed, wiping his face and standing from his chair. “I have to go my love. I’ll be back as soon as possible and I’ll send the guards over to your door.”

I watched as Dex kissed Seth on the top of the head and then turned to me, pressing his lips firmly against mine. As he walked away, I sighed and watched him until he disappeared. My love for him was stronger than ever. I knew he would do everything in his power to keep us safe but part of me still worried about his safety. He was so absorbed by everything going on, I hoped he would remember to keep himself safe during all of this as well. I looked over at Seth who was building a town out of potatoes and shook my head, wishing we could all stay together. 

When I was finished with lunch, I ordered some hot tea to be sent up to the room and walked through the lobby hand in hand with Seth. He had never seen anything as amazing as the architecture of these buildings so getting from the restaurant to the suite took us quite a while. He asked a million questions that I didn’t know the answers to and told myself I would do some research when we got upstairs. Inside the elevator, I leaned against the wall, watching the floors tick by on the screen. My thoughts were lost in Joe’s warning and I wondered if there would be anything on the news about it. On second thought, I knew I should probably keep all that to myself so there was no chance that Seth caught wind of it and became scared. The last thing I wanted to do was ruin this for him, he was having the time of his life. He thought the penthouse was the fanciest thing in the world but when he got here, he just about lost it with all the amazing things to do and look at. Not to mention, everyone catered to him directly, making sure he was having fun and always had a full belly. By the end of the trip, we are all going to have to go on a diet. 

When we got into the penthouse, I asked Seth to put his trucks back in his bags so we could keep everything together. In reality, I wanted to get our things settled so that if we had to leave suddenly, there wouldn’t be any issues. While Seth did that, I grabbed our passports and ID’s and stuck them in my pocket so that no matter what, I had them on me at all times. The last thing I wanted was to end up stuck at customs not able to get back home because we didn’t have any of our identification. Seth wandered through the suite, looking at all the different pictures hanging on the walls. I offered to turn on a movie but he wasn’t really a movie kind of kid, so I grabbed his sketch book and his pencils and sat him down in front of the floor to ceiling windows so he could draw any building he wanted to. He was almost overwhelmed by the amount of choices so I suggested he start with the smaller dome-shaped building below us in the center of the city. He shook his head excitedly and went to work on his masterpiece.

In the meantime, I went through the rooms and repacked our things in case we had to leave in a hurry. I folded our laundered clothes and placed them neatly in the suitcases, daydreaming about our time on the yacht. I peeked out the bedroom door and noticed Seth was lost in his art so I flipped on the television and watched the news. There wasn’t anything big, that I could tell since they spoke a different language, that was going on at the time so I clicked off the television and moved to Seth’s room. His toys were scattered everywhere so I grabbed his bag and began to neatly pack them, though I knew within an hour he would pull all of them back out. As I packed, Seth walked into his room holding his drawing in his hand. He lifted it up to me and I smiled, looking at the building in the courtyard below. I squinted at the surrounding drawing, looking at little circles all around the building.

“What are these?” I asked, pointing at the circles.

“All the people,” he said. “They all started coming. There must be something important down there.”

My head popped up and I handed the drawing back to Seth, slowly making my way back to the windows. As I approached, I could see lines of people marching across the city streets and collecting at the foot of the hotel. They were carrying signs, flags, and some of them were wearing masks. I could see they were chanting but from that high up, I had no way of knowing what they were saying. I took in a deep breath and looked at the enormous scene forming below us. The protests they were talking about had brought themselves to our doorstep and fear immediately shot up my spine and rested on my chest. I couldn’t move as the scene unfolded before me.

Chapter 25: Dex

Immediately after kissing my wife and child goodbye, I knew I needed to do what Joe advised. I jumped in the car and had the driver take me over to the security firm’s office. I didn’t want to waste any time getting guards sent over to the hotel. I regretted bringing Casey and Seth along on this trip but at the time, I could only think about how much I didn’t want to be away from Casey so soon after our wedding. I was more tense than I had been in a very long time and part of me just wanted to say screw it, pack up Casey and Seth, and get the hell out of here. However, my partner and I had put in a lot of work on this deal so I needed to at least see it through to the end. Either way, from now on, I would be doing some serious research before I brought my family along to these meetings. I would never put them in this kind of situation ever again if I could help it. I knew Casey was keeping her cool for my sake but I also knew her better than that. I wanted to make sure she felt as safe as possible. 

 When I arrived at the security office, the driver opened the door and ushered me straight inside, having called them in advance to let them know who I was. They nodded their heads and walked me to a room at the back to go over the logistics of their services. I used a security service a few times before but it was only for the safety of the dignitaries I was working with, not for myself or my family. I was told this was the best service in the city so I was ready to receive some assurance of Seth and Casey’s safety.

“Hello, Mr. Canton,” a large man in a black suit said, shaking my hand. “I am Sebastian Mateo, the owner of this company. I have been told your family is staying at the Hotel Cayena and needs our protective services.”

“Yes, it is my wife and my child,” I said with a nod. 

“It is a very dangerous time for us here in Venezuela,” he said, typing on his laptop. “I am sorry your family has to go through this. This city is usually such a lovely place to visit.”

“I was unaware of what was happening,” I said. “I just want them to be safe.”

“Not a problem,” he replied, looking up at me. “We have dispatched a team over to the hotel. They will be stationed at the elevator and any other entrances that lead up to the suite. I have also taken the liberty of calling Mateo. He will be escorting you to your meeting and wherever else you need to go while you are here.”

“Thank you,” I said, nodding my head at the large man standing in front of me. 

I signed the papers for the services and headed back to the car, Mateo in tow. We jumped in and headed through the streets of Caracas, noticing several groups of people along the way. They were all holding signs and headed in the same direction. My chest felt tight and I wondered just how bad things could get. I had seen many protests in New York but I knew they were completely different in other countries, especially out here. I knew that violence was prevalent and many of the people carried weapons. I tried to take a deep breath and remember that Seth and Casey were safely tucked away in the hotel and that the security would be arriving at any moment to make sure they stayed that way. It was difficult, knowing how much I loved them and how vulnerable they were, especially this being their first real trip out of the country. 

When we pulled up at the offices to sit down with my partner, I rushed inside, not wanting to waste any time. Joe had everything set up and I assured him I had sent security over to the hotel to protect Casey and Seth. He began going over the details of the deal, which the seller had completely changed since the last time I was here. It was incredibly frustrating since he was taking advantage of my time away with my family. This guy thought he had us over a barrel but there was no way I would agree to his terms. I knew he wanted to sell and he thought he could pull one over on my partner, not realizing I was the one who made the decisions. I glanced over at Mateo who was answering his phone, a look of determination crossing his face. I put down my pen and looked at him as he approached.

“I need you to see this, sir,” he said, handing me his phone.

I looked down at the screen and watched the video playing. There were thousands of people marching through the streets, chanting and carrying signs. There were police on the other side with large weapons and riot gear, striking fear into my heart. I watched to the end, recognizing the domed shaped building they were surrounding.

“When was this from?” I asked, handing the phone back to the guard.

“Sir, that is a live feed,” he said. “They have gathered at the foot of the hotel. The police are surrounding them but my people say they are expecting a standoff. Things have escalated quicker than we could have foreseen. It is getting very dangerous out there. Here in Venezuela, the police shoot first, they don’t ask questions like in your country.”

I rubbed my face with my hands, realizing this situation just got dire. I picked up my cell phone and texted my pilot, telling him to pick us up in the helicopter on top of the hotel. How did I not see this beforehand? How did I miss an extremely dangerous situation unfolding around us without seeing the danger in it all? Caracaras was in bad shape. It was like a powder keg surrounded by flames and from the looks of it, it was about to blow. I flipped to the call screen and dialed the airlines, letting them know we would be leaving as soon as possible so get the jet ready and I would call back with a destination. Everyone seemed to already be expecting the response, as news of the uprising had spread through the city like wild fire. I didn’t know what the political issues were but the protestors were angry and the police were ruthless, a mixture that promised nothing but disaster right at the feet of Casey and Seth. 

“Where are you going?” Joe said, watching me stand and gather my things. “We have to give word for this deal.”

“I’m leaving and I’m taking my family to safety, I suggest you do the same thing,” I said abruptly. “Joe, it isn’t safe here. Your life is worth more. As far as the deal goes, it’s off.”

“Hey, wait!” he yelled after me. 

“Tell the seller to go fuck himself, we’ll take our resort somewhere else,” I hollered over my shoulder as Mateo showed me out of the office and to the car. 

The driver took off immediately but it didn’t take long before he hit traffic. I looked out the window and watched as hundreds of protestors marched past, screaming and waving their signs. On the outskirts of the blocks, I could see armored vehicles rolling forward and armed police in riot gear readying themselves for a fight. I was pretty sure the vision of men in gas masks holding rifles would be burned into my mind forever but I didn’t care about me, I just wanted to get to Casey and Seth as fast as I possibly could. I pulled out my phone and pressed Casey’s number, holding the phone to my ear. It rang three times and went to voicemail. I hung up and dialed again, getting the same response. I flipped over to the hotel’s web page and called their front desk but I got nothing more than a busy signal. Frustrated, I tried Casey’s phone again but got nothing. 

I tossed my phone across the car in anger, not knowing what to do. I guessed the only thing I could do was get there as fast as I could. Casey and Seth were my life, they were everything that I always wanted and I had finally gotten it. I loved those two more than my own life and as I thought about their sweet faces, regret started to surge through my chest. I never even thought twice as I cruised around the world, landing deals, seeing the sights, and going places. I never considered whether the places I was going were safe or not. But now, with a family, that should have been my first question. The world wasn’t a friendly place anymore and I was blinded by my luxury hotels, security, and cars, not even thinking about the fact that the world continued outside my little bubble and often not in a safe and secure manner.

Now, with Casey and Seth in my life, I had a responsibility to make sure they were safe and comfortable. I had the responsibility to look into these things before I packed them up and rushed them across the world. This was my first real test as a father and I felt like I completely failed. I walked my family directly into harm's way and didn’t even realize it until it was too late. The hotel was surrounded by angry people and angrier military and Seth and Casey were trapped on the top floor. The entire place was made of windows and there was only one real way out unless she drug Seth down a hundred flights of stairs. At that moment, I let the fear hit me straight in the heart. I felt completely vulnerable and helpless. I couldn’t do any more than I was already doing but it should have never come to that. I should have seen this coming and never come here in the first place. That asshole seller knew what he was dragging me into and when I got back, I would make sure he never sold that property to anyone. You don’t mess with the Canton family.

I took a deep breath, trying to push the fear out of my mind but it was no use. Losing Seth and Casey would be worse than losing my own life. I would be done, there would be nothing left of me. These two people were my life now and my heart and soul were invested in them. I looked up at Mateo who was listening to his boss’ instructions through his ear piece. When he hung up he looked over at me with a startled face.

“The security haven’t been able to get anywhere close,” he said. “We will have to take this matter into our own hands. The good news is, the stairwell is behind locked door from the bottom and the elevator will only work with your key, so they should be safe if they stay in their room.”

“Should be?” 

“These protesters are not going to play nice and neither are the police,” he said. “When the police start moving forward, the protestors will go anywhere they can to find safety, breaking down doors, taking over businesses. I’ve seen it before. I’m being honest with you. The only thing we can do is get there and get them out.”

I nodded my head, not feeling any better at all about this situation. The helicopter I called wouldn’t be there for at least two hours. In two hours, it might be too late. We rolled through the city, getting closer as my stomach churned with fear.

Chapter 26: Casey

Things looked like they were starting to get out of hand. I watched in shock as police officers attacked protesters in the street, throwing them down and handcuffing them. There were fights breaking out everywhere and it was so jumbled that I couldn’t even tell who was who anymore. Large armored vehicles could be seen in the distance rolling toward the hotel, men in riot gear with large guns perched on top. Sirens were blasting loudly all over the place and the city’s emergency alarms were blaring from the speakers hanging off poles all around the city. I could see the merchants packing their things and running for cover, realizing this was no ordinary demonstration. Helicopters flew past the windows, shaking the glass, and playing recordings in Spanish aimed at the protesters below. Seth looked down as a man stood in the center of the street waving his flag high in the air as officers ran straight toward him with guns pointed in his direction. 

“Seth,” I said, calling his attention to me so he wouldn’t see the man be tackled. “That’s a beautiful drawing. You are getting better and better at this every day.”

At the sound of shots ringing out in the streets, I grabbed Seth from in front of the window and set him on the couch, handing him his tablet to play with instead. It was getting too dangerous down there to keep watching from the windows, so I flipped on the news and kept tabs on the situation from there. The protesters were angry but the police seemed angrier and I watched as they began to clash in the streets. The situation looked like it was getting worse and worse. Fear flooded through my chest and I picked up my phone and dialed Dex. The call wouldn’t even go through and I growled, realizing the system must be flooded with calls. I watched the television, flipping back and forth between stations, reading the subtitles as fast I possibly could. As far as I knew the security never showed up but there was no way I could take the elevator downstairs to find out. If they were there, I didn’t need confirmation and if they weren’t, I would need to start thinking about how to protect Seth and me.

“What’s wrong mommy?”

“Nothing baby, just watch your show,” I said, kissing the top of his head and leaning back into the couch.

Seth was alert and aware that something was wrong and I was having a hard time hiding it from him. What started as an amazing trip turned into a nightmare and I was scanning through my brain trying to come up with a solution. It was just like me to think I could get Seth and me out of anything bad, to want to protect him from seeing or hearing anything that would scare him in the least. However, this was a situation I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be able to hide from him for much longer. He was smart and he had seen the police in the street, taking down protesters. I kicked myself for waiting so long before moving him onto the couch. He was just a baby, he didn’t need to see any of this. 

“There are people down there that have something they want to say,” I explained to Seth. “They want to be free to make their own choices but they feel the only way to do that is to shout it really loud.”

“Is it illegal?” 

“No.” I laughed at his brilliance. “Not exactly. But the police, they don’t want them to be here so now they are angry at each other. Things are different here than they are at home.”

“Are they going to hurt us?” His face looked sad and it immediately broke my heart.

“I’ll never let anyone hurt you,” I said, looking him straight in the eyes. “Everything will be okay. We are going to wait here for Dex and then we can figure it all out.”

I closed my eyes and thought about how we got there. We were having the most amazing honeymoon before we decided to take this business call. I was so worried about not leaving Dex’s side that I didn’t even think about the political unrest going on here. I had been following it on the news at home for weeks but when it came to jetting off with my new husband, everything just kind of left my mind. No wonder my mother seemed so nervous about me bringing Seth here. She told me to be safe in her worried tone before we left but I didn’t think anything more than the fact that Seth had never traveled overseas before. How stupid was it that I didn’t even connect the uprisings to where I was taking my family? I should have told Dex not to go, to do it remotely, but instead all I could think about was being with my husband. Nothing else mattered and now, these were the consequences of my thoughtless actions.

I picked my cell phone back up and tried to call Dex again but the calls were still being blocked. I got up and grabbed the hotel phone, calling down to the desk. The woman answered but it was so loud I couldn’t hear what she was saying. I hung up and dialed Dex’s cell phone number, hoping I could get through on the landline but even the landline did nothing but beep feverishly in my ear. I was so worried about being up here in the hotel that I hadn’t taken two seconds to think about the fact that Dex was down there in the middle of it all. Instantly, my heart began beating rapidly as I worried that something might have happened to him in the streets with all these protesters. What if they took over his car? What if he was trying to get to me and got injured in the process? The police didn’t know who were guests and who were protesters and his life could be in serious danger. To say that I was terrified would have downplaying it by leagues. At that point, my hands were shaking so bad I could barely hold onto the remote as I switched back to the local station.

As the live feed popped up on the screen, I froze, the remote falling from my hand and bouncing into the floor. The police had started to push in toward the protesters and they were running into the hotel. The doors were broken, glass was everywhere, and people were rolling around choking on the smoke bombs the police had thrown into the crowds. I flipped the news off and stopped, realizing the sounds of gun fire and rumbling were no longer coming from the television. I stood up and ran over to the emergency exit, grabbing a chair and lodging it under the handle. It would be locked from the outside but so was the door midway down and from the sounds of it, the protesters had made their way up to the top floor. If they could break through that door, they would be able to get through the front door. There were two emergency exits, one on the inside and one on the outside that the stairwell leads from the roof to the lobby. 

Immediately, I turned and grabbed Seth off the couch and headed for the bathroom. I set him down and locked the door, pulled him into the bathtub with me and held him tightly in my arms. I didn’t know what else to do or where else to go at that moment. Seth was now scared, trembling in my arms as he realized I was scared too. The only thing I could think about was Dex and where he was. What if he had come to get me and got caught up in the crowd? What if one of those gunshots was meant for him? I couldn’t even control my thoughts at that moment. Terror flooded my body. I wrapped my arms around Seth and buried my face in his hair. I didn’t know where else to go or what else to do except barricade myself in that bathroom and hope that someone got to us before the police or protesters. As we sat there waiting, I thought about Dex, our history and the way that our lives had gone to bring us to this place. Though we were sitting here in danger, I didn’t regret Dex, I regretted not being more responsible as a mother. 

I leaned over and grabbed my phone, dialing Dex’s number again but still getting the block. I was so frustrated and so scared that I couldn’t get my mind to work right. I could hear the rumbling of footsteps in the halls of the stairwells outside the hotel room. People were shouting, screaming even, and the muffled sounds of gunshots could be heard in the distance. With every bang my body jumped, holding Seth closer. I had never experienced anything like this before and I was completely beside myself. I was normally so brave, so level headed, but I had never been in a situation like this before. There were armed men all over the place, fighting for their freedom, fighting for their causes, while Seth and I hid from them, wishing we had never come to this country. 

My thoughts turned to our penthouse in New York where it was safe and comfortable. It was insane to me that I was able to think of New York City as a safe place but compared to where we were, it seemed like Kansas. I wanted to be in our living room, watching Seth draw the buildings from the large windows, so high up we didn’t have to worry about anything. I wanted to hear Dex’s voice and feel his loving arms around me. I had never felt safer than when I was with him, but being in this situation alone was absolutely terrifying. Instead of being comforted and warm in our apartment, I was in a foreign country that decided to suddenly start a massive revolution. I was locked in an unfamiliar bathroom, in an unfamiliar place, where I barely understood the culture, much less knew how to fight through a major civil unrest. God, I hoped my mother wasn’t watching this from home, she would have a heart attack not knowing whether we were okay or not. The truth was, I didn’t even know if we were okay or not. 

My thoughts shifted back to Dex and I wondered where he was at that moment. Dex had turned into my best friend and my partner, who would I turn to if Dex were gone? I had always been so courageous and independent but now, I was sitting here in a bathtub completely terrified and without any idea of what to do next. Where would I go if Dex was injured? How would I even find him? My breath increased and I felt like the walls were closing in around me. The noises outside began to ring loudly through my ears and I pressed my hands to my face, trying to calm down. I was having a panic attack and I needed to get it together. I set Seth down in the bathtub and climbed out, walking over to the sink and running the water. I splashed water onto my face to try to snap myself out of it. I grabbed the towel and blotted the water from my neck and cheeks. Slowly, I lifted my head and stared at myself in the mirror. 

Get it together, Casey. With or without Dex, you have to figure out a way to survive this, for your son’s sake. 

Chapter 27: Dex

The streets were flooded with protesters and it got so bad that the cars could no longer move through the crowd. The police tried to move them out of the street but every time they approached a brawl would ensue. In fact, I started to think we weren’t even safe inside the car anymore. I looked out the window at the droves of people holding their fists and signs in the air, chanting for their freedom and rights. I remembered watching protests like these on the television from home and thinking about how brave these people were for standing up for their rights. Now all I could think about was how dangerous they and the police had made it for everyone else in the city. Smoke bombs were going off all over the place and I could hear the faint rumble of gunshots in the distance. If it were this bad this far from the hotel, I could only imagine what it was like in the center of it all. Casey and Seth must be absolutely terrified being holed up in the hotel, hearing everything going on around them. I had to imagine them still in that room, I couldn’t even begin to think about anything bad happening to them.

I watched as Mateo leaned forward to the driver and whispered something in his ear before returning to the seat in front of me. He looked up and motioned to the seat belt so I reached over and quickly fastened it around me. The car took a quick left turn down the empty street and began to speed up. I looked at Mateo, confused as to where we were going.

“What’s going on? The hotel is in the other direction,” I said. “We have to get to them.”

“I know,” Mateo said with a serious tone. “The streets are completely blocked. The further we go the more violent it is going to get. The videos show that the protesters have pushed into the hotel and the cops are already engaging anyone on the streets. We will never get there if we keep going in that direction. We are going to the closest airfield, you can charter a helicopter from there. With any luck and your deep pockets, we can get to the top of the hotel faster than we could run down through that crowd.”

“What if they don’t have any helicopters? My pilot is stuck right now as everyone is fleeing the city,” I explained.

“This is a small carrier,” he explained. “It’s mostly used by militia and military. There should be plenty. And if not, we will go from there. Right now, this is our only choice.”

Maybe he was right, maybe going through that mess was the worst thing we could possibly do. If the other guards hadn’t even made it there yet, it would be hours before we could get to Casey. Hours in which anything could go wrong and hours that would pass while my wife and child sat terrified inside the suite, waiting for someone to help them. And what if something happened? What if they needed help and we didn’t try to get there any faster? I could never live with myself if I made the wrong decision and it cost me my family. That was something that I couldn’t even start to imagine, a fear so deep that my mind refused to let me think about it. So, seeing as Mateo had been through situations like this before and he knew the area, I decided that going along with whatever he thought was best was the right thing to do at that moment.

I nodded my head and looked out as we sped through the streets and out of the city. Right on the edge of the metropolis was a small airfield with older helicopters parked in the tall grasses. As we approached the gate, Mateo rolled down his window and nodded at the guard. The man with the large gun peered into the car and stared at me suspiciously. Mateo spoke to him quietly and they opened the gates for us. When we approached the small shack at the front, Mateo and I jumped out and hurried inside. He spoke to the man for me since I didn’t speak fluent Spanish, relaying my requests and offering to pay double when he seemed uneasy. As soon as the money was offered, he shook his head and yelled to the pilot in the background. We watched as he jogged out to the helicopter and began preparing it for flight. It was obvious that the owner had told him to make haste as he threw the contents of the chopper on the ground and readied it as fast as his hands could move. I handed over the cash to the owner and raced after Mateo, jumping in the chopper and buckling in. They pushed headphones on me so I could hear them talk and I held on tightly as the blades began to turn above us. 

As the helicopter took to the air and moved into the city, I could see the droves of people moving toward the hotel. There were thousands of them carrying signs and protesting the political division within their worlds but all I could think about was Casey and Seth trapped in the top of the hotel. I had spent my entire life emboldened by the fact that I was a lone wolf, capable of any and everything on my own. My independence had been the most important aspect of my life but now, as I flew toward fate, I realized that independence meant nothing to me. I no longer felt like a lone wolf but instead like the alpha, protecting his family, keeping them close, and making sure they were safe. I wanted to have Casey and Seth by my side for the rest of my life where I could always ensure their safety. They were the only things in my life that I cared about anymore, even beyond the company and way beyond my independence. In all reality, this situation was the first time I had ever felt completely dependent on someone else to lead me in the right direction. I threw my boldness to the wind, as I didn’t want to make the wrong choice and have the consequences affect those dearest and closest to me.

We circled around the block and hovered over top of the hotel. I could see people spilling out onto the rooftop, waving their signs and tending to their injuries. The place was swarming with protesters running from the police and they had broken through the stairwell blockades that lead straight past the suites that Casey and Seth were in. My heart was beating heavily in my chest as we touched down, immediately jumping from the helicopter and making our way toward the door. I turned back to Mateo as he listened to his earpiece, nodding. He grabbed my arm and pulled me close, yelling loudly over the crowds and sound of the helicopter behind us. 

“The other guys are on their way,” he yelled. “Let’s get to the suite and try to get them out.”

I nodded my head and pushed my way through the crowd of people and into the stairwell. The place was packed full of people, some injured, some hiding, but all in a chaotic state. I took a deep breath realizing that the only thing standing between me and my family were these people and though I felt for them and their plight, they were the enemy in my eyes. I pushed forward, breaking through the crowd, pushing people out of the way, and stopping for only a moment as I wrestled past those who wanted to heckle us. Mateo was behind me keeping the path clear as I shoved and pushed one step at a time. As I hit the landing where the door to the suites sat wide open, a man in a ski mask jumped in front of me. He squared up in front of the door not wanting to let me by. At that moment, Casey and Seth’s faces flashed through my mind and I ran forward plowing into the guy and rolling through the doorway. I stood up and reared back, punching him in the jaw and pushing him into Mateo. 

The guy stumbled backward, grabbing his face and trying to get his footing. He looked up at me, anger flashing in his eyes, but before he could come back at me, my bodyguard grabbed him by the shoulder. The guy spun around and looked up slowly, standing a good foot and half shorter than the guard. Mateo shook his head at the man and watched as he put his hands up and ran back into the stairwell. I couldn’t help but chuckle at the reaction he had, though I didn’t blame him since my bodyguard stood at about seven feet tall and was wider than three of me put together. It was kind of strange to think this giant man was so calm and collected in times like these. He nodded his head toward the suite door and I looked, letting out a deep breath as I noticed that the door was still there strong and secure. I reached into my pocket and pulled out the card, hoping the security systems were still intact. As I swiped the card and turned the handle, I smiled, pushing the door open and peering inside. I turned back to Mateo.

“Stay here, protect the door until the others get here,” I said. “I’m going to grab them and we can get out of here.”

He nodded his head and turned his back to me, crossing his arms and standing guard as people flooded from one emergency exit to another. I crept into the apartment wanting to be safe in my approach in case anyone had gotten in and was holding my wife and child in a dangerous manner. I looked around the living room but it was empty. I hurried into our room but nothing was there except our half-packed luggage. Slowly, I turned the corner and looked into Seth’s room but again, the place was empty. Immediately, dread filled my stomach as I walked over to the glass and looked down at the drawings Seth had done. His crayons were still all over the floor and his picture wasn’t finished. 

“Casey,” I yelled in panic. “Casey where are you?”

I looked around the room for any sign of where they might have gone. Everything was just as I had left it before we went to lunch. There was no sign of a struggle, no panicked exit, nothing. As my eyes moved across the space, they landed on the bathroom door, which was closed. The light was shining through the crack underneath it so I ran over and started pounding on the door. After pounding for a moment, I stopped and listened, trying to figure out whether they were in there or not. I didn’t hear a single sound so I jiggled the doorknob and started pounding again. Either they were in there and hurt, or they were so scared they didn’t know what to do. Just the thought of them being alone and hurt sent panic through me and I pounded harder against the door. Exhausted, I let my arms hit my sides and I leaned my forehead against the door. Maybe they weren’t in there at all.

I turned to go get the guard, thinking he could take the door right off the hinges. As I stepped forward, I heard a whimper that echoed into a scream coming from the inside of the bathroom. It was Casey and she was absolutely terrified, her scream showing something was not right at all.

Chapter 28: Casey

My hands were shaking so hard I could barely even hold onto Seth. The phone still wasn’t working and I had no idea where Dex was or if he was even okay. I could hear the crowds of people yelling and running through the halls and up the emergency stairwells. The sounds of sirens echoed through the entire building and an alarm had been triggered inside the hotel. Lights flashed above the bathroom door and Seth grabbed onto me, frightened by all the sounds. I wanted so badly to calm my son, to make him feel like everything was going to be okay but I couldn’t wrap my head around what was going on enough to calm even myself. It had been hours since all of this started and we were still hunkered down in the bathroom listening to the protesters trample through the hotel. Muffled gunshots rang out below us and I wondered if people were dying or were they rubber bullets like they used in the US during riots? This had to be the worst situation I had ever been in and all I wanted to do was hear the sound of Dex’s voice, feel his comforting arms around us, and get our little boy to safety. 

We sat very quietly, listening to all the sounds around us, wondering when those sounds would get closer and if they did, what I needed to do to get us out safely. In reality, the bathroom seemed like the right choice but I had ultimately cornered us, not leaving any space to make a run for it. Part of me thought about leaving the bathroom and venturing through the crowds trying to get to safety but I knew that the sight of a woman and child wasn’t as strong during these kinds of events as they would be back home. These people were angry and though I understood their plight, I couldn’t help but see them as the enemy keeping me and my son from safety. I listened carefully as the sound of fighting out in the hallway rung out and I grasped onto Seth hoping it would quickly end and move on. However, as the fighting ended I could hear the click of the front door, someone was inside the room. Footsteps echoed all around us as someone searched the space, looking for something or someone. I heard the person yell something out but between the alarms and the sounds in the hall, I couldn’t make out what they were saying.

Seth began to whimper and cry. I pulled him close, trying not to give away our hiding space. We ducked down in the tub, finding solace in the porcelain sides, listening as the footsteps grew closer. Suddenly there was a loud banging noise on the bathroom door and I covered my mouth to stifle a scream. The person banged for several moments and Seth pressed his face against my chest. When the banging stopped, I took in a slow quiet breath, hoping they would just leave. But as my shoulders began to relax they knocked loudly again, scaring Seth and me half to death. Tears flooded my eyes as I sat completely unable to do anything. I could see the shadow of the person’s shoes under the crack in the door and I sat very still. As he continued to bang on the door, I could no longer hold it in and Seth whimpered loudly as I let out a scared and frustrated scream. 

“Leave us alone,” I screamed incoherently. 

The banging stopped and a voice shouted over the alarms. “Casey? Casey, it’s me,” Dex shouted. “Open the door baby, it’s okay. I’m here.”

I kissed Seth on the forehead and set him down, scrambling from the tub. I grabbed the door handle and flung it open, tears flowing down my cheeks. I dropped to my knees balling as Seth climbed out and ran to my side. Dex dropped down and wrapped his arms around the both of us, squeezing us tightly and letting the emotion take over. We sat there in each other's arms for several minutes, letting the reality of safety set in. Seth wrapped his arms around Dex’s neck and refused to let go. Dex’s hands were shaking and I could tell how nervous and scared he was. He buried his face into our son's neck, a small tear flowing down his cheek. 

“I’m so sorry,” he cried out. “I never meant to put you guys in this situation. I would have never brought you here if I knew this was going on. I promise I am going to get you guys out of here. We have a helicopter waiting on the roof and the jet is ready to go on the runway. Please forgive me for this, I would never put you two in harm's way, ever.”

“I know,” I said, pulling his head toward mine. “Just don’t leave my side, please. Stay with us. I was so scared that something might have happened to you. I couldn’t even start to imagine what I would do without you.”

“I love you,” he whispered.

“I love you, too,” I replied, closing my eyes and feeling the warmth of his touch. 

“Come on,” he said standing with Seth still wrapped around his neck. “We need to get out of here.”

I shook my head yes and grabbed my cell phone, checking my pockets to make sure I had all our information. As we walked out into the living room we could hear the gunshots out in the streets. Things were getting worse than they already were. These people were no longer protesting and were now fighting for their lives. Screams could be heard out in the hallway as people raced in and out of the stairwell. I looked around the room, trying to find our things.

“What about our stuff?”

“Leave it,” Dex yelled over the sirens. “It’s just stuff. It can all be replaced, you can’t.”

I stopped for just a moment and realized what kind of man Dex had grown into. As he stood there reaching for my hand, cradling our son in his arms, and pushing us to safety, I knew that Dex was not the man I met six years before. Instead, this Dex was strong, brave, and didn’t give a damn about anything but me and our son. He truly loved us even more than I already knew and because of that, I trusted him whole heartedly with our lives. I reached out and took his hand, following behind him to the door. When we reached the hallway, there were six large bodyguards waiting for us. I nodded my head at them and smiled, knowing they were there to get us out of this situation in one piece. 

“This is what we are going to do,” the large man at the door yelled. “We are going to surround you like a bubble. You just stay in that circle and we will push everyone out of the way. Once you are in the helicopter, don’t wait for us, we are going to go back down to the office. Just get out of here safely and go somewhere a lot quieter than this!”

I laughed as he raised his eyebrows at me, looking up as another protester limped quickly across the hall and up the stairwell. I took a deep breath and stood next to Dex, grasping his hand tightly as the bodyguards swarmed around us, creating a protective barrier. The biggest guy shook his head and pointed to the stairs. We all started walking forward in a group, pushing our way into the crowded stairs. There were hundreds of people in there already and I couldn’t help but feel bad for not helping those that were obviously injured. The protesters looked defeated and they stared at us as we made our way up the stairwell. Some people shouted at us in Spanish while others ignored our presence entirely, tending to their wounded and trying to create a plan to get out of the hotel without being spotted by the police. I couldn’t even begin to imagine living in a world where this was the normal way of life. I couldn’t imagine coming out to protest for freedom and being shot at by police, beat up in the streets, and arrested. Though I was more than happy to be getting out, my heart went out to these people.

We pushed up the last set of stairs and out onto the roof. The sun was beginning to set in the distance and I stopped for a moment to look out at the horizon. While all this unrest was occurring, there was still a beautiful piece of life floating in the distance. The place was still gorgeous despite the smoke rising from the burning cars, the sirens blaring into the streets, and the smell of smoke bombs wafting through the air. I looked up as Dex pulled on my hand, motioning for me to get into the helicopter. I climbed up inside and took Seth from Dex, wrapping my arms around him and kissing his forehead. I watched as Dex walked over to the largest of the guards, shook his hand, and thanked him for everything. The guard refused the money Dex tried to hand him but instead shouted for him to take care of us because there were a lot of people today who would no longer have that luxury. 

He nodded his head and made his way into the helicopter, buckling his seatbelt and taking my hand as we lifted off from the pad. As we got higher and higher in the sky, I let out a deep breath of relief. We had made it out safely, something I wasn’t sure would actually happen. I squeezed Dex’s hand tightly as we sped through the air, looking down at all the people marching and fighting in the streets below. Right at the base of the hotel, there was a loud bang and a bright flash and smoke began to rise. Someone had set off a bomb right where hundreds of people were standing. Tears flowed down my face as I watched the groups get farther and farther from me, knowing there were more casualties than I realized. What I heard in the bathroom, hiding in the bathtub, was just the beginning of the chaos that was ensuing in the streets of Caracas. People were there to fight and that’s exactly what they were met with. 

When the helicopter landed at the airstrip, we were quickly ushered off toward the plane. We could hear the sirens in the distance and I knew this wasn’t something that was going to end anytime soon. I carried Seth onto the jet and buckled him quickly into one of the seats. I took the seat next to him and held his hand tightly as Dex sat down across from us. The crew worked quickly and before I knew it, the plane was headed down the runway and into the air. As soon as we took flight, I leaned my head back against the seat and closed my eyes, letting the emotion of the event completely fill me. Tears streamed down my face and I sobbed. These tears encompassed everything from the fear I felt, the helplessness that filled me, and the empathy for those who were hurt or killed in the events taking place. Sitting in that bathroom, I never thought I would feel fear like that ever again, but I realized as we soared off to safety in our private jet, it was only an ounce of what those people would feel on a daily basis. 

Dex reached over and took my hand, bringing it to his lips and kissing it softly. I opened my eyes and looked at his comforting face. This was exactly where I needed to be and I couldn’t be more grateful that we were actually here, safe and together.

Chapter 29: Dex

I let us get in the air and out of the Venezuelan airspace before going to talk to the pilots. When the turbulence had passed and we were free to unbuckle, Casey took Seth back to the bedroom on the jet to try to get Seth to take a nap. He was still pretty shaken up from the experience and we fully expected to have him talk to a professional when we got back home. In all reality, it would probably be a good idea for all of us to go see a therapist after an event like that, especially Casey who had such a sensitive nature. I could tell she was really hurt by the violence and the death she watched happen right before her eyes. It was one thing to watch it on a movie screen, it was another thing entirely to see it firsthand. Even though she tried to hide it, I could tell Casey was really messed up after watching everything go down like that. I waited until she slid the bedroom door shut before walking up to the pilot’s quarters. 

“Evening Mr. Canton,” the pilot said, tipping his hat. “Have you figured out a destination for us yet? I set the course for home so we could take off but I can change that at any point.”

“I want to take them somewhere calm, quiet, and safe,” I replied. “Somewhere exotic in nature, you know, something that the whole family can enjoy but is perfect for Mrs. Canton. We cut our honeymoon short to end up in that mess. It has turned into a family affair but I want her to enjoy herself. We don’t want anywhere crowded and I am definitely thinking a warm climate.”

“How about back to the South Pacific?” 

“Sure, sure,” I responded, picturing the crystal blue oceans. “But I don’t have the yacht anymore.”

“How about Bali?” The stewardess had stepped into the room. “There's a part of the island where it's pretty much secluded. You won’t find all the tourists there. They have cabins with glass floors so you can see down in the water. I bet the little guy would love to watch the fish swim by under his feet.”

“That sounds perfect,” I said, shaking my head. “Can you book one of those for us?”

“Sure,” she replied, smiling and leaving the cockpit. 

“I’ll charter our plane for Bali, sir,” the pilot responded without question.

“Thank you,” I replied, thinking about surprising them with an amazing vacation. “Oh, and I’m going to be in the bedroom with the family, we’re trying to get the little man to sleep. Ring me if you need anything.”

“Absolutely sir,” the pilot responded.

I shook my head, feeling completely out of it from everything we had just gone through. I walked into the main area and sat down for a moment, opening my laptop and checking my messages. I wanted to make sure Joe got to safety as well, so I sent him a quick note before looking up the accommodations that the stewardess recommended. They looked absolutely amazing, quiet and just what I was looking for in a vacation for the three of us. I watched out the window as the sky changed into deep hues of oranges and pinks. This time change had really affected my ability to think straight, not to mention I hadn’t slept in forever. Everything was nice and calm now but my mind was still reeling from almost losing the loves of my life. I yawned and walked back to the bedroom to check on Casey. 

I slowly slid the door open and peeked inside, smiling at what I saw in front of me. Casey and Seth were curled up on the gigantic bed, sound asleep next to each other. I leaned over and switched the light off before crawling in beside them. I sat with my head propped in my hand, watching that beautiful little boy and his absolutely stunning mother sleeping safely and soundly in my bed. I had never been as scared as I was back there, just trying to get to my wife and child. They were everything to me and the exhaustion of it all was catching up to me. I laid my head down on the pillow and pulled Casey close, feeling her snuggle into my body. As the plane soared toward a better destination, I fell fast asleep with my family beside me.

By the time we all woke up, the plane was getting ready to land in Bali. We were all so exhausted that we slept straight through the trip. We carefully buckled Seth in and sat next to each other, holding hands as the plane landed on the runway. Casey looked out the window, curious of where we had gone. I looked and her and smiled as the plane taxied.

“Welcome to Bali,” I said quietly. “A nice, safe, trip for the three of us.”

“It looks amazing,” she said, gawking at the blue waters out the window. 

I smiled at the stewardess as she informed me that everything was set up and the car was waiting outside. We piled into the limo and sat back, watching Seth as he gazed out the window at the beautiful scenery. He seemed to be just fine after a good long sleep and even Casey’s cheeks were showing some color again. We stopped at the store on the way in, picking up some toiletries for the cabana since we left everything behind in Caracas. The stewardess took the liberty of having whole new wardrobes sent over for us. They were waiting in the closets when we got there. The limo drove up to the pier and let us out. Casey’s mouth dropped open as she gazed out at the large house sitting in the water at the end of the pier. 

I held Seth’s hand as we walked down the water and into the house. Immediately Seth started running around, chasing the fish swimming underneath him. The entire floor was made of glass and even in the late afternoon sun, lights lit up the water below showing the dazzling coral and a multitude of colorful fish swimming around. Casey looked down smiling as Seth giggled, running his hands over the floor. 

“This is really cool,” she said, leaning in to kiss me. “Thank you.”

“You deserve it,” I replied, slapping her on the butt playfully  as she walked away.

She looked back and me and winked as she walked into the bedroom and looked at all the clothes that had been delivered for us. Casey shook her head, impressed that I had been able to get everything together in such a short amount of time. We spent the rest of the evening lounging around, eating a good hearty meal out on the porch, overlooking the lapping water, and then put Seth to bed together as a family. I looked down at that little boy, dressed in dinosaur pajamas and snuggled with his new stuffed animals, and thanked my lucky stars that we were still here to enjoy such an amazing life together. These two were so amazing and I got to continue to be part of their lives. I watched as Casey leaned down and kissed Seth’s cheek, pulling the blanket up to his chin and switching off the lamp. 

We slowly crept out of the bedroom and into the living room where I turned and pulled Casey into my arms. I hugged her tightly, not wanting to let go. I could feel her let out a deep sigh as she pressed her face against my chest. I rubbed my hands through her hair and pulled her chin up to me, kissing her lips softly. She was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen, even with tired eyes and messy hair. 

“For those moments when we were apart and I was terrified of losing you, my life was completely empty. I was so scared that I would come back and you would be gone,” I said, looking deep into her eyes. “I promise to devote every second of my life to making you happy and building our family. You have made me the happiest and the luckiest man on earth and I will never take that for granted. Ever.”

My hands were still shaking from the day’s events but I grasped her head in my hands and gently pressed my lips to hers. She breathed deeply as she leaned into my mouth, pulling her hands up and wrapping them around my neck. I grabbed her waist and pulled her in as close as I could get her, feeling her mouth move passionately over mine. Immediately, my love and lust exploded from my chest and I reached down, scooping her into my arms. As I walked, we continued to kiss, not wanting to part from each other’s skin for even a moment. I made my way into our bedroom and sat down in the chair, holding her in my lap as my hands ran through her hair. The passion behind our kiss was more than I had ever known and it was too good to stop. 

She leaned in close to my chest, playing with the hair at the nape of my neck as our tongues explored each other’s mouths. She tasted even better than before and I couldn’t seem to break away from her lips. However, as she leaned her head back, signaling for my mouth to explore other places, I ran my tongue down her chin and across her neck. She pulled back up and tilted her head to the side as I nibbled on the edge of her neck. I could feel her breath against my ear and the warmth sent shivers running up my spine. She leaned in and sucked lightly on my earlobe as I pushed my hands up her back and to the zipper at the top of her dress. Slowly, I pulled it down, keeping my lips pressed against her skin. The window to the cabana was open, blowing warm air across the room. As her zipper reached just above her ass, I pulled my hands up and ran them across her warm subtle skin. I could feel her goosebumps rise as my fingers just barely skimmed her back and she moaned quietly against my ear. 

I stood back up and set her down carefully on her bare feet, pushing the zipper the rest of the way down and pulling her dress from her body. I leaned down and took her hard nipple in my mouth, swishing my tongue across it, glad she wasn’t wearing a bra. I cupped her breasts and massaged them softly, listening to her breathing pick up speed. I bent down on my knees and smoothed my hands over her thighs, reaching up and pulling her panties down to her ankles. She set one hand on my shoulder as she stepped out of them and immediately moved her feet apart as my fingers brushed over her wet mound. I looked up at her as I pushed my fingers into her folds, feeling her juices sopping from her pussy. She gasped as I rounded my fingertips against her clit and kissed her right above the wetness.

I watched as she spread her legs further and grabbed onto the bedpost, stabilizing herself. I took two fingers and separated her pussy, licking my lips and sticking my tongue in between. She tasted amazing as I gently pushed her to a sitting position, hooking her legs over my shoulders and leaning forward into her pussy. It was sopping wet and I moved my tongue over her with a soft passion. She grasped onto the wooden pole, leaning her head back as I massaged her nub with my tongue, making sure to kiss and lick every inch of her. She leaned back into the covers and I pulled her forward into my face.

This woman deserved every sensual moment I could give her.

Chapter 30: Casey

He had never touched me in such a seductive and passionate way as he was in that moment. His tongue lapped at my wetness gently but firmly and I could feel his lust surrounding me. I leaned back on the covers as his mouth moved over my mound, taking me to an entirely different level of pleasure. I could feel his hands move over my thighs and down between my legs. As his tongue waved over my clit, he slid two fingers through my juices and then deep inside of me. I arched my back with pleasure as he pushed his fingers slowly in and out of me, building the orgasm already simmering in my stomach. He lifted my body higher into the air and ran his tongue from my ass to my clit, sending shivers of pleasure up my spine. I moaned out, feeling him touching me with his tongue. I reached my hand down and moved it through his curly hair as my hips began to grind against his tongue. I already wanted him so badly but I knew he wanted to really take his time and I was fine with that. 

As my hips began to move faster, he could sense that I was beginning to build toward release. He pushed his lips against my wetness and moved it like he was just kissing my mouth. I grabbed on to his arms as I moved my hips, wanting to feel him taste me, wanting to hear my juices mixing with his. Just the thought of it mixed with his hot breath and warm wet tongue pushed me over the edge and I came, moaning loudly and arching my back with pleasure. He groaned as he lapped the juices that spilled out of me, fingering me faster and faster as the waves of ecstasy ran through my body. That had to be the quickest he ever made me orgasm and it just made me want more. I could feel a smile wash across his face as he moved up my body and laid down to the side of me. 

I turned my head toward him, our eyes meeting in full pleasure and lust. I pulled on him to climb on top of me but he shook his head, pushing my thighs apart and pushing his fingers between my legs. He stared deep into my eyes as he rubbed my pussy with his hands, skimming over my clit just enough to catch the sensitivity from the last orgasm. Our locked eyes made the moment extremely tense and I bit my lip as he massaged my mound, leaning his head down to suck on my breast as he moved. Each time he brought his head back up he latched onto me with his gorgeous blue eyes. His stare was intense and after a few moments, I could feel the pleasure beginning to rise again. My pussy was sopping wet and I spread my knees to the side as he leaned forward and began rubbing harder. It was obvious he was determined to give me multiple orgasms before even putting his cock anywhere near me.

“I want to watch you come,” he whispered. 

I bit my lip and closed my eyes, arching my back as he leaned in heavily, slipping two fingers inside of me and moving them up and down with the rhythm of my hips. I breathed heavily as the orgasm began to heat up in my belly, pushing the covers to the side and letting my body open up to him. As the pleasure started to move through me I moaned loudly, opening my eyes and staring deep into his. He bit his lip and fingered me deeper, watching as I grabbed my tits and massaged them. 

“Yes.” I moaned. “Oh God, don’t stop.”

“Mmm.” He groaned, watching me get closer and closer to my climax.

He wrapped one leg around mine as I writhed and wriggled underneath him, the building pleasure reaching its peak. I could feel every stroke of his fingers inside me as I leaned my head back and opened my mouth, gasping as the orgasm took hold. My hips moved in waves as he pushed his fingers deep and hard inside of me. I screamed out as the pleasure of his hands paralyzed me, pushing juices from my body and taking my breath right out of my chest. As I released my breath, I could feel my body shaking and I grabbed on to Dex’s face, kissing him deeply and passionately. 

“Make love to me,” I whispered, looking in his eyes.

“With pleasure,” he said, rolling over on top of me and pushing slowly into my wetness.

I gasped as his huge cock filled me up and I released my legs, opening my hips so I could feel every inch of him. He pulled his hands up to my face and leaned in kissing me deeply as he ground over my body with his. The wind from the open window picked up and I could feel the cool air hit my moist skin, causing me to shiver. Dex reached down and pulled the sheets over our bodies and continued to move in and out of me, never breaking eye contact except to lean in and kiss my lips again and again. As he pulled his mouth from mine he sat up on his knees and fell back on his butt, reaching his hand forward and pulling me to a sitting position. 

Dex reached his arms forward and grabbed my waist, pulling me in toward him until I was facing him with my legs wrapped around his waist. He reached down and pulled his cock up, sliding it deep into me and grabbing my ass. I moved my hips in a circular motion as he pulled me in and out, feeling his cock go deep inside and swirl around. The feeling was new and incredible and I instantly knew there was another round of pleasure coming for me. He growled as he pulled me in hard and pushed me back out, the heat rising as his pleasure increased. I could see his eyes grow dark as he stared at me, grasping my ass and pushing his cock deep inside. I put my arms down on his legs for leverage and swayed my hips around, feeling him fill me completely. 

As our passion turned to lust, Dex pushed hard, pulling me toward him and groaning loudly as he exploded into orgasm. I could feel his cock pulsating inside of me as he closed his eyes and pressed his mouth against mine, stifling his moan. I grasped onto his legs, feeling his whole body tense as he expelled his thick seed inside of me. I kissed his face as his muscles began to relax and he opened his eyes, staring deeply into mine. Dex leaned forward and kissed me passionately, releasing his grip on my ass and grabbing my face with his strong hand. What had happened had deeply affected me to the point where I couldn’t shake that terrified feeling from the pit of my stomach. However, what affected me, even more, was how rocked Dex was emotionally. I could feel his love for me in every single touch. I had never felt more secure in our bond or more cherished than I did in that moment. 

He leaned forward and laid me down on my back, pulling out of me and scooting up next to my body. I laid there staring up at the ceiling just enjoying being close to him. I could feel his fingertips trailing over my stomach and hips as he watched my face, thinking about something. I turned my head toward him and closed my eyes as he brushed the hair from my face and continued to stroke me. His hands were exactly what I needed and I couldn’t, even for a second, imagine what it was like not having him that close to me. He had been so fully affected by the events earlier that he was trying to show me exactly how much he loved me. We laid next to each other in silence, feeling our bond grow even more than it already was. The breeze from the open window cooled our bodies from the passionate love we just made. I yawned quietly and turned toward him, watching as his blue eyes glimmered while the back drop of the ocean floor danced across the walls. 

“You know what I think we need?” 

“What’s that?” I brushed his curls behind his ears and looked longingly into his eyes.

“A little sister for Seth,” he said, smiling. 

I tilted my head back and laughed, knowing that he was serious about making our family as big as we could possibly handle. Love filled my chest at the thought of carrying a child with Dex by my side. It was hard going through it all alone with Seth and I knew that I wanted to share in that experience with Dex. He had turned into such an amazing partner and father, that there was nothing but agreeance in my tone. I was so happy that I almost wanted to pinch myself to make sure that it was real. Six years ago I stared up at this man thinking I would never see him again, and though life has been tumultuous, to say the least, it had turned out absolutely amazing. How could I not want to make another baby with this man? He was devoted, caring, loving, and the man I had been waiting for my entire life. There wasn’t even a spark of a doubt in my mind when it came to whether I thought Dex would be there for us. He was here, and we were a family, and that wasn’t going anywhere. 

Before I could open my mouth to answer we turned toward the closed door, hearing Seth giggling out in the living room. I looked over at Dex and lifted my eyebrows, loving the look of adoration on his face. He pulled me up and out of the bed, reaching into my drawer to grab me a nightgown. We both dressed, trying not to laugh back at the adorable giggle coming from the other room. I cracked the door and peeked out, seeing Seth sitting with his back to us on the glass floors. We slowly opened the door and tiptoed out, wanting to see what was so magical for this little boy that it would fill him with laughter. As we stepped forward we noticed the crayons spread out around him and watched as he attempted to trace the swimming fish on the glass floors. I covered my mouth, stifling an awe and looked up at Dex who was doing the same thing. How adorable was that? Seth was trying to capture the swimming fish, and instead of getting frustrated at their movements, it made him giggle with happiness. 

I reached down and grabbed two crayons off the floor and handed one to Dex. He looked down at the piece of colored wax in his hand and smiled big, understanding what I was suggesting. We both moved around Seth and looked down at him as he froze, unsure of whether to run or just accept his punishment. I sat down on the floor and looked at his beautiful artwork. Seth watched as Dex sat down next to him and shook his head in approval. 

“That’s a really beautiful picture,” Dex said, looking at the floor. “But I think it needs some of this.”

Seth watched with wide eyes as Dex began to draw on the floor as well. He was more than shocked that we decided to join in instead of scolding him for being creative. I watched Dex and Seth laugh as they chased the fish around the floor with their crayons. I had finally found exactly where I was supposed to be. Our family couldn’t have been any more perfect.


Lust to Love
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Blurb

It’s FORBIDDEN! They know it’s a risk. But, do they have a choice?

Child abuse from her dad brought Prudence Evans to the child help centre. But now she’s all grown up and it’s time for her to leave. But, deep inside her heart, she doesn’t want to say goodbye to the one and only man in the world she trusts.

Logan Bankers works for the child help centre and is seen as a playboy but he prefers to keep his work and personal life separate. His strenuous job hardly gives him time for anything more than a fling. That is only until Prudence walks under his care.

When this connection starts to develop deep feelings, they both know they would end up losing everything. 

But, it might be just worth it as long as they can have each other!

Chapter One – Logan

I slug back the remainder of my drink, already needing another one. I’m going to need much more booze if I’m going to wash this week off me, and I really feel like I need to. It hasn’t exactly been a great one, I’ve had a lot of harrowing stuff to deal with. I suppose that’s what I get for working in a child help center, the work is as challenging as it is rewarding, but sometimes it really gets me down. I want to remain happy and upbeat, but that isn’t always possible.

“Hey, handsome,” a pretty red head comments while flicking her hair over her shoulder in a seductive manner. I like her immediately but she isn’t one for messing around. She’s making her intentions clear from the offset. “What’s a good-looking guy like you doing drinking alone?”

She leans forwards to give me a glimpse of her more than ample cleavage which is enough to bring a smile to my face. This is how I like to forget, by burying myself in drink and women. It’s the only release I get from my stressful existence. The fact that this woman wants me is utterly perfect, it saves me from having to go out on the chase myself. I’m too tired for that really.

“Oh, you know, I’m just waiting for someone suitably exciting to grab my attention.” I wave my hand up to grab the attention of the bartender. As soon as he sees me, he’s by my side in an instant, waiting for my order. “And it seems that you’re here, so what would you like to drink?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” She perches that sexy ass of hers on the bar stool next to me and flutters her eyelashes flirtily. “A cocktail sounds great please. Whatever you recommend.”

I don’t drink cocktails, I’m a whiskey man myself, so I don’t know what any of them taste like. However, I do know the names of the most popular ones, the ones with the most suggestive names so I go for one of them to amp up the sexual tension that’s already flowing nicely between us both. “Ooh, I don’t know, are you more of a Sex on the Beach girl, or a Slippery Nipple?”

She giggles and squirms which makes me mentally fist bump in the air. An elation that wasn’t there before fills my chest and my extremely challenging week dissolves into nothingness. I’m so glad I can forget, even for a minute. “I think I might fancy a Slippery Nipple right now. Thank you.”

“And I’ll have the same again.” I give the man my glass and turn to face the lady once more. Giving her a bright smile, I ask her my next question. “So, what’s your name then, beautiful?”

“Anita,” she chuckles and shrugs in a false coy manner. “What’s yours?”

“Liam,” I lie, just as I always do to women who I don’t intend to spend any real time with. Keeping the details vague is the safest way. “And what is it that you do for a living?”

“I’m a model, actually.” I can see that, she has the right figure for it. “And you?”

“A lawyer.” There’s no way I’m going to admit to her that I work with children who’ve suffered various levels of abuse. It’s too heavy for a first meeting and it always leads to questions that I simply cannot answer. I find lawyer a good answer because it’s impressive, but too boring to ask too much about. Also, it suggests that I have much more money than I actually do.

“Ah I see. That’s pretty awesome.” She nods slowly and purses her lips out. “That sounds really interesting. You must meet lots of fascinating people on your journey.”

“Oh, not that many as you do. Being a model must be awesome. Tell me about it.”

Anita drones on for a while, keenly telling me all about her escapades as a model so far – that admittedly seem to be mostly about bitchy girls competing with one another – while we drink our drinks. I nod and laugh in all the right places, showing a keen level of interest that isn’t really there. We both know what we really want to do but for a while now, we need to just talk. It’s the socially acceptable thing to do, we both know that. But soon, it’s coming. I know that…

Eventually after two more drinks I can tell that Anita feels happier with her decision to hang out with me tonight. I’m making her laugh, I’m listening to her, we seem to have a few things in common even if they aren’t exactly real, it’s all good. So, when she hops off her stool and she holds out her hand to me, I know that finally it’s about to pay off. 

“Do you want to come… into the bathroom with me?” she whispers seductively into my ear, not fucking around. “I would invite you back to mine, but…” She leaves that sentence hanging in the air, and I don’t bother to push her on it. Maybe she has a boyfriend or a husband, or perhaps just a whole range of housemates, either way it doesn’t really matter. This is better for me anyway.

“Yeah sounds good,” I reply eagerly. “Do you want to go first and I follow, or…”

“No, let’s just go together.” Her cheeky grin makes me want to laugh. She’s just wonderful.

I let Anita drag me along into the toilets at the bar. There are a couple of women in there at first, but she doesn’t seem to care. She pounces on me and kisses me hard and fast as if we’re the only two people in the world. It feels weird doing so with people watching us, but they soon freak out more and scatter, which gives me the freedom to lift Anita up until her legs are wrapped around my waist. Then we slam into a cubicle and I lock the door rapidly behind us. 

I’m rock hard now, ready for action. I don’t want to be interrupted. 

“We better be quick,” Anita hisses at me. “They might get security in here in a moment.”

My trousers are down in a second, my boxers too. My impressive erection makes her eyes open wide with shock and appreciation, and she gasps with happiness. She peels up her skirt and slides her lacy underwear down. She picks it up and balls her panties in her fist before stuffing them into her bag. She truly is ready for me which is exactly what I freaking need.

“Turn around,” I growl while I grip hold of myself. “Press your hands up against the stall wall.”

She does as I ask and peers over her shoulder to watch me as I move closer to her. I barely keep my eyes fixed upon hers as I roll a condom down over me and I tease her entrance. She rolls her ass backwards, pressing herself into me, gasping and groaning as she does. She wants me bad and she isn’t afraid to show me. The fact that she’s so confident in her sexuality makes my heart slam violently against my rib cage. I lick my lips, trying to keep the salivation inside. I’m already so freaking close to the edge of desire, it’s insane. I need this more than this woman knows. This is the kind of exciting release that makes my week so much more worthwhile.

“You are so fucking hot,” I moan as I push into her, filling her up. She feels so good wrapped around me, all tight and wet and excitable for me. “Oh fuck, Annie.”

“Anita.” She rolls her head back and lets her hair spill down her back as pleasure grips her. She clenches which feels absolutely fucking incredible. “My name is Anita.” 

I called her by the wrong name on purpose because I need her to know this isn’t ever going to become anything more than tonight, which is probably overkill with Anita. She doesn’t seem like the sort of person who’s going to become a bunny boiler, stalker type. I just have to be sure.

I grip onto her hair and slam into her harder, banging her hips into the bathroom stall as desire consumes me. Judging by the frantic, ragged breaths that fall out of Anita’s mouth, she really fucking likes this which only allows me to continue. I grunt and yell as the bliss gets the better of me and I explode hard and fast inside of her. It’s too fast, I know it. Anita isn’t nearly there yet, but that’s okay. I’m not going to just use her, I want her to enjoy this just as much as me.

Once I’m finished, I yank myself off of her and I peel the condom off. She spins around to face me with a slightly disappointed look on her face, but that falls away as soon as I drop to my knees in front of her and I toss her skirt over my head. Her glistening slit is waiting for me, and since she’s already so turned on from the fucking it doesn’t take much encouragement for her knees to fall apart.

“Oh fuck, Liam,” she gasps as my mouth finds her swollen clit. “Oh shit.”

She lifts up a leg and presses one foot against the wall which allows me even more access to her pulsating pussy. I use the opportunity to slide a couple of fingers into her too, massaging and exploring her insides as she writhes and bucks above me, the orgasm already building.

Eventually I hear footsteps, people are finally coming into the bathroom. These might be the people who just happen to be stumbling by or the security that me and Anita fear. Either way, we need to be so much quicker. I don’t care if I’m thrown out of here, I’ve been banned from places before, but I don’t want to get Anita in trouble just because she’s having some fun. Clearly, she needs to blow off some steam as well, she doesn’t deserve to be punished for that.

Luckily, just before I really begin to worry, Anita’s grip on my hair becomes so tight I know what’s happening. She stifles a moan, struggling to keep all her pleasure inside as she shudders violently into my mouth. It hurts, but not in a bad way, and to be honest I’m glad. We’ve both had our fun now. Now we can both leave this bar fully sated. 

As I pull my mouth off of her, Anita gives me a cheeky wink. “I’ll leave first,” she whispers. “You come out when it’s silent. I’ll be waiting for you at the bar.”

I know this move, I’ve used it a hundred times. She won’t be at the bar waiting for me, she’ll have moved on already, but that’s alright by me. I might head to another bar anyway, or maybe I’ll even go back to my apartment to sleep this hangover off before it becomes unbearable. I used to be able to recover from a Friday night of drinking right away the following morning, but now it takes me a couple of days. I suppose that’s just a sign of getting older. Something I can’t do anything about. I’ll have to rest all Saturday, get my chores done Sunday, then back to routine from Monday.

“Yep, okay. See you in a bit,” I reply, not giving up the rouse. “And just for the record, that was absolutely awesome.”

Anita squeezes my hand for just a moment and give me a happy nod. “Yes, it was. See you soon.”

With that, the flash of red hair is gone from my life just as quickly as it came in. As she goes I feel a little bit hollow and I don’t know why. I love my life, this is what I do, I don’t know why I’d suddenly feel all strange about that.

Urgh, I need to go home. This is just madness.

Chapter Two – Prudence

I hop from foot to foot feeling uncomfortable as I wait outside Mr. Banker’s office for yet another Monday morning therapist appointment. I know I should be more comfortable in this building now, it’s been my home for almost five years, but I don’t think I’ll ever feel fully at home here. It’ll never really be my family, I guess that’s something I’ll never have, and I’m always aware of that. I’m simply Prudence Evans, the girl that no one will ever want.

I was brought into this strange new world of the child help center on my thirteenth birthday after my father lost his temper so badly that I ended up in the hospital. Of course, being here is better than that, I wouldn’t ever want to put myself in the firing line of danger again, but it still isn’t home. 

I haven’t had a home since my mother died when I was eight years old. She got Cancer, which of course I didn’t fully understand at the time. I just knew that she wasn’t well and she was in the hospital a lot, but it didn’t register that she was going to be gone forever. I don’t think I even really got it when my dad told me that she was going to Heaven and I wouldn’t see her again. That’s too much for any young child to drink in… but at the time I was glad that I had him. My mother might have been gone, but I wasn’t alone because I had my dad in my life. I felt like I was lucky.

Before he started drinking, he was the best dad in the world, but I suppose the grief got too much for him. He couldn’t handle it so he turned to booze. The alcohol changed him completely, he became a shell of his former self. He could no longer parent me, or even be a human. He couldn’t keep his temper in check, and what started off as yelling quickly became physical abuse.

I knew it was wrong, right away I could tell that him hitting me wasn’t great. That’s why I spent so much time hiding it from the odd friend I had at school, the teachers, any other adults that I came into contact with. I probably should’ve told someone sooner, to protect myself, but I was so scared of being alone. Since Dad was all I had, I didn’t know there was another way to live.

Until four days before my thirteenth birthday when he punched me so hard my nose broke and he had no choice but to take me to the hospital. The pain was agonizing, I haven’t ever felt anything like it. I honestly thought that I was going to die. I thought my own dad had killed me…

And then, to make it a million times worse, the life that I’d always known was ripped away from me and I was brought here. To the child help center, where I have a warm bed, food in my stomach at every single meal, safe adults to talk to all the time. It’s so much better, but I’m still not comfortable. I’m still hyper aware that I’m still very much on my own.

These therapy sessions are useful in a way, they’ve helped me to get over some of my issues and now I understand myself and my life so much better, but I still don’t really like them. I guess I’ve spent a long old time fearing men after the way that my father treated me, and being alone in a one on one session with Mr. Banker is hard. He’s a very nice man and always incredibly gentle in his treatment towards me, he’s probably the person that I get on best within this whole place and I include the other children in that, but still I get nervous before I see him.

My heart thumps painfully in my chest, I’m a little shaky in my seat, my brain flies at a million miles an hour. I do wish I had some friends here to talk to but I’ve always kept myself isolated from everyone else. I guess some of the other kids tried to make friends with me in the beginning, but I was so freaked out about the uprooting of my life that I didn’t want to speak with anyone. I never had many friends anyway, only one or two in school, so it didn’t feel like that much of an issue.

Actually, the only time I’m really worried about it is now, and that’s because my eighteenth birthday is looming. Officially I’ll be an adult then, I’ll be allowed to go out into the world on my own. Sometimes I really want that, I cannot wait to escape this madness, but other times the idea of leaving my safety blanket and going out into something new and scary terrifies the living crap out of me. I know that I’ve been sheltered from a lot of real life and I don’t know how I’ll take it when I’m completely flooded by it all. Maybe it’ll be exciting, but maybe it’ll be horrifying. I don’t know.

Finally, after what feels like forever, the door to Mr. Banker’s office swings open, which drags me kicking and screaming from my internal panicked thoughts, and reminds me why I’m here.

“Hey there, Pru.” I love the way he always calls me by my little nickname that he created for me when I first arrived here. He doesn’t do that with any of the other kids as far as I’m aware which makes me feel special. “How are you today? Are you ready to come in and talk to me?”

No, my brain screams. I don’t want to go anywhere with you! I want to be safe.

But I don’t vocalize any of those thoughts because I know that’s just silly, irrational fears. Mr. Banker is a good man. He won’t ever hurt me. He hasn’t hurt me in five years so he won’t now.

“Yes.” I stand up and brush my skirt down. “I’m ready to come in.”

Mr. Banker rubs a hand through his dark hair and he gives me a crinkly eyed smile. I do enjoy his green, warm eyes, they’re so inviting and it makes talking so much easier. As he extends an arm into his room his muscles bulge under his suit jacket. I never noticed it when I was only young, but the older I get the more I can see that he’s a very handsome man. He must have women throwing themselves at him all the damn time. I wish I could ask him, to learn more about him, but this isn’t a two-way street. Our chats are always all about me, it’s my safe space to talk about my emotions.

I take my usual seat, tucking my knee length, pleated skirt underneath my butt as I sit. My high neck vest covers me right up and I have a small shrug on that covers the parts of my arms that would have been on show. I see a lot of fashion magazines with models dressed in skimpy, revealing clothes, but I don’t know how that would ever suit me. I don’t know what my body is really like, I haven’t experienced enough of the real world to know. Maybe when I’m out of here, I’ll learn.

“So, Pru, how have things been? I know it’s only been a few days since I last saw you, but it feels like forever, doesn’t it?” He smiles at me, warming my heart, but at the moment the nerves are still circling through me. “What’s been going on? Did anything happen over the weekend?”

“N… no,” I stammer as a heat fills my cheeks. I know I’ll get into the swing of talking eventually, but it takes me a little while. “Nothing happened, it was boring. I just read.”

“Did you read anything nice? Are you still reading Little Women?” 

This is how it always is with Mr. Banker. He’s so interested in everything I say. It’s nice to have someone who likes to listen and remembers everything I say, but sometimes it reminds me of how boring I really am. I don’t do anything, I just keep myself to myself.

“No, I finished that one.” I’m okay when I’m talking about stuff that I like, it brings out a slightly more confident version of myself. I think that’s why we always start with discussing literature. It eases me in. “I started reading Wuthering Heights again though on Saturday.”

He smiles to himself and I know what he’s thinking. He’s probably wondering why I’m so obsessed with novels with a lot of romance in them when it’s something I don’t have any experience in, but for me that’s the reason. I want to know everything about it, I want some knowledge. I even found an erotic romance once that I started to read to give me some more information on that area, but I found it too scary. I had to stop. I still have the book, but I don’t know when I’ll get to it.

“I see, well that’s wonderful news. I know how much you love that one. Are you enjoying it again?” He peers intensely at me, waiting for my response. “Or are you bored now?”

“No, no, I like it.” I nod slowly. “It’s always amazing. That’s why I always read it.”

Mr. Banker pauses for a moment and he taps the pen on the edge of his clipboard while he thinks. I don’t think he ever bothers to write notes about me anymore, I’m pretty sure he hasn’t done in a very long time. I think it’s all for show now. He just wants to remain the professional at all times.

“You can talk about the real stuff if you want to,” I tell him while kicking my feet idly along the floor. I can’t look at Mr. Banker as I say these words because it makes me so uncomfortable, but we can’t just do the small talk thing. It’s a waste of time if we do. “I don’t mind.”

“What do you want to talk about?” he asks me curiously. “Is there anything specific that’s troubling you? Do you want to talk about the past again, or are you more concerned with the future right now? I’m here for you so I’m happy to talk about whatever you want.”

I snap my eyes up at him in shock, usually he’s very controlling of the direction he wants the talk to go in which is fine by me. I think I need that. I need someone to push me when it gets really hard or I’ll just go quiet. I wonder why he’s doing this for me now?

Maybe it’s because I’m leaving soon and he’s giving me a little bit of a chance to blossom. It’s terrifying to be in the driver’s seat, I don’t know what to do with the control. Do I want to hash over things with my father and his violence again before I’m set free and I can’t talk about it again? Do I want to talk about how scared I am that he’ll be out of prison eventually and I might have to face him, or do I want to talk about what’s coming next?

“I… I don’t know,” I confess as I wring my fingers together. “I don’t know what I want to talk about really, there’s just so much.” Mr. Banker doesn’t pressure me, he sits silently while he waits for me to work things out myself. I sift through my brain, trying to work out what’s troubling me right now. There are so many things, so many worries, so much trouble, but there is one thing that’s worse. “I guess I’d like to discuss the future and how I’m going to deal with that.”

Chapter Three – Logan

Seeing Pru is always a little strange, but today more than ever and I’m not totally sure why. I guess because her time at the center is coming to an end and it’s making me feel nostalgic. The girl who she was when she first came here nearly five years ago is nothing compared to who she is now. She was shy, quiet, afraid, nothing more than a little girl. Now, she’s slowly blossoming into a beautiful young woman. As her curves and womanlier figure have come in, so has some confidence. I’m sure she doesn’t see it that way herself but I see real progress. 

She flicks a strand of her very pale blonde over her shoulder and she lets it dangle down her back. Until very recently her hair was incredibly long, but more recently she had it chopped into a bob style and it makes her look so much older. It brings out her bright, sparkling blue eyes and her high cheekbones. I part my lips to tell her that but I stop myself at the last moment. That’s probably not the best thing to say. I don’t ever have to reel myself in with anyone but Pru.

“It’s going to be strange when you’ve gone,” I say instead. “It’ll be quieter.”

“Quieter?” She giggles and leans forward, flashing her teeth at me. It always takes her a little while to relax but once she doesn’t take long to relax and when she does she’s a whole lot of fun. “But I’m the quietest person here. It’ll be quieter when Leah leaves. She’s so loud.”

“Urgh, tell me about it.” I roll my eyes dramatically. “It’ll be dead silent when she’s gone, but I still think I’m going to miss you so much more. Losing you will lose a presence, you know?”

She blushes brightly but doesn’t reply. I suppose she doesn’t know what to say to that, which is fair enough. It wasn’t the most sensible thing to say. It could easily be misconstrued.

“I don’t know about that. I think I’m going to miss this place more than it misses me.”

I pause thoughtfully and watch her expression change. I know this is going to be hard for her, I’m more aware than most how challenging the big wide world will be, but it’s something she’s going to have to face eventually. I don’t think putting her off and making her wait will help. She doesn’t have to leave the center until she’s eighteen, she could probably stay until she was twenty-one years old if she wants to, but I don’t think it’ll be helpful. The sooner Pru gets out of this bubble and she experiences the big wide world, the better. She needs to get adjusted.

Actually, I do think she’s ready too. I think she can do it, she just needs confidence.

“We will all miss you,” I insist. “But you can always come back and visit. The doors will always be open for you. You don’t have to leave and never come back, you know?”

“Yeah, I know,” she sighs sadly. “I do know that, but at the same time it’s a bit scary.”

“Oh of course it is.” Her hand dangles over the edge of the chair and I want to take it to comfort her, but I don’t. “You haven’t been out of this place much in the last five years, during which time you’ve grown and changed dramatically. Of course, it’s going to be scary, but exciting too, right?”

She shrugs and purses out her lips. “I don’t know, I suppose so.”

I’m so used to spending time with the girl now, I think during our time shared in this room I’ve built up a bigger connection with her than I have done with any of the others because she needed so much work, and also because she’s been one of the most willing to try out things I’ve asked her to do so. Because of all that I’m not really ready for her to leave, but since this isn’t about me at all, I need to do what I can to help her. I wish I could do something to make this transition easier.

“What are you most afraid of?” I ask her curiously. “Is there something specific troubling you?”

Her shoulders ball up around her ears which is a sign that she’s uncomfortable. I hate making her feel that way when she’s so shy as it is, but sometimes I don’t have a choice. I need to push her out of her shell to get something real from her. Her emotions are hard to penetrate.

“I don’t know, all of it.” She peers up at me under her eyelashes. “Getting an apartment, living alone, having a job and paying for stuff, doing normal things, then people too.”

Ah, I can sense that we’re getting into the root of the problem here! Of course it’s people, she doesn’t do too well with others. She’s so closed off that it might put people off of her. They might not see her as someone worth their time and effort to get to know.

“Friends?” I ask while pretending to write something down. “Is that what you mean?”

“Friends, coworkers, people on the street, people who work in shops, you know… other things.”

I’m sure here she means boyfriends and connections with men but I cannot start that conversation without her instigating it fully. Not when I already feel like I can’t totally trust my own words. I’m so afraid of overstepping that mark that I chose to say nothing at all.

“This is stuff that everyone has to navigate when they get into the real world, however they get there. Even the most street wise of people struggle to adjust to living alone, paying bills, and work. That’s a very natural fear, and it’s also something that’s very easily overcome by doing it.”

“But most people have been to a normal school,” she replies quietly. “They’ve been around various different people having these experiences all this time. I haven’t exactly had a normal teenage life. Or life before that, if I’m totally honest with you. That scares me.”

The fact that she’s admitted that aloud is huge. Her words make my heart race in my chest because it’s something of a break through. “I know you haven’t,” I answer her in the calmest tone of voice that I can manage. “But most people don’t have a totally normal childhood. I think that you assume everyone else has had a smooth life, but they haven’t. Yes, you’ve been educated here where you can be protected, but that doesn’t mean you’ve missed out.”

As I say those words I think about my own childhood and I know that I’m lying. I had a very rambunctious fun time at school, hooking up, partying, having lots of fun. Yes, I learned lots too, but most of my learning came from my social life. I can see better why Pru is so worried when I think of it like that. My heart goes out to her as I realize there isn’t much I can do to bring the past few years back for her. Her asshole father who beat her up and put her in the hospital took that all away from her and there isn’t any getting it back. It’s horrible to think of how she is stuck now.

“I guess I just don’t know if I’m ready,” Pru sighs. As she fiddles with her fingers I wish I could read her mind to see what she’s panicking about. “I want to be ready because I don’t want to end up stuck here in a rut because of fear, but I don’t know if I am. How do you think I can tell that I am?”

“I suppose you could so some research. I don’t often like to tell people to start researching online because it can be a real nightmare, but I think maybe you should. If you look up jobs and apartments in the area and ways to plan out your budget, you might feel much more prepared. I know that it won’t give you advice on everything, but it’s a start. If you get more versed in the practical side of things then maybe the rest of it won’t be so daunting. You can focus on it more.”

Pru chews down on her bottom lip as she considers my words and she nods. “Yeah, okay. Maybe you’re right. I don’t ever spend much time online because it’s hard to get the tablets off the other kids but I’ll do what I can. Maybe if they realize I’m going, it’ll be easier.”

I don’t know if she’s right. Some of the kids have reacted to their personal trauma by becoming louder and obnoxious. I don’t blame them, that’s probably the way that I’d be if I went through some of the things that they have, but the children like Pru get swallowed up in all of that.

“That’s a good idea and I might even put out a request that you get the tablet for research reasons. If I make the demand then maybe it’ll be listened to.” I let out a little chuckle and shake my head. “Although I don’t think Leah will listen much to me either.”

“Thank you.” I hope the flush in Pru’s cheeks now is more because of happiness and a sense of confidence than embarrassment. “That’s great, it means a lot to me.”

I hold her gaze for a moment, swimming in the blueness of her eyes. I’m struck, like I often am by her beauty. She holds a prettiness that I haven’t seen in other women before. I’ve found them attractive and obviously sexy, but Pru is different. There’s an aura around her that’s unique.

“Right, well I suppose I better get on. I know you’re a busy man.” Pru pushes herself into a standing position and straightens her skirt down her long legs. “But thank you as always, and I’ll see you next week? Same time on Monday? Is that right, I haven’t checked the schedule yet?”

“Actually, I think I’d like to see you again this week.” If she’s going soon I want to spend as much time with her as possible. “I have a free space on Friday if that’s okay with you?”

“What time?” I don’t know if I imagine it, but her eyes seem to light up.

“Four PM? Just before I leave for the weekend?” She nods eagerly, her hair bouncing up and down as she does. I love seeing her lovely happy face, it makes me smile. “Great. See you then.”

“Bye, Pru. You take care of yourself, okay?”

“I will,” she almost whispers. “And you.”

When she swishes out my office and she shuts the door behind her, I lean back in my chair and think for a few moments. There has to be some way I can help her, something I can do. I feel like it’s my duty to do this for Pru. I’ve seen her journey this far, and I don’t want to leave her all alone now.

Maybe I shouldn’t be thinking this way, maybe I’ve done what I need to do and I have to let her go, but I don’t think I can do this. Is this something I can ask any of my work colleagues about or will they think it’s me getting too close? I don’t want to be seen as someone weird…

Urgh, this is idiotic. I shake my head. What am I worrying for? Pru will be fine.

I imagine her tackling the world well, becoming a strong and confident career woman with a husband and children, and I know that she can have that if she wants it. It’ll be weird to think of her surviving in the world without my help, but I suppose that’ll happen eventually.

I’ll just have to keep working here and helping out other kids. It’ll be fine.

Chapter Four – Prudence

I wander through the hallway in a bit of a daze all the way back to my bedroom. Well, not my room, the shared dorm room, but all the way to my bed at least. Kids and noise fill the whole place but I don’t really hear any of it because my head is all over the place. How can I think about what others are playing and doing when I have so much else on my mind? Mr. Banker has given me a whole lot to think about, and my mind is soaking it all the way in.

He believes in me, he thinks I can have a good life, he has confidence in me when I don’t have any in myself. His words make me think that he sees me having a great job, at least a few friends, and maybe even a relationship. We didn’t discuss anything to do with romance and love, but I feel like the undertones were there. I wanted to talk about it, but I couldn’t quite get the words out so I hope that Mr. Banker understood where I was getting at. How can I even think about having a boyfriend when I haven’t even had my first kiss? At almost eighteen years old I know it’s a bit tragic, but how can I have any experience in here? It’s a bit like a prison in a way.

Once my body is resting on the sheets below me, I allow my eyes to slide close and I try to envision how I want my perfect life to look. I’ve been doing this a lot recently as I try to get myself used to moving on. I guess that I hope visualization will help me to achieve all my goals.

At first I see myself wandering around in a wonderful apartment that looks over the New York City skyline, the sort of sleek place that I see a lot on TV and in movies. I know that’s unaffordable, I haven’t been left any money to get me started when I leave here like some of the other children, but I’d rather plan for the best because otherwise I’ll freak myself out. I see myself with nice furniture, art hanging on the walls, awesome stuff filling my apartment, things I don’t really need, I just have for the sake of it.

Then I see myself going to work in some standard office where I do some generic job. Maybe I should have better ambitions than that, but I’m not concerned with what I do with my future career. I just want to live well, comfortably, I just want a job that keeps me happy. I do okay in schooling, but not well enough to aim too high. I missed out on too much when I was younger to catch up now. I see myself working with nice girls who want to be my friends, who gossip with me, who actually like me for who I am. I bask in their friendships, enjoying the way they make me feel.

The girls who are my fantasy friends take me out dancing in night clubs. Of course, I don’t really know what any of these really look like, so again that’s only something I can judge from what I’ve seen in the media. There are glamorous, exciting places filled with beautiful men and women who are drinking and having fun. In this part of my day dream, I’m dressed in a skimpy red dress that actually looks amazing on me. It gives me a cleavage that I don’t have in real life, and long legs that don’t have any trouble walking in high heels. I look like a fashion model which is awesome…

I would love that to be my life. I would love to walk out of here and wander into this fantastic life where I have the great job, the awesome friends, the nice home, but I suppose it’s unrealistic. This is why Mr. Banker is right, I need to take his advice and do some serious research into the practical reality of what it’ll be like. If I can arrange some job interviews and apartment viewings then it’ll be a great start. If I can work out where I’m going to need money for bills so I can see how much I’ll have to earn to make it work, then that’s a start. A real move in the right direction.

“Yo, Prudence,” Leah’s course voice calls across the room. “You been with Banker?”

We never talk, not really, she only involves me in her chat if it’s something that she wants to inadvertently discuss with the whole room. I don’t much like her and her brash way of life, but at the same time I’m really jealous of her. She has confidence rolling off her in waves, she’s the sort of person who won’t have any trouble out there in the real world. She’s only fourteen years of age at the moment, so she’s got a while before she can go, but I guess she would do better than me.

“Yeah,” I sigh quietly as I reply. “I’ve just got out from my appointment now.”

“He’s fit, isn’t he?” Of course, I knew there had to be something she wants to bellow out across the room. “Like, smoking hot. There are so many things that I would love to do to him.”

I squeeze my eyes shut and I try to block out her words. I really don’t need reminding of how insecure and inexperienced I am in that area. Leah is one of those who spends her whole life on the tablets and she’s always telling us how she’s broken through the firewalls and found sexual things. She shows pornography to the others, but I never ever want to see it. That’s something I’m just going to have to find out on my own, in my own time, if that moment ever arrives.

“What would you do?” someone yells back, I don’t want to see who. “Go on, Leah.”

“Oh, I would do all sorts of things to his cock, he wouldn’t even know what’s coming…”

I can’t stand it, I don’t want to hear any of it so I turn on my side to attempt to block it out a bit. Why does she have to be so crude when it comes to Mr. Banker? She couldn’t do any of those things anyway, she’s much too young. He probably has real women who want him anyway.

“His name is Logan, anyway,” Leah continues, popping some chewing gum as she speaks. “The fact that I asked him his real name and he told me shows that he wants me.”

Logan… I never thought to ask him what his real name is before. It just didn’t occur to me. Logan Banker. Somehow knowing that sends a powerful shiver up and down my spine.

Once upon a time, Logan Banker was nothing more than an adult who I had to talk to about stuff, but the older I am and the more hormones that kick in, the more I feel a pull towards him. When I’m waiting to see him, I get that familiar anxiety I get around any man, but once I’ve been speaking to him for a while and I can relax a bit, I get butterflies in the pit of my stomach and a strange thrill between my legs. I like him, and I think I like him more than I should do.

I don’t think it’s like Leah’s discussing either, I don’t think my feelings are a deep, sexual thing. I can’t imagine him putting things anywhere like that, I just like him. I want him to wrap his arms around me, I want him to hug me, to kiss me… my feelings are more romantic. I want him to be like my boyfriend, like the men in the romance novels I love so much.

All of a sudden, my fantasy life stretches out in my mind and I start to include Logan Banker in it. He becomes my husband, we both have matching wedding rings on, and he kisses me tenderly. My entire body buzzes with electricity as I think about it, I almost wish that I was alone so I could enjoy this thought in peace. I don’t know what I’d do with it, but I don’t like Leah’s brash tones in the background. She’s interrupting what should be a really nice thought.

Urgh, if only I could be with Mr. Banker, how much easier would that be? I know him well, he’s nice to me, I actually feel comfortable around him, and I’m attracted to him too. It’d be perfect. If only he wasn’t my therapist and I met him in a different way. Maybe I’m a bit too young for him, but I’m sure I could make him fall for me anyway… or not, since I’m a girl who no one wants.

“So, what about you?” Leah calls so loudly, I’m sure it has to be at me. “You’ve got the best shot with Logey boy, after me of course, so what would you do to him, Prudence?”

I huff before I turn back. I’ve tried ignoring Leah before and it never turns out well. She seems to take silence as a challenge that she has to break in whatever way she can. She’s relentless, I’m sure her behavior isn’t normal, but then again, I suppose none of us act in the right way. We just don’t know how. I don’t know what happened in Leah’s life, but if it’s anything like mine then I get it.

“What do you mean, Leah?” I ask her, playing dumb. “The best chance at what?”

“Well, Mr. Banker likes you, doesn’t he?” She offers me a one shouldered shrug as if her words are obvious. “If he was going to pick any of us for you know what, it’d be me or you, right?”

Urgh, she’s exhausting. I almost want to roll my eyes dramatically at her but I know that’ll just spark more questions than answers. “Mr. Banker isn’t going to pick me or you. Don’t be ridiculous.”

Leah laughs nastily at me. “Oh, my God, perfect Prudence. How can you be so dull? Maybe he wouldn’t, but it’s fun to think about that, right? Unless you’re too much of a prude.”

This time everyone laughs at me because of Leah’s stupid joke. Yes. Prudence the prude, so very funny. It’s way worse because it’s probably the truth. Maybe I am a prude because I’m so closed off.

“I don’t think about it with him because it’s stupid.” I swing my legs off the bed ready to make my escape. This is why privacy will be amazing. I haven’t had it for such a long time. “It’s never going to happen so what’s the point of thinking about it?”

 “I don’t know, because it’s fun?” Leah sneers as her eyes run up and down my body looking unimpressed. “God, you suck. How the fuck are you going to cope when you’re out there in the real world? How will you survive when some guy wants to have sex with you… if that ever happens?”

I don’t bother to answer Leah, instead I race from the room into the bathroom where I can at least lock myself away for a while. Tears sting my eyes, I can feel them about to fall down my cheeks, but I hold them back until I’m fully by myself,

I’m going to have to get stronger some way or another if I’m going to survive out there. Emotionally, physically, in every way possible. The world could be full of bitches like Leah, I need to work out how I’m going to deal with all of it.

This is going to take so much more than looking up things online, and I only have a few more weeks to do this. Where the hell am I going to start?

Chapter Five – Logan

“Oh, my goodness, Mr. Banker, you really are incredible,” Pru whispers as she shimmies closer to me. Her pleated skirt that doesn’t really fit her sways sexily around her hips making my mouth salivate. “Your words of wisdom always make me feel so much better about myself.”

Her hand falls on my shoulder and she stares intently into my eyes. There’s something very different about her today, she doesn’t look like the shy girl who struggles with life anymore, she’s like a confident woman who knows exactly what she wants… and right now, what she wants is me.

What am I doing? I think desperately to myself as my tongue swells lustfully. I can’t do this… not in my office at work. But where else do I see her? How am I supposed to resist?

“Thank you, Pru,” I say in a hollow tone of voice. I need to at least attempt to remain professional or I’ll end up completely falling apart. “I’m glad I can help.”

“There’s something else you can help me with,” she whispers so her breath tickles and wets my ear. “There’s one thing I don’t know how to do yet and I’m going to need it to survive.”

My brain spins, I start to see all kinds of terribly wonderful things in my mind. I know I can’t act upon them but that doesn’t mean the ideas aren’t there. I think they’ve been forming for a while, I’ve just been too scared to acknowledge them. I like Pru a lot. Her beauty astounds me. Maybe too much.

“What’s that?” I ask with my eyes closed. I already feel like I know where this is headed, but hearing it will be a million times worse. I’m way out of control here, it’s not a place I like to be. I think I prefer the quieter version of Pru because I know how to handle her. Right now, she’s handling me and I don’t think she’s being very delicate with me at all! She’s treating me like a fantasy.

“I need you to show me how to please a man. I want to know everything.”

She steps back and slides her skirt down while licking her lips at the same time. The black lacy underwear that barely covers her has my pulse racing like crazy. It’s hammering against my rib cage, threatening to burst free at any moment. That only gets worse as she slides down her cardigan and she gently peels her vest top over her head. I can see her rock-hard nipples bursting through her bra, begging me to take them in my mouth and hot damn I want to so bad.

This is wrong, I remind myself desperately. So, so wrong. This simply cannot happen.

My fingers itch to reach out and touch the soft skin of her hips. All I want to do is brush my hands against her, but I can’t. I slide them under my legs just to fix them in place. Pru’s hands reach up and she runs them through her hair with a blissful expression across her face. I melt inside, she’s the most innocent, stunning woman I’ve ever seen, and all I want to do is corrupt her. I must be an asshole.

“Please, Mr. Banker,” Pru begs while sliding one hand over her breast. She lingers there for a moment, clutching onto herself as desire grips her. Her other hand goes all the way down into the waistband of her underwear. “Show me what to do. I don’t know what to do. I need to be taught.”

Fuck, if I don’t do this, then some other asshole will. A boy who doesn’t know what he’s really doing and will only treat her like shit. I suppose this way I can at least ensure that she knows what to do and she knows how to get her own pleasure. That’ll make her life a whole lot easier.

“Pru, I really shouldn’t,” I warn, but I can already feel my resolve weakening. “You know that.”

“But doesn’t that make it that much more exciting?”

I don’t know what happens, I completely lose my shit. The next thing I know we’re making out like there’s no tomorrow. Her arms are around my waist and mine are gripping onto the back of her bra as I attempt to pull her breasts free. I’m only fucking human, a red-blooded male who has certain needs. If someone so gorgeous comes after me like this I cannot resist.

“Oh, Pru.” The material of her bra flutters to the ground, which makes my cock stiffen harder than it’s ever done before. “You have no fucking idea what you’re doing to me.”

She falls to her knees with her breasts swinging free and she stares up at me, giving me the sexiest, most innocent look I’ve ever seen in my entire life. I almost cum right there and then all over her face which would be terrible. If I’m in this, then I need to be all in. I can’t just explode all over her in the most demeaning way possible. What sort of lesson would I be teaching her then?

“Please, Mr. Banker. Tell me what to do. I want to know how to please you with my mouth.”

My eyes fall shut as a groan falls past my lips. What the hell is she doing to me? Driving me to utter distraction, that’s what. She fiddles with my zipper, brushing against my cock too many times for me to get my head on straight and put an end to this. I want this too much to stop now.

“Oh wow.” As my erection bursts free, she gushes in happy shock. “Mr. Banker, you’re so big.”

“You don’t know that,” I tease playfully, unable to resist flirting with her even if I completely disagree with my own behavior. “If this is the first one you’ve seen.”

But she ignores my teasing and rubs her hand up and down my length slowly instead. Her fascinated eyes are fixed upon me as she does. She looks impressed, which only turns me on even more. “Does this feel good?” she asks. “Do you like that?”

Her soft, delicate hands feel incredible, I feel like I might die from the bliss at any given moment. “Yes, fuck,” I moan. “That feels so fucking good. You have no idea.”

Usually I like it a whole lot faster, but with Pru it only matters that she’s touching me. Her hand on my cock, it’s too much. I’m already shuddering so violently that I might explode. Then she leans closer, breathing all over me making me even harder. Her lips are so tantalizingly close…

“What do I do now?” she gasps breathlessly. “Do I just open my mouth and put you in?”

Oh God, it’s too much, I can’t handle it. I can’t talk so I just nod instead, hoping that’s enough. She does as I command, surrounding my bulging erection with her hot, wet mouth, which is the most phenomenal sensation in the world. If this feels so incredible I wonder what it’ll be like to fuck her. 

Although with Pru, I don’t know how much of it will be fucking or if it’ll be more like making love. She’s different, I know that, but still I’m not sure. Maybe it’ll be somewhere in between.

Pru bobs her head up and down, and she takes me inside in a way that feels far too expert for someone who supposedly doesn’t know what she’s doing. Her tongue flickers everywhere, like she wants to lick me all over because she likes the taste of me too much and it drives my wild. I fist my hands up into her hair, I toss my head back, I become a slave to Pru’s amazing mouth.

I need to give her the same pleasure too, I want her to know how good it can feel to be with a man who knows what he’s doing but right now I can’t take Pru off me. She feels so good and I’m fine with being selfish. I haven’t ever had a blow job from someone quite so keen.

“You… you need to stop,” I stammer through a thick lump in my throat. I can barely breathe; these words are damn near impossible. “I’m going to cum in your mouth if you don’t.”

“Did that feel bad?” Pru asks as she takes her mouth off of me. “Did I do it wrong?”

“Oh God no.” My eyes are filled with a thick heavy desire as I yank Pru onto my lap. “I just want to feel you, that’s all. You’ve driven me so wild that I need to be inside you.”

This is her first time, I’m certain of it, but I don’t hang around to see how she feels about it. I’m too fucking wound up for that. Instead I drive my way into her, surrounding my soaking cock with her very excitable slit. As she fits around me like a glove, I butt my face into her hair to inhale her wonderful citrusy scent. And I take this very wrong, taboo thing as far as it can go and I actually have sex with Pru. That thought circles me the entire time, I can’t totally let go and just enjoy having sex because there’s a big part of me that knows I’m wrong. This isn’t how we should behave.

Sweat trickles down her body, bringing my attention back to her breasts. I want to lean forward, to take one of those shiny nipples into my mouth but I can’t. There’s something distracting me, grabbing onto my focus. I want to give every scrap of myself over to Pru, but I can’t and I’m pretty sure it’s because I feel bad. It’s like an itch on my ear drum, a fly buzzing around me that I can’t see to swat. It’s very irritating and soon it manifests itself in another way entirely.

“What’s that?” I ask Pru as a loud ringing sound flies into my brain. It’d obnoxiously loud, distracting me for absolutely everything, including Pru’s beauty. “That bleeping?”

“I don’t hear anything.” She barely pays any attention to me as she rides me in a way that feels incredible. I never want this amazing feeling to end. “I can’t hear any bleeping at all.”

But I can, and it’s troubling me, almost to the point where I’m forced to stop. I need to work out the source, to see if it’s something that I’ve caused by being like this. Maybe it’s my conscience…

“Huh? What?” 

I bolt upright in bed, my heart hammering against my chest. My forehead is thick with sweat and I feel trembling and achy all over. I know that I’ve done something wrong, but it’s taking me a moment of brain wracking to work out what exactly.

I wasn’t alone… I was with Pru… oh my God, we were having sex.

Luckily, as I grab onto my rock-hard cock I remember that none of what happened then was real. I just had a dream about having sex with Pru, that’s all. That’s okay, just my subconscious playing up that’s all. Nothing to worry about, that’s for sure. It doesn’t even mean anything, it’s just my brain being dumb. It’s probably just because she’s leaving the center soon and going out into the real world. I have a connection with her, I’m worried about her, that’s all. I certainly don’t need to start worrying and dissecting my dream.

Despite all of that I know I can’t sleep again, so I push myself off the bed and I wander into the kitchen to grab myself a drink of ice cold water. Maybe if I have a moment, I can forget all about that crazy hot, ridiculous dream, and I can go back to normal. I can forget that ever happened, because real or not, it’s had an effect on me… 

Chapter Six – Prudence

My heart skips about ten beats the moment I sit down for breakfast to notice that there’s an extra presence in the room this morning. All the kids in the center always eat together, and there’s always staff around too, but Logan Banker isn’t very often one of them. The fact that he is today has me unnerved. I feel all crazed and out of place as I stare at him like a mad person. I can’t even reel myself in to act normally. The fact that I’ve been awake thinking of him all night long and now he’s here is almost too much to bear. I reach down to pinch my arm, just to check I’m not dreaming.

Nope, there’s pain. I’m definitely awake. What the hell does this mean?

“Ooh, looks like lover boy is here,” Leah hisses in a not too subtle manner. “For you, I bet.”

I blush brightly, I can feel my entire body heat up. The only good thing about Leah’s comment is that it drags my eyes off of Mr. Banker for a moment. I can’t even begin to look at him with the idea that he might be here for me racing through my brain. Realistically I know that he isn’t why he’s here but due to lack of sleep and the confusing feelings I have for this man, it’s hard to be normal.

With a deep breath, I move to take my seat, feeling glad that I’m actually dressed. Very occasionally I’ll come to eat in my pajamas like the rest of the children, just because it makes it easier when I’m tired but since I didn’t sleep at all, I got up early and I dressed myself quickly.

I grab a bowl of cereal and I pull it in front of myself. Then I take a couple of bites from the bowl, looking at the slightly mushy food the entire time just so I don’t look up, but I can’t eat too much because nerves have it tasting like cardboard. Inside I’m a complete and utter mess.

What is he doing here? I ask myself desperately. What the hell is going on?

I thought that I’d be okay because I had until Friday before I’d have to see him again but clearly that was just a fantasy. For sure, I’m in a complete and utter mess here. My hands are even shaking. I’m a trembling ball of nerves who doesn’t know how to behave like a normal damn person.

Nosie breaks out around me, people chat and laugh loudly like they do every morning. I guess it’s lucky that I never usually join in because no one’s suspicious about my silence now. Everyone’s taking it as me behaving the same as always. No one even bothers to look my way, which I suppose is just fine. I don’t want anyone to pick up on how jumpy and weird I am.

But the only down side to the lack of communication is the fact that I’m acutely aware of the gravitational pull that’s coming from the other side of the table, which I know is where Mr. Banker is sitting. It’s as if I’m so much in tune with his body that I know all of his movements before he even makes them. Ant that is crazy, because I barely know him at all. He’s never really shared anything with me. How can I feel like I understand him when I had to hear his first name through Leah?

“Mr. Banker?” someone saying his name sharply grabs my attention and lifts my eyes from my bowl. “What is wrong with you today? You’re all jumpy like a bunny in headlights this morning.”

Almost as if he senses the magnet between us too, his eyes scan around to meet mine. When a slight pink tinges his cheeks, I feel an affinity with him. Is it possible that he’s feeling the same connection as I am. Is he jumpy because I’m here just like I am because of him? 

No, of course that can’t be the case. He chose to be here… but why is he looking at me like that? It doesn’t make any real sense. I have to assume that something’s going on or it just means I’m going insane. It makes me want to get him alone, on my terms so I’m not afraid, and to just ask him.

“Oh sorry, I think I’m just a little bit tired,” he says with a shaky voice. “I don’t know what’s wrong really. I didn’t sleep well.” He holds up his coffee mug. “I guess I need more of these.”

Everyone laughs except me, because I can barely stand the tension in the room. It’s crushing my wind pipe, squeezing my lungs, making it very difficult for me to get any air into my body at all. Without really thinking about it, I scrape my chair back noisily causing everyone to spin around to look at me, and I race from the room quickly, avoiding looking at everyone, especially him. I need an escape, I need a break. Seeing Mr. Banker like that was a shock that I need to recover from. 

I gasp desperately as soon as I reach the communal area and I collapse onto the couch there while I try and get my head in order. I have too much to worry about now. This isn’t it.

Stop thinking about Mr. Banker, I warn myself. Like, at all. He’ll be left behind soon when I start the next chapter of my life in just a couple of weeks. Just like all of this will. 

It’s hard to keep remembering that I’ll be eighteen very soon. It’s hard to keep my eyes on the end goal. Maybe there’s a part of me that’s so afraid I keep shutting down. That’s why I’m developing dumb ass feelings for someone that I’ll never be able to have, just as a distraction.

Screw it. I grab one of the tablets while they’re sitting around with no one on them and I start my search into the real world. There’s no time like the present after all. It’s something I need to do so why not now. That’ll prove to Mr. Banker that I’m ready to finally get out there…

Only, after looking at three apartments, I feel a bit overwhelmed, and after searching through four pages of job listings, I start to get despondent. It all sounds a bit scary, like the life that someone else should have, not me. I mean, the idea of being a waitress is one thing, but can I actually do a public facing job where I’ll be expected to be confident and chatty every single day? And what is an admin assistant? I don’t know if that’s something I’ll be able to handle with ease, or something that will crush me under the uneducated weight of my brain. I want to know it all, but I don’t. 

As for the thought of setting myself out a budget… well, that’s beyond my comprehension right now. The rent prices I examined looked extortionate, so much more than the admin assistant job pays, and the last thing I want is to figure out that I’m in a hopeless situation that I won’t be able to hack.

No, instead, my itchy fingers search for something else. Something that I used to look up all the time in the beginning, but that I’ve given up on during the last couple of years because it never led to anything new. But now that I’m about to head out there in the world, maybe it’s time to find out if there is an update again. I don’t want to know, but at the same time I really have to. It’s the smart and sensible thing to do, it’s the adult choice to look. Even if I feel sick doing so.

The web page loads at an agonizingly slow pace, making my heart race in my throat by the time the image reveals itself. I get myself so worked up that by the time I see it, it takes a while to sink in.

“Oh, my God,” I gasp, clapping my hand loudly across my mouth. “Holy fucking shit.”

The words swim, they don’t make any sense, but at the same time I know exactly what they’re trying to say. Instantly I feel lost, like I have no anchor anymore, like I’m floating horribly.

“Oh, I am sorry, Pru.” Mr. Banker’s voice cuts through the silence, striking me in the heart. “I didn’t want you to find out from the Internet. That’s why I came in early today, to tell you myself.”

“My dad.” I look up at him through tear stained eyes. “He’s dead? He died in prison?”

I know he’s done bad things, I understand that what he did to me was awful and it left me hospitalized as a child. I know if he hadn’t done that I would be in a much better place now. I also understand that I felt very scared of seeing him again and that fearing him has led me to fear all men, but the idea that he got sick and he died in a damp disgusting cell is a horrifying thought. He only turned bad because we lost my mom and he didn’t know how to grieve. He has a heart of gold and there’s a part of me that remembers a lot of the good times that came before.

Plus, he’s the only family I had left. Now that he’s gone I have nothing.

“He did. We got the call today. Pneumonia, I think, they’re still working out the details.”

Mr. Banker remains over the other side of the room, creating a chasm of distance between us. As tears fall hard and fast down my face I expect him to near me to assist me in my grief, but he doesn’t. I knew that something had changed between us, I could sense it the very first moment that I laid eyes on him this morning, but now I can really feel it. He can’t bear to be close to me. Maybe that’s because he feels weird around me, or maybe it’s because he wants me gone. I don’t know and to be quite frank I don’t really care anymore. This has taken precedence in my mind.

“What am I going to do?” I weep pathetically. “Now I don’t have anyone.”

Mr. Banker doesn’t give me his usual spiel about how I have a family at the center who will always be there for me, which suggests to me that for some reason I don’t anymore. I feel incredibly unwelcome. I need to get the hell away from here before he becomes a casualty of my grief and I end up saying something that I’ll definitely regret later on. That’s the last thing I need.

I stand, dropping the tablet on the couch, and I move to the door way to leave. Before I can fully make it out of the room, Mr. Banker grabs onto my arm as if it’s a last-minute decision and he holds me there. I freeze, staring up at him, desperately begging him for answers, silently of course.

“Sorry, Pru,” he says quietly to me, leaning in so there’s no chance of eavesdroppers overhearing his words. “I know this is hard for you. We’ll talk about it whenever you’re ready.”

There’s something deep in his eyes that I don’t quite know how to decipher, but it’s definitely a look that’s only for me to see. As I nod, I wonder if me and him have a secret, an in joke that we won’t share with anyone else. I kinda hope we do but there’s part of me that thinks I’m just desperately searching for something now. I need a connection more than ever because I’m completely alone, but that doesn’t mean there is one… 

Chapter Seven – Logan

As soon as I crash through the door into my apartment, I let out a deep sigh of relief. Thank God, that day is over. The moment I got an Internet alert about Pru’s father dying in jail I knew it was going to be awful, but I didn’t realize quite how bad. I didn’t know how deeply my dream was going to affect me all day long, making it a challenge to even be near her. How the hell am I going to work with her if I can’t even be in the same room without freaking out?

I need a nice cool shower, I think that’s just about the only thing that’s going to keep me in check today. I drop my bag on the floor and make a beeline for the bathroom, ignoring any distractions along the way. I need to wash off the discomfort I felt all day long by simply being in the same building as Pru, I need to get rid of all these churned up confusing feelings, I just need to be clean. Right now, I feel like the dirtiest son of a bitch around.

I don’t wait, as soon as the water is running I strip down and leap into the shower, trying my hardest to relax as the jets pound off my muscles. I rest my palms flat up against the tiles on the wall and I slide my eyes closed. In an attempt to clear my mind, I think of nothing but darkness. I don’t let anything from the day seep in, but somehow it isn’t enough. Somehow her beautiful face still remains firmly there, taunting me, making me feel like a mad man, obsessed. What is it about this young beauty that drives me so wild? Is it just that she’s unattainable? Am I that into the taboo or scared of commitment that I can only really fixate on someone that can never be mine?

In some ways, it wouldn’t be impossible for me and her to have something of a normal relationship. She’s only eight years younger than me, which might be a big gap now, but will be nothing when we’re older. If I met her in another situation then maybe, but I didn’t, so I can’t. 

I just need to get her out of my system, that’s all.

My hand slides down my body and I grab onto my cock which of course is hard as steel as I’m trying to imagine what life could be like with Pru. I know I’m an animal, it’s all totally fucked up of me, but as long as it only remains in my mind, that isn’t a problem, is it?

This time, as I tug myself off, I picture Pru sitting on the dining room table in my home with her legs spread wide for me and I’ve already removed her panties so all I need to do is dip my head down, inhale her sweet, untouched scent, and flick my tongue all over her. I want to give her pleasure, I want to make her feel as incredible as she did me… in my dream… while I fantasize about her. Urgh, what a mess. Still, right now as I harmlessly play with myself in the shower, it feels right.

“Oh, Mr. Banker,” she whispers as I cause her pussy to pulse and shudder. “That feels so good. You’re corrupting me, turning me into a sexual deviant. I might have to just stay with you.”

I suck her clit, playing with it between my teeth, trying not to think of the words my brain concocted. This is all just a sexual fantasy thing, there’s no point in complicating it by adding a silly amount of romance into the mix. Even imaginary Pru and me can’t be together. 

A pressure builds in my chest as I picture Pru writhing and rolling her hips so my tongue slides into her. My cock trembles in my hands. I fist myself hard and fast, knowing this release is exactly what I need. Once I’ve got this moment of madness out of my mind, I can continue on as normal…

“Fucking hell,” I grunt as I cum everywhere, making a mess of the shower. “Fuck, Pru.”

Once I’m done, and my cock is limp in my hand, I pant hard and fast while I wait for my heart rate to calm down. Pru should be gone from my mind now, I can start making plans for the evening. I can order a take out and binge, watch some box set, or I can go out to eat in a bar where I might see someone else exciting enough to grab my eye for a while. Or maybe I can just have a drink and go over some paper work, get ahead of myself so I’m in a better position tomorrow. I have been distracted today after all, that would be the smart thing to do. Usually, that’s the path I’d take because even when I’m out screwing around and blowing off some steam, I do so once my work is complete. My job always, one hundred percent of the time, comes first.

But today, I can’t seem to get myself into the work mode, or into the idea of going out and having a good time actually, despite the fact that I’ve just… sorted myself out, I’m hard again.

“Fucking hell, Pru,” I mutter angrily to myself as I step out of the shower. That didn’t work so there’s no point in remaining. “What the hell are you doing to me?” 

I’ve never been like this before, I feel like there’s a beast of passion inside of me that won’t be tamed however much I need it to be. I need something else to sate this madness, and I don’t think having some more me, myself, and my time will cut it.

I grab my cell phone, already hating myself for what I’m about to do, but knowing that if I don’t I’ll end up pacing up and down like a crazy person with insomnia. I don’t think I can go through another night of barely any sleep, and I also don’t know if I can succumb to more dreams like I experienced before either. I can’t keep thinking of Pru like that, it’s sending me deeper and deeper into madness. I need someone else to take my mind off her and I don’t have time to find a stranger.

Ring, ring… Ring, ring… Ring, ring…

I press the cell phone up to my ear and bite down on my bottom lip while I wait. Roxy lives three floors down and we occasionally call one another for a hook up. I don’t like to do so because she lives so close to me, I know it might get awkward, and I’m also afraid of too much sex leading to her wanting a relationship, but right now I don’t have much of a choice. Plus, I did hear a rumor that she might be moving home soon anyway, so that will solve everything.

“Hey there, Logan,” Roxy purrs as she answers. “I haven’t heard from you in a while.”

“You up?” I ask in a teasing tone, trying to mask my neediness. “You fancy a night cap?”

“Oh, you know me. I’m always up for a drink. Be right there.”

I grin with relief once I hang the phone up, glad that she’s being so compliant. I don’t bother to get dressed because I’ll be naked again in a moment, so I wander into the kitchen with the towel wrapped around my waist to pour Roxy a drink. Luckily, she drinks the same brand of whiskey as me when she’s here which keeps things very simple. I enjoy how easy she makes hooking up, if only it wasn’t so risky. This is something we could do all the time otherwise.

The erection underneath the towel might be for a different girl completely, but since she’ll never get to experience it, I can have some fun with someone else. If I simply focus on Roxy and her overt sexiness, then it’ll be easy to forget about Pru for the night, I’m sure of it.

Knock, knock.

“Oh, thank God,” I mutter as Roxy alerts me to her arrival. “Come in.”

I hear the clip clop of high heels which make their way through my apartment to join me in the kitchen. Once there, Roxy grabs her tumbler of drink from me and she knocks it back in one.

“I’m moving next week you know,” she tells me while slinging off her top. “So, this might well be our last hurrah unless we bump into one another in a bar somewhere.” She slides down her trousers with a cheeky smile. “Which is highly unlikely because we don’t ever drink in the same places, so I suppose we better make this a good one, shouldn’t we? This might very well be it.”

She grabs me and kisses me hard, trying to guide me towards the living room but that isn’t what I want today. I know what my heart desires and while it might be wrong, I also know that I need it.

“No, on the table,” I grunt to Roxy. “Sit up on the dining room table.”

Roxy’s body is a very different shape to Pru’s and she also has a different shade of blonde hair, but this is the closest thing I’ll get to making my shower fantasy come true. It’s wild and crazy, but I’m sure people think of all sorts of stuff and people while screwing. I can’t be the first, or the worst.

“Oh sure.” Roxy peels off her panties, slides off her bra and perches on the edge so I can access her easily. Her glistening slit is luring me in, begging me to live out my day dream inside of her. “Like this? Is this how you want me?” Then she slides off and bends over the table. “Or this?”

Oh fuck. “The second one,” I murmur while grabbing onto a condom that I keep in the drawer. “That’s much fucking better.” I don’t tell her why, but it’s better because I can easily imagine her as someone else this way. I can drive myself into her from behind, pretending that it’s Pru.

Not that Pru would ever behave this way I’m sure, she’s much too sweet and innocent.

I rest the flat palm of my hand on Roxy’s back while I drive into her. I bang her hard against the table, causing all sorts of excitable groans to fly out of her mouth. Once I’ve settled into a comfortable rhythm I reach around the front of her and I flick my finger over her clit, so Roxy can enjoy this as much as I am. She feels good around me, this is fine…

If I’m totally honest with myself, I don’t think this is as good as I thought it would be. I assumed that I’d forget and it would all be lots of fun, but if anything, having sex with Roxy is leaving me cold and a bit hollow. It’s enjoyable as the sex goes, but picturing her as Pru just makes me sad and now I’ve made it impossible to see her as anything else.

 We both cum together and I feel deflated once it’s done. This little issue of mine isn’t going to be solved as easily as simply getting it out my system. I know she’ll be gone soon, but I’m beginning to doubt that even that will be enough. I hope I don’t end up as a sad lonely man who can’t get one person out my mind. That’ll just be awful.

“Well, amazing as always,” Roxy announces proudly. “It’s a shame I’m moving but I can’t stay for you.”

I smile thinly, agreeing with her sentiment but hating the way it reminds me again that I’m completely by myself. Fucking hell, what a mess.

Chapter Eight – Prudence

This is the right thing to do, I think anxiously to myself as I pace up and down in front of Mr. Banker’s door at five to four, impatiently waiting to go inside. This is the way to make it right.

I have honestly been trying my best, genuinely trying to work things out on my own but it isn’t enough. The more I figure out my practical plan, the more I realize that I need to just get out there. I’ve set up some appointments, now I just hope that he’ll agree to my plan. I don’t know if he will, I know that I’m taking a huge risk just by asking him – especially when I think about how weird things are between us – but I have to at least try. There isn’t anyone else I can come to with this.

A creak rings out, the door swings open, and my heart stops dead. Mr. Banker gives me a look that shows he doesn’t quite know how to act around me, before he indicates for me to come inside. I wonder if he’s being weird because my dad just died or because there’s a strange atmosphere hanging in the air between us. I could get sucked in and worried about this, but I’m not going to. This is far too important for me to get blind-sided by my own doubts. This is my future.

“So, Pru,” he says quietly as he takes he seat. “How have things been going?”

“I’ve been doing my homework.” I figure that starting with a positive note is the best way to go. “I’ve been doing a lot of research online and working stuff out. Budgets, apartments, jobs, all of that stuff, like you told me to do. And you were right, I do feel a little more prepared now, but…”

Just as I’m about to launch into the speech that I’ve been practicing all morning, Mr. Banker interrupts me. “Actually, first I wanted to check in to see how you’re doing with your father. I know that must be really hard for you, and I’m sure you’re in a place where you can’t talk about it.”

I hang my head low, blinking back the tears that threaten to come. That’s always there in my mind, circling through me and reminding me that I’m lonely, but I’ve made the conscious decision not to allow it to change things. My father and his choices and actions have controlled my life since I was eight years old when my mother died. Now, I’m the one in charge and I want to focus on that.

“I’m sad.” I half shrug and keep my eyes fixed downwards. “But I’m still going to continue on with my mission. I’m sure it’s what he would have wanted… I don’t know what else I can do.”

Mr. Banker lets out a sympathetic groan and he sighs. “Look, I know it might seem easier right now to push it to one side and forget about it while you’re about to go on this big life journey, but shoving your feelings down isn’t healthy. They’ll come back up eventually.”

I know that he’s right but still I don’t want to get into it. I came here with a mission and it’s one I need to complete. I think after all this time of being introspective has helped me to deal with things on my own. Yes, I’ve had someone to discuss things with from time to time, but most of it I’ve done alone. I’ll be fine, I know it. I nod slowly and smile the brightest one I can manage.

“Honestly, Mr. Banker, I’m okay. I know it’s weird to feel this way, but I suppose he’s been nothing more than a mythical creature somewhere off in the distance for the past five years. Yes, I feel a bit sad without him, but in a way, it’s freeing. This way, I can put my past behind me completely. A big part of me was always worried how things would be when he got out of prison anyway, and now that’s something I’ll never have to face. I won’t have to keep looking over my shoulder and wondering what it’ll be like when we meet. He’s gone, so it’s never going to happen.”

A hollow sensation fills my chest but I cough to cover it up. It’ll be fine, there’s a lot of truth to my words anyway. I won’t have to keep looking around me all the time. 

“Right, yeah, okay. I suppose you’re right about that.” Mr. Banker nods. “Well, just know that I’m always going to be here for you if you want to talk. Even if you’re not here anymore. My door will always be open for you. If these feelings do resurface, just come and speak with me.”

“Thank you… that means a lot to me.” I well up again, but this time it’s because I’m so pleased to have met such an awesome person while being in here. It wouldn’t have been half as nice an experience if Mr. Banker wasn’t here. I would still be the shy girl who doesn’t even make eye contact with anyone. I suppose I have come far, even if it doesn’t always feel like it. “I will do.”

“Okay, great. So, would you rather talk about your plans you’ve been making?”

I breathe deeply, trying to regain the confidence I built up outside these office doors. “I would actually, and I think I have a plan about it. One that will help me more than the Internet.”

“Yeah?” Mr. Banker narrows his eyes at me. “Well that sounds positive. What’s that?”

“Well, as I was looking at apartments and jobs I felt a bit overwhelmed by it all, but that’s because I feel like maybe I need to see them in real life.” A cringe fills my chest, I don’t know how he’s going to react. “And I know I’m supposed to wait until after my birthday, but I really want to get out of here the moment I can – even more so now my father’s gone.” I feel a bit shit using that as an excuse, but I need to use all the tools I can at my disposal. “So, I set up some for… tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Mr. Banker gushes in shock. “What do you mean, tomorrow? They aren’t going to let you out on your own while you aren’t yet eighteen to do stuff like that. I know you’re keen.”

“I am keen.” Shit he isn’t getting it. I’m going to have to spell it right out. I wanted to avoid this, but it seems I can’t. “Which is why I was thinking you could maybe come with me.”

“You want me.?” He gives me an incredulous look, which isn’t what want. “On a weekend?”

Ah, maybe I didn’t think this through after all. Maybe he has weekend plans, maybe he’s going to be with his girlfriend. This might be terribly inappropriate of me. All of a sudden I feel small and childish as I feel my big plan crumble all around me. I’m just so scared of being forced to get a job while still living in the center while I figure things out. I want to be gone, I’m so done now.

“Oh, I’m sorry, I suppose I didn’t think this through. I just got so carried away.” I shake my head as embarrassment curdles in my stomach. “I’ll call the apartment viewings and job interviews now.”

“You organized all of that since Tuesday?” Mr. Banker asks me, clearly very shocked. “I have to say, Pru, that’s very impressive. Especially for someone like you. I haven’t forgotten how scared and shy you were when you first came here. This is… well, it’s a very big step.”

I nod, but since I no longer trust myself to speak I don’t say anything. What started off as a very important meeting to me has become a pit of shame. I want to get out quick before I make things worse than they already are. I can’t have any sympathy from Mr. Banker, it’ll kill me.

“You know what?” he says while tapping his finger against his chin. “I’ll come with you. It might be hard to swing with the bosses of this place, but I’m sure that if I explain the entire story of you and your past they’ll come around. The fact that you’re doing something so positive for your future will look really good. I’m sure they’ll let me go with you.”

I stare into his eyes for a few moments, trying to work out exactly what’s going behind his gaze. “I don’t want to push you,” I tell him seriously, while pursing out my lips. “I don’t want to take away your weekend. I got so carried away with my plans that I didn’t think about how it would affect you. I’m sure you have plans anyway and I don’t want to get in the way of that.”

“No, I don’t have any plans.” I don’t know if I believe him, but Mr. Banker seems willing to give up whatever he’s planning for me, which is nice. “I want to do this for you.”

My heart soars in my chest. Not only am I getting out of here, I’m spending time with Mr. Banker too… my favorite person in the world. With him, I feel like I can take on anything. I feel like I can get my home and my job, I feel like I can get sorted. I just know it.

“I really appreciate it, Mr. Banker,” I tell him with a nod. “That’s so kind of you.”

“You know, if we’re going in the city together then I think you might have to call me Logan.” The way he grins at me makes my heart race at a million miles an hour. My tummy twists and churns with butterflies flapping all over. “Maybe not even just in the city. You are an adult now after all.”

An adult… I’m an adult. I like how that feels. It gives me a strong sense of control over myself, which is something I haven’t had in a very long time. I think I’m going to love being an adult.

“Okay then, Logan.” It feels really strange to say that. “Thank you, Logan.”

He pushes out his chair to stand up so I do the same. I know it’s time for me to leave but I don’t right away. I stare at him, feeling something monumental shift between us. Now this isn’t just a day out of the center with one of the adults while I figure my life out, this is me and Logan. I’m one of the adults too which makes me feel absolutely incredible.

“Okay, so I will come and pick you up in the morning then. How does eight AM sound?”

“Absolutely perfect,” I say breathily as my emotions run away with me. “That sounds wonderful. My first appointment is at half nine so that gives us time to find out where I need to go.”

He grabs onto a piece of paper and scribbles out some words. “Here is my email address. Why don’t you send me the list tonight so I can figure out a contingency plan? Also, with an hour and a half I’m sure we can go out for breakfast first, get something to eat out of here.”

Oh God, that sounds too romantic for words. All of a sudden, the plan that I had in my mind takes on a brand-new spin and my heart hammers with excitement. Of course, I wish I didn’t feel this way because I’m going to get my heart hurt in the long run, but I can’t stop it.

It won’t be for long anyway. Soon enough, I’ll be moving on and becoming a brand-new version of me. God, I cannot wait.

Chapter Nine – Logan

With Pru sitting on the other side of the car to me, I feel very strange. When discussing this trip with the bosses, I managed to pass it off as a very professional journey, just to help one of the more problematic children move on with what she wants to do, but now it doesn’t feel that way at all. There’s an odd atmosphere between us that I cannot quite put my finger on.

Pru looks different, I think that’s a part of it. She has a dress on today, a simple white slip dress that hangs just above her knees. It’s a very conservative dress, just like the rest of her clothes, but out of the center she looks much more grown up in it. With her pale blonde hair hanging lose, skimming her shoulders, and a wisp of make-up covering her face, she looks good. I want to tell her as much to give her a boost but still I don’t. Still I need to be careful with my words.

“So, there’s a café not far from the first apartment you’ve got a viewing to look at, so I think we should go there for something to eat,” I tell her instead. “Does that sound good to you?”

“Sounds perfect.” She turns and gives me a wide smile. “I can’t wait for some real food.”

“Are you suggesting that the food in the center isn’t top notch?” I tease her playfully.

“No, not at all… but yeah. I suppose you’re right. It can be pretty terrible.”

“I erm…” Pru bites down on her bottom lip. “I don’t have any money with me though.”

“Oh no, I know that. I didn’t think you would. I’m paying, so don’t worry about it.”

I know she’s one of the kids who hasn’t got any money to start with. I did wonder if that would change with the passing of her father, but these things can take time and the center hasn’t heard of anything quite yet. I hope if there is anything it’ll come for her soon to help her out. I don’t think she knows quite how much she’s going to need it. It’s very expensive to live alone.

Eventually, I pull up the car in the nearest car park to the café and I stop the car. Me and Pru get out of the car and walk towards the café. I can’t help looking around to see if people are staring at us, wondering what we’re doing together. I suppose it must look strange… but no one is even bothering to glance my way. It’s just my own guilt making me act like a crazy person, that’s all.

There’s nothing to worry about, I do my best to convince myself. This isn’t weird.

Of course, it is in my head, but that’s only because of all the crazed sexual fantasies I’ve been having. No one knows about that, so there really isn’t anything to worry about. It’s worse right now because we’re out of the center, but I can hold it together… I’m sure of it.

I take Pru into the café, smiling to myself as her eyes light up. This is such a simple thing, the sort of thing that people do all the time, but because of the way Pru’s life has been this is all new and exciting. Her mother passed away when she was young, her father never did anything with her, then she’s been stuck in the center. This is like a vacation for her.

“What do you want to eat?” I ask as we take our seats. “You can have whatever you want off the menu. I don’t know how much choice there is, but I’m sure it’s more than at the center.”

“Ooh. Can I have bacon pancakes?” she gushes. “That sounds amazing.”

“Yes, of course you can! Like I said you can have whatever you want. More, if you like?”

She shakes her head, happy with what she’s decided on, so call the waitress over to order the same for myself too. The waitress gives me a little bit of a curious look as we order our food, but I don’t react to it. There’s a part of me that wants to scream this isn’t a date, but I don’t. That would make me look like the craziest bastard in the whole damn world. But being too defensive, will only make me look even guiltier. I don’t want Pru to think I’m a freak either. 

I suppose, if I’m ready to really acknowledge it, there is a chemistry between me and Pru. It’s a deep connection, one that could be interpreted in many different ways. I know she can feel it, probably even more than me, but we cannot talk about it. Ever. 

The food arrives and we both eat in near silence. As Pru really enjoys her meal, like it’s the best thing she’s ever eaten in her whole damn life, I ponder over how the day is going to go. I think this might be good for me, it’ll make me really face reality that she’s leaving. Hopefully that will pull all the inappropriate thoughts from my mind. Something has to!

“Right.” Once we’re done, I stand up and indicate for her to follow. “We better get going, your viewing is soon. I’m excited to see this place, it’s a nice area.”

I have a very strong feeling that the apartment here is going to be way out of Pru’s price range, but I’m not going to sully her excitement by pointing that out. This is only a day of looking anyway, she’s not going to settle on anything I’m sure. At least not until she’s been to her job interviews and she’s worked out how she’s going to be paid. It all needs to work together to flow.

“Yes, it does.” I can hear the hesitancy in her voice. Maybe she understands the expense more than I’ve given her credit for. “It’s just the first one of many, but I had to start somewhere.”

As we walk across the road next to one another, I’m acutely aware of every inch of her body. I know that I could easily reach across to hold her hand, to go the whole hog and act like I’m her boyfriend, which is a weird thought. I never ever want to hold anyone’s hand!

Thankfully when we get into the building, the realtor is there waiting in the lobby, which saves us an agonizing journey up to the fifth floor in the elevator. I don’t know if I’d be able to survive that sexual tension without someone here to break it. The realtor is chatty, so it’s completely distracting.

“Have you looked at many places?” she asks me and Pru as if we’re together. I look away, refusing to meet her eyes to allow Pru to answer instead. Hopefully she’ll make it clear.

“No, this is the first place I’ve seen,” Pru says with a coy excitement. “So, I’m really looking forward to it. I might not be able to make any decisions right away until I’ve seen a few…”

“Oh no, I completely understand,” the realtor reassures her. “Don’t worry about it. I know what it’s like. You have to check out a few places before you can decide. Just know that I do have a few people interested, so if this is the home you want you might have to move quickly.”

Pru looks worried, but I roll my eyes. I know this is a trick, realtors always say things like that to make people feel panicked into making a decision. When we get a moment alone, I’ll make sure Pru knows not to be bullied into anything that she isn’t one hundred percent sure of. The last thing I want is for her to start her new life wrong. I don’t want her to take on a home that she cannot afford.

I’ll help her not to make that mistake, that’s why I’m here after all.

Inside the apartment, I’m quite impressed. It’s a fairly nice place with a bit of space, but I don’t want to like it too much because I know it won’t work out for Pru. She’s going to have to set her sights unfortunately much lower. The realtor gives her the spiel about the place, but I barely listen. I wander over to the window and take a look out at the city as I do. It’s a big wide world out there, a scary place for anyone. I don’t think I’ve ever considered how much more frightening it is for some of our kids. They don’t have the life experience to survive. Someone keeps tabs on them, but I haven’t ever really bothered before. I know I will with Pru, I’ll have to know how she is.

Eventually, Pru grips onto my arm and she gives me a look. I can tell that she’s done here but she doesn’t know how to say it, which leaves it up to me. Luckily, I don’t mind shooting people down. I can be Pru’s voice until she finds her own. 

“Thank you very much, but actually we do need to get going,” I say in a firm, but friendly tone of voice. “We will be in touch though, if this is what Pru decides in the end.”

As we say our thank you’s and goodbye’s I can feel Pru’s gratitude rolling off her in waves. It gives me a strong sense of pride, I’m happy with what I’ve done to help her. She needs it after all. And it works too. I can tell as we leave the first apartment and we get into the car to drive to the next, she’s a bit more settled and confident. I hope that’s given her a clue about what she really wants.

***

I tap my fingers against the steering wheel and I glance over to the restaurant where Pru is inside having her very first job interview. She was shaking before she went inside, she was so damn anxious it made me want to weep for her. But we went through some of the self-confidence techniques we’ve discussed before, and eventually she went inside.

She’s been in there so long now, what can they possibly be talking about? Admittedly I’ve never worked serving people before, but surely there are only so many questions they can ask. I’m starting to get worried. Any moment I’m going to burst in there and demand that they set her free.

Before I can make that insane, over protective move, the doors to the restaurant swing open and Pru comes out with a giant, flushed smile on her face. She looks pleased, which I have to assume is a good thing. The interview must have gone really well.

She slides into the passenger’s seat and turns to look at me with shining eyes. “I got the job,” she declares happily. “I mean, I don’t think I’m going to take it because I don’t think I’ll like it, but they loved me and I got it!”

“Of course, you did!” I get caught up in her elation and I offer her a high five, which she takes happily. “Of course, they love you, and the good thing is, now you know more about what you want. Shall we go onto the next job?”

There’s a dangerous pause where our eyes connect and I can feel that tension building. The sexual chemistry that sizzles and burns brightly between us wildly. There’s definitely something between us and now I’m certain that we both know it… but that doesn’t change anything. Even if she stirs me up and makes me feel things that I don’t know what to do with. We have to keep away.

“Yes,” she finally says, breaking the moment for the both of us. “Let’s go. I still have a lot of people to see today and it feels like I’m on a roll.”

Chapter Ten – Prudence

I feel over the moon in every single way, this was absolutely the perfect idea to give me some confidence. Now I know for certain that I can do this. Looking things up online was okay, but it was too virtual to be real. Now I’m out in the actual world, experiencing it all. I’ve seen homes that I can actually see myself living in – although the ones I really like are much too expensive for me to live in, but that’s okay. I’ll work up to that in the end – and I’ve been offered multiple jobs.

“So, which position are you most inclined to go for?” Logan asks me excitedly.

“Ooh, I don’t know.” I shrug my shoulders a couple of times because I’m all much too elated. “I quite like the office, but the people seemed a bit bitchy. The clothes shop seemed pretty cool. The girls were really nice to me there, which makes me inclined to go there. Is that bad?”

“No way.” Logan shakes his head rapidly. “You spend so much of your time at work so you have to like the people you’re working with. Especially for someone like you, you need a good support system of friends. If you like these girls then you should go for it.”

I nod happily, glad to hear Logan say that. It’s the answer I wanted but was too afraid to ask for. I thought it might be immature to want to go for friends, but Logan’s made a good point. I will need people, having girls around me is part of the fantasy life that I want for myself. Since I can’t get all the elements I want for the fantasy part of my life, I’ll have to settle with what I can.

I glance at Logan out the corner of my eye as we get back into the car. Spending the time with him today, both of us as adults, has only made me like him even more. Every time our skin has brushed together I’ve got a buzz of excitement, every word he’s spoken to me has warmed my chest, my connection to him has increased and intensified. I wish there was some way I could carry that on.

Admittedly, in every apartment I was in I imagined Logan living there with me. I kept picturing myself standing in the kitchen with his arms around my waist from behind. I saw us collapsed together on the couch after a long day of work, watching TV and snuggling in, I imagined me and him lying together in bed, just happily being in love. Since I can never have that, I might as well be happy with what I can have, and friends are a big part of that. Those girls were really nice.

“Oh God, I’m definitely going to like it here,” I gasp while flopping my head back against the head rest of the seat. “Out in the world, it’s so much better than in the center.”

“You haven’t had any good times?” Logan asks me curiously. “Not at all.”

Instantly, all the good memories I’ve had at the center flood my mind, and each and every one of them involve Logan. No one else has made me feel as comfortable as him. “Yeah, I suppose I have had some good times,” I say coyly. “But not enough to keep me there.”

I don’t know if it’s in my imagination but as I say that, Logan’s face seems to drop. I don’t want to disappoint him, and I also don’t want our friendship to end, but at the same time I can’t stay for him. We both know that, we cannot remain close because nothing can happen. This is the only way.

“At least I don’t have to give everything up,” I say teasingly to him. “I still have your email so I can be in touch.” When he doesn’t say anything, I feel compelled to continue. “If you want…”

“Oh of course I do!” he gushes. “I don’t want to lose touch with you, I’d like to keep up to date with you. And then if you ever need help I can be there for you like I promised.”

I smile to myself feeling very happy at the idea that I don’t have to completely sever ties. Just keeping that door open one tiny bit is enough to give me confidence. I’ll be alone, but not completely and utterly by myself without any options. If I’m ever really struggling, I have someone I know.

“You probably won’t want me though, by the time you get settled,” Logan continues in a slightly morose tone of voice. “You’ll be so busy living it up and enjoying the high life that you’ll forget all about me. You won’t even remember my name.”

“I don’t know about that, Mr. Banker… or Logan. You’ve made quite a big impact on me.” I won’t admit to him how big an impact he has had because I don’t think that’s necessary. It’ll just make things weird when they don’t need to be. I might not want just friendship, but I’m happy to have that over nothing. “I’m sure I’ll always remember you.”

We drive in silence for a while with Logan taking me back to the center. I’m not ready to return yet, there are so many other things that I want to experience. I’m too impatient to wait.

“Can we go to a bar?” I ask on impulse. “Go and get a drink somewhere?”

“What?” Logan gasps in shock. “What do you mean, go to a bar? I can’t take you for a drink.”

“Why not?” I turn in my seat and give him a flutter of puppy dog eyes. I haven’t ever acted this way before but this moment calls for it. “Why can’t you take me? Please let’s go.”

“Because…” He laughs awkwardly, almost to himself. “Because you’re too young, that’s why.”

“I don’t want to drink alcohol.” Without even thinking about it, I reach across and touch his hand on the gear stick. “I just want to see what it’s like inside a bar. I want to know what that part of my life will be like, because I’m sure there will be times when I go out and do stuff like that. The drinking, the dancing, the… I don’t know. Whatever it is you do in bars.”

“What do you think you do?” Logan asks me, sounding bewildered. But I notice that he doesn’t yank his hand away from me like he could. “Bars aren’t magical, exciting places.”

“I’m not really concerned with drinking,” I admit, knowing deep in my heart that I’m speaking the full truth. “After seeing what it’s done to my father it isn’t something that seems fun. But I don’t want to shut out areas of my life that might bring people in. You know how quiet I am, it’ll be hard enough for me to make friends and socialize. I just… I guess I want to experience every single side of life and I want someone to support me with that. Someone I trust. Someone like you…”

He breaths hard and fast, and I start to fear that I might be irritating him. I suppose I’ve already pushed him far enough, taken up enough of his weekend, I don’t want to do more. 

“I’m sorry I said anything,” I tell him quietly. “I don’t know why I’m trying to push, I guess I’m just excited. I’ve been so nervous to do all of this and today has filled me with confidence.”

“I’m glad that you’re confident and happy,” Logan insists. “But I can’t do anything inappropriate. If the bosses at the center find out that I’ve taken you to a bar then I’ll lose my job.”

“And you love your job?” For what feels like the first time, I ask him a personal question.

“I do.” He nods slowly. “It’s something that I’ve always wanted to do, to help other people. It’s what all my education and training was about. I like the center, I think it runs well.”

I like hearing these things about him, it feels even better than going to a bar. I suppose that’s something I can do any time, this is a once in a life time thing. “I see. And how old are you now?”

My heart thumps as I wait for an answer. This is something that I have absolutely no idea about and I’m pretty terrified of the answer. Whatever it is, he’s too old for me. Probably.

“Twenty-four,” he says without looking in my direction. “Just. Last month actually.”

“Last month? You never said anything.” I don’t know why I’m surprised. In the five years, I’ve been at the center we’ve never really celebrated or talked about anyone’s birthday. I suppose that’s good really because my birthday is the anniversary of my life changing forever. “Happy birthday.”

Logan laughs, a sound that’s full of mirth. “Thank you, a bit late but thanks.”

“Did you do anything exciting?” I imagine him at a glamorous dinner party, surrounded by all his closest friends and family. He’s such a nice man he must have lots of people in his life.

He shifts a bit uncomfortably in his seat. “I actually just went to a bar. It was very dull.”

It wasn’t. I can tell, but I don’t push him on it. There must be a reason why he doesn’t want to talk about it, and it’s probably because he doesn’t want me to ask about going out again. Not that I even want to now, I want to remain here, talking to Logan, dissecting him.

“Did your wife not take you out?” Oh God, I don’t know why I even asked that! I didn’t think before I spoke and now Logan’s eyes are almost bugging out of his head.

“I’m not married, I’m too young to be married. I don’t even have a girlfriend.”

I don’t know which part to focus on most, the idea that he thinks he’s too young to be married, which puts him in a similar category to me, or the idea that he’s definitely single now. He doesn’t have anyone to love him, which is a tragedy. What the hell is wrong with all the women his age?

“Oh well I don’t have a boyfriend either,” I say with a smirk, trying to lighten up the atmosphere. “And that’s something I don’t think will change any time soon.”

“You say that now, but I bet it does,” Logan replies quietly. “A beautiful girl like you will have men lining up to be with you. You just have to be careful not to pick the bad ones.”

He thinks I’m beautiful? My hands curl around my chest as I swim in those delicious words. Logan Banker, the most handsome man on the planet, thinks I’m beautiful.

He’s someone who must know what real beauty is as well, so the fact that he’d even say that to me is massive. It makes me feel really damn good about myself. There’s a tiny part of me that actually feels beautiful for just a second, and it’s a wonderful sensation.

“Right, well we’re here now.” Logan turns to look at me with a depth to his gaze. “Back to normal, I suppose.”

“Will you be around tomorrow?” I know that he won’t but I have to ask. I don’t know if I can go a whole day without seeing him now. I feel addicted to him. “Or Monday?”

“Monday,” he replied decisively. “Yeah, I won’t be back until Monday now, but I’ll see you then for our usual appointment okay?”

It isn’t enough, I know I’ll go crazy before then but I don’t have a choice. I have to agree because right now things need to be on the terms of the adults. It doesn’t matter though, I’ll official be an adult too and everything will be just fine.

“Okay.” 

Chapter Eleven – Logan

Shit, shit, shit. I hit the gas pedal fast and burn along the road rapidly because I need to get away from the center. That was the hardest day of my whole life and I don’t know what to do with myself. Being around Pru in a more natural environment was torture. Out in the real world she’s like just another adult. Especially when she starts talking about crazy things such as going to a bar. 

Oh, and that sentence, the killer sentence: I guess I want to experience every single side of life and I want someone to support me with that. Someone I trust. Someone like you…

Her words circle through my mind, feeling like they’re about sex. I don’t know if that’s how she intended her statement to be taken, but that’s how it made me feel inside. It must be because of that dream I had where she was begging me to teach her how to please a man, that’s all. She’s too sweet, too innocent, the ‘never been kissed’ type. There’s no way she really meant that.

“Fucking hell!” I mutter as I slam my hands against the steering wheel. “Fuck!”

I need a distraction, I need my usual weekend of blowing off steam, but this time it’s for a completely different reason. It isn’t because I’ve had a harrowing, stressful week, it’s because I think I might explode. I’m so fucking hard it’s killing me. I can’t give my erection to the person who it’s for, so someone else will have to get it. I need to find someone random and willing, any girl in a bar.

I pull up the car at my apartment building but I don’t bother to go inside. There’s nothing for me there, not even Roxy lives in there anymore. I slam the door shut and head to the bar just around the corner. I don’t normally go there because it’s too close to home, but tonight I’m too impatient to wait. I need to be there now, I need to block everything out with booze.

“Whiskey, please,” I demand to the bartender while slamming a note down on the bar.

“Bad day?” she asks while running her tongue along her lips. I don’t know if this is a purposeful act or not, but because of the mood I’m in it sends electricity right down to my cock. 

“Urgh, you could say that.” I shake my head and run my hand through my hair, tugging on the ends. “Work has been kicking my ass today, I really need a fucking break.”

“Good job you’re here then.” She gives me a wide, toothy smile. Her red lipstick is hot as fuck, it makes her look like a fantasy girl from a porn movie. “At least I can help you out?”

Okay that was definitely flirty, I don’t think it’s just me anymore. I lean across the bar and inhale her beer like scent which has obviously come from working in here all day. As she sees me responding to her, she tosses her dark hair over her shoulder and pushes out her voluptuous breasts. 

“Is that a tattoo?” I ask while reaching out to brush the top of her cleavage. 

“It’s a snake,” she practically moans, enjoying the sensation of me touching her. She pushes herself further into my hand, making her feelings clear. “You should see the bottom of it.”

“Where is the bottom of it?” Much as I’m intrigued by this woman, and her snake tattoo, she isn’t enough to get rid of thoughts of Pru. Her sweet innocent, excitable smile is still at the forefront of my mind, combining with the idea of her from my dreams. The much dirtier version.

“It goes right down my body.” Her finger trails down herself, presumably following the line of the tattoo across her torso and towards her vagina. “And all the way into my panties.” 

“I would er, love to see it sometime.” I need to see it, to bury my face in it to forget.

“Well, there aren’t any other customers here,” she comments idly while scanning her eyes everywhere, causing me to do the same. “And there haven’t been for the past two hours. I can’t imagine anyone’s coming in any time soon, so why don’t I show you now?”

Yes! I almost fist bump the air because she’s giving me everything that I so desperately need. Thank fuck! I’m so glad, I didn’t think it would be this easy to get my release.

“Oh well I don’t see why not.” My heart thumps happily. “I do love reptiles after all.”

She reaches across and grabs my hand before pulling me around the back of the bar and into the store room around the back. Once we’re safely out of sight if anyone does come into the bar, the girl unbuttons her shirt slowly, showing me the black inked outline of a cobra. It’s cute, but not why I’m here. I don’t really want to see the tattoo, I just want to grab this girl and do…

Before I can do anything, she drops to her knees in front of me sensing my impatience. As her fingers fiddle with the zipper to my trousers I toss my head back and let her get to work. This must have been a really boring shift for her if she’s this keen to have fun. I made a damn good choice!

Eventually she pulls me free and she wraps her lips around me, taking me down to the back of her throat with ease. She bobs her head up and down me, while tracing her fingers over my balls, tickling them in a weirdly incredible way. It sends vibrations running all over me. This girl is a bit of a freak and I like it! It’s fun and gives me some real satisfaction as she goes, but it isn’t enough to take my mind off Pru. Even though this girl looks nothing like her at all, she becomes her. Her black hair turns pale blonde, her red lips become nude, she transforms into the innocent young lady asking me to teach her how to please a man. It’s a glorious dream and a terrible nightmare at the same time. I wish I was in the back of my car with her, but at the same time I’m so glad that I’m not. If I did that I would risk absolutely everything. My job, my livelihood, all for one girl. One amazing girl.

“Oh fuck,” I groan and moan as the bliss gets too much for me. “Fucking hell.”

She sees how much I’m enjoying this and she picks up the pace, driving me to damn near distraction. The wet heat feels fucking good, and even if it’s combined with the sick fantasy that I’m trying to avoid, I’m still about to explode. This bartender knows what she’s doing.

Finally, I can’t hold it in anymore and I fill her mouth up with my cum. I watch as she pulls away and some of it dribbles down her chin, but she swallows the rest of it down like a pro. I wonder if this is the sort of thing that she does a lot to make the day pass by quicker, she hooks up with random patrons just for fun… but then I realize that it hardly matters. I certainly won’t be coming back here again, it isn’t safe enough. I got lucky with Roxy, that won’t happen a second time. 

“That was amazing,” I gasp as I pull my trousers back up. “Honestly, fucking incredible.”

I move in towards her, to make my move on her because although in my head this is all about me, I want to give her pleasure too, but she pushes me away and shakes her head.

“I don’t think we have time for that,” she says breathily with a shining happy look in her eyes like that was enough for her. “Someone could come in at any moment. Maybe next time, yeah?”

“Oh right.” I already know there isn’t going to be a next time. “Yeah, sure.”

The girl practically shoves me out from behind the bar to where my drink is still sitting on the side. I slug in back in one go, thinking of only Pru the entire time. That’s the sort of thing that can happen in bars, admittedly it doesn’t always, but it’s possible, and one day she’ll be mixed up in it all. After being so retrained for such a long time, maybe she’ll be the girl giving blow jobs to random men just for something to do. It can work that way, the girls locked away from the world turn into the biggest freaks, which is an utterly horrifying thought. I can’t stand it.

“I have to go,” I tell the bartender regretfully. “Sorry to leave you alone but I have to…”

“No, no, I understand.” I think she’s glad actually because it’s a little strained between us now. “I’ll see you soon, maybe?” She shrugs, seemingly unbothered. “Or whatever.”

I leave the bar and walk slowly back to my home. I could go out some more, maybe even have some more fun with someone else but I’m not longer in the mood. It won’t work anyway, I’m never getting this girl out of my mind. She’s the only one who’s ever captured my attention and that scares me. What if there isn’t another one, what if Pru is the only one for me and she’s the girl I can’t ever have? That would just be damn typical. I end up alone, with nothing and no one. Lonely.

Once inside my apartment I let out a yell of frustration. I feel like I’m stuck in a terrible mess, that I’m drowning and there’s no way to save myself. I keep kicking my legs, screaming and yelling, but there’s no life raft, no life boat, no way to get air into my lungs. I’m desperately trying to suck it back, but I can’t, and that’s all because of Pru. She’s holding my head underwater.

I stare at my cell phone, wishing I could have someone to speak to about this, but there’s no one. My parents moved to England six years ago and the time difference is so weird that I hardly ever get the chance to speak to them, I don’t have hardly any of a relationship with my brother for no other reason except for the fact that we haven’t ever been close like that. He’s ten years older than me, so we never had anything in common. I used to have a lot of friends to make up for that, but not now.

What the fuck happened? I don’t know when I lost everyone really. I guess moving away to the city when I finished college was the first step to distancing myself from the people I used to be close to. I still talk to them, but about more superficial stuff now. I couldn’t go to anyone with this. Then I got so involved with my work that I never bothered to make new friends. I’ve good acquaintances with the others at the center but I don’t ever socialize with them outside of the office. I’m too busy boozing and hooking up, ‘blowing off steam’ all by myself.

I don’t have a best friend, someone I can confide in about my feelings, and that’s sad. Maybe I’m the one who needs therapy now! I’ve come full circle and I need someone to talk to me about my problems. I don’t know how it’s come to this, but it’s something I need to rectify. If I had a friend, they could talk to me out of this, they could confirm how crazy I am, then I might be able to put this behind me for good.

Right now, it’s just me and my thoughts, and that’s a dangerous place to be!

Chapter Twelve – Prudence

I can feel Logan, creeping through my veins, consuming me entirely. He’s everything, everywhere, my drug that I can’t get enough hits of. I know that I’m obsessed, he’s all that I can think about, but I simply cannot stop. What I felt for him before was simply a deep connection, a special friendship that I couldn’t live without. Now, I have to assume that it’s love. I care about him more than anything or anyone else, and that only gets stronger with each passing second.

I know it’s unwise, but I keep thinking that when I’m legally an adult, when I’m out of this place for good and I’m living alone, then maybe we can finally be together. I have his contact information, he’s keen for me to keep in touch… it has to be so. I’ll invite him out for a drink with me one night in a bar and then see what happens. Or maybe I’ll ask him to dinner, or even breakfast. Once I’m all settled and I’m in a good place, he’ll have to start taking me seriously. 

The thing is, I’m very sure that he loves me too, I can see it in his eyes. He knows it, but right now he can’t act on it because I’m at the center, but that won’t be the case for very much longer.

“You’ve had a productive weekend,” he says thinly as his eyes run over the ideas I have had. “You’ve set out a basic budget based on the wages you’ll get from that job, and you’ve emailed about the apartment too. I’m very proud of you, this is all very good work. You must be proud.”

“Well, the apartment does want a deposit, so I’m trying to figure out how much because I might need to get a loan to get me started, but yes aside from that it all looks good. The shop was glad I called them because they really want me working there… so that’s pretty awesome…”

“I’ll always loan you the money,” Logan interrupts rapidly. “I mean, if you’re struggling to get hold of it. I know that you want to get out of here quickly, so anything that I can do to help with that I will. It shouldn’t be too much, it wasn’t the biggest apartment so I imagine it’ll be a couple hundred dollars or so. I don’t think it should be too much more than that.”

I can’t help but smile at his generous offer. This only confirms to me that he wants me too. He wants to get me out of the center as quickly as I do because we cannot kick things off between each other until I’m gone. If he didn’t want me to leave, he would simply tell me to stay while I worked enough hours to save up the deposit money. That’s the sensible thing to do, and others have been forced to… no, Logan wants me out of here for a reason, and I know exactly what it is.

“Thank you so much, that is so kind of you, Logan.” It still feels strange to call him that inside this office, but I’m going to keep doing it to remind him that I’m an adult. “I really appreciate it.” 

We share a moment of intense eye contact, and I’m overcome with a feeling of safety. There isn’t anyone who will ever make me feel like he does, I wouldn’t ever be able to trust anyone with my life like I do Logan. I’m pretty sure that makes him the one for me. He’s my love and I cannot wait until we get the chance to explore that properly in every single way. I’m craving him desperately. My body is crying out for him, as is my heart.

“Well you’ve done so much good stuff here, I don’t want money to be the factor that holds you back. Then we can set up a fair payment plan so you can return the money to me as you can afford it, without any of the crazy interest that you would get anywhere else.”

Ooh, a payment plan, that means I’ll have to see him weekly to give him cash. That sounds amazing. Anything to keep us connected is perfect by me. I’ll have to ensure it lasts forever.

“Yep, sounds great. Thank you.” I stand up, ready to leave only because my appointment time is up and it’s about to be someone else’s turn. I don’t want to go, I want to spend every minute of every day with Logan, but I can do it because I’m sure soon enough I’ll have him all to myself, all the time. “So, I suppose I’ll see you next week then? Unless you want to see me before Monday?”

He pauses, I can see him racking his brain for any reason why it would be appropriate for him to see me but nothing comes to mind quick enough. That doesn’t matter, it’s a shame but the fact that he thought about it is enough for me. He wants to see me, even if he can’t.

“Nope, I think Monday will be fine. If you want to see me before then that’s okay. Just send me an email and let me know. I’ll see if I can fit you in.”

***

I lie on my bed, staring at the tablet screen with trembling fingers. I’ve managed to nab some time on it because Logan told the other staff members that I need it to get my life in order. Thankfully, no one has questioned me on exactly what I’m doing which is perfect because I’ve spent the last half an hour trying to craft the perfect email to Logan. He did tell me to message him if I want him, and I do. I’m just trying to figure out what for. 

I know I’ll be able to message him as much as I want the moment I get out of here, but I’m impatient. I want to start now. I want to get the ball rolling because I’m so excited.

“What you doing?” Leah hisses from her bed. “Turn that tablet off, it’s late. We aren’t supposed to use it this late. Don’t you know the rules by now, Perfect Prudence?”

I roll my eyes at her prissy tone. Leah spends half her life breaking the rules, so this isn’t anything to do with that. This is her being annoyed because I have special privileges at the moment. Still, I don’t want to wind her up at the moment, I can’t be doing with any added drama.

“Sorry,” I mutter, while throwing the duvet up over my head to cover up the light.

That actually makes my time alone with the tablet feel a little more private, which helps me to craft my very innocent email, that feels like it’s the naughtiest thing in the whole entire world.

‘Hi Logan, it’s Pru. I’m not emailing you for an extra appointment or anything, I just want to say thank you for all your help. You’ve been very kind to me and I appreciate it very much.’

It isn’t anything that I haven’t said to his face, so maybe it’s a bit pointless but I have to start the communication somehow and I don’t want to dive right in with anything that might be considered risky. That’s just a simple, normal message that expresses nothing but thanks.

Seconds later, the tablet flashes up with a reply which makes my heart pound. It can only be Logan emailing me back which is thrilling and horrifying all at once. I don’t know if I expected him to message me back really, and certainly not this quickly. I wonder if he’s lying in bed, feeling as excited and nervy as I do. I wonder if now he’s clutching his screen, waiting eagerly for my reply.

‘Hi Pru, thank you very much for your email, that was a very nice surprise. You know that you are always welcome, you are a very special lady who deserves to have someone looking out for her. I am in all week, so if you change your mind and you do wish to see me, please do.’

I could leave it there if I wanted to, but I don’t. My entire body buzzes with excitement as I rapidly hit the reply button. I was tired before, but now I’m wide awake than I’ve ever been in my entire life. I feel like I’ve been eating sugar all day long and now I’m high as a kite. I could stay up all night long shooting messages back and forth with Logan, I just know it.

This time, because of the late hour and the privacy of my own duvet prison, on top of the crazy high that I’m currently riding, I decide to go just a tad more risqué, just to see what I can get from it.

‘I’m glad that when I leave I’ll be living in the city so I won’t be too far from you,’

As soon as I hit the send button, a sick feeling of shame and regret floods me. That’s something I definitely shouldn’t have done, I can see that now. Every single time I refresh the page and I don’t have anything back, it makes my head spin and spiral down into a deep dark place. It’s like being on a roller coaster, the massive high has given way to a giant dip and I don’t like it one bit. Until…

‘Yes, me too. I’ll be glad that I can still keep an eye on you… if you need me to.’

Oh, thank God, he’s messaged me back! And with a bit of a possessive, protective message too which feels nice. I like the idea of him hiding in every corner, watching me, protecting me from a distance, ready to leap out and hold me at any given moment. It makes me feel loved and excited.

‘I will always need you to.’

At that moment, the battery light flashes up which means I really need to turn the tablet off and charge the battery if I don’t want to go through hell tomorrow. I make sure that I log out of everything possible so there isn’t any way of anyone reading my emails by mistake (or on purpose, if it’s Leah), then I step quietly out of the bed to find the wall plug. Logan knows what the routines in this place are like anyway, he’ll know that I’m not ignoring him.

I also hope that my simple message is an effective one and he gets how I feel!

Once I get back into bed and I snuggle down with my eyes closed, my brain concocts a wonderful dream about me and Logan. Only this time, it isn’t all sweetness and light, romance and flowers. It’s steamier, sweatier, and a whole lot sexier. I even think about what his naked body might look like, and in my mind, it’s a wonderful sight to behold! As I imagine him slowly stripping me down and making sweet, passionate love to me, I feel more grown up than ever before.

I’m starting to see myself as an adult, just as everyone else is too.

Dream Logan makes me feel beautiful and sexy, which is something I wouldn’t be able to achieve without him. He looks at me in a way that suggests he genuinely does see me as pretty. The funny thing is he knows all the ugly sides to me, he’s seen me at my worst, and he still feels something for me. If that isn’t true love then I don’t know what is. How could anyone want anything more than a man who thinks they are beautiful even when they aren’t? I know that I don’t. My life will be perfect if I can have him in it, it’ll be the full picture of happiness that I’ve been searching my whole life for.

Chapter Thirteen – Logan

Why can’t I stop responding to Pru every time she does something that I know for sure is wrong? Every cheeky smile, every subtle but sexy stare, every email… I keep telling myself to take a step back from her but I can’t. It must be obvious to everyone else in the center, they must be able to feel the very obvious chemistry between us, but no one has commented as of yet. No one’s remarked on the fact that I keep turning up for breakfast when I rarely did before, no one says anything about Pru and me having more and more meetings together, and it seems that no one’s picked up on the online communication yet, which is good because that’s the riskiest thing of them all. The emails leave a paper trail, written evidence and although we don’t say anything inappropriate, I’m sure some of it is crossing a line. I hope it never gets found out and we manage to escape it.

Actually, after this afternoon, I’ll finally be able to relax and breathe properly again because the issue will be resolved. Pru’s birthday is today so we’re having a mini celebration for her. Usually, we don’t do much about birthdays because they can be extremely traumatic for some of the kids we get brought in, but since this is a goodbye party as well, we’re going all out. 

Later tonight, Pru will move in to her new apartment, hopefully to never return, and all will go back to normal. I can stop being a freak, coming in to the center all the time, and I can work on rebuilding the areas of my life that I’ve come to see need some help. Things that I’ve neglected. 

I harbor no illusion that Pru will continue to keep in touch with me once she starts crafting her own life, I will become some distant crush that she had a long time ago, so I need to keep myself distracted while I get over her. I may have to see her now and again to get my deposit money back, but I’m not that bothered to be honest. If she drifts away from me I’m more than happy to let her have it to get her started. For now, I think I need to focus on me for a while, to get my own very messy life in order once more. I need to turn acquaintances into friends and reconnect with people from my past that I’ve let go. If something good can come out of this, it’s that. 

“Okay, so I think that’s everything,” Hank, one of the kitchen staff, comments. “We’ve been told not to make too big a deal out of things because otherwise everyone will start crying and it might trigger some of the kids, so we’ve got a cake, some sandwiches, and some odd snack bits.”

“Yep. I’m sure that’ll be fine,” I reply stiffly, not sure how to behave really. “And what time is this going on until? Is the car coming to pick the girl up right afterwards?”

“Why? You got big plans tonight?” Hank smirks knowingly at me. “You got a hot date?”

I almost snap back at him that it’s none of his business but I stop myself at the last moment. I’m trying to actually be genuinely friendly with some of these people. I just need to give Hank a chance, he might turn out to be one of the people that I really can’t live without… maybe.

“Yeah, something like that,” I lie, because I can’t tell him that I’ll be drowning my sorrows. “Just want to know what time I can get out of here for the day, you know how it is.”

“The car is coming for her at six so you can definitely go then.”

Six o’ clock and it’ll all be over. There’s a part of my heart that tears into shreds but another part that’s simply relieved. The last few weeks have been the most torturous of my entire life. I’ve never lusted after someone that I can’t have so hard before and it’s the worst feeling in the world.

“Great, I’ll be hitting a bar at quarter past then,” I attempt to joke, but I don’t think the mirth comes off too well. “Or maybe not, since it’s a Thursday night and I have work tomorrow.”

Work here, without Pru Evans in the building. How weird is that going to be? She’s been a constant presence for five years, even when I haven’t felt like this. Urgh, I’m so conflicted and confused at the moment, I’m driving myself insane. I need a damn good shake!

Hank gives me a funny look, proving that any chances of friendship with him might be well out the window, before he leaves me alone in the communal room while I wait for this little party thing to start. I finished my appointments a while back in preparation and now I’m keen to get this done. Especially the first bit when I see Pru. I haven’t seen her yet today. I’m nervous about it.

“Hey.” Oh my God, as if I’ve summoned her up by magic, I hear her soft voice behind me.

I spin around to give her a curious look. “Hi, Pru, is everything okay?”

She nods a little unsurely. “Yes, I think so. It’s a big day today and I’m a bit anxious.”

Her skinny jeans and tee shirt look really nice on her, they cling tightly to her frame, showing off her lovely womanly figure. She rocks her body side to side, showing that she isn’t totally comfortable in her skin yet, but that’ll come. She’s still millions better than she once was.

“Of course, you are.” I roll a box around in my pocket containing her birthday present. I wanted to find the right time to give it to her but now I think I might have left it too late. I can’t do it now in case someone walks in and thinks it’s weird. Instead, I’ll have to just be the asshole that got her nothing. “Moving day, birthday, happy birthday by the way, saying goodbye to here. Crazy!”

Tears fill her eyes but to her credit she remains strong enough to keep them in. “Yeah, I know, I’ve been waiting for this for ages but now that it’s here it feels all mental and odd.”

My body language softens which makes me realize just how tense my shoulders have been up until this point. She needs some advice from me, I need to be the man I’m supposed to be. “I know it does, but you do know that you’ll be fine, don’t you? You do know that you have what it takes.”

I step closer to her with my arms outstretched as if I’m going to embrace her or something, but I think better of it at the last moment and I drop them awkwardly back by my sides again.

“Maybe afterwards,” she says with a sorrowful smile. “It isn’t the right time.”

Luckily, I didn’t hug her because at that moment, other people fill the room. Kids, staff members, even some of the teachers who are only here a few hours a week. They’ve all come to say farewell to Pru without really knowing who she is. Sure, they’ve seen her a lot during the last five years but they haven’t spoken to her and gotten deep into her psyche. Not like me. I know her better than the lot of them. I don’t know if that’s a good or a bad thing, it doesn’t make me feel good right now.

Noise fills the room, there’s so much chatter and laughter that my brain aches. It’s all like bees buzzing noisily around me, driving me to distraction, when all I want to do is look at her. I just want to watch Pru, to enjoy these last few minutes with her before she’s stripped from my life completely.

The festivities begin, although admittedly they’re a little meagre. We half-heartedly sing happy birthday, most of us too afraid to upset the ones who had bad stuff happen to them on their birthdays – which to be honest is most of them – then we all say nice things about Pru to see her off. Most people’s comments are a bit inane and don’t really mean anything, but some of the things are really nice. I hope she takes the comments on board and uses them to give her confidence.

“Mr. Banker?” Leah says with a wicked, knowing smile. “What about you?”

“Hmm?” I glare back, annoyed at being disturbed. “What do you mean what about me?”

“What do you have to say to Prudence? You know, as a goodbye message.”

Shit, I got so involved in watching this like a performance I almost forgot that I’m here myself. I can feel my body heating up shamefully, making Leah laugh out loud as if she knows something.

“Oh well, Pru…dence.” I don’t know why, but it feels weird to call her the nickname I give her in front of everyone else. No one else shortens her name I’ve noticed. “It’s going to be a different place without you here. But I, as I’m sure everyone else here does, wish you well in the future. Get out there and kick some ass.” I make a lame, embarrassing fist bump which is awful.

There’s a silence for a few moments while everyone looks at me like I’m a bit mad, but luckily before it can get really awkward, Hank brings out a slice of cake for everyone giving everyone else something else to talk and think about. I take the moment of distraction to race into the bathroom to catch my breath again. I need a moment away from all the madness to collect myself together.

You’re an idiot, I tell myself as I stare at my slightly blurry reflection in the mirror. A fool! Why are you getting so worked up and insane? I have reasoned with myself enough times that this madness I’m going through is all going to end today, I don’t have much longer to hold it together, so why the hell can’t I just do it? Just… be cool. I check my watch. Not long now.

By the time I go back into the room, Pru is already gathering up her things to leave, so no one bothers to even look my way. There’s a stinging sensation in my nose, I feel quite emotional, but for the moment I push that to one side. I can fall apart later if that’s what I need to do.

“Bye, Prudence!” everyone says to her at the door as she starts to walk out towards the car. She looks small and scared, but I’m sure that’ll go once she gets away from here. “See you soon!”

I wish everyone else would vanish so I could share this moment alone with Pru. I want to wrap my arms around her, to freeze the moment so I’ll have something to keep me going, but of course I can’t. I have to hang around at the back of the crowd and just wait very impatiently. This is killing me, since I can’t do what I want to, I need it all just to be over.

As she walks out the door, I take a step right back from everyone and I type out a bit of a desperate email on my phone, giving Pru my cell phone number if she needs it. It’s probably the dumbest thing that I’ve ever done, but it’s gone now. It’s been sent out into cyberspace for her to do with what she wants. Maybe she won’t even see it, who knows…

Right, time to let go completely, I think half-heartedly as I drop my phone back into my pocket. Time to get my life back on track.

Chapter Fourteen – Prudence

This isn’t how I thought it was going to be, I think sadly as I curl my knees up around my chest., trying to make myself as small as possible. I should have come earlier I don’t know why I waited.

I liked the idea of spending my last day surrounded by the people I’ve grown up with through the last five years, I guess I got a little nostalgic towards the end. I also didn’t want to spend my birthday alone. I thought it’d be better to just get to my new life started by getting to sleep and starting fresh in the morning… but that’s before I got here and realized how terrifying it is to be by myself in this apartment at night time. In the day, with Logan and the realtor by my side, it didn’t seem so bad, but now it’s horrible. It’s freaky, there are sirens running by the place all the time, I can hear the couple in the apartment next door arguing really loudly, and bangs all the time.

It’s terrifying, I’m definitely not ready for this. I want to leave so damn badly it hurts.

I keep rubbing my thumb over my hand where I’ve written Logan’s cell phone number. I spent a little bit of time in an Internet café earlier and I got his email, but I haven’t done anything about it yet. Right now, I’m doing everything that I can to stop myself from calling him because I want to be an adult. I don’t want to be a scared little child who cannot cope alone. But I want him. I hate this and I want to have him by my side. I’m never going to be able to get any sleep.

Stop it, I scold myself while pushing myself up into a standing position and pacing up and down the room. This is madness. I can do this, of course it’s scary on the first night but that doesn’t mean that I should just give up. This is my chance to be brave and strong, to prove myself.

I wander over to the tiny window I have which looks down onto someone’s bins below. It isn’t the sweeping view of the city sky line that you see in movies, but it’s mine. I can appreciate what I have. At least now I have my own bedroom and my own view, I’m not stuck in a room with Leah being utterly obnoxious, and the other kids snoring loudly. It’s not silence, but it’s quieter.

I move back over to the sofa bed and attempt to lie back down again. I’m not giving myself much hope of drifting off because I’m in my clothes. I don’t think I’m ready to change it my pajamas until I’m one hundred percent that I won’t have to get up and run at a moment’s notice.

I squeeze my eyes shut tight, trying to block out the whole world. I try to think of the nicest things to clear my brain of all the negativity, but it quickly becomes clear that it’s pointless. The noises in the center were always safe sounds. Annoying maybe, but never dangerous. The sounds here are absolutely terrifying. They remind me of things that I would much rather forget.

“Stop!” comes a hideous shriek from the apartment next door. “No, please stop.”

I bolt upright in bed and dart my eyes side to side. My heart races, pumping boiling hot blood all round my body. I recognize those screams well, they’re sheer terror which means anything could be going on there. My mind skips back many years ago and I remember myself, when I was the one who was screaming and begging my father to stop. He would whip me and smack me about for the silliest of things, making me hate and blame myself along the way. It could be for making a mess, or even because he thought someone was talking badly about him in the pub… I got so used to walking on egg shells my entire life and even that wasn’t enough. He was still angry all the time.

As I recall being the girl weeping in the corner of the room while blow after blow rained down on me. I remember feeling helpless and terrified, but also knowing that I couldn’t ever tell anyone what was happening to me. As the smacks ran over my body I was always planning how to cover them up to make sure that no one noticed. I was only concerned with protecting him, even though my father didn’t seem to have much concern with protecting me. He hurt me, the opposite.

I guess that’s something I’ll never get any answers to now. Now he’s gone I’ll never get to find out why Dad couldn’t stand me, what made him flip like he did, and whether or not he feels bad about it. I can draw some conclusions on my own, but that will never be definitive answers from his mouth. I’ll never fully get closure and while I can keep moving forwards, I’ll never be able to move on. Not totally. There will always be a part of me that’s stuck.

Now, listening to this argument getting worse and worse by the second, I can barely stand it.

I squeeze my hands over my ears, trying to block out the sound and as I do the tears begin to fall. They stream down my face, wetting my cheeks, making me feel awful. The memories of my father, the sounds all around me, the acute, horrific loneliness, it’s all too much for me…

I jump out of bed and race across the apartment until I get to the front door. There’s an intense panic in my chest now, a fear that if I don’t escape my heart might explode, killing me dead. It doesn’t matter how hard I pant I can’t get anywhere near enough air sucked back into my lungs. I’m in a real state now and there’s only one thing that I know for sure will calm me down. No longer am I worried about looking like a child, I just need help. I just need him, and the safe feeling he gives.

I saw a pay phone at the end of the street when I first moved in earlier today and I took note of it because I don’t have a cell phone, and now I’m glad. Although as I run down the road in the middle of a panic attack it feels much too far away. As soon as I have any spare money, I’m going to get my own phone. I won’t even need a good one, just one that I can make calls from to save this.

Once I’m inside the booth, I grab the change from my pocket with trembling hands. Fear has my eyes so blurry that I can barely see anything, but I just about manage to shove some coins in. As I dial, I hope I’m getting the number right because I know I’m in a mess. All I can think about is Logan and his warm face, his loving eyes, the protection that his stature gives me…

Ring, ring… Ring, ring,... Ring, ring…

I hop up and down while I wait for him to answer. I feel impatient, needy, stressed. I know that Logan gave me his number ‘for emergencies’ but I wonder if he expected me to use it. I’m sure not this soon, but what else can I do? I don’t have anyone else in the world.

“Hello?” he sounds a little gruff, maybe tired. I hope I haven’t woken him up.

“H… hi,” I stammer, a thick ball of emotion balling up in my throat making it hard to talk. I’m more worked up than ever now. “Sorry, L… Logan, it’s Pru, I… I don’t know…”

“Pru?” He sounds very confused but more alert now. I still feel really bad for waking him up but I’m just so relieved to have a friendly voice. “What’s the matter? Has something happened?”

“The couple next door, they were arguing, and I think it got violent I don’t know. Maybe I should be calling the cops not you, I don’t know I’m a mess. Then there are all the sirens and the banging. I keep thinking it might be gun shots…” I’m blabbing, but I can’t stop.

“Pru, Pru, stop,” Logan’s words are the only thing to prevent me from freaking out. “What’s going on? I can’t understand you. Is everything alright? Is it the apartment?”

“Yes.” That’s the simplest answer. “I don’t like it at all. I’m scared, Logan, please…”

He doesn’t say anything for a few moments, which leaves me drowning in self-doubt. This is the worst night of my life, but if Logan rejects me then it’ll crush me to the ground. I don’t know if that’s something that I’ll ever be able to recover from. I’ll never be able to adult again.

“Okay, Pru, just get back inside for now and lock the doors. I’ll be there very soon.”

The idea of going back into my home where I might be able to hear the couple arguing and God knows what else isn’t exactly appealing, but at the same time the knowledge that Logan is coming for me makes it all a little easier to handle. “Yeah okay, sure I’ll wait there. Thank you, Logan.”

Eventually I hang up the phone and I breathe a little easier. He’s coming, I’m no longer by myself. That makes me feel so much more relaxed. I think that was the main issue, the idea of spending all those hours completely alone. I wasn’t quite as ready for it as I thought I would be.

It’s going to be fine, I tell myself as I step rhythmically as I walk back home. It won’t take him long. Logan knows how scared I am, he’ll floor it to get here on time.

My pulse rate slows and my breaths return to a more than normal speed. I don’t get a surge of confidence or anything that I really need, but I’m not in a full state of panic anymore.

Still, I walk up the stairs slowly, not wanting to spend any time than necessary in that place. It’s lucky that all my stuff is still packed up because I won’t have to worry about sorting some clothes out. I can just grab a backpack and know that it has most of my stuff in. 

I slide the key into the lock slowly and carefully, taking my time as I do. Then I push the door open and I pop my head inside. I listen intently, checking out for noise…

Nothing. Absolutely nothing. A deep ringing silence that’s almost even scarier.

Okay, so it looks like the arguing has stopped, which is a good thing. I step inside with a deep breath and I circle around and around, just waiting. My heart and stomach can’t relax though, I’m still not totally convinced that the yelling is done. In my experience it never is…

What the hell is that? My ears prick up, I hear sounds at last. Is that them?

All of a sudden, I hear something from that side of the apartment. Banging and groaning. It sounds bad now, even worse than before. I race to the wall and press my ear up against it to hear deeper. This time if I hear anything that scares me I’ll race out and call the cops, no doubt about it. No one ever called the police for me, so I want to extend that courtesy for someone else.

It doesn’t get any louder, so I don’t know what to do. I need something conclusive before I can make that call. Making a call to the cops unnecessarily will only cause me drama with the neighbors that I don’t need. The last thing I need is enemies.

Bang, bang, bang!

Chapter Fifteen – Logan

It takes Pru far too long to get to the door, I start to get a little worried. I hammer on it until she swings it open with a very pale, terrified looking face. Sweat pours down her forehead, her eyes wide and shocked, she looks like she’s really been through the ringer. It worried me even more.

“Come in,” she gushes and grabs onto my arm to yank me in. “I need you to hear this.”

She races over to one of the walls and pushes her ear up against it. “This is the apartment where they were arguing before and it sounded like things might have been getting violent. Now, I don’t know what is going on in there. It sounds all weird and I’m scared. I’m frightened for her.”

I don’t know what I’ve walked into, but I walk towards the wall to listen too. After everything that Pru has been through it makes sense that any angry words would freak her out. It’s just unfortunate that she lives in this awful neighborhood where things like that are far too common.

“Oh… Pru.” I have to stifle a smile as I recognize those sounds well. Bless her, she’s utterly adorable. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about. They aren’t arguing anymore.”

“What are they doing then?” She gives me an incredulous look. “It sounds… weird.”

“They’re having sex.” It feels weird to say the ‘s’ word in front of Pru, especially when it makes her face flame like crazy. She’s so innocent, it’s absolutely killer. “So, you don’t have to worry.”

She folds her arms across her chest as if she’s trying to hold herself together and my heart goes out to her. This new world is clearly too much for her, it’s terrifying her and I feel bad. I thought I was helping her, but clearly, I’ve pushed her into something she isn’t ready for.

I’m not comfortable with it, but I might have to suggest that she goes back into the center. I’ve just gotten my clean break from her, things are supposed to be going back to normal but Pru’s welfare is so much more important. “So what’s scaring you? Is it everything?”

“I don’t know.” She looks about ready to burst into tears. “Yeah, I suppose so, I don’t like this apartment in the night time, the city is a scary place to be all by myself.”

I bite down on my bottom lip, cursing myself before I speak. Why do I need to say this? “Do you want me to take you back to the centre? I know they still have your bed and as far as I’m aware they don’t have any plans to fill it soon. I can put in a call right now, if that’s what you want?”

“No, please don’t.” She shakes her head vehemently. “I don’t want to go back there.”

“But you don’t want to stay here either?” She shakes her head again, leaving me with very little option. “And I suppose a hotel is out the question, because you’ll still be by yourself.” I sigh, knowing that there’s really only one more choice. “Do you want to come to mine?” 

Her whole face lights up, she loves the idea, but I can tell from the way that she holds herself this wasn’t her plan all along. She’s just scared, she doesn’t want to be by herself, and I suppose I can’t blame her. I didn’t like living alone at first either and I was much more savvy than Pru.

“You would do that for me?” she gushes. “Are you serious? That sounds absolutely amazing.”

“Of course, I would.” I grab my car keys out of my pocket and I wave them at her in a bit of a teasing manner, trying to keep it a bit light. “But let’s go quick because I don’t like where I’ve parked my car. It isn’t the nicest neighborhood here, is it? Do you need to pack up your stuff?”

She grabs her bag from the floor and flings it over her shoulder. “All packed. Let’s go.”

With that, we leave the, admittedly very grotty apartment, behind and we make our way down the stairs. As we go, I notice the constant blaring of the sirens and the banging. It is particularly loud here, no wonder Pru is freaked out. The center is far away from all of this, to keep it quiet for the kids who have been through a lot, so no wonder it’s hard hitting.

“We’ll take a look for a better apartment tomorrow,” I tell her as we go. “I don’t think you should come back here. I’ll ring up the realtor, kick off at her for lying and get my deposit back, then I’ll do what I can to find you a better place. Somewhere you can afford in a much nicer place.”

“Thank you, Logan, and I’m sorry I’ve been such a mess,” she replies morosely. “I really did want to be stronger. I guess I just didn’t think about the reality of it all.”

I grab onto her shoulders and spin her around to face me. “Pru, it’s honestly fine. I gave you my cell phone number for a reason. I wanted to be there whenever you need me, and that still includes night one. I know this is huge for you, so trust me when I say that it’s okay.”

She stares intently at me and nods. “Thank you, Logan. Now please, get me out of here.”

With more determination, we get down the stairs and to my car, which has thankfully remained completely untouched. I’m so glad I have a spare room now, because it means I can have Pru at mine comfortably. There won’t be any awkwardness about sleeping arrangements, it’ll just be easy. Until tomorrow when I get her a really nice home to live in. Even if I need to help her out a bit at first, anything to help Pru out… God, I would give that girl anything. Absolutely anything.

***

Pru bounds into my living room in her sweet little pajamas with a much more relaxed look on her face. With her hair scraped back and her face all washed clean, all sadness and stress has gone which makes her look beautiful and angelic all over again. I can’t help but smile at her.

“All better?” I ask happily. “Ready to actually get some sleep now? You must be shattered.”

“I am. Thank you so much. I have to say I feel a whole lot calmer here. Your apartment is lovely and the neighborhood is nice.” She glances around, drinking all of it in. “It’s a shame I can’t live in this building. That way I could always feel safe because I know you’re nearby.”

My heart skips about ten beats as I think about that idea. The thought of her coming in and out of the same building as me every single day is so wonderful. I could keep an eye on her, still keep that connection with her. I wouldn’t have to have any sort of clean break at all.

But maybe that would be a problem. Maybe if we cling to each other for support we’ll never be able to move past this. We’ll be stuck in this rut forever, getting deeper every single day.

“Yeah that would be…” I let out a mirthless chuckle. “That would be something.”

We pause and our eyes connect once more. It reminds me of all the times in the center when we had our taboo, naughty little looks that were so damn wrong it killed me. This is like that, but different too. There is no center, no people in our way, no rules that are there to shit all over us, Pru is no longer a child, she’s an adult. But still, it isn’t right. Still we cannot do this.

“So, erm, here is the spare room.” I walk towards the bedroom and open the door to her. There is the double bed that’s never been slept in. “I hope it’s okay for you…”

“Oh yeah that’s awesome.” As she races into the room, she brushes against me a little bit and it sets me alight. My whole body burst into flames and I find it extremely difficult to reel myself in. This is much too casual, much too informal, I can feel myself just about ready to explode. “I' love it, thank you so much, Logan. This is much too kind, you’ve been far too good to me.”

“No, that’s okay. This spare room is meant to be slept in. It feels good to have visitors anyway.”

“I don’t think I’m tired yet now, after all that,” she says with a giggle. “Could I have a drink?”

“You can have one that isn’t alcoholic,” I warn her. “I’m not going to let you do that…”

“I don’t want an alcoholic one you fool! I want something cool and refreshing.”


I take her into the kitchen and pour us both some orange juice. Pru sits on one of the bar stools and smiles at me over her glass. Even though this is incredibly weird, but at the same time it feels really natural to have her here. She lights up the place and looks like she belongs. The fact that she looks so good here allows my mind to concoct the most wonderful fantasy where she stays here all the time, where she lives here and she is with me. We’re together as a couple.

Stop it you fool, I warn myself. What the hell are you playing at?

“So, erm, when do you start working? I never thought to ask you that?”

“Day after tomorrow,” she sighs audibly. “I hope it goes better than moving into my apartment did. I’m so sorry about that, by the way. I still feel really awful about it. I can’t believe…”

“Pru.” I reach across and touch her hand, trying to ignore the sparks of excitement that she has bolting thought me. “Please stop apologizing. I honestly don’t mind. I don’t want you to feel guilty anymore. I’m happy to help you. I want to be here for you. It’s my…” I almost finish that sentence with the word job but I stop myself at the last moment. I don’t need that reminder.

“I suppose I better get to bed now,” Pru announces while hopping down. “I might not be tired but I don’t want to lie in all day tomorrow. I have a lot that I want to do.”

She pauses in front of me and gazes up at me through her eyelashes looking so pretty it hurts. I freeze, unable to do anything other than look at her. Even as she rests her hands on my chest and she pushes herself up onto her tiptoes, I do nothing.

Her mouth edges closer to mine, allowing her breath to tickle my lips. I know this is my time to pause, to push her away from me and to keep the boundaries very clear, but I don’t. My brain is screaming at me to do so, but I simply cannot do it. I feel messy, muddy, raw and not necessarily in a bad way. I tilt my head downwards and I give myself over to her in a way that I probably shouldn’t.

Then, our lips connect for just a brief, glorious second. It’s barely anything, just a little brush, but my God it makes me feel alive. I’ve never felt anything like it in my life. I don’t usually do much kissing anyway, I just get right to it, but even if I do it’s never sweet and tender like this. It’s passionate, frantic, rapid. This is insanely wonderful, I’m loving every single second of it.

It proves to me that I am in too deep, I’m in so much trouble.

“Goodnight,” she whispers. “See you in the morning.” 

“Yeah… see you then.” 

Chapter Sixteen – Prudence

My whole body trembles as I make my way into the spare bedroom in Logan’s home. I’m all lit up, electrified, I feel like I am absolutely on fire. I cannot believe how this night has gone. One moment I was at my new apartment, feeling like shit as terror coursed through my veins, and now I’m in Logan’s home after just kissing him… oh my God, I cannot believe that I just did that!

I kissed Logan, I think with a bright smile on my face as I collapse back onto the warm, cozy bed sheets. I leaned up and I kissed him… and it felt absolutely incredible.

I bring my fingers up to touch my lips as they buzz with the memory of Logan there. It wasn’t a passionate, sexy kiss or anything like that, but it was my very first. I’m so happy that it was with him, I don’t think there’s anyone else in the world I would much rather be with. Maybe now he would really see that I’m an adult, someone that he should actually consider to be his. I’m sure he looked at me differently then, I really think I spotted something new there. I think he might want me.

I squeeze my thighs together as my pussy pulses with need, there’s an intense aching between my legs that’s more powerful than anything I’ve ever experienced before. At first it feels like something I need to hide, something I’m going to have to disguise just like every single time I get a burst of desire… but then I remember that I’m not in the center anymore, I’m not sharing a room with loads of other people… I’m completely by myself. I’m alone in Logan’s room.

I twist back over and lie flat on my back with my legs fallen far apart. I don’t really know what I’m doing, I just know that it’s something I want to experience. My fingers touch my lips, and I picture him there again. Only this time he’s kissing me deeply, with his hand hooked around the back of my head to hold me in place. He’s claiming me, needing me there, and I absolutely love it. I want him to control me because he knows what he’s doing way more than me.

Then my fingers slowly trace down my neck and I loll my head to one side, imagining Logan’s incredible lips brushing all over me. My hips buck off the bed as the intensity gets the better of me. I can barely stand it any longer. I cannot believe that I’ve gone all this time without ever doing this before. My hand moves lower down and I grab onto my breast. I feel a little bit like a freak doing that, but it feels so good. My hard nipple bursts hard against my hand, and every time I scrape past it I can’t help but shudder. It’s crazy, I’m like a sex fiend, an animalistic freak and I love it. I slide my eyes closed and I cave into the feelings completely. I’m a slave to how Logan has me feeling.

“Oh God,” I mutter quietly to myself, my breaths gasping desperately. “Oh, Logan.”

There isn’t any other man I would like to do this with. I don’t feel desire for anyone else, it’s only him that makes me feel this way and that’s special. I dive my hand lower, towards my panties where I’m now feeling aggravated. I’m frustrated I’m so needy, I can’t hold back any longer.

“Oh yeah, touch me there,” I murmur, pretending to talk to Logan. “Right there.”

I brush my fingers along the edge of my panties, lightly touching the wisp of hair in there. It isn’t an area of my body that I usually pay any attention to so it feels even more incredible. I crawl down slowly, moving in a tantalizingly slow manner. I can’t wait, but at the same time I’m taking my time, dragging out the sensation for as long as humanly possible. I don’t want it to be over.

“Oh fuck.” Finally, I feel something wet and hot down there, and it makes my hips flip off the bed again. I run my finger up and down my slit loving the feel of it. “Oh, fucking hell, Logan.”

I picture his hand pushing into me as he props himself above me. He stares deeply into my eyes, looking like he wants to roughly fuck me but he’s trying to be gentle. I don’t know what I want myself, I know that I need to be treated kindly but at the same time I want him to lose control.

I push two fingers into me, imagining that it’s him doing that to me, and almost instantly my heart races violently against my rig cage. Butterflies flap in my stomach, I’m shivering and shaking, it feels so amazingly good. I massage my insides for a while, loving the sensations. God, I wish that it really was him. I really wish that Logan would burst through that door in a frenzy himself and he’d jump on the bed with me. I wish he would kiss me everywhere, all over my thighs, between my legs, the most special place where I would love to experience his lips and tongue right now.

“Oh my God, Logan.” In my imagination, my mouth consumes me. “That feels so… so…”

All of a sudden, an instinct takes control of my hands and I pull my fingers out of me. I rub slightly higher, finding a place that feels even better. I didn’t know it was possible but it’s wonderful. I feel like I’m a flower, opening up to this man who I want more than anything else in the world. My body is on fire, it’s exploding, it’s wonderful, it makes me feel like I’m actually in love.

“Logan, I… I love you…” I murmur as a pressure builds up in my chest. A heat burns in my toes and it creeps up through my legs and up to my stomach. “I love you, please love me back.”

In my mind, he leans down and he kisses my lips tenderly. He tells me that he has always loved me and that he intends to take care of me no matter what. That makes me feel amazing, all I’ve ever wanted is to be loved and now I finally have that. It’s absolutely everything to me. I’m so glad that I’m here with him rather than all by myself in that home where I don’t feel ready to grow up. Here, I’m exactly the adult that I need to be. He makes me the person I have always wanted to be.

All of a sudden, I feel like I’ve been pushed over an edge and the pressure explodes and rolls over me in waves. It comes harder and faster, it doesn’t stop and I don’t want it to end. My fingers keep moving all over me, I can hear rasping moans coming out of my mouth. I have no idea how loud I’m being and to be honest I don’t care. There’s a big part of me that wants to be caught out. I want Logan to see me right now while I’m at my most vulnerable. After what happened in the kitchen before, after that amazing kiss, I want him to see what he’s done to me. I wish that he would stand in the corner of the room and watch me as I orgasm hard and fast because of him.

Finally, the feelings subside and my breaths calm themselves down. My heart still pounds and my brain doesn’t get rid of the sexy images of me and Logan, but I become more myself. The animal inside of me is tamed for the time being, and all I have left is a smile on my face.

I do love Logan, I think to myself with utter clarity. I really do, I want him to be mine.

I slide my eyes closed again and I imagine his arms wrapping around me, holding me close to him while we lie down to sleep. That actually feels even better than what we just did which proves to me that I want it all. I want him to love me with absolutely everything that he has. I think he wants that too, but it might take him a little bit longer to admit it to himself.

Still, I’m here now with him, far away from the center. We’re together in his house, just one step away from becoming a couple if he allows that to happen. I really hope that he does.

***

The morning light streams through the window, alerting me to the morning. I must have forgotten to shut the curtains last night as I fell into bed in a hurry. I was so desperate to get some much needed relief, that nothing else mattered. It doesn’t bother me now though, I’m happy to be awake. I’m simply dragging myself away from dream Logan to be with the real him.

I swing my legs over the edge of the bed and stand in a much more rapid motion than usual. When I woke up at the center, I would lie still for a while and wait for everyone else to start being loud because it was the only moment of peace that I was ever offered in my life. Now though, I have all the peace I want in the world, and I don’t want any of it. I just want to see Logan.

I move towards the small mirror hanging on the wall and I stare at my reflection. My hair is manic, sticking all over the place, and my face is all imprinted with prints from the pillow case, but my expression is so damn happy that none of that matters. I look shiny and new. I don’t even mind going to see Logan while I look this way. I want him to know that this smile is all for him.

I tiptoe towards the bedroom door and press my ear up against it to see if I can hear noises. At first, it’s really silent, I think that Logan might still be asleep… or maybe he’s gone to work already, leaving me here all by myself. I don’t know if that’s better actually because it gives me some time to get adjusted, to make sure I’m actually acting like a normal person before I speak with him…

But as I swing the door open, I’m stunned by the image of him sitting at his kitchen counter staring at the laptop screen intently as if he’s looking for the answer to life in there. He doesn’t notice me at first which gives me a moment to lean against the door frame while I drink every inch of him in. He’s so damn gorgeous it hurts. It kills me that I can’t simply cross the room and put my arms around him.

“Oh.” All of a sudden, he senses me. “Pru, you’re up. Did you sleep well?”

“Yeah, I did,” I smile. “Your bed is really comfortable. Thank you for letting me stay here. I never would have been able to get any rest while sleeping in my bed at the apartment.”

He doesn’t say anything at first, he just stares back at the screen. I can’t help feeling disappointed that whatever he’s looking at seems to be so much more interesting than me. How is that fair? I’m standing here all flushed and excitable, happy for him, but he doesn’t even notice.

“Can I have some coffee, please?” I ask while striding into the kitchen. I’ll make my presence known in one way or another. “Is that okay?”

“Yeah sure,” he replied distractedly. “Then I want you to come and look at this. I think I might have found a new apartment for you.” 

Chapter Seventeen – Logan

Pru’s expression turns to one of absolute horror. She reverts from the stronger, more confident woman that she’s slowly becoming to the scared young lady who doesn’t know what she’s doing with herself. I knew that her last apartment scared her, but this is something new, something else. This is an unbridled fear that seems to come from absolutely nowhere.

“I’ll make sure it isn’t in a bad neighborhood,” I reassure her. “And I’ll help you out again, there isn’t anything that you need to worry about. I will look after you, I promise. Honestly, Pru, you must know by now that I’m not going to just toss you out there to deal with this on your own.”

Pru clutches the empty mug between her fingers, staring up at me desperately. “Logan, I can’t.” She shakes her head rapidly. “I can’t do that, I don’t want to move out.”

I narrow my eyes and try to work out what the hell is going on with her. When the fear completely floods her face, I close the laptop and bite down on my bottom lip. “Pru, what’s going on here? What are you trying to say? I’m doing my best to help you out but I can’t if I don’t know what you want to do. You can either go back to your apartment and try again, get a new one, or go back to the center and it seems to me that the last thing you want to do is go back.”

“No, I definitely don’t want to go back… to the center or my apartment.”

“Okay, so then we’ll have to look for something new. You have to live somewhere.”

“Can’t I stay here?” she asks in a small tone of voice. “I like it here, I feel safe. I like being here with you, Logan, it’s the only time out in the city that I’m not scared.”

A weird hollow feeling crushes my chest. After the kiss that we shared last night, one that definitely shouldn’t have happened, we cannot stay in the same house together. It’s a recipe for disaster. It was bad enough anyway, but now it’s utterly terrifying. I want to keep her here, of course I do, I would love nothing more than to watch over her all the time, but I have already proven to myself that I can’t do it. If I had the strength to stop myself from kissing her back then maybe I would be able to agree now, but I didn’t so now I can’t. I hate myself for it, but what choice do I have left? I’m going to have to disappoint her now so that we can both be free later on.

“You know that you can’t, Pru,” I say with a shake of my head. “It isn’t appropriate.”

“I’m not asking to stay forever.” She’s almost begging me now, she’s so desperate for me to agree that it’s hard to resist. “Just for a little while so I can get on my feet. Just while I… I start my new job and work out more about the city. I’ve been locked away for so long, I just need… I need some time. I need to get adjusted, this is all so… so new to me. Once I get used to it, I’ll be fine.”

Her desperation tugs at my heart strings, it churns up all my emotions and leaves me stuck and confused. I don’t know what to think now, it’s all so messy. I don’t want to turn her away and make her life spiral, but I can’t do this. It isn’t right. Even if there wasn’t all this underlying weirdness there, it still isn’t right. I need to keep a professional distance at all times. 

“I understand that, Pru, but you must see why this is a tough situation for me.”

“I know, I know.” Tears ball up in the corner of her eyes and I feel dreadful. “I know that I’m asking you to do too much for me, and that I shouldn’t but I’m scared. I’m trying so hard to step out into this bravely, but it isn’t as easy and straightforward as I thought it was going to be.”

I turn away from Pru, knowing that if I keep staring at her I’ll crack, but still her face imprints in my mind. I can see the intense sadness, the horror, the hurt that she’s experiencing, it’s written all over her face like the pages of a tragic book. I promised to be the person to make this easier for her, and now I’m ripping the rug out from underneath her feet just as I put it there. I know that I should for myself, but it isn’t as simple as that. I mean, how truly important is my job if I can’t follow it right through to the very end? What sort of man does that make me?

“It would only be until I get settled, I promise you that,” she says with a quiet voice. “I wouldn’t want to impose on you. I know you’ve already done so much for me.”

I sigh loudly, breathing out my nose with frustration. There’s a piece of my heart that’s cracking and shattering into millions of shards. My head and heart wrestles and I let them duke it out for a while. I need to make the smart choice, not just the emotional one because I have an unhealthy attachment to Pru. But despite all my protests, my heart eventually wins me around.

“Pru, if I let you stay here we have to… we must keep our distance from one another, do you understand that?” I cling onto the side to hold myself up. “We have to behave.”

“What do you mean?” she asks, in a much too innocent voice. “Behave?”

“I mean we can’t do anything like last night,” I continue through gritted teeth. “We can’t act like that around one another. It isn’t right, it isn’t proper. You must understand that.”

Pru doesn’t answer me and a thick silence clings to the air. I don’t turn around at first because I don’t want to see the expression on her face. I’m hurting her, probably breaking her heart, but it’s for the best. At least if she’s here I can oversee everything and make sure that she doesn’t do anything crazy in the long haul to get over me. And she will get over me in the end. It might take her longer if she stays here, but it’ll be fine in the end. She’s much stronger than she knows.

“Pru?” I ask, while tilting me head slightly. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Still she says nothing, so I’m forced to turn back to see her. She hops from foot to foot, something that I’ve noticed she does when she gets nervous. My arms instinctively reach out to wrap around her, but I stop them at the last minute and I allow them to fall by my sides. That’s just the sort of shit that I was talking about, the stuff I really cannot do with Pru. I just need to keep away.

“I do understand what you’re saying,” she says with a sorrowful voice. “And I know that you’re right. Last night was… it was my fault. I never should have… well, you know. I just wanted you to know how grateful I was. For letting me stay here and stuff. It didn’t mean… anything.” She’s lying, we both know that. “I won’t step out of line again. I just want to be somewhere I feel safe.”

I can’t turn her down, I’ve never been very good at letting Pru down and it seems that this is the same right now. Even when absolutely everything is on the line I can’t say no.

“And another thing, you cannot let anyone know that you’re here, do you understand? I can’t risk losing out on my job because I’ve allowed you to stay here. Your official address will be your apartment, okay?” I know I’m being firm, but that feels necessary to me right now.

“Of course, I won’t tell anyone. It’ll be our little secret.” She delights in sharing a secret with me, but I try to ignore that. I also have to ignore the way it makes me feel inside too. “I’ll be good, I promise you and I’ll be out before you can ever get into any trouble. Thank you, Logan.”

She takes a step closer to me which instantly makes me bolt up. The chasm of distance between us needs to be even bigger than ever. “I have to go to work,” I remind her. “But you don’t start today, do you?” She shakes her head rapidly. “Okay, well you stay here today. Just keep out of view, okay? And I’ll try my hardest not to be late back.” I cock my head curiously at her. “Will you be okay? You can take a shower, watch TV, read any books I have, or use the laptop. There’s plenty of food in the fridge and there are drinks, so I’m sure there’s nothing you need to go out for…”

“I’ll be fine,” she reassures me. “Thank you, Logan. In fact, I’m going to take a shower right now. You… you have a good day at work and I’ll see you later on when you get home.”

I watch her skip from the room, all lightness now. She shimmies into my bathroom and I hear the water switch on. The idea that she’s about to strip down and step into my shower has my mouth salivating desperately. There’s a deep dark part of myself that wants to forget everything that I just said and to leap in the shower with her, to get that satisfaction that I’m so desperately craving, but I don’t. I force my feet to remain exactly where they are until it’s time for me to walk in the other direction, towards the door. I have to get to work, there isn’t any other option. 

By the time I get into my car, the panting breaths are desperately falling out of my mouth. The danger of this damn crazy situation hits me even harder and I feel like I might actually fall apart. I bang my hands angrily against the steering wheel, hating myself for being so weak. Now I have to do the impossible. I have to go into work and act like all is okay. I have to pretend to all my colleagues that I don’t have Pru damn well living in my house like she’s my girlfriend or something.

Maybe it’s a good thing that I’m not close to any of them, they would be able to see through me.

“Idiot,” I mutter to myself as I put my car into gear. “Idiot, idiot, idiot.”

I don’t think I’ve been played, I’m sure Pru’s emotions were genuine, but only time will tell how true that is. I’ll just have to give her enough time to settle into her job then I’ll bring up her apartment again. Maybe the idea of her living in the apartment in this building isn’t such a bad idea after all. That way she’ll feel safe, I can still watch her, and we’ll have the separation that we both so clearly need. We’ll have walls between us, making it impossible for us to kiss and anything more.

I whiz along the roads, probably much too quickly because I’m barely thinking straight and I head straight towards the office, feeling like I’m headed into doom. To my death, even.

No one knows, there’s no way anyone will be able to already tell what I’ve done, but I feel exposed and vulnerable, like my heart is pounding on my sleeve.

Just get today out of the way, I reassure myself. After that it’ll get easier, and like Pru said it won’t be for long.

Chapter Eighteen – Prudence

My heart hammers as I slide the new uniform over my body, preparing myself for my first day at work. I spent most of yesterday trying to prepare myself for this, but still I don’t feel ready. I feel like the fact that I’ve been so closed off from the world will instantly be obvious and I’ll be picked on for it. The girls liked me when I first met them, but things might be different now. They might have just been being polite. Oh God, what if they absolutely despise me and it’s miserable? What if I made the wrong choice by picking this job and I live to regret it every day?

“Pru, are you coming out yet?” Logan calls from the other side of the door in a reassuring tone of voice. “Come on, the uniform can’t be that bad. Let me see it.”

The nerves subside a little at the sound of voice. I’m so glad that I’m here with him and not alone. I don’t know if I’d be able to get out the house if I was. I’ve never been happier that he decided to cave and let me stay. There was a moment when I definitely didn’t think he would.

“I’m coming,” I call back in a sing song tone of voice. “Hold on let me just…”

I straighten down the pencil skirt, puff out the blouse, and smile at my reflection. I have my hair scraped back into a ponytail and a little bit of make-up dusted on my cheeks, and I think I look quite nice. Especially when I slip my feet into the heels that go with it, raising me up higher.

Finally, I give up and I exit the room, holding my shoulders back and my head high. Logan’s eyes practically bug out of his head as he sees me, almost as if I look sexy. Of course I don’t, I’m really covered up, but I like the way that his reaction makes me feel all the same.

“So, do I look okay?” I ask while turning around to show him the outfit from every angle.

“You look wonderful, Pru,” he gushes while clutching his hands to his chest. “Oh wow, you look like you can take on the world. Are you excited about your first day?”

He’s in a much better mood than he was yesterday, but I think that’s because he was nervous. He had to go to work after agreeing to let me stay with him, which probably freaked him out. 

“I think so.” I don’t want to bore him with my anxiety. “It should be fine, right?”

“You had a great time at the job interview, didn’t you? I think that guarantees you a good start.”

I really hope that he’s right. “Yeah, well I suppose I better go. There will be a bus in a moment.”

The best thing about my apartment was how near it was to the job. Logan’s is miles away and involves a lot of trouble but I don’t mind. I would still much rather be here with him. 

“You know I would give you a ride, don’t you? If I could, I mean. But we cannot risk…”

“I know, I know.” I almost roll my eyes at him. “We can’t risk being seen. Even if it’s just one friend helping out another. I understand that. I don’t mind getting the bus anyway, it’ll be fine.”

Of course that turns out to be famous last words. When I actually try and get the bus it’s a nightmare. I can’t find the bus stop easily, then I can’t work out which bus I need to get onto, then when I actually work it out which one I need to get onto it’s horrible. The bus is smelly, it’s uncomfortable to ride in, and the other people on it scare me. Like, really badly. The women aren’t too bad, they don’t even really register on my radar, but the men seem to have dagger eyes, staring into my soul and crushing me violently along the way. It’s hard to breathe, I can’t really stand it.

By the time the bus pulls up as near to the store as it goes, I hop out and suck in a couple of deep and calming breaths. I would like much more time to get myself in order, but I’m nearly late now and I don’t want to make a bad impression. My first day is going to be terrifying enough.

Come on, Pru, I hold my head high as I give myself a pep talk. Just survive this.

My eyes flick up at the store sigh, making my heart stop dead in my chest for just a second. This place that looked so inviting not so long ago now looks like it has monster teeth ready to pierce my skin and consume me. I’m about to step willingly into it, allowing myself to be swallowed up,

“Ah, Prudence,” a strong male voice calls out to me, beckoning me inside. “You’re here. Good, are you ready for your first day? It’s going to be a busy one, we have a sale on…”

I follow him in on autopilot, knowing that’s what I’m supposed to do, and I see a gaggle of girls behind him, two of which I recognize from the time I came for my interview. 

I lift one hand to half wave and thankfully all four of them wave back at me. They look friendly enough, which is a good thing. This is why I’m here after all, to make friends. 

“Right, Prudence, I’m just going to take you through our sales techniques before we open up…”

“Mr. Turner, really?” One of the girls rolls her eyes. “Do you have to be so heavy right away? Can we not introduce ourselves first?” She doesn’t wait for him to answer, she just bolts right through displaying a confidence that I could only dream about. “I’m Alice, this is Hayley, Sue, and Becky. We’ll look after you today so you don’t have to suffer the long speech about sales…”

“I’m doing it anyway,” Mr. Turner says firmly. “So, you might as well endure it.”

I try to listen to him, I really do, but as he drones on about closing and the one, two, three technique, my brain switches off. Then when he gets into bait and switch I’m gone. My brain is with the four girls and their incessant giggling behind his back. Sales, I’m sure that I’ll figure out, but friendship is going to take some time. I would rather cultivate that side first.

Finally, the speech ends and it’s time to get to get to work. The store doors open, and as Mr. Turner suggested it’s really busy. Endless streams of people fill the store end to end, and all of a sudden, I’m in the deep end. The other girls head off in every direction, already knowing what to do, leaving me completely and utterly by myself. I should have listened…

I can do this, I tell my panicky heart. I’ll figure it out as I go.

“Hello there…” I say quietly to one person who looks a little friendlier, but she turns her back on me, shutting me down completely. “Hi, can I help you?” I try with someone else. Nope, nothing. No response at all. “Erm, I like that… the top will look really nice on you…”

Shit, why didn’t I listen? I don’t know what to do now! I glance around wildly, searching for an escape route but there doesn’t seem to be one Just keep trying, don’t be knocked down.

This is what the real world must be like, swimming against the tide for a while. I suppose it would be naïve of me to assume that I would just step into this and all would be okay, it’s going to take some work. I need to keep thrashing and swimming until it becomes easier. Soon enough I’m sure I’ll be like Alice and the other girls who aren’t having any issues at all, and I’ll be swimming with the tide instead. I just need to get there myself, then it’ll be absolutely fine.

I try again, holding my head high. “Hi, can I help you with something…”

“Where are the scarves?” one girl asks me coldly. “I need a black scarf.”

“Oh right, erm…” Again, this was something that Mr. Turner probably told me, but I was too busy trying to slide myself into the social group to care. “They are… over there.”

“No.” All of a sudden, I’m shocked by Mr. Turner’s voice right behind me. “They are over in the left-hand corner. Please, let me come with you to assist you with that.”

He shoots me an angry look as he stalks off with the customer which makes me feel sick. My stomach churns, butterflies flap angrily, turning into birds, and my heart becomes encased in an ice-cold sensation. I’m screwed I know it, I’m in a real idiotic mess here. One of my own making.

I flick my eyes everywhere, begging for someone to rescue me from this horrible situation, but there isn’t anyone. I’m on my own, I have no comfort blanket to fall on because I’m an adult, completely by myself. This is how it has to be now, I can’t be sheltered forever.

With that thought, my chest gets unbearably tight, I can’t breathe anymore. I try my hardest to suck back air, probably looking like an insane person to everyone else, but I don’t care. I can’t breathe at all, my throat has closed over, my lungs are squeezed tight. There’s no way I can stay alive like this! My hand reaches up to my throat, I hold it for protection, but it still doesn’t help.

My vision blurs and starts to go black and the sounds all shut off around me. I truly am alone now, stuck in my own little bubble, but it isn’t peaceful. Still, it’s terrifying. 

Help, my brain screams out. Help me, please someone, see what’s happening here…

Just as I’m certain that I might fall, I feel a hand wrap around my arm and I’m yanked. I don’t know what’s happening or where I’m going, but it has to be better than here.

“Are you okay? Here, please drink some water. Sit down, I think you need to sit.”

My vision eventually clears a little and I see Alice standing in front of me, her face filled with concern. She hands me a glass and I drink from it, the water shaking all the way into my mouth and down my throat. It tastes good, really nice and cold.

“Right, Alice.” All of a sudden, I can hear Mr. Turner. “You go back to work, I’m here now.”

Alice leaves and Mr. Turner comes into view. I brace myself, waiting for him to yell at me, but somehow there isn’t any anger in his face at all. He is simply looking at me with concern.

“Are you okay, Prudence? What happened out there?”

“I… I’m sorry, I didn’t know where the scarves were and I should have listened, I shouldn’t…”

“No, no. I didn’t mean that. I mean are you sick? You don’t look well at all.”

He rests his hands on my shoulders in what I presume is supposed to be a reassuring gesture but instantly I flinch backwards. I can’t stand the sensation of his hand on my skin, I hate the way that anyone touching me feels. Especially anyone male.

Well, except for Logan, he’s a very different story.

“You can go home if you feel sick, I don’t mind you starting tomorrow.”

“No, no.” I shake my head, needing to say anything to get me out of this room. “It’s fine. I’m okay. I’ll be fine now.”

Then I leave at the speed of light without looking back. Being out there in the scary swamp is preferable to being in here with him. The touch was innocent, I know that, but still I hate it. It reminds me of far too much.

Chapter Nineteen – Logan

It feels good to get home from work a little early, now that I don’t have anything to hang around for. It makes me realize just how much extra time I wasted at the center before, hoping for a chance to see Pru. Now I don’t need to, because I can see her here when she finally gets back.

Thankfully, because no one has found out anything about me and Pru – which is hardly surprising since we’re being so damn careful – I can relax about it. I can simply enjoy it for what it is. Me and her, having a nice, innocent friendship until she eventually moves out. Today, with it being the first day of her new job, I know we’re on the first step to that which is good because she looks utterly irresistible in her uniform. It was such a struggle to keep away from her this morning. If she’s around all the time looking like that, I might just forget who the hell I am, who we both are.

Still, I need to do something nice for Pru, I need to make her feel good, to celebrate today. She’s taken a bit step today and that deserves a celebration. I can’t do anything too fancy, but I suppose I could make her dinner. It isn’t much, but that’s nice enough, isn’t it? She’ll like it, I’m sure.

I whistle to myself as I grab the ingredients out the cupboard to make us both a nice meal. It feels good to cook for two rather than one, which isn’t something I thought I would ever feel. It makes me want to put in a bit more effort to do something nice rather than easy. I guess the quick easy meals are just a staple part of the bachelor life, and something I’ll be back to soon…

“Hey!” I turn as I hear Pru’s voice as she lets herself in. She needs the key to come and go at different times to me so this isn’t surprising. “Logan, are you home yet”?

“Yeah, I’m in the kitchen.” I wait impatiently for her to come and join me. “So, how was it? How was the big first day? Did you have lots of fun? Did you sell lots of stuff…?”

My enthusiasm wanes as her face falls, instantly I feel like I’ve said the wrong thing. This is supposed to be a positive thing, a celebration, not something that she looks so sad about.

“It was okay,” she replies cagily. “It’s tired me out though, I didn’t expect the day to feel so long.” She takes a seat at the dining table and looks at her hands. “But yeah, it was fine.”

“You do realize that I know when you’re lying to me?” I say slowly. “I’ve spent the last five years talking to you, and not all of it’s been the truth. This isn’t the truth now.”

Pru doesn’t answer me, instead she pushes out her chair and she storms from the room into the spare bedroom. The door doesn’t quite slam behind her, but it doesn’t shut quietly either. She’s clearly very upset and I know that I need to give her time to come around. So, I don’t push her, I don’t walk in after her and demand that she tells me what’s going on because I know it’ll make her shut down. Instead I give her time while I continue on with cooking dinner.

Eventually, just as I put the plates on the table and I’m ready to call her out to eat, she emerges in much more comfortable clothing. A tight-fitting tank top and sweat pants, which make her look almost as incredible as she did in her work uniform. Maybe even more so.

“Sorry about that,” she mutters quietly. “I just had a really bad day, that’s all.”

“It wasn’t what you were expecting?” I sit down and indicate for her to do the same. I’m not going to make a big fuss about dinner anymore. “What happened? Tell me about it.”

She sighs and joins me at the table. Pru picks up her fork and she digs in to the food, barely even looking at me as she does. “I was just out of my depth, that’s all. I didn’t know what to do. I mean, the boss gave me a big speech about closing sales and stuff, but I didn’t listen. I was too busy…”

“You shouldn’t have to learn all that stuff right away! The boss must understand that,” I insist. 

“No, he wasn’t bad or anything, I just… I was too busy hoping that I could make friends to think about it and then I got all panicky about it and I couldn’t breathe for a moment. I had to go out in the back and… well, it got all weird and I think I’ve made a terrible impression.”

My heart goes out to her all over again. She’s trying her hardest, pushing herself in ways that she probably didn’t think was possible, and now one set back has her all messed up. I feel like storming down to that store and explaining to her boss myself… but I know that isn’t wise. That’ll make me seem like her dad or something, which is all kinds of wrong. I also don’t want to make her stand out more than she already does, just for being beautiful and different.

“Have you already forgotten all the self-confidence tricks we talked about?” I ask her with a bright smile, trying to make it feel like less of a big deal to her. “Was I that forgettable?”

“No, I know the breathing, I remember the posture, and the ‘fake it til you make it’. But it’s impossible to do out of the office. I can do it with you, but not in the real world…”

“The most important thing that you need to do is keep your head clear, because once your brain clouds up, things become impossible.” I stare at her intently, wondering if my words are going in. “Did you remember to keep your head clear or did you instantly start worrying about things out of your control?” When she doesn’t answer me, I know that I’ve hit the nail on the head. “Well then of course things got difficult. I bet they got a little easier once the day went on though, right?”

She pauses and bites down on her bottom lip. “Yeah, I suppose so. The morning was worst.”

“Well there you go then!” I toss my hands in the air in celebration. “Everyone struggles in the beginning, whenever anyone starts a new job. This isn’t abnormal. I think you put far too much pressure on yourself. Just keep taking each day as it goes and eventually it won’t seem so bad.”

Pru nods slowly, finally taking at least some of my words in. “I hope you’re right.”

We continue to eat in silence, and as we do I examine her from where I sit. She’s washed off her make up, I didn’t realize it until now. It doesn’t make her look child-like anymore though, there’s a knowledge to her face that makes her look adult. She’s absolutely gorgeous.

“Do you want a desert?” I ask as I stand up. “I have some ice cream or cake if you’d prefer.”

As I stroll past Pru, I rest my hand reassuringly on her shoulder for just a second. I intend it to be just a brief moment to let her know that I’m there, I do expect it to be anything else, but Pru shocks me by clapping her hand over mine and holding it there. She glances down at it there on her bare skin as if it holds some answers for her. I want to ask Pru what’s going on in her mind, but I don’t. I let her stare, I allow her to work out whatever it is. Clearly, it’s something she needs.

“Is everything okay, Pru?” I ask her curiously once too much time passes. “What’s going on?”

She stares up at me, seemingly understanding something that I don’t. “Sorry, Logan, I know… I know that I shouldn’t…” She stammers awkwardly. “I don’t know what I…”

She pushes her chair up, knocking my hand off her as she does. I half expect her to race back into her bedroom to maintain the distance between us, but she doesn’t. She steps closer to me, closing the gap between us, I can almost feel her heart racing in her chest. 

This is wrong, I tell myself. So, so wrong. I need to step back, to do something…

But I can’t. The invisible, gravitational pull between us brings us closer, connecting us at every single inch of our bodies. I am acutely aware of every single part of her, all of her as it moves and slides closer to me. Whatever my hand on her shoulder meant, it’s awoken something in her, something very similar to the moment when we shared that kiss only a couple of days ago, but this time there’s something much more intense about it. It’s so dangerous, but I crave it.

“Pru, we…” I try to speak but my voice is raspy and desperate. “I don’t know…”

“I don’t know either,” she confesses but she doesn’t pull away. “But it feels right.”

She’s right, and I know it, so as she wraps her arms around me and she lifts herself up onto her tiptoes, I can’t resist any longer. My pulse races, my stomach flip flops, my body freaks.

 I lean down and I kiss her hard, losing my mind completely. I turn my thoughts off completely, I don’t even bother to acknowledge the rest of the world anymore. I’ve spent so long fighting this, trying to do the right thing and it hasn’t gotten me anywhere. We both still want this badly, and we both know it’ll feel good. Maybe actually what we need it to really get it out of our systems.

“I’m sorry,” Pru says while falling away from me. “I know that I promised I wouldn’t do that, I didn’t mean to…” She looks guilty, like she hates herself, but she doesn’t have to.

“Don’t be sorry,” I pant back. “It’s fine, it isn’t bad. Honestly, we can…”

We stare at each other in disarray, neither of us knowing what it’s best for us to do next. So many things run through my mind, but I don’t know what to do with any of it. This is crazy…. 

The next moment I don’t know what’s happened, but I’m holding her once more and we’re kissing properly like there’s no tomorrow. There’s nothing chaste and delicate about this, my tongue has dipped between her lips and I’m controlling her mouth with mine. 

All the sexual tension that’s been building between us comes to a head. Nothing that I’ve ever done before, especially not the people I’ve been with to try and recover from Pru, has ever felt like this before. She’s incredible, absolutely out of this world.

I pull back and hold onto her cheeks, staring deeply into her eyes. In that moment, I see everything that I didn’t even know that I wanted. I see it with her. It might be wrong and risky, the rest of the world might not agree with what we’re doing, but we know how great it is. We both know how we feel about one another, we both know how real and deep this is.

“Come to my bedroom,” I say desperately to her. “Come with me. I need you.”

I clutch onto her soft hand and wait for her answer. Much as I want this, I won’t take that step without her explicit permission. The ball is firmly in her court, whatever she wants I will do. That doesn’t stop me being impatient though, there’s a clawing desperation in my chest.

Chapter Twenty – Prudence

The bedroom… I might not know much about life, I might be naïve, but I know where the bedroom leads. It’ll take me to that place I’ve been fantasizing about a lot in my mind. But fantasy is very different to reality. Can I really go through with it? I want to, but can I? Should I?

“Okay.” My body screams at me to agree, I need this. I want this, I know I do. Self-doubt has no place now when this is something that I’ve been desiring forever more. “Okay, yeah, let’s…”

My whole body shudders as Logan pulls me into his bedroom. It’s a room that I saw once when I moved in but that I haven’t been in since because we’ve tried our hardest to keep our distance. I didn’t even come in here when I was in the apartment alone because I didn’t want to overstep any boundaries and get sent back to my own apartment. Logan was being good, so I wanted to as well. Although, that didn’t exactly work well, did it? Here we are, in a worse position than ever. We simply can’t keep away from one another. There’s an undeniable pull between us we can’t avoid.

I don’t get much of a chance to look around the room even though I wouldn’t mind getting to know it all a lot better, because in a heart beat Logan’s mouth is back on mine again, making me feel sexy and safe all at once. When he touched me on the shoulder it confirmed what I already knew. I like Logan touching me and I can’t stand that from anyone else. It’s because I love him, and now I’m going to get to express that love in a physical fashion. This feels right, I’m so glad that I’m here.

Nerves give way to excitement, and I roll my hips back into him once more. Fuck, this is something that I definitely want, I don’t know what was holding me back before. There isn’t anyone else in the world that I could lose my virginity to. It could only ever be him, the man who’s helped me so much, I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for him. I don’t want anymore, only Logan.

Logan walks me back towards the bed as we kiss until my calves hit the bed frame then he stops. I think he’s waiting for me to make the next choice, but it’s already been made. Now that we’re here, I want him to throw me back onto the sheets and I want him to send me to Heaven and back.

“Logan,” I whisper into his mouth while sliding my hands off of him. “I want this.”

My words are magic, he lifts me from my feet and flings me back onto the bed. I bounce a little which makes me giggle playfully. I feel wild and carefree, no longer am I consumed by self-doubt and anxiety. Logan has stripped that from me completely. He knows me so well, he understands me inside and out, and I love that he does. He thinks I’m important, which makes it so.

Logan looms above me for a few seconds, looking down at me with a smile, but then he climbs over me on all fours, joining me on the bed. Once his head is level with mine, he rests his forehead against mine and he stares into my eyes with such a lovely look it makes me melt all over. I take the look as love, it makes me feel like he loves me just as I do him. Maybe this is complicated, but if we’re in love with one another then we’ll find a way to make it work somehow.

This is the start of the rest of my life, I’m sure of it. Me and Logan, we will be together.

As Logan leans down to kiss me gently and softly, my heart explodes like fireworks. One of his hands moves gently up my body, caressing my side as he goes, sending sparkles and fizzles all the way to my core. I can’t help myself, I shiver lightly. All of this feels much more real than in my fantasies. Of course, it would because this is real, but it’s better too. Much more everything that I ever could have imagined. My naïve brain didn’t do Logan justice at all. This is utterly incredible.

“Oh, Logan,” I moan freely as his mouth moves off mine and to my cheeks. His lips slide over my face, my neck, down to my collar bone, which makes my hands fist into the sheets. I need something to hold me to the Earth or I might just fall apart. “Oh my God, Logan.”

I love how saying his name in the heat of passion makes me feel, it’s different, it’s new, I want to keep doing it forever more. I know that none of this is as new to him as it is me, but that doesn’t matter. I want to be with him because I love him, and I’m sure his experience will only help. If we were both as inexperienced as me then nothing would happen because we wouldn’t know where to begin. Instincts can only get a person so far. It would’ve been a mess, not romantic and sexy at all.

“Does this feel good?” Logan asks as his hand cups over my breast. I nod but it isn’t enough. I want him to pull my breast free, I want him to fiddle with my nipples, I want everything from him. “Can I take your top off?” He’s being so kind and considerate. It’s nice, but not all that I want.

I place one flat palm on his chest and I push him back so I can sit up slightly. Then I tuck my fingers under the hemline of my top before I pull it up and off. My skin shines with perspiration but Logan seems to like that. His eyes widen in shock and surprise, so I grab the strap of my bra and I unhook that too, dragging the material off of me at the speed of light. It flutters to the ground far away from me. Maybe it should feel strange to be so exposed, but it doesn’t, it feels good. Especially when he’s looking at me like I’m the most desirable woman on the whole damn planet.

“Oh wow, Pru, you look… you have no idea how you look… you’re just too much.”

I like the stammering, I love having this effect on him, it gives me more self-confidence than any stupid breathing technique ever could. I feel gorgeous, like a goddess. Like I never thought I would.

Then Logan pushes me back against the bed and his mouth wraps around my nipples. It’s a warm, wet sensation that sends me wild. I didn’t think I’d like it, but I do. It’s awesome… even more so when Logan scrapes his teeth lightly along them. It’s a shock, but a great one, it makes the pulsing in my panties even more intense, I’m out of control. This is even worse than when I touched myself.

I grab onto his head and rub my fingers into his hair. I tug lightly but he doesn’t complain. He simply slides his head further and further down my body, kissing me as he goes. His lips brush over my stomach, over my navel, all the way towards my thighs where the skin has become incredibly hypersensitive. I feel like I’m being electrocuted all over my body. Everywhere he touches, it’s worse. It’s almost overwhelming, I don’t know if it’s too much or not.

“Stop,” I plead because I need a moment to catch my breath. “Wait, just wait.”

“Are you okay?” Logan looks panicked now. “Do you want me to stop? We can just stop this…”

“No, no that isn’t it.” As my breath catches up with me the deep craving in the pit of my stomach sparks back up again. I do want this, I’m absolutely certain of it. “I just needed a minute. This is…” Should I tell him? I’m sure he already knows anyway but I feel like I need to clarify. “This is my very first time and… well, I don’t really know what I’m doing.”

I hang my head low, not sure if he’ll want me now. Maybe it’ll turn him off completely to think of me as this young, inexperienced girl who isn’t like a damn adult at all. My head spins, I feel dizzy… but then Logan’s arms wrap tighter around me and he holds me close to his chest.

“That’s why I’m here,” he whispers seductively into my ear. “To teach you.”

The idea of Logan teaching me anything sends a powerful shiver racing up and down my spine. That’s exactly what I want, I want to learn from him, to grow with him like I have been doing. 

“Then teach me,” I beg desperately, getting fired up even more. “Teach me everything.”

His fingers curl around the waistline of my panties and he drags them down with his eyes fixed on me the entire time. I can tell that he’s searching me, trying to work out how I feel about all of this, but there’s also a deep, dark hooded desire there too. God that look alone is enough to send me spiraling over the edge. It makes my whole body buzz and vibrate, I need to cling to him needily.

Then, all of a sudden, I don’t even really know when it happens, his mouth is all over me. His tongue plunges in and out of me, tasting me in a very intimate way. That feels better than anything I’ve ever experienced before… or so I think until he pulls his tongue out and he flicks it over the part of me that felt amazing before. The bit of me that I now know is my clitoris. He traces patterns over it, it feels like he might be spelling out words, but I can’t work it out because I’m flying.

“Oh fuck… oh shit… Logan… this is…” There are so many things that I want to tell him but my brain is off on some other planet making it impossible for me to string together a coherent thought.

I squeeze my thighs around his head, fixing him in place while he makes me body heat up all over. There’ a pool of pleasure forming, deep in the pit of my stomach, and it could burst free at any given moment. It’s even more intense that the orgasm I gave myself, this is on another level…

Then all of a sudden, without any warning, Logan whips his head away leaving me cold and exposed, all by myself. I prop up onto my elbows, about to protest, but I stop myself when I see…

Ah, he’s getting a condom! I think with a deep thrill in my chest. This is really happening then.

He watches my reaction as he undoes his trousers and he pulls his erection free. I can’t help it, my eyes bug. I haven’t ever seen a penis before but I didn’t know it was going to be this big. I don’t even know what the hell I can do with that… or what it’ll do to me.

“Don’t worry,” Logan reassures me. “I’ll be gentle.”

He moves back to me, teasing me with his tip. My pulse rate speeds and hammers the closer he gets. I can feel him now, begging for entrance, and my God I want to give it to him. I might be nervous, but I need to experience every inch of him, I want to feel him everywhere.

“Go on,” I plead while pushing myself onto him, getting more of him into me. “Just do it. I want you now, I want to do this with you. Please let me do this with you.”

Chapter Twenty One – Logan

I can’t get her out of my head, however hard I try, and my God I’m trying. The last thing I want while I’m at work is to be thinking about Pru and that sweet little squeal that she made when I slid inside of her for the first time last night because it riles me up all over again. It makes me feel sweaty and needy, like I need to go home and do it again, which doesn’t help me disguise things at all!

I didn’t know what it was going to be like, having sex with a virgin because it’s an experience that I’ve never had before. Not even when I lost my own, it was with a college girl while I was still in high school and she certainly knew what she was doing, but with Pru it was lovely. A really nice, loving experience. I don’t think it hurt her too much, she certainly didn’t complain, and much as I kept trying to take things slowly and gently, she bucked hard against me, demanding more.

And that was just the first time. The second and third time she was like a crazed horny animal that couldn’t get enough satisfaction. I loved every damn second of it, but it only fed into my addiction more, and now my cravings for her are stronger than ever. I definitely failed in any mission I had to get her out of my system. Now I need more, more, more. I need all of her, all over me.

“Are you okay?” Hank asks me, interrupting my inappropriate trail of thoughts. 

“Huh?” I give him a curious look, wondering why he wants to speak with me now. “What?”

“Well, you’re gripping onto that coffee mug really tightly and I don’t think there’s even anything in it. Am I right?” He peers into the mug, invading my personal space as he does. “Yep, empty, just as I suspected. So, is something going on, man? I know that we don’t talk much but if you need someone to shoot the shit with, or to go for a beer with, or whatever, I’m here.”

My heart stops in my chest, it’s what I was wanting not so long ago but it feels like the offer has come at completely the wrong time. This is a guy that I work with, so I can’t confide in him about all this madness with Pru, and I also don’t think I can invite him in while I’m going through it. He’ll think I’m strange and that I’m keeping things from him, which isn’t the best basis for a friendship. 

Then again, I don’t want to totally blow him off either, because there’s a big chance that when all of this inevitably blows up in my face – which it will, I have no doubt about that – then friendship is going to be a big part of what I need. Hank seems like he could be an okay guy anyway, so why not start with him? He’s the only person who has expressed an interest in befriending me!

“That’s really nice, Hank, thank you.” I give him the brightest smile I can muster. “I’m okay at the moment, just tired and stressed out. But the beer sounds awesome one night.”

“I’m actually going out with some of the kitchen staff tonight, if you want to?”

In all honesty that sounds amazing. I feel like I could use a break from all this madness to have a normal night doing really normal things. Maybe with some guy time I could get my head together and decide what I want to do for sure. Me and Pru have complicated things by sleeping together, there’s no denying that, so whatever we do next will be a really delicate situation. I need to do it right, which is why this might be perfect… but I don’t want to fully commit to it, just in case.

“Yeah, maybe I will,” I say happily. “I’ll see how things go here today and let you know.”

“Oh well here’s my cell phone number, so give me a call or a text if you decide to.”

I watch as he pulls a pad of paper out from his jacket pocket and he writes his number down. I feel really glad that he’s reached out to me and he’s given me an option. Hank might not know it, but this couldn’t have come at a better time. My head hasn’t ever been this messed up before and while I can’t talk about it, it’s always nice to know that I’m not completely alone. 

“You know, when I first saw you a minute ago, I assumed that it had to be women trouble.” Hank smiles innocently as his says this heavy statement to me. He clearly doesn’t know anything, he’s just trying to be kind. “But then again, isn’t it always? Women bring nothing but trouble.”

For a moment, I don’t know what to say, then I realize I can confide without actually giving myself away. I can’t get one hundred percent bullet proof advice from him, but I can offload just a little bit which is probably what I need more than anything else, just to talk. The secret is killing me.

“Yeah, well it is,” I admit. “I’m sort of… into someone that I shouldn’t be.”

“Ah, a friends’ ex?” he asks knowingly. I don’t see any reason to correct him, that’s as good an excuse as any. “We’ve all been there. It’s all well and good saying bros before hos, but what about when there’s a real sexual chemistry there? Sometimes it’s too hard to resist.”

Thank God, it isn’t just me who’s made a mistake! Other people have given in to that very carnal human need as well. “Yeah, I know what you mean. It’s a nightmare, isn’t it?”

Hank gives me a look. “Isn’t it just? But sometimes you have to work out if it’s worth it.”

With that he leaves to get back to work leaving me with his number and the option to go out tonight if I want to. I don’t know how I’ll communicate that message to Pru because she doesn’t yet have a cell phone, but I suppose that doesn’t matter. I don’t have to, it isn’t like I’m her boyfriend and I have to let her know of my whereabouts all the time, she has a key to get in and she’s been at my home for long enough to feel at home… but it would be shitty to have sex with her one day then just not come home until late the next, all drunk and stupid. We haven’t really talked about what happened at all and I don’t think it’s a good idea for our first conversation to be a fight.

Still, right now I need to get to work, so it’s something I can figure out later on…

***

But Of course I can’t, not really. It doesn’t matter what I’m doing all day long, she’s on my brain the entire time. When no one is in the room with me I’m recalling snippets of that magical, sexual night that we just shared, and when other people are in the room all I’m wondering is why I can’t let her go when I know how much it’s a risk. I want to know why I can’t just fall for someone I can have properly, someone that I can just be with without having to worry about it.

But there has to be something in this, I wouldn’t be willing to put everything on the line if there wasn’t. My feelings for her must be too damn near to the L word for me to do all of this. I haven’t ever thought of any of the people from the center in this way before, I wouldn’t, I’m not that type of person at all. I’ve always been incredibly respectful of my job… but with Pru, it’s different.

“Are you even listening to me?” Leah’s course voice grabs my attention. “Mr. Banker?”

“Sorry, Leah.” I don’t see any point in lying to her, when it’s completely obvious how distracted I am. She’s not dumb, even if she’s loud and brash at times. “I don’t feel so good today.”

“That isn’t it at all.” She folds her arms defensively across her chest. “You’ve been this way for ages now. Ever since Prudence left actually.” Hearing her mention Pru, in regards to myself as well, makes my heart stop dead in my chest. I have to really reel myself in so I don’t say something dumb and blow my cover without even trying. “I think you miss her and we’re all suffering because of it.”

My heart thunders against my rib cage, I grip tightly to the edge of my seat, I do what I can to keep my breathing at as normal a pace as I can physically manage. Leah doesn’t know, she can’t, she would be first one to blurt it out if she did. I need to act normally to avoid raising suspicion.

“Prudence Evans has been gone for a while now,” I say in a grave voice. “I’m sure that we all miss her, but that doesn’t affect me or anyone else particularly, nor will it impact our work.”

“I don’t miss her,” Leah spits out spitefully. “I thought that she was really annoying.”

I slam my notebook closed, not wanting to get into any sort of conversation about Pru right now. “Right, well I think we’re done for the day here. It’s almost time for me to go home so I will go back and make myself feel better. We will pick this up next time I’m here, okay?”

I stand up, not giving Leah a chance to react or argue with me. She does give me a bit of a curious look but she stands to leave the room as well. I have no idea how much of our time that we’ve been through but as far as I’m concerned, we’re done here. I have nothing more to say.

“Okay, well goodbye then, Mr. Banker,” Leah says quietly. “I’ll see you next week.”

Of course I feel bad as she exits the room, I’ve let her down just like I have done everyone here. This place is the reason that I’m struggling so much with what I’m doing. The center is the half of me. I want to go home to tell Pru to go back to her own home for a while so we can both have some space to think… but I don’t know how powerful that half of me is quite yet.

I need to go home, to talk to her. We need to make this decision together. I can’t do it alone.

I grab my brief case and I walk purposely towards the exit, needing to get out of here before anyone can stop me… but of course, it’s just my luck that I’m not going to be allowed my space.

“Hey, Logan!” Hank’s voice calls out to me as he spots me going. “Are you on for tonight?”

“Erm, maybe.” I yell back, not breaking my stride. “I need to pop home to sort some stuff out but I’ll give you a call if I make it out, okay? Keep an eye on your cell phone.”

“Ah, you have to sort your women trouble.” His words make me cringe, they reveal too much of me that I don’t want to be seen. “Great, well I’ll get you one in then. You’re going to need it!”

He might be right actually, I don’t know how this is going to work out so a beer with some guys might be just what I need. This might end up in a massive horrible row, not that I want that, in which case I’ll need to drown my sorrows.

“Awesome, sounds good, Hank, cheers buddy!”

Chapter Twenty Two – Prudence

This is better, I think to myself as I smile and look around the store. Logan was right, I just need to keep on pushing forwards. It was too busy for my first day and I allowed that to overwhelm me, then I let one bad day send me backwards into a very dark place, but now I have confidence. Now I feel like I can really do this. Maybe that’s because Alice and Becky have been really nice to me, or because I’ve made a couple of sales, or maybe it’s because me and Logan finally had sex.

As I sit in the staff room at the end of the day, waiting for everyone else to gather up their stuff, all the memories of us sleeping together bursts into my mind. I have a cheeky, sexy secret and I love it so much. It makes me feel like I’m much less of a boring, quiet person. Now I’m worthwhile. 

“You’re doing good, girl,” Alice declares loudly while circling my waist with her arm. “This has been a much better day for you, hasn’t it? And you didn’t even need all those sales tactics.”

I grin at her, letting my happiness shine through. “No, you’re right, I didn’t. I’m much calmer now, I think the first day nerves just got the better of me, that’s all. I’m more positive now.”

Alice flips her long red hair over her shoulder as she sits next to Becky. She’s pretty, like a delicate English rose with her pale skin and the smattering of freckles across her nose, but her deep brown eyes give her a cheeky look, and those voluptuous curves of hers make her so sexy it hurts. Becky has a completely different look; dark hair, dark eyes, tattoos all over her, but she’s equally as hot. Next to them I feel plain and simple looking, but I have Logan so it doesn’t matter.

“You know what, Prudence? You should come out with us tonight for a couple of drinks after work. We’re headed to a bar just around the corner from here, it’ll be really fun.”

My heart lifts with excitement. Yes, I know that me and Logan probably need to have a conversation about what’s to come next, but this is what I want, this is all part of my new life and the experiences that I want to have. Friends, bars, drinking, dancing. Logan will understand, won’t he? He knows more than anyone how important this stuff is to me. We can have our chat any time.

“Yeah, actually that sounds great.” I glance over at the laptop in the corner of the room. “Do you think it’d be okay for me to borrow Mr. Turners computer to send an email?”

“Oh yeah, we do it all the time.” Alice waves her hand dismissively over in the direction of it. “Why do you have plans to cancel? Can’t you just send a text message?”

My cheeks flame with embarrassment. There’s no way in hell that I can confess to this girl that I can’t text because I haven’t ever had a mobile phone. I’m doing my best to keep my past with my mother, my father, and the center long behind me, I don’t want anyone to know. At least not right now, maybe I’ll tell them when I’m ready, but this isn’t the time.

“Oh, my cell is broken,” I lie with a shrug. “I’m waiting for my pay check to get a new one.”

That’s going to be one of the first things I buy actually. Now that I have a life I need a cell phone to go with it, but for now I have to be content logging on to my email on Mr. Turners laptop. I fire off a quick email to Logan, hoping that he’ll see it and that it’ll be enough, then just as an afterthought I scribble his cell phone number down on a piece of paper and I slide it into my pocket. There’s a massive chance that I won’t need it, but I’d rather have it in case.

“Okay.” I turn to Becky and Alice grinning happily. God this has to be the best forty-eight hours of my life. First things happening with Logan, then work going well, and now friends. “Let’s go.”

I walk slightly behind the girls as we leave the store because I don’t know where I’m going and because I’m also a little concerned about how embarrassing this is going to be if I end up getting booted out of the bar because of my age. I can’t exactly explain my desperation to a bartender now, can I? I’m only just eighteen years of age, and I think that I look it too, whereas I know that Becky is already twenty-one. I think Alice is about nineteen but she has a fake ID, I heard her talking about it before. Maybe I’ll just have to be the lame kid who doesn’t drink booze. I never really wanted to before because of my dad, but this is the first time it feels like I’ll actually be missing out.

As we reach the bar, Becky heads directly for the bar counter while me and Alice get a seat in the back where we can’t easily be seen by anyone. Because she’s been the kindest to me, I open up.

“I’m actually a bit afraid that I’ll get kicked out,” I tell her quietly as I take my seat. Of all the people who I think might judge me, Alice isn’t that person. “Because I’m too young.”

“Oh, don’t you worry about it.” Alice doesn’t seem concerned at all. “Becky knows the bar man in here, she’s been sleeping with him for ages. And you look all grown up in your work uniform anyway, you could easily pass for twenty-one. Stop worrying about it, just have some fun.”

I nod slowly and suck in a breath. She’s right, and anyway, this is the sort of thing that teenagers do all the time… or so it seems from the high school movies that I’ve watched. A little bit of underage drinking is just fun. And at least I have Logan’s to go back to, I won’t be alone to choke on my vomit or anything. This is a good thing, this is fun, this is where I should be.

Becky comes to join us with a massive jug of some orangey looking liquid in it and three glasses beside it. I have no idea what it is, but I’m getting excited to try it. Alice pours us all a glass then holds it out in a cheers gesture. We clink them together and drink… well, they drink. They glug the drinks back rapidly. I sip. I try to slug a decent amount of it back to keep up with the girls but I don’t quite manage it. It’s hard to drink something that’s so fruity and bitter all at once anyway.

“Don’t push yourself,” Alice giggles. “You’ll end up sick, especially if this is your first time.”

I’m dealing with a lot of first times at the moment, and the other one certainly went well so I don’t see why this won’t either. I already feel lighter, like I’m floating on air, and happier too. I want to laugh and giggle with glee, I want to hug these girls, I want to dance the night away.

“Fill it up,” I say boldly to Alice. “Let’s get this party started, shall we?”

***

I don’t know how much time has passed, but I do know that I no longer feel like myself. The alcohol has control of me now, it’s claimed my vision, my stomach, my sense of rationality, all of it. For the first time in my whole life, I feel an affinity with my father. I understand why he did this so much now. It isn’t the nicest feeling in the world, but it’s freeing. I’m no longer bogged down with anything, I can even forget about him and his death. This must be how he felt all the time, just trying to forget about losing Mom. It doesn’t excuse his behavior, but I know why he went back.

“Are you okay?” Alice chuckles as she tucks her arm under my arm pits. “You’re swaying a bit now. Do you think it might be time to leave the dance floor?”

“No, I want to keep dancing,” I slur back at her. “It’s so much fun. I really like it.”

“Oh, I know you do, sweetie, but me and Becky are leaving now and we can’t leave you here by yourself. We need to get you in a cab home. What’s your address?”

I don’t know much, but logic is screaming at me that I can’t tell Alice my address or she’ll know that me and Logan are together. Instead, for some unknown reason it seems much more logical to just call him instead. I reach into my pocket and pull out the number.

“I don’t want a cab, I want this guy to pick me up,” I tell her strongly. “Can I borrow your phone? I promise I’ll only be on it for a moment, I won’t waste your minutes or anything.”

“No, you can.” She pulls her cell phone out but doesn’t immediately hand it to me. “Maybe I should call him for you because I don’t think you’re making much sense right now. I mean, do you even know where you are? Do you even know what club this is?”

She’s right, I don’t have a bloody clue, so I hand the number over willingly. She isn’t from the center anyway so there isn’t any way that she can make that connection between us. Plus, I’m sure she wouldn’t mind anyway. Even if she knew the truth, Alice is an awesome friend who wouldn’t judge me for anything. She’s so cool and laid back, I definitely have a girl crush on her.

She grabs onto my arm and pulls me out the club, and as the cold night air hits me I realize just how drunk I really am. I’m much more wasted now, somehow the fresh air of real life has hit me and shocked me. It’s a funny feeling that makes me want to giggle like a lunatic. 

“So, who is this guy anyway?” Alice asks while punching in the numbers. “What’s his name?”

“Logan,” I whisper my secret to her. “His name is Logan and I want him to be my boyfriend.”

She raises a knowing eyebrow at me, but doesn’t say anything. Instead, she calls Logan and she asks him in a very professional sober tone for him to pick me up.

“How am I so much more wasted than you?” I ask once she hangs up. “That’s not fair.”

“Because you’re younger than me, and less experienced. But more importantly who is this Logan? He sounds older than you when I spoke to him then.”

“He is,” I chuckle like it’s hilarious. “But he’s really hot and kind too. You would really like him.” All of a sudden, I’m struck by a thought of horror. “Actually no, don’t like him. You’re way more beautiful than me so he will definitely like you back. Then I’ll have to act all happy while you guys fall in love and get married, all while my heart is breaking for him.”

“Okay, you’re definitely way too drunk now,” Alice insists. “Come on, let’s go and sit on this bench and wait for the mysterious Logan to come. I can’t leave you on your own.”

“But what about Becky?” I don’t even know where she is, I can’t remember when I saw her last.

“She’s gone back with the bar man, so it’s just me and you for now. How does that sound?”

“That sounds perfect.” I sit and rest my head on her shoulder. “Thank you, Alice, you’re a legend.” 

Chapter Twenty Three – Logan

I debated going out myself with Hank when I received the email from Pru about her going out with her new friends, it felt like the perfect time for me to expand my friendship horizons too, but now I’m glad that I didn’t. I guess deep down a part of me expected something like this to happen so I waited at home patiently, wanting to check that she’s going to be okay at the end of it.

It’s just lucky that Pru is out with new friends and not people from the center, that could have really complicated things. Maybe I could have found a way to explain it, but I’m glad I don’t have to. I’m sure my guilt would have shown on my face and my cover would’ve been blown. Still, I don’t have to worry about that because Pru is only hanging out with people she works with.

I slow the car down as I reach the street where Alice told me to come and pick up Pru. There are lots of people about in varying stages of being intoxicated, so it takes me a while to find her, but soon I see her slumped on her friend, clearly very wasted. This is why she shouldn’t drink, I don’t think she can hack it, she’s too young and not at all used to it. Especially not if she’s been trying to keep up with this older girl who is used to it. Hopefully this one-time experience will teach her.

I park up the car quickly and step out into the street. Surrounded by drunk people I feel a bit awkward so I stuff my hands into my pocket and I keep my eyes fixed only on the girl I want to see. I don’t care about the drunken loutish idiots anyway, and I’m sure the feeling is mutual.

“Hey,” I say uncomfortably as I finally reach the duo. “I’m Logan, is everything alright?”

“You’re Logan?” As the girl who must be Alice hears me, her eyes widen in shock. It makes me wonder what Pru told her about us, but I don’t dare ask. There could be many reasons why she’s shocked, I don’t need to read too much into it. “Okay sure, sorry Prudence is a bit drunk, she got a little bit carried away tonight, but she said that you would take care of her.”

“Yeah, no worries. My car is just over there. Do you need a ride somewhere?” I ask Alice seriously. “I don’t want to leave you all alone if there’s somewhere you need to be…”

“No, no, I live just around the corner from here, I’m fine. I just didn’t want to leave her alone.”

“No, of course not. Well thank you.” I glance down at Pru who is looking at me through very bleary looking eyes. “Pru, are you okay to walk or do I need to scoop you up and carry you?”

“I’m fine.” She pushes herself up and is immediately a bit shaky on her feet. “I’m just very tired now, that’s all. I feel like I need to sleep this off. Is that a normal sensation?”

My heart goes out to her, I feel so much sympathy for Pru. She’s about to have the worst morning of her life tomorrow. I can remember my very first hangover, it was the worst thing that I’ve ever been through in my life, and I was a little bit older than Pru. I also wasn’t anywhere near as drunk. At least I’m here to protect her, she needs me. But as I look at her, I realize that there’s a big part of me that needs her too. I can’t imagine having a life without her. She isn’t like any of the other girls that have come and gone in my life because she grounds me and she gives me a purpose. I didn’t even realize how much I was floating through life before without anything to fix me in place. She’s changed my perception on the world, and on myself. Without her I would still be nothing.

“Come on then.” I link my arm through Pru’s and I walk her towards the car. Alice comes with us at first, but it doesn’t take long for someone else to call her. “You go,” I insist with a bright and reassuring smile “I have Pru, everything is fine alright? Thank you again.” 

“Are you sure?” I nod. “Okay, well take care of Pru and tell her to call me when she wakes up.”

“I will do, I’ll get her back home now and make sure that she’s okay.”

Alice touches my arm gently. “Prudence was right about you, you are really nice. She’s lucky to have you in her life. I don’t know what you are to each other, but she’s really lucky.”

As Alice goes I breathe out a sigh of relief. It’s much easier to have Pru all to myself, I know what she knows and doesn’t know, I know what I can and can’t get away with. If it wasn’t for the rest of the world, this whole thing with me and Pru would be easy and straightforward. We could just be happy, be together and not have to worry about it. It’s everyone else that’s the problem, not us.

“You came for me,” Pru slurs a little as she leans up against the car. “I should have come home tonight right after work to see you, to talk about last night, and I didn’t. I went to hang out with my friends instead, but you still came for me when I was in trouble. That’s really awesome.”

I glance around like a paranoid freak, checking that no one overheard her. Of course they didn’t, no one here cares what the hell is going on with me and Pru, no one sees it as wrong. “Of course I came for you, Pru. I don’t mind you blowing me off to hang out with the girls. I want you to do stuff like that, that’s a whole big part of life, isn’t it?” She smiles up gleefully at me. “I want you to have fun and I’ll always be here afterwards when it’s done. I’m your protector after all.”

“I might not know much about men,” she continues while grabbing onto my waist. “But I know that you’re a really good one. You’re much too good to be with someone like me. I’m just… well, I’m trash aren’t I? A nothing girl that no one cares about, from a bad family.”

Uh oh. We’ve reached the drunk stage where all the stuff we keep buried deep down comes flying out like bullets. This is the time that I need to get her the hell out of here before she crumbles. She’s got a lot to cry over, many sad things from her past that I don’t think she’s fully dealt with. Here and now isn’t the time to start that process, it’s much too public for a meltdown.

“You aren’t that at all,” I tell her firmly. “You’re a wonderful girl who deserves the world. Now get into the car and let me get you home, okay? You’re tired and you really do need some rest.”

I hold onto her as I slide the care door open and as I do she leans up against me, trusting me with every inch of her body weight. A smile plays on my lips as I see her there, looking up at me with complete love and wonder in her eyes. Even through the intoxication she is the most stunning woman that I’ve ever seen in my life. I feel a deep compulsion to lean me head down to kiss her. My heart pounds, I know that it’s wrong, but there’s such a deep need that I want to, just for a second.

I do it. As almost an instinctive reaction, I dip my head towards her and I press my lips up against hers, soaking her in, inhaling her, breathing her in as I do. The memories of last night flood my mind and make me feel wonderful. This is simply a snippet of what things could be like if things were normal with me and Pru, if we were just allowed to be together.

Eventually, I pull my head back and I smile at Pru. The rest of the world melts away into nothing and the only two people left are me and her. It’s perfect, for just a moment I can feel the warmth of the sun beating down on my shoulders, as if it’s the middle of the day rather than night time.

“Logan!” All of a sudden, a much too familiar voice bursts my bubble and shocks me to my core. “Logan, is that you? I didn’t think you were coming out tonight.”

“Hey!” Drunk Pru calls back. “That’s Hank from the center, from the kitchens.”

Fuck. My heart falls into my shoes and my stomach drops too. If he’s seeing me now then he probably saw me kissing Pru too. And I kissed her, that must was very obvious, I can’t even pass it off as her drunkenly making a move on me. Shit, shit, shit. The cover that I’ve worked so hard to build up has been blown, and now… now I’m fucked. The only hope I have in the world is to get the fuck out of here right now. I need to leave, to escape, to break free and to hope that Hank is either too drunk to remember this is the morning, or that he assumes it isn’t me.

“Get in the car,” I warn Pru in a long voice. “Get in the car now, we cannot be seen.”

I don’t know how much of that gets through, she certainly doesn’t look as worried as she should do, but she does as I command. She falls across the back seat of the car and lies there almost asleep so I leave her there. My heart races in my chest, the only thing I can think of is driving away rapidly. Hank is still yelling at me as if he’s desperate to get my attention but he’s not going to get it.

“Fucking hell,” I mutter as I slam the car into gear. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, get out of the way!”

Drunks spill out into the road but soon move when they realize that I might actually run them over if they don’t. I know I’m not thinking straight, I feel like I might be crazy, but it barely matters. 

I drive much too quickly, my breaths fall out of my mouth ragged and panicked. I expect to calm down the further away I get but I don’t. If anything, I get worse. Hank knows me, he knows my car, now I can see that running away was never going to work. I should have stayed and explained myself somehow. I don’t know how I would’ve played it off, but doing nothing is worse.

What the hell am I going to do tomorrow? I think while I drag my hands through my hair. The job that I’ve worked so hard to protect is now in real danger and I have no idea what to do. I am in the wrong, there’s no denying that, there’s no escaping it. I’m going to be yelled at, screamed at, fired probably and there isn’t a damn thing that I can do about it. I don’t even know how I can defend myself, but I’ll have to try. Maybe the truth will do it, maybe the admitting that we’re really into one another will make it better. They know me, surely, they’ll know that I wouldn’t do this if it wasn’t important…

I turn to see Pru passed out on the back seat, snoring lightly and guilt crushed me painfully. She’s gotten herself dragged into this without really knowing how messy it’s going to get and now we’re about to really find out.

Chapter Twenty Four – Prudence

“Urgh, no,” I groan as I roll over in the bed. “What the hell is this? Why do I hurt all over?”

My head pounds, my stomach churns, my eyes ache as I try to prize them open to face the real world. At this moment in time, my brain is a deep black hole. I can barely remember anything properly. What happened? When did I get so ill? What have I been doing?

“Logan?” I groan while propping myself up onto my elbows. “Logan, are you here?”

I don’t get any response, there’s nothing but silence. I’m definitely in his home because I recognize it more than anywhere else in the world, but it seems that I’m here by myself. I blink a few times, glancing around the room as I do, and my eyes soon find a giant pint glass of water next to my bed. One that I definitely didn’t put there but that I need desperately. My mouth is painfully dry and my throat feels raw. Someone – well, Logan, because it can only really be him – has anticipated my needs before I even know what they are. He’s amazing, absolutely incredible. I’m so damn lucky.

I grab onto the glass and I suck the water back like there’s no tomorrow. I glug it down hard and fast, loving the ice cool sensation as it fills me up, healing me in some small way. 

If this is what it feels like after drinking, then I don’t understand it at all.

As I swing my legs over the bed, small sparks of memories fill my brain. Alice, Becky, and me drinking, laughing, dancing the night away. It was fun at the time, I had a real blast, but this is clearly the punishment that I get for that. I don’t think it’s worth it after all. How the hell did my dad do this all the time? How did he cope with this crippling pain after drinking?

As I walk, a new feeling floods me, almost knocking me from my feet. I’m absolutely consumed by the need to be sick, to get all this booze out of my system, so I run to the bathroom at the speed of light and I crouch to the floor, gripping onto to toilet bowl and the burning hot vomit spills past my lips. It hurts, it aches, it wrecks my stomach, but in a way, it’s a relief too.

“Never again.” I mutter to myself with a small sharp shake of my head. “Never, ever again.”

Once I’m sure that I’m done being sick, I stumble into the kitchen where there’s a note and a whole selection of drinks. From fizzy pop to orange juice. Logan is a pretty tidy man, he normally keeps everything locked away in the cupboards, so this has to be for me. 

‘To Pru,’ the note reads. ‘You must be feeling like hell today, hangovers are the most unpleasant side of drinking! Here are some drinks to get you through the morning, whatever you fancy, and make yourself something nice and heavy to eat, like toast.’ The thought of food makes me gag, but I keep on reading regardless. ‘I’m at work now because I have some stuff to sort out…’ As I read that line, I get a flicker of something in my brain, but the thread is too thin for me to grasp onto. It’s gone before I can know exactly what it is. I have a feeling that it’s something to do with the center, but that might just be my addled brain all mushing up. ‘Also, I think last night has taught us that you really need a cell phone. There’s one of my old ones for you in the box in front of you. It isn’t the latest model, but it’ll do until you can get your own. It’s better than nothing…’

I reach across to the box and I slide it open. Inside the cell phone there makes me heart skip a beat. It’s way better than anything I would have got for myself, this is the most amazing thing ever! I cannot believe how lucky I am to have him. I don’t deserve someone so amazing.

Tears ball up in the corner of my eyes, but they’re happy tears. I really feel like this is my life picking up and improving in the most incredible way. I finally have it all and I’m only eighteen years old, I only just got out of the center and already I’m doing amazingly. I can’t believe it.

‘Here is Alice’s number, or it’s the number she called me from last night anyway. You should message her and let her know that you’re okay. Luckily for you, you have the day off work today so you should veg out and sleep it off. Make yourself get better. I will see you soon, yours Logan.’

The tears fall, I’m unbelievably touched. Logan has done more for me than anyone else I’ve ever known. I understand that he has to work but I wish he was here right now with me. I wish I could hold him close and finally just tell him that I love him. I’ve kept it inside for too long. Maybe tonight I’ll finally let those words free. I’ll say to Logan I love you.

Before I can sob like a freak, I call Alice. I could just text her but there’s a deep need inside of me to call her, to hear her voice, to check that I didn’t embarrass myself last night.

“Hello?” she answers curtly. “Alice speaking, who is this?”

“It’s Prudence,” I reply raspily. “Just letting you know that I’m alive today. I don’t feel like I’m part of the living, but I’ve survived it. My God, do hangovers always feel this bad?”

“Prudence! Thank goodness. I’ve been worried about you.” She sounds genuinely happy to hear from me which manages to make me smile. “I’m just on my break at work now and I was just about to call that guy who came to pick you up to check on you. Did he take you home okay last night?”

I don’t know if I should worry about Logan when it comes to Alice. I know that we’re supposed to be keeping us a secret, but that’s only from people at the center, surely? Alice is fine.

“Yeah, I got home okay, I think I pretty much just passed out to sleep as soon as I got in. Urgh I’m so glad that I don’t have to work today. Every time I move I want to vomit again…”

“He’s nice, isn’t he?” Alice interrupts, ignoring my last remark. “Logan, I mean.”

“Yeah, he’s great. I’m lucky to know him. I don’t know how I would have got home otherwise.”

“How do you know him?” I can hear her crunching an apple while she talks. It’s distracting and hurts my head even more. I really do need to lie down! “Is he your boyfriend?”

“He’s…” Shit, how the hell do I explain this? And did I say too much last night? Maybe I told her the truth and now she wants to know if I’ll say the same in the sober light of morning. “He’s a friend… I like him, but I don’t know if he’s… you know, my boyfriend, or whatever.”

“I would warn you to be careful around him because he’s so much older than you, but I don’t think I have to. I think that you have a spell over him and he treats you amazingly.”

Alice’s lovely comments warm me up. I like the idea that I might have a hold over Logan. He certainly has one over me, so it’s much better to learn that might be a two way thing.

“Right, Mr. Turner is giving me the stink eye so I better go back to work. I’ll speak to you later on, okay? You rest up today and take care of yourself. It gets easier, trust me. Much love!”

As soon as Alice hangs up the phone I punch her number into the contacts list and stare at it. I never thought that I would be here, the girl with a cell phone and a friend’s number in it. I quickly connect the phone to the Internet and I grab Logan’s number off there too so I have two numbers on my list. I rub my thumb over the name on my screen, loving even looking at his name.

‘Hi Logan, it’s Pru,’ I type out, needing some communication with him wherever I can get it. ‘Thank you so much for all the lovely things that you’ve done for me today. I appreciate it. X’

I pause for a few moments, half expecting a reply but I don’t get one. I suppose that makes sense since he’s working. It’ll be hard for him to message me completely undetected. So instead I gather up the drinks and I head back to the only place that I want to be today, and that’s in bed. I definitely need to sleep this off. There’s no way I can feel better until I get some more rest.

I stagger over to the bed and collapse into it with my eyes closed once more. I shouldn’t be tired again, I’ve had a damn good night of sleep, but I am. Maybe it wasn’t a proper sleep, maybe I pretty much just passed out, I’m not too sure, but weariness is overcoming me again.

At least I have pleasant dreams of Logan to get me through the day. I always have them, and now I have some real life fact to base the fantasies on as well. When I first started dreaming about him, it was childish lust, an obsession, but now it’s definitely real adult love. I adore having that delicious sensation in my heart, and I cannot wait to share it with him.

***

Hours pass, I don’t know how many. Mostly I sleep, but sometimes I get up for something to eat or to have a little walk around. The time does help to heal me, but I still feel like crap for most of the day, even when I step into the shower. I do know that drinking is something that I never want to do again. It might be fun at the time, but this is not worth it. I can have a good time without it.

Eventually, I move myself over to the couch and I flick the TV on to watch some mindless movie. There’s a detective drama on, but one that doesn’t take too much imagination to work out who committed the crime, so it’s perfect for me to just lose myself in for a while.

As I half watch the show, I keep checking my cell phone, expecting some communication from either Alice or Logan, but I get nothing. The fact that Logan hasn’t even snuck off for a second to reply worries me actually, it makes me wonder what on Earth is going on with him today. In the letter that he left me he said something about needing to sort some stuff out today at work, and I can’t help wondering what. I just have this weird sensation that it’s something to do with last night and that I’m to blame. I have guilt for something that’s really nothing more than a black hole in my mind, one that I can’t recover no matter how hard I try. I’ll feel better when he’s here and I can just know that all is okay. With that safe feeling that Logan always gives me, I know I will only feel good with him here. It always does.

He’ll be here soon, I tell myself with determination. Here to make it all better. I just need to make it until he arrives, that’s all. I can do that.

I can do that…

Chapter Twenty Five – Logan

I don’t bother to wait to be called into the office, the anticipation is far too much. Whatever’s going to happen to me, I need to just know. There’s no way that I can act normally until then. I have to get it over and done with. I also want to get in there to argue my case, just in case it helps.

“Well, hello there, Mr. Banker,” my boss, Alexandra, comments coldly as she sees me. “I’m glad that you’re here. It saves me calling you in for a meeting which we need to have.” She indicates towards the chair on the other side of her desk. “Please, take a seat. We have a lot to discuss.”

Ice cold bolts of fear dart towards my stomach, freezing up my veins as they do. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so freaked out in my whole damn life, this is horrifying. My behavior, my actions, have brought me here. It’s time to face the consequence and I hate it. It scares me.

“Right, Mr. Banker, I think we both know that you have a lot of explaining to do, don’t you?”

The glare that she gives me bores right into my soul. I feel like she sees me for who I really am and she doesn’t like who I’ve become one bit. I shuffle uncomfortably on my chair, wishing I hadn’t come after all. Maybe it would have been better if I didn’t come here at all today.

“I can explain, honestly,” I insist in the strongest voice that I can manage. “Please, you have to just hear me out. I can see how this doesn’t look good, but it isn’t what you think…”

“So, you weren’t caught kissing Prudence Evans? One of the children that we had here at the center? You haven’t acted in a way that absolutely violates everything?”

Shit, fucking Hank. Why couldn’t he just talk to me about this? Probably because I ran away.

“What happened with me and Pru doesn’t violate anything, she isn’t here anymore…”

“And you think that matters?” Alexandra bangs her hands angrily against the desk. “You think it matters whether she’s here or not? She was brought here as a child, on her thirteenth birthday, after experiencing trauma at the hands of her father. You were her therapist for years… does none of this sound wrong to you? Does it seem okay that you’re kissing her days after she’s released from here?”

“Well when you say it like that, it doesn’t sound great, but nothing happened until she left…”

Alexandra sighs loudly and shakes her head. “That isn’t strictly true though, is it?”

“Nothing happened,” I insist. “Honestly, absolutely nothing happened. I wouldn’t do that…”

“When I got this troubling news, I instantly knew that I had to look much deeper into it and what I found was disturbing. Emails between the two of you, via the Internet provided here at the center.” Oh my God, I can’t believe it! I should have known this would happen. The Internet is all monitored, if not all the time it can be accessed, for the protection of the people here. “You were encouraging feelings from her the entire time. Even while she was here. Do you understand now?”

Admittedly I’m silenced by that, I don’t know what to say. She’s right, I’ve acted inappropriately the entire time. I knew that I was risking everything for Pru and I didn’t care. I guess I never thought that it would really catch up with me, but it has. All of it.

“I understand,” I reply quietly, preparing myself to reveal something that I haven’t yet full accepted myself. “I understand completely, but nothing aside from the emails happened while she was here. We were just friends, I just wanted to help her, that’s all…”

“So, you’re trying to tell me that you didn’t have any feelings at all?”

I don’t see the point in answering that, we both know the truth. “I love her,” I tell Alexandra with all the brutal honesty I can manage. “I wouldn’t have done anything if I didn’t love her. This is real, we love each other. This isn’t just something. It’s going to last. Forever.”

Alexandra looks at me and she shakes her head in dismay. “It doesn’t matter, Logan, this goes above and beyond that. You have to leave this job now. I cannot keep you here.”

“But it won’t happen again, I’m not a danger to anyone. You won’t have to worry.”

“Stop.” Alexandra holds up her hands to prevent me from speaking any more. “I can’t listen to this, Logan, I just can’t. The decision has already been made. I don’t know if there’s going to be more to this. There might even have to be legal action, if that’s what Pru wants. Don’t make this worse. Just go now in a dignified manner and make this easier on everyone.”

I give her one last lingering look before I push myself into a standing position. I suppose she’s right, this could turn into something much uglier if I let it. Much as I don’t want to I need to get out now while I still can. I need to get some space, to figure out what my next move needs to be. There has to be some way I can fight this, to make it right again. I need to get this all back somehow.

As I walk towards the exit of the building, I see Hank standing in the corner. Immediately he averts his eyes away from me. Guilt, and probably disgust too, makes it impossible for him to look at me. He could have been my friend too, he certainly wanted to be, and I fucked it up. If only I had gone out with him, then there would be a big chance that none of this would have happened.

But I suppose it would’ve come out eventually. Things like this don’t stay hidden forever. If me and Pru have to be together then it would come to this in the end. Now I just need to work out how exactly I’m going to piece all of this back together. It isn’t going to be easy, that’s for sure…

***

Hours and hours of driving haven’t helped me, not one bit. I don’t want to leave my car, not until I’ve calmed down quite a bit, but it’s getting dark now and I can’t avoid the inevitable forever. Sooner or later I’m going to have to communicate with Pru about this, and I suppose I might as well get it over and done with. Like ripping a band aid off… to reveal a large, disgusting gaping wound underneath. One that keeps spilling out blood and puss and there’s no way to stop it.

Urgh, just be a man, I warn myself as I turn the car off. Face it like I should have done before.

I walk towards my apartment slowly and purposefully, wishing idly for a natural disaster to come along to destroy the world so I don’t have to face this. But Of course nothing happens. The only world being destroyed today is my own. Figures, what else should I expect?

“Hello?” Pru calls out excitedly as soon as she hears me click the door open. “Logan, is that you? Thank goodness you’re home I’ve been looking forward to seeing you all day…”

“Pru.” I stop her because I can’t stand to hear her so positive when everything is about to come crashing down around us. “Don’t… just don’t. We need to talk about things, it’s important.”

“What’s going on?” She freezes and her expression completely changes. “Are you okay?”

“I… I lost my job,” I tell her with a shrug. “They found out about us because Hank saw us together last night, kissing, and now I’m unemployed and they might even get the cops on us…”

“What?” she exclaims while jumping up. “What the hell are you talking about? How can they fire you? And what’s this about the cops? They can’t blame us for falling in love. I mean, I love you. That isn’t a crime, is it? And nothing happened while I was at the center so why does it…”

I’m aware that she just declared her love for me for the first time but I can’t focus on that part right now. Nor can I concentrate on my own feelings. I need to be smart for the first time.

“We emailed each other, which isn’t allowed, while you were still at the center, and it is still wrong. We shouldn’t be doing this, we never should have done this. It’s always been wrong.”

I tug on the ends of my hair, wishing that I’d taken even more time before I decided to face this. I don’t even know what I’m doing here, I don’t even know what my plan is. I just know that something has to change and fast. I cannot carry on as I am, and nor can Pru.

“What… what are you saying?” she asks me worriedly. She pushes herself up off the couch and moves across the room. The nearer that she gets to me, the more I can feel my emotions stirring and churning. I become even more confused than before. “What are you trying to tell me, Logan?”

I stare intently at her, wanting her to just get it already. But she doesn’t. In her naïve desperation to make this work she just bites down on her bottom lip and she waits for me to make the choice.

“Pru, you have to go,” I gush out sadly. “I can’t have you here anymore, this isn’t right.”

“You’re breaking up with me?” She demands answers that I cannot give. “Is this it? Are you done with me? This can’t really… we can’t… we can still… this doesn’t have to break us up?”

“It does.” Tears stream down her cheeks and I can feel them spilling down mine too. “It does mean that. How the hell can we keep on doing this when the world doesn’t want us to?”

Pru reaches forward and she grabs my hand. Her skin touching mine brings out all the electricity, but I can’t keep caving to that right now. I need to behave like I should have done all along.

“It doesn’t matter what the rest of the world thinks,” she tells me sincerely. “It only matters what we think, doesn’t it? We love each other, we know that, we know what it means…”

I know that I could easily get sucked into this again if I wanted to, I could allow Pru to rail road me into doing what I want to do rather than what’s right, but there’s too much at stake now, too much to worry about. I’ve already lost my job, I don’t have a chance of getting it back with her here.

“Pru, you have settled into your new job now, I’ve helped you out as much as I can, I’ve let you stay here for as long as we agreed. It’s time for you to go home. You need to get on with your real life now and so do I. This has been a fantasy, a momentary lapse, but now it’s time to stop.”

Pru doesn’t answer me, I don’t know if she’s accepting it at all. She just looks completely bewildered by everything. I suppose that makes sense, one moment everything was great, everything was on the up, and now it’s all fallen apart.

“We knew that this day would come,” I say morosely. “We knew that this couldn’t last, didn’t we? We went into this with our eyes wide open.”

But Of course we didn’t. Neither of us were even thinking about the future, just living in the moment, enjoying how it. This is a shock to both of us, I don’t know how either of us will cope now. It’s going to be a very messy life from here on out.

Chapter Twenty Six – Prudence

This apartment doesn’t scare me anymore, it doesn’t have the same grip on my fear gland that it once did, despite the fact that it’s late at night, there are shadows dancing everywhere, and next door are yelling at one another like crazy. Over the last two and half weeks I’ve become very used to it. The noises are just noises, they aren’t coming for me or anything. I don’t like it, but I’m used to it.

No, it doesn’t scare me, but it does make me feel incredibly sad. It makes me feel lonely.

‘You coming out tonight?’ Alice texts me, just like she does most nights. She continues to reach out to me despite the fact that I hardly ever go. Maybe this should be the time where I’m out living life, recovering from my heart ache by dancing with men I haven’t met before, but I don’t want to. They love drinking and I really don’t. While I can enjoy myself without it, it always makes me feel a little bit left out. I’m on the outside, looking in, missing out just a little bit. I’m still a freak.

Alice, Becky, and the others are great, but they’re a bit too much for me. I’m too naïve for them.

‘Not tonight,’ I reply quickly. ‘Got plans with the boyfriend. Next time though!’

I never told her about things falling apart with me and Logan because I couldn’t stand to talk about it without sobbing for a while, and now I’m glad. It makes for a perfect excuse these days, the girls think I’m blowing them off for hot sex which apparently is very acceptable to do. It makes me feel better than telling them that I’m crying by myself anyway, trying to recover from a broken heart.

I wish that was the truth. I wish I could be with Logan, hugging, kissing, making love. I wish I could be in that safe place in his arms, with his warm love surrounding me, knowing that he completely belongs to me. I didn’t take that feeling for granted when I had it, but I didn’t savor it as much as I should have done because I didn’t think I’d have to let it go. I thought I would have it forever. Sometimes, I imagine that the fantasy life I share with the girls is true, and I pretend that I’m not a lonely fool who’s pushed everyone good away. It’s better than this, anyway.

Maybe I should have expected things to disintegrate in the way that they did, maybe it was wrong of me to think that we could actually be together forever, but I was… am deeply in love. I assumed that Logan was on the same page as me, but apparently, he could see the bigger picture. While I was tumbling into the abyss of emotion, he was already extracting himself, ready to move on. I don’t know how I didn’t see the signs, things felt perfect to me. Maybe him being so nice to me was all a part of his escape, and I’m so naïve that I didn’t know that unwritten code. Just further proof that I’m a child that tried too hard to step into adult shoes that I wasn’t ready for.

I step into the lukewarm shower that I have every day to wash the horror of working in this store every single day off of me. My first instincts, the ones that I had on my first day, were right. I might have gotten the hang of it now, but I hate it. I don’t like always feeling left behind with the girls, I hate Mr. Turner and his bullshit attitude that’s come to life more and more that time has passed, and I don’t like the way that the customers treat me. I’m in the wrong job, but I don’t know where else to go. I don’t know what else I could do, I feel very lost.

As the water runs over me, I let the tears run free. At least in here I can cry without feeling too messy and pathetic because no one can see me. I wish I could go back in time and do all of this again. Maybe if I hadn’t rung Logan on that first night, maybe if I kept away from him, then I could’ve done this right. He wouldn’t have lost his job because of me, I wouldn’t be in this mess, I would have simply gotten over my crush and life would be smooth. I would be okay.

“Damn it,” I mutter to myself while wiping the water from my face, pointlessly of course because the shower is still on, rushing over me. “Damn it, damn it, damn it.”

I punch the shower wall, hating everything about myself. Things should be better out here than at the center, but they aren’t. I miss everything about being there, even Leah and her big mouth. That noise was better than the yelling followed by rampant sex I’m forced to hear all the time. And now, because of what’s happened, I can’t even go back for a visit. I can’t even see them because of Logan.

Eventually, once I feel clean, I step out of the shower and I grab myself a towel. As I do every night I grab my cell phone and I stare at the screen, there’s only one message on there and it’s gone unreplied to for far too long: ‘Hi Logan, it’s Pru, Thank you so much for all the lovely things that you’ve done for me today. I appreciate it. X’ I keep wanting to send him another but I can’t see the point. Logan made it very clear that we’re done and I don’t think there’s anything I can do about that. He kicked me out, he severed all ties, and he’s given me no clue that things are about to change.

I’m on my own. No doubt about it. All by myself in this big stupid world.

Knock, knock. I glance towards the door in shock. Knock, knock.

I don’t know who that could be, no one knows where I live aside from Logan, not even Alice. There isn’t anyone this can be. It won’t be him, I’m sure of it. It can’t be.

“Hello?” I call out anxiously. No way I can answer the door without knowing exactly who’s on the other side of it. Especially not while I’m undressed. “Who’s there?”

I grab a pair of sweat pants and throw them on my body, then I scurry around for a top.

“Ma’am, it’s the police.” My heart stops absolutely dead in my chest. “We have been trying to get in touch with you for some time. Can we come in and have a chat, please?”

The police? Since I haven’t been in trouble about anything, there’s only one thing this can be about and it’s the last thing I want to deal with. I cannot believe the center pushed it this far, especially when it’s long done which I assume they must know since he must have gone back to get his job. What the hell is the point of this aside from torturing and punishing me? 

“Erm, hang on a moment.” I really need to be dressed for this. “I’ll be right there.”

“Okay, Ma’am, we’ll wait for as long as it takes.”

Fuck, how the hell am I going to do this? What’s this going to be like? I scrabble around and grab things while my brain spins. Am I going to be in real trouble too? I guess I don’t really know anything. All I know is that I fell in love and that’s all that matters. But will they see it that way? I’m going to have to try. I’m going to defend my love until the bitter end no matter what it takes?

I stare at my wrists quickly, imaging handcuffs around them. My God, what if I end up in jail? What if I get locked up in an institution again? Only a much worse one than before. It doesn’t bear thinking about. I can’t stand the idea of it, it absolutely terrifies me.

I stare at the door for a moment, pausing, wondering if I’m letting in hell by opening it, but really, I know that I have to. I don’t have any choice but to face the consequences for what I’ve done. Logan has had to face it and now it’s my turn.

Do this, I warn myself desperately. Face this, do it for him.

***

I collapse into bed hours later, feeling all the emotional energy drain from my body completely. That was the hardest thing that I’ve ever had to but it’s over now. I managed to prove without a doubt that nothing happened while I was at the center and that the emails were merely a young girl reaching out to a friend that she could trust. I was honest too, mostly, I don’t think I fully explained how I felt about him then, but that’s my fault not his. He doesn’t deserve to be punished.

I didn’t say much about what happened after we left the center because they didn’t ask me. That’s my business anyway, I was officially an adult by then. It was up to me what I do.

It’s not going to go any further, thankfully that was something that I had to make a decision on which means I got to end it. Logan might not ever know what I’ve done but that hardly matters. I didn’t do it for recognition, I did it because it’s the right thing to do. For both of us.

Of course there’s a part of me that wants to tell him, but that’s because I want to tell him everything I want to talk to him about all that happens in my life. But I can’t. It’s better if I try to get some sleep instead. I’m slowly recovering from my addiction to Logan, and I don’t want to go back.

With a deep sigh, I click the cell phone off so I don’t even have the small temptation any more. Maybe it’s time for me to get a new one. Logan gave me this, it’s a constant reminder of him. Plus, if I have a new number I won’t be able to wonder all the time if he’s going to message me, because it’ll be impossible for him to do so. A clean break, that’s the way it needs to be. I have to accept that it’s time to give him up forever. It isn’t going to ever be how I want it to be.

I will have tonight to mourn for one last time, but then I have to get over this. I need to make plans to actually move on. Maybe I should move house, leave the city, start afresh. Get a job I like, make friends that are closer to my age and that I have more in common with, girls I actually feel like I can be honest with, and maybe fall in love again… only this time with someone much more appropriate. Someone who can properly love me back and that the world won’t be against.

As I close my eyes, I dream about that life. I imagine myself shaking off the shackles of the mess that I’ve made here, starting again in a brighter, happier life. I picture myself leaving all of this behind and forgetting about it. I don’t want to be the girl who runs away all the time, but maybe that’s what I need to be for the time being. Just until I finally get it right.

That has to come eventually, right? There has to be a time when I get it right, when my life finally starts making sense. I can’t keep on making mistake after mistake forever. Surely?

Chapter Twenty Seven – Logan

I don’t know what I’m doing anymore, I really don’t. Despite my best efforts, I haven’t managed to get my job back but I actually ended up pushing so hard that Alexandra said she was alerting the cops to what had happened. I haven’t heard anything about it since, but I keep waiting for the day when they knock down my door to lock me up, Pru must want revenge on me by now.

“You look a bit fucked up, if I’m honest,” my new best friend and fuck buddy, Cassie, or Snake Girl as I sometimes call her, says to me with a smirk. “Maybe it’s time for some water now?”

I promised myself that I would keep away from her after the first time we did stuff, but then as I’ve proven to myself I can’t resist the people that I’m definitely supposed to be avoiding. 

“I don’t want water,” I growl in a sexy manner at her. “I want to go into the back with you.”

Maybe it isn’t wise to lose myself in booze and fucking when I should be spending my time hunting for a new job, but I just can’t face it. I can’t stand waiting for the question of why I left my last job. I don’t want anyone to know about that at all. I just want to forget about it, to put it in the past. Even Pru, I wish she wasn’t in my mind all the time, I wish I could forget the love I have for her, but it gets stronger every single day. Without her is worse than with her.

“You can’t come in the back with me, buddy, because the bar is full,” Cassie hisses back, seemingly getting irritated with me. The funny thing is I was scared of her becoming too attached to me, but it seems that I’ve become the crazed bunny boiler stalker who can’t let her go. It isn’t even her that I want, not really. But since I can’t have her, Cassie will do. I mean, she’s cool, she’s sexy and fun. What more could I want from a chick? Especially since she isn’t clingy. “I think it might be time for you to go, don’t you? You’ve had far too much. You better sleep it off.”

“But I don’t want to sleep it off,” I pout like a child. “This sucks. I want another one.”

Cassie slams her hands down on the bar and she stares at me. “Look, I’m not fucking around here. You’ve been in here for the last few weeks drinking until you’re stupid and making my job very difficult. I don’t want to be a dick, but you really have to go now.”

Still, I don’t leave. I remain seated as an intense sadness flurries through me. If I go I have to be in my apartment alone, thinking about what I’ve lost then I’ll end up going insane. I thought that time alone would help me to recover from my feelings for Pru, I assumed that I would figure out that it’s just a phase, but it’s gone nowhere. It’s stronger than ever.

“Dude.” Cassie clings onto my hands and she gives me an intense look. “I don’t know what is going on with you, but there’s clearly something that you need to sort out, and sitting here in the middle of this dive bar drinking your life away isn’t going to sort it. You are much too young for any of this shit, you do realize that, right? You need to solve this and move on.”

Solve this? I wonder what needs to be solved more. I seemingly can’t fix my career so what the fuck can I do? The only other thing I want is Pru but she’s out of reach. I pushed her away and I fucked things up. How can I go back to her and say ‘oh sorry, I didn’t mean it. I thought I had to sacrifice you to keep on working, but I was wrong’? She’ll hate me even more than she does already.

“I can’t fix it,” I tell Cassie sadly. “It’s too far gone, she doesn’t want to know.”

“Women trouble,” she mutters under her breath. “I should have known. Look, if this chick is worth of all this, then she’s worth fighting for as well. You might think that it’s done, but you could be wrong. You won’t know until you try, will you? Isn’t it worth having a go?”

Something about her words sets me free, she’s right about trying. I’ve been sitting here in a pool of misery, giving up. I’ve decided how Pru feels without even asking her. She probably hasn’t contacted me because I haven’t spoke to her, and I’m the one who freaked out and kicked her out. Maybe I should give her a chance to actually talk to me about how she feels. That would be the damn smart thing to do, I cannot believe that I didn’t think about it before.

“You’re right,” I gush happily at Cassie. “Oh my God, you’re right. I do need to do that.” I slap my hand down and push myself up. “Yep, I’m going to go now. I’ll… I’ll sober up on the way, it’ll be fine.” I don’t want to pause, even if it’s the smart thing to do. “Thank you, Cassie.”

As I run out of the bar, nothing has ever felt so right before. I can’t believe I haven’t done this yet, I’m such an idiot! What’s the point in sacrificing the only girl that I’ve ever loved for a job that doesn’t want me anymore? Why give up the only thing that’s ever brought me happiness? Pru is incredible, and perfect for me, and I think that I’m good for her too. In all honesty, that’s way more important than the rest of the bullshit. Maybe it took me a while to realize it, but I know now. This is what I need to do. I have to fight for the woman that I love, just like I should’ve been doing all along.

It’s a long way, but I don’t even think about it. I start running. My brain is everywhere, darting in all directions, freaking out with nerves and excitement. Possible outcomes fill my mind and I have no idea which one of them will come true. Maybe it’ll be a happy ever after, the lovely end to a wonderful romance, or maybe it won’t. Maybe she won’t want to know me, maybe she’s already found someone else, maybe she’ll slam the door in my face… but at least I’ll have closure. I won’t have to keep wondering over and over again, asking myself ‘what if?’.

It takes me a while to run out of breath, despite everything something must be keeping me going, but when I do it takes all that I have not to collapse onto the ground. The few weeks of living the unhealthy lifestyle of a drunk have finally caught up with me, and not in a good way.

I give up, and I hail a cab. I need to get there quickly, even if it isn’t in the most heroic way. So much time has been wasted already, it’d be silly to bypass even another moment.

By the time the cab driver drops me off near where Pru lives, I feel a little less chaotic. The manic side of me has died down as I’ve sobered up and now I feel a lot more rational. This is still something that I really want to do though, that hasn’t changed just because I’m calmer. Once all of this is over, whatever way it goes, I need to thank Cassie for giving me a much needed kick, up the ass. She got through my saddled brain and made me realize that I’ve been a fool.

I glance around, feeling ill as I recall just how crappy Pru’s neighborhood is. No matter what had happened, I never should’ve kicked her out and sent her back here. I should’ve found her somewhere new to live like I promised her I would. Somewhere much nicer. She’s too good to be in a hell hole like this. I feel like I’ve been gut punched as I try to accept what I’ve done, all through my own selfishness. When I got the news of my firing I only thought about how it affected me, not her.

I hope this is something that I can make right, I think to myself as I plough on, needing to see her face even more desperately now. I hope she doesn’t hate me.

As I walk through the building to Pru’s home, all the memories that we’ve shared together flicker through my mind, none of them from the center. That time was so irrelevant to us, so nothing, it’s unimportant. I recall taking her out to view apartments and to do job interviews and how happy she was, I remember coming here to pick her up when it all got too much from her, then bringing her back to mine where we shared a delicate kiss for the very first time. I think about when we first caved to temptation and slept together at last. That really did feel like it was a long time coming. Then, I think about the night that she got drunk and I kissed her, when I really did fuck up.

By the time I’m outside her door, I’ve talked myself into being a trembling mess. I could use another drink for a bit of Dutch courage, but it’s too late for that now. It’s now or never.

I raise my hand, internally preparing myself before banging on the door, a noise so loud it shoots right through my brain. I actually feel myself jump a little, which is crazy because I’m the one who made that noise. When I don’t get anything for a couple of minutes, I rise up onto my tiptoes and I press my ear against the door. I swear I can hear movement inside, which causes me to knock again.

“Who’s there?” comes the eventual, weary reply. Even hearing her voice in this state, melts me.

“It’s er, it’s Logan, actually.” A heat stains my cheeks, I actually feel embarrassed. Maybe acting on a whim wasn’t such a good idea after all. “Can we talk for a moment, please?”

“Logan?” The door swings open and all the breath is sucked from my body. Pru looks even more beautiful than I remember with her pale blonde hair that’s slightly longer now, her high cheek bones and bright eyes, her womanly curves which she now knows much better how to show off… she’s a dream, but she’s real, and once upon a time she was mine. “What the hell are you doing here?”

I glance behind her seeing a sight that stops my heart. “Why is all your stuff boxed up?”

“Oh that’s…” She waves her hand dismissively. “That’s nothing. Why are you here?”

I push past her, not waiting for permission. Everything she owns is packed away, this apartment doesn’t look lived in at all. It’s a good job I came today or I would’ve missed her! She’d be in another home completely. I can’t believe it, I feel sick to my stomach. I really have lost her. 

“What’s going on, Pru?” I demand, needing my answers even if I don’t really deserve them. “Why is all your stuff packed away? Do you have a new apartment, or something?”

She folds her arms defensively across her chest. “It isn’t really your business, is it?”

“No, I know.” I shake my head gravely. “I lost the right to ask you anything when I was an asshole, but I want to apologize, I want to tell you that I’m not going to be an idiot anymore. I want to make it right.” I glance up at her, ready to spill my guts. “I want to tell you what I should’ve been brave enough to say all along, and that’s that I love you.”

There’s something very freeing about finally getting those words out, it makes me feel lighter than a balloon and full of delicious cool air… but Pru doesn’t look impressed, not at all.

“You’re too late,” she says curtly. “I’m leaving. I’m moving away from the city. Tonight.”

Chapter Twenty Eight – Prudence

This is just a test, it has to be. Another thing come along to test my resolve. Just when I thought I had everything worked out all over again, this shocker comes out of the left wing to knock me over. I’ve spent a week and a half planning this, I know for a fact that it’s what I have to do and nothing is going to stop me. Not even the love of my life declaring that he feels the same way.

“It’s too late,” I reiterate, really trying to drive the point home. “I’m about to go now.”

“You can’t go.” He shakes his head rapidly from side to side. “You can’t, it isn’t right. I know that I fucked up but you can’t just leave. I mean, where are you even going?”

I sigh loudly, knowing that this is going to be the worst bit. “I’m moving to another state, Logan. I’m going to California to start again. I can’t be in New York anymore, it isn’t the place for me. I have… too many memories here, too many things that have gone wrong.” I give him a meaningful look, hoping that he knows I include him in that list. “I need to be free. To start new.”

“But… but what about practical stuff?” I can almost see him panicking. “What about an apartment and a job? What about paying for stuff? What about… there’s just too much to do.”

I chuckle lightly, finally feeling like an adult who doesn’t need to be taken care of. “I’ve done all that, Logan. I have an apartment, I’ve paid the deposit on it. I even have a job lined up. Just a temporary thing until I work out what I really want to do… you’ve helped me well, Logan, but I know what I’m doing now.” I pull the check out of my bag that I was going to quietly and anonymously drop off on my way, but I might as well give it to him now since he’s here. “I even have the cash to pay you back. I picked up some extra shifts in a bar to save up a little so…”

“So, you really are doing it?” Logan takes the check off me and he stuffs it into his pocket. He needs the money more than me now since he’s out of work as far as I know. “You really are going?”

“I’ve had a wonderful time here in New York City, but I think I need to put my past behind me once and for all now. The center is here which will always remind me of my childhood, and well.. you know, getting my heart broken. Not that I blame you, of course. You didn’t have a choice.”

“But that’s the thing.” Logan steps closer to me and for some reason I allow him to take my hands, despite the fact that I know it’ll stir me up all over again. Mind you, this whole visit has done that all by itself. “I did have a choice and I chose wrong. I should have told the center where to go. I only didn’t because I was afraid I couldn’t do anything else with my life and I also thought the cops might come in the picture. Trust me, I got threatened with that on more than one occasion.”

“A threat that they carried out,” I tell him honestly. His eyes fill up with fear and shock, compelling me to dispel those emotions. “I got rid of them, there’s nothing to worry about, but yeah they did come. That’s something else I want to get away from. I want to be somewhere new where no one knows me so I don’t have to feel like I’m always looking over my shoulder.”

Now that he’s here, I realize that would be a better dream if I could have it with Logan. There we could just be two people who met and fell in love. I yearn for that, I would love that, much as I’m excited for the new adventure I would much rather do it with him than alone… but I can’t ask him to give up the life that he has here. His roots are dug much deeper than mine.

“I can’t lose you.” All of a sudden, Logan starts sobbing and he collapses to his knees as if in shock. “I can’t lose you, Pru, I can’t. I don’t want to do my life without you.” I remain silent because I don’t know what he expects me to say to that. “I can’t imagine going through the rest of my life without you. Pru, you are everything to me. I need you. Please…” He glances up at me, looking at me with wet, sad eyes. “Please, let me come with you. I want to start again too.”

My heart lifts and dances with excitement, but I know that I cannot agree. “No, Logan, you can’t come with me. I don’t have a life here and you do. I can’t ask you to leave that for me.”

“I don’t have anything!” he insists while flinging his arms in the air. “I have an apartment that I hate, no job, no friends, no nothing. If you go, I really won’t have anything. This won’t just be for you, it’ll be for myself too. Please, we could go and get my stuff, get into my car and drive there together. It’ll be wonderful, just me and you as it was always meant to be.”

His offer is so tempting it makes my mouth water. If I think about it, the only issue that me and Logan had was other people. If we can eliminate that then there’s no reason why we can’t make this work. I can go back to the girl who has it all, but it can be real, no longer a dream ready to be shredded apart at any given moment. He seems dead serious too, like he really does want this.

“How do I know that you’re serious?” I check. “How do I know that this isn’t just a spur of the moment thing because it isn’t for me. I’ve been working on this for ages, I know it’s what I want.”

Logan unexpectedly reaches into his pocket and he pulls out a small box as if that holds all the answers. “Pru, I brought this in secret a while ago, the moment that I knew I was falling in love with you. I might have told myself that I let go of you, but I haven’t and the proof is in the fact that I’ve been carrying this around with me ever since I first got it, I still want you to have it.”

“What is it?” I ask while leaning forward to get a better look. Nope, it just looks like a small little black box to me, nothing special. That is… until Logan opens it and I get a glimpse of the beautiful small, delicate diamond and silver ring that he has inside. “Logan, what…?”

“Prudence Evans, I’ve wanted to marry you for longer than you know. There’s something very special about you that hooks me in and keeps me there, falling deeper in love with you every single day. I haven’t built many connections in my life, and none as strong as the one that I feel with you.”

My breaths become ragged, I can hardly stand this, it’s all crazily too much. This day has been a roller coaster from start to finish, and it isn’t showing any signs of letting up just yet.

“I want to come to California with you, or wherever the hell I want to go because you are my home, and I want to spend the rest of my life making up for all the mistakes that I’ve made. I want to make you happy, to love you with everything that I’ve got, to really have a future with you. I never wanted to settle down with anyone before, but that’s just because I hadn’t met the right person. But you are that person, and I can’t see a future with anyone else.” He smiles thinly through the tears streaming down his face and I return the expression. My whole body is shaking with happiness, I don’t know what’s going on. “So, while this isn’t exactly the way that I imagined this moment happening, but it’s here now upon us. Will you make me the happiest man alive and marry me?”

“Of course I will,” I say without a moment of hesitation. This might be unexpected, but it’s what I want more than anything in the world. “Yes, yes, so many times yes.”

Logan leaps up to kiss me while sliding the ring onto my finger, and as he does I really feel like I’m his for the very first time. He’s claimed me now with this ring, which solidifies an actual, real life future for us together. All of a sudden, my life in California feels even brighter with the love of my life by my side. We can finally just be happy, which is all we’ve ever wanted.

I leap up and I wrap my legs around Logan’s waist as a powerful bolt of sexual desire hits me in the core. I’m engaged now, Logan’s fiancée and I want to have some fun with that. While I’m wrapped around him, I can feel Logan growing excited too, which only fires me up even more.

“Oh, Logan,” I moan into his mouth as I slide back down to the ground with a wicked idea playing through my mind. “I think that it’s my turn to be on my knees now.”

This isn’t something that I have any experience doing, but I’ve fantasized about it enough times – always with Logan, even when my heart was shattered – to be able to go with my instincts. 

I look up at him with desire glazing over my eyes as I unbuckle his trousers and I pull them to the ground, then I pull that incredible erection of his free. I gasp, the wetness pooling in my panties as I look at him. Up this close and personal, he’s even bigger! Huge and hot as hell.

I wrap my lips around him while holding on to his base and slowly drag my head up and down. I keep looking up at him the entire time, wanting to check that I’m doing this right. What feels good to me might not to him and I want to be good for him, I want him to enjoy himself.

Logan tosses his head backwards and his thighs tremble which I assume is a good thing, and as I add my tongue into the mix, flickering it all over him, the groans and moans that fly past his lips seem to spell good news. I use my other hand to cling onto his butt so I can drive him further down my throat, really testing the boundaries of what I can do. I like this, it feels awesome.

“Stop,” Logan eventually gasps, shocking me. “Stop, that’s too good, it’s too much.”

“What do you mean?” I’m hurt, I was enjoying that new experience then.

“I need to be inside you,” Logan gushes while joining me on the floor. “I need to feel you.”

I fall onto my back feeling like I might explode while Logan tugs my panties to one side and he slides into me. He’s so desperate to connect with me that he cannot wait for even a second. It turns me on so much that I can do that to him, my walls clamp around him and claim his as mine.

I wrap my legs around his back and drive him in deeper and deeper to hit every spot inside of me, my head spinning and the heat building inside of me. As we make love for the first time in what feels like forever, I glance down at my ring as the pleasure comes for me. I’m not alone, we’re together in this, and the future that we share together is going to be utterly incredible. We’ve already been through so much to know that we can survive it all now. We really can take on the world.

“Oh fuck, Logan!” Finally, the orgasm crashes over me like a tsunami of waves that won’t stop coming. My hips buck, my body shudders and trembles, I completely fall apart in Logan’s arms but there isn’t anywhere else in the world that I would rather be than with him right now. 

“Oh, Pru,” he gushes as he comes with me. “I love you, I love you so much.”

I am never going to get tired of hearing those words, as long as we both shall live.

Chapter Twenty Nine – Logan

I never ever would have thought about moving to California had it not been for Pru, but it’s the best thing that I’ve ever done in my life. I absolutely love it. The sunshine, the more laid back lifestyle, the people… it’s simply amazing. I’m like a different, much happier and less stressed version of myself here. I never thought that I could be anyone except the therapist at the children’s center in New York city who sleeps around and drinks a lot… but the person that I am today is totally different and I adore who I’ve become. Who being with Pru has made it, it simply proves what I already know, that we are more than meant to be together.

“So, do you like this store?” she asks with a grin. “Do you think it’ll work for us?”

I also didn’t ever think that I would be the sort of man to run my own business, but with Pru by my side it feels easy. She has this unique way of viewing the world and it makes her a very creative person. Since we live near the ocean side she had this idea to create a company that sells creative projects from local artists – herself included in that, she’s extremely good with crafts – and also a place where we can run charitable events. It allows me to continue on with helping people in a different way. I’m very excited about it actually, I have a whole lot of enthusiasm for it.

“I love it. It’s in a really great position and it’s got a great window space.” 

“Oh I know.” She claps her hands together with glee. “I can already picture it now.”

Pru looks very different from the young lady who left the center over a year ago. Now her pale skin is tanned and freckly, her eyes seem sparkly and happier, her hips are curvier, and her light wavy hair tumbles down her back. She carries a confidence with her too which wasn’t there before, she doesn’t ever get shy around anyone. She even tells people how she feels if she doesn’t like how they’re acting which is a massive turn around for her. I couldn’t be prouder. Now that Pru has actually dealt with the after effects of her parents’ deaths – in particular her fathers’ – she’s doing much better. I’m so glad that I’ve been through this journey with her.

“So, what are your plans for tonight?” I ask Pru, hoping that I sound innocent enough. “Are you headed out with Rosie and the girls or are you planning a quiet one in?” 

The group of friends that Pru has now are incredible. I can tell that she doesn’t feel out of her depth with them the way that she did with the girls in New York. I know that she still keeps in touch with Alice now and again, but these ones are much more suitable for her. All supportive and kind, generous and sweet, always with her best interests at heart. And their social lives don’t revolve around drinking, which is always a positive. Pru needs that, it’s much better for her.

“No, I haven’t made any plans. Why has Freddie been on at you to go out?”

That’s one of the more significant changes, I think. I actually have a big group of friends of my own. I haven’t been the same closed off guy I once was and it’s paid off massively. I finally have people that I can confide in about anything, and I have to say it feels incredible.

“No, no, I just thought that maybe you and I could have a date night. A dinner, or something.”

I wrap my arm around her shoulder and pull Pru in for a kiss. I’m hoping that I can distract her from my real purpose by showering her in romance. This is something that I’ve managed to keep a secret for months, I don’t want to blow it now. If I can pull this off it’ll be best shock ever.

“Oh, that sounds nice. It’s been forever since we’ve had just a me and you night, hasn’t it? We’ve both simply been so busy… but good busy, right? Sorting out the business and things.”

“Yeah and doing the house renovations. That’s been pretty cool as well.”

Now that we’re more settled, we have a home of our own. A lovely little beach side cottage that’s near enough to civilization that we aren’t ostracized, but that also gives us the privacy that we sometimes need. I love it, which is why I’ve put so much effort in to rebuilding the kitchen.

“I might get changed,” Pru says while glancing down. She has a bright pink bikini top on under a sheer tee shirt, and some board shorts. Maybe it isn’t everyone’s idea of a fancy but she looks so much like herself that I can’t resist her. “What do you think? Should I wear a dress?”

“No.” I bring my lips back down to hers again gently. “Don’t. Stay just as you are.”

“But where are we going? What if I need to look fancy?” She giggles adorably. “They might not want me to show up in a posh place like this. Where are we going?”

I lace my fingers through hers and start walking. She comes with me easily, not putting up even an ounce of fuss. “You just let me worry about where we’re going, okay?”

“Fine, fine, whatever. But on your head be it if it isn’t acceptable.”

I don’t reply, I simply smile to myself. The fact that I’ve been sorting this out for so long and now it’s actually happening is really exciting. It hasn’t been easy to get to this point, which is why it’s good that we both have so many friends that could help me get it done. I wouldn’t have been able to do it without them, they’ve saved my ass on more than one occasion. And now they should all be there, waiting expectantly for us to arrive. Hopefully. Fingers crossed this hasn’t gone wrong.

“Where are we going?” Pru asks me, sounding a bit more concerned now. “I don’t remember there being anywhere to eat around here. Are you sure we’re headed in the right direction…” Pru’s words fall apart as we finally get to the church which has been covered in purple flowers. She’s only ever mentioned it to me once, but I recall her saying to me that they were her favorite. It took a while to gather enough flowers to make it work, but it looks great now. “What is this?”

As Pru turns to look at me with a demanding expression on her face, I stifle a laugh. I’m getting used to that look now, especially when her hands go onto her hips which means I’m in real trouble… and there they go. Her eyebrows furrow, her eyes narrow, she purses out her lips.

“Do you remember how roughly a year ago I asked you in a very unromantic way to marry me?” I still cringe at the memory of how I just blurted it out. It’s so embarrassing. “Well, because that was such a failure, I wanted to do something to make it up to you. So, I’ve organized our wedding for us.” 

“The whole thing?” She claps her hands to her mouth in shock. “Are you serious? That’s just… that’s too much, I don’t know what to say. It’s the sweetest thing ever.”

“You don’t mind?” I need to ask just in case. “You aren’t mad that you can’t do it.”

“Not at all. You know me, I’m not one for all the fussy details. I love that you did this.”

I drop down to one knee, determined to do it a little better this time. “Pru, I love you, more than anything in the world. Will you do me the honor of marrying me today in front of all the important people in our lives? Will you make me the happiest man alive and be my wife?”

“No.” She shakes her head with a very serious expression on her face, but then just as I think I might vomit she breaks out into a smile. “I’m just kidding, of course I will. You know that it’s all I’ve ever wanted in my life. To be your wife.” She pulls me up into a standing position. “Come on, let’s do this. I’m excited to see what it’s like inside since you’ve done such a good job out here.”

As she drags me along I can’t help bursting into laughter. “You know, it isn’t really traditional for the wife to drag the husband down the aisle. I’m supposed to already be there, waiting for you.”

She spins around and rises up onto her tiptoes to kiss me. “Nothing about me and you have been traditional, so why should this be? We might as well do this as unconventionally as we can.”

Once she pushes open the doors, all of our friends burst into cheers. They’ve probably been waiting here for ages for us to arrive, most of them got here early to make sure they didn’t miss out on the surprise part, but they are still really happy for us. Despite the fact that we came here to start again and to keep our identities hidden, a lot of them know how we met now, and they’ve been endlessly supportive. They don’t have a history of judgment to go with it, they just see how happy me and Pru make one another, how we improve each other and life our spirits. They appreciate that and love us for it. Enough to be here for the majority of the day.

“Oh, my goodness,” Pru gasps as her eyes well up with happy tears. “I can’t believe this. It’s too much. Everyone is here… oh my God, even Alice and Becky! You got them here too!”

“I asked them and they really wanted to come,” I reply smilingly. “It didn’t seem right not to.”

Before the ceremony can even begin there is a lot of hugging and squealing which I planned for. I knew that this was going to turn into a bit of a reunion because of all the wonderful people that have joined us as we finally make this official, which is why I asked one of my friends, Toby, to officiate. He stands at the front, grinning down as everything descends into chaos.

“Shall we do this?” I finally ask Pru when it feels like we’ve been forever. I really am keen to get on with getting married, I can’t wait to be a husband. “I think Toby is keen to begin.”

She nods enthusiastically so I take her hands and guide her up to the end of the aisle. Then we turn to face one another with nothing but love in our eyes as we wait for Toby to begin.

“Friends and Family of Prudence Evans and Logan Banker,” he begins in the most formal voice I’ve ever heard him do. Clearly, he’s been practicing! “Welcome and thank you for being here on this important day. We are gathered together to celebrate the very special love between these two, by joining them in marriage. It feels like it’s been a long time coming with them, so this is pretty awesome, am I right?” A smattering of chatter breaks out in the crowd, but Toby quickly shuts them down. “Now, in a very unconventional way, the bride didn’t know this wedding was happening today, but I believe the groom has written his own vows?” I nod, confirming this. “Good, so let’s all sit back and listen to him being soppy… don’t worry, we can mock him later on.” 

Everyone laughs aside from me because I’m trying to prepare myself. I’m not good with speeches, whether they are off the cuff or planned, and this is one I really need to get right…

Chapter Thirty – Prudence

Who the hell books a surprise wedding? I can’t help but think as I wait for Logan to speak. Who does things like that? This is why I’m in love with Logan, he’s different, special, just what I need. And the fact that he’s gone to all this effort to make me have the perfect day is the sweetest. He even got Alice and Becky here all the way from New York. Even though we left that life behind, it’s nice to have a little piece of it here on the most special day of my life.

“Prudence Evans, you are wonderful. Honestly, I cannot express to you how special you are. I knew it, even when we first met, but of course back then there was no way of telling how important you were going to become to me. I didn’t know that you would end up changing my life.”

I choke back a sob finding it absolutely impossible not to get emotional. I’m happy, this is the happiest day of my life, but as soon as I realized it was happening I told myself not to cry. It seems that’s going to be one promise that I don’t stand a chance of keeping! Already my cheeks are wet.

I cannot believe that I’m getting married in a bikini and board shorts. In a way, it’s weird because I know that I should be in some fancy white gown, but in another way this is me now. This is who I am all the time so why not get married looking exactly like I am? Logan is casual too, in his tee shirt and shorts, and so are all the guests so I certainly don’t stand out or anything for looking sloppy. We just look cool. This is just how it was meant to be. I mean, there are parts of it that I would change, but not the things that Logan has done, only the things that are out of both of our control.

I would have my beautiful, caring mother here and the version of my father before she passed away. It would have been awesome for that man to walk me down the aisle, but still, we’re surrounded by some kick ass friends and family. I cannot ask for more than that.

“I didn’t know that it was possible to love anyone like I do you,” he continues with a smile. “But I do. I would do anything for you, I hope you know that by now, and I vow to continue doing whatever I can for you for the rest of our lives. I will love you as you deserve to be loved, I will respect you, and make you happy, just as you do me.”

I can hear sniffles of tears all around us, which makes me clutch onto my stomach. The emotion is getting the better of me, turning me into mush. If I don’t speak out now then I’ll always regret it, even if I don’t have a damn clue what I’m going to say. Everyone understands, they know this was a shock to me so I highly doubt I’ll be judged for saying something lame.

“I might not have written my own vows,” I pipe up, surprising Logan. “But that’s fair since I didn’t know we would be doing this today, I think everyone understands that.” I hear excited murmurs from the crowd, but I keep my eyes only fixed on Logan. “So, I’m just going to speak from the heart.” I sigh deeply, preparing myself before I begin. “Logan, I might have changed your life, but you did mine as well in the best way possible. I wouldn’t be who I am today if it wasn’t for you, and that’s something that we both know is true.” He can’t even deny it, because he’s seen the transformation. “You have made me the best version of myself that I can be, and I love you for that.”

He gets a bit keen and leans down to kiss me, way before Toby announces that he can… but that isn’t why I take a step back. I haven’t finished yet, there’s still something that I need to say.

“Actually, Logan.” I press my hand on his chest as I speak. “You aren’t the only one who has been keeping secrets.” As expected, he gives me a very confused look. “I didn’t mean to keep this from you I just haven’t found the right time to say it to you.” I give him a one shouldered shrug. “I suppose at our surprise wedding is as good a time as any.”

I grab onto Logan’s hand and press it to my belly. Admittedly there isn’t a bump yet but I’m sure that will come. I found out for certain this morning that I am actually pregnant after having a few weeks of feeling nauseated and just a bit different. I was going to tell him over dinner, but obviously now I don’t have to. Actually, this might be better. It wasn’t exactly something we were planning but I know for sure that he’ll be pleased. He’s keen to start a family.

Gasps burst out in the crowd, but somehow Logan doesn’t look like he quite gets it yet. I burst into giggles and shake my head, disbelieving that I’m actually going to have to tell him outright instead of waiting for him to guess. I suppose hints haven’t ever been his strong suit.

“Logan. I’m having your baby. You are going to be a father. We’re going to be parents.”

“Are you serious?” Now it’s his turn to look like the rug has been pulled out from underneath us. Every day with Logan feels like the best roller coaster ever, but there are some days that are more dramatic than others. This is definitely one of those. “You are… we are… there is…”

“Yep, I took three tests. We’re definitely one hundred percent going to have a baby.”

Maybe it isn’t the best timing since we’re in the process of starting our own business, but I think if there’s one thing that me and Logan have proven it’s that timing doesn’t really matter when you’re in love. We didn’t exactly meet at a great time, we didn’t get together at the right time, we probably even moved at the wrong time, but we’ve made it work. It’s me and him against the world and it’s worked out just perfectly. Of course there have been bumps, but what story runs smoothly?

The only thing that has come at the right time is this wedding… at least now our baby will be born into wedlock. Maybe people will think that’s why we got married, but not the important people. I’ve learned not to care about the opinions of others anyway, I’m living for me not them.

“Oh, my God. Me, you, and our little boy or girl.” Logan rubs my belly and rests his forehead against mine. “How did I end up so damn lucky? I don’t get it sometimes!”

He dips his head to mine and he kisses me with utter love and passion making my chest heat up and my heart swell with joy. I still get butterflies in my belly every time we kiss, I’m still just as attracted to and in love with him as I have been from the start of this. I don’t see any of that ever going anywhere. This love is so strong, and it’ll always be that way.

“Er, I guess you can kiss the bride!” Toby calls out. “Then let’s sod this and start partying, we have a lot to celebrate here today. A wedding and a baby. Who would have thought it?”

Everyone here might think they have a lot to celebrate, but it isn’t as much as me. I defied all the odds and ended up smack bang in the middle of a happy ever after. There was a time when I had nothing, no hope for a future, and now I have it all. The career, the man, the baby on the way, the friends to share in my joy. Logan hasn’t just given me him, he’s given me my world and for that I will always be so achingly happy that I could laugh and cry all at once. I am proof that anyone can find love and be happy, even if it comes from the strangest of places.

“I love you,” Logan whispers in among the noise, only for me to hear. “So damn much.”

“I love you too,” I cling to him as I reply. “You make me the happiest woman alive, and now we have someone else to share that love with. A baby who’s going to have a proper life.”

“A baby surrounded by love.” 


The Escort – A Never Before Published Story
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Chapter One – Avril 

“Oh, my goodness,” I coo breathlessly while taking a step closer to the extremely gorgeous man standing in front of me. “I don’t know what to say to you. I never thought you would be here in front of me telling me that you love me. It’s all too much.” I flutter my lashes. “I’m overwhelmed.”

He grabs my hands and stares deeply into my eyes. I lose myself in the warm brown, already knowing that this man is a million times too good for little old me. I have no idea what someone like him would see in me which makes me feel shy and awkward. I barely know how to hold myself.

“Layla, I do love you,” he says breathlessly back. “The question is if you love me?”

Before I can answer, his lips crash into mine and he sweeps my breath away. I mold into him, clearly giving myself over to him completely, showing him my love with my actions if I can’t quite find the words to say it back. I need him to see that I love him with every single inch of me…

“Cut!” Buzz’s hands fall off me and we part in a heart beat as the director, Lee, ends this again. “No, no, no, Avril this is all wrong. Seriously. I don’t know how we’re still in this position. I told you weeks ago that you need to work on your sex appeal. There is no chemistry here on your part.”

My eyes fall to the ground, I feel sick to my stomach. I hate myself all over again. I’ve been really trying to get this right, the last thing I want to do is mess up the opportunity of a lifetime, which this movie definitely is bringing for me, but I cannot seem to get it right. Everything I do works, I’ve really brought Layla and her story to life, it’s only the love side of it I can’t get right. That’s unfortunate because the love story part of it is massive. It’s what audience will want to see.

“I’m sorry, I’m really trying my hardest. I don’t know what I’m doing wrong.”

“You don’t have any confidence in yourself!” Lee explodes. “It’s obvious. As soon as Buzz comes anywhere near you, you crumble and fall apart. You need to believe that he loves you.”

Boiling hot tears bubble up in the corner of my eyes as I realize that I’m on the verge of losing everything. It’s taken me forever to make it as an actress, I’ve done all sorts of jobs that I don’t really want to do, all to get to this point. Lead female in a movie. If I lose this I have nothing.

“I need to take a break,” Buzz shoots out arrogantly. He knows that he isn’t the issue and since he’s a bigger star than me I don’t think he takes too kindly to me hashing things up. “Back in five.”

“Avril, do you want to come with me for a moment?” Carly, my make up artist and best friend on set wraps her arms around me. “Let me touch you up a little bit. Your mascara needs some help.”

If anyone knows how I feel, it’s her. We’ve grown closer over the last few months and I’ve confided in her a lot. She’s the one I always go to when it seems like things are going badly. I allow her to drag me into my dressing room where we can have a few moments alone to talk things through.

“Don’t worry about Lee,” she reassures me right away. “He’s known for being a dick.”

“He’s right though, isn’t he?” I ask her morosely while flopping into a nearby chair. “I suck at creating chemistry. I mean, it doesn’t help that I don’t think much of Buzz but still I should be able to overcome that.” A tear finally streams down my cheek. “I suck as an actress, I should give up.”

Carly grabs hold of my shoulders and she stares defiantly at me. “You should not give up, don’t let one bad scene take you down. Everything else you’ve done really well with. You just need to figure out a way to make this work.” She pauses and taps her chin thoughtfully. “From what you’ve told me, the reason you can’t act with passion, is because you haven’t really had any in your life. You don’t have any real-life experience to draw off. That’s probably something we can fix, right?”

I have to admit, Carly is right about that, I haven’t had much passion in my life. At twenty-two years of age I haven’t ever had a boyfriend that I can find any real desire with. There was Gary in my later teenage years, but he was boring, especially in bed. Very much concerned with his own pleasure rather than me. I suppose I accepted it because he was my first and I didn’t know any different. Then, once that fizzled out, Matt came along last year. I thought he was awesome, but it wasn’t long before he revealed himself to be a jerk too. He was selfish and a cheating asshole… and that was all him.

My entire dating history in one short burst of nothingness. It’s embarrassing to think of.

“How can I fix it?” I ask her desperately. “What can I do short of getting a boyfriend?”

“I wouldn’t recommend that. Your taste is terrible! No, you just need a good seeing to.”

Her words cause an instant blush to fill my cheeks, I’m definitely not like that at all. I can fake confidence when I’m acting because I’m playing a role, I’m being someone else, but when it comes to being myself it’s a whole other story. I’ve always been a shy, quieter girl.

I turn to glance at my reflection, looking at my blonde, currently wavy hair and my bright blue eyes, wondering if I could ever be the sort of girl who has a one night stand. 

“I couldn’t do that,” I tell Carly honestly. “I couldn’t ever go out to a bar and pick up some random dude. I don’t know how to even talk to guys when I’m not in a role.”

“So, pretend you are someone else,” Carly declares as if it’s obvious. “That could work, couldn’t it? Method acting and all that. You need to be the character to play the character.”

I shudder, knowing that there would still be a point where it’s me. When I take my clothes off and I strip for him it’ll be me and that’s when I’ll freak. It might be a good idea but it wouldn’t work out that way in reality. I shake my head and turn back to look at my friend.

“I don’t think I can. I just don’t think I can do it. It freaks me out to even think of.”

Carly grabs out her make up brushes and she dusts my cheeks, probably to look like she’s doing something more than anything else and she thinks. I can tell because her eyebrows are knotted close together as the cogs of her brain spin wildly round and round. I stay silent to let the answer come.

“There are other ways you can do this, you know?” she says quietly. “More professional ways.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” I give her a look. “Professional, how?”

“Like escorts, you know? You could hire someone to teach you more about passion.”

I’m horrified by her suggestion, it makes me feel ill. Is she serious? “You’re talking about paying for it?” I hiss at her. “Like pay for sex? Are you insane? That’s absolutely crazy.”

Carly laughs at me and shakes her head like I’m a prude. “It really isn’t that big a deal, you do realize that? People do it all the time. I think it’s perfect for you to help you with this.”

“All the time?” I gush while clutching my throat in shock. “No, they don’t. You’re making it up. And even if they do, people like me don’t do things like that! I couldn’t ever…”

“So, what other solution do you have?” Carly asks with an innocent tone of voice, almost as if she doesn’t realize that she’s getting under my skin. She does though, she has to. “What’s your plan?”

I part my lips, ready to give her back a snappy retort but nothing comes out of my mouth. I don’t have any other answer, she’s got me with that one. I don’t want to be the sort of girl who has to pay money out for anything sexual, but I also don’t want to lose my job either. I love this movie, I want to be a part of it and I also don’t want this to be an issue in the future. This might well be something that I have to nail right now if acting is a path that I want to continue down.

“I’ll think about it,” I answer Carly in a prissy tone of voice. “Maybe I’ll see if I can pick things up this afternoon. If I can get over this hump then I won’t have to worry, will I?”

“I’ll find some reputable companies for you, just in case,” my friend replies knowingly. “Hopefully it won’t come down to it, but if it does the offer is there. I really think it might be a good idea though, it isn’t anything as seedy as I’m sure you have in your mind. It’s just business.”

Thinking about sex and business in the same sentence doesn’t sit well with me, it makes me shift uncomfortably in my chair, but then I think of Lee’s anger and Buzz’s disappointment and I know that I can’t keep facing that over and over again. Much as the idea scares the living hell out of me, I might have to attempt it, just to see where it leads. I certainly don’t think that I can come out of it any worse off than I already am. 

“Okay, thank you, Carly,” I tell her softly. “I appreciate you always being there for me, it means a lot.”

Chapter Two – Owen 

“Oh, my goodness, wasn’t that class boring?” Delia says to me while fluttering her eyelashes. “I don’t know what it is about Mr. Belmont but he always makes business studies so dull.”

She’s flirting with me, I can smell it a mile off, which makes me feel very awkward. Maybe I’m lucky really, she is beautiful and one of the most desired girl on the college campus, I seem to be the only guy that she actively goes after, but I think that might be because I’m the one she cannot have. I’m the only person who’s never shown her a scrap of interest and she never gets the hint.

I suppose she’s beautiful with her cropped back hair and her short skirts, she has the body of a supermodel but the personality of someone who knows she’s too good for everyone here. I might like the tattoos that run all over her body, but not enough to give up everything for a date.

I can’t go anywhere near a girl like Delia, or any of the others, because I have a secret life I don’t want any of them to ever know about. I’ll do whatever I can to keep it inside.

I didn’t intend to end up this way, this wasn’t ever in the plan when I first started attending college. I had it all back then, brains, good looks, a glittering career in business ahead of me, and most of all money. I thought my father was doing well, I assumed he had it made. He certainly flashed the cash as if he didn’t have a care in the world, including paying for my education.

Unfortunately, it was all a façade, and one that came crashing down in between my second and third year of college. My family lost everything from the fancy cars to the nice houses. We went from the top to the bottom in a heart beat. It was a horrifying, hopeless situation. 

Fortunately for me, the only silver lining to that cloud was that my fees had already been covered. I didn’t want to lose my education too, not when I was so close to the end, so since then I’ve done everything I can to keep myself afloat. I’ve tended bar in between classes, waited tables, but none of them pay anywhere near as much as escorting which I can do in the evening time, hiding suspicion, and keep myself in finery too. It isn’t ever where I thought my life would go, but I don’t mind it now.

When I first got approached by the escorting agency as I worked a bar shift, I instantly said no. I thought it would be seedy and disgusting, having sex with strange women all the time, but eventually I allowed myself to be tempted enough to try and it isn’t anything like that at all. Mostly it’s business women who want dates to events but don’t have the time to find someone, or housewives that need a bit of action. Sex doesn’t always come into it, but when it does I’m allowed to be comfortable first. I don’t have to ever have sex with someone I don’t want to, I just forgo the fee which makes it easier.

Then it’s just a case of making sure she has a good time which I don’t mind anyway.

But that’s the reason why I cannot date any of the girls here. They are all so prissy, so protected by their dad’s money. They wouldn’t ever have to do what I have to, to survive.

“You should drop out if you don’t like it, Delia,” I rely coldly. “I’m sure Mr. Belmont is just doing his best with what he’s got. It isn’t tailored just to you.”

She pouts for a second, sticking out her bottom lip like a child. I brace myself, expecting her to yell and scream at me, she’s one for making a scene, but somehow that doesn’t happen. She forces her lips to curl up into a smile and she giggles like a school girl.

“Oh, Owen, you’re so funny!” she exclaims. “Honestly, me and you should go out sometime.”

Luckily before I need to make another excuse, someone grabs onto Delia’s hand and pulls her away from me, making me breathe out a sigh of relief. That conversation was awkward enough but to make it worse my work cell phone was buzzing in my pocket the entire time. That means I might have work tonight. I move away quickly, I grab it out my pocket and I find a private space to answer. I cannot let anyone overhear because the gossip will spread like wildfire. I only have a few more months of college to get through and I want to do it with my reputation intact.

“Hello, Emma,” I say to the girl who hooks me up with appointments. “How’s it going?”

“You free tonight?” Most of the staff are super professional with what they do, but Emma is always chewing and popping gum on the phone, generally acting like she’s chatting with her friends. “I have a very interesting appointment for you tonight… if you’re up for it.”

That doesn’t make me want to instantly commit to the job, I have to admit. With Emma, interesting can mean a number of different things. It can geuninly be something quite cool or it can be weird… there have been times when I’ve had to bow out of good money jobs because they’re just too strange for words. I can’t tell by the tone of her voice which one it is.

“What do you mean, interesting?” I ask her cautiously. “Bad or good?”

“I don’t know really.” Chew, chew, pop. “Depends how you look at it. It’s some chick who’s an actress but wants to get better at acting out sex scenes.” The tight knot in my chest loosens. That doesn’t sound too bad. “I couldn’t think of anyone better than you for that.”

I sigh loudly, considering what that will mean for me. I guess it’ll just be showing her how to have some real passionate sex, maybe that isn’t something that she’s ever experienced before. I suppose that isn’t too taxing, it’s something I can do if I’m up for it. 

“The pay good?” I ask, getting down to the business. That’s what all of this is about after all. I don’t do it for the fun of it, even when it is fun, which it can be. “Is it worth it?”

“Oh yeah, the pay is good. This is an actress, she’s willing to pay what you’re worth.”

“Fine.” I can’t turn that down, I do need a cash injection at the moment. “Send me the deets.”

I hang up the phone to Emma and wait for the details to come through. I get the time, the address of a local motel, and the vague information about the girl. Aside from the acting thing, it seems pretty straightforward. All I need to do now is get myself showered and dressed for the night. Luckily since we’re meeting directly at a hotel there isn’t any need to crack out my suit and tie. When I have to go to events that’s what I need to do, make myself look like a freaking posh penguin.

I take the stairs up to my dorm room two at a time, until I burst through the door and into my room where my roommate, Tyler, perches on the edge of the bed. Hearing me come in his eyes snap up to look at me instantly and he gives me a curious look.

“You okay, buddy? You’ve got that look on your face again. Hot date tonight, it is?”

Tyler is the only person who knows the truth about me, I trust him enough to tell him and I also wouldn’t be able to get away with it if he didn’t know. Also, for safety reasons I think it’s better that someone know where I am all the time. The escort company keeps tabs on me, but just as an extra security measure I feel like this is best. We use ‘dates’ to make it seem less… weird.

“Yep, hot date tonight with an aspiring actress who needs more passion in her life.”

He looks impressed as he nods. Tyler thinks it’s cool what I do, he doesn’t see any down side to it at all. If his biology classes weren’t so demanding and didn’t take up so much of his time, I think he would do it too just for fun. He certainly doesn’t need the money.

“Well, that sounds fun. Are you looking forward to it?”

I laugh at him while shaking my head. “I don’t know about that, I mean it is what it is.”

With that, I wander into the bathroom and I flick the shower on. While the water heats up I stare at my reflection in the mirror, wondering how the night will go. My cheeks twitch as I think, my green eyes twinkle with emotions, my jaw line looks tense. I lean on the edge of the sink and tense up my bulging arm muscles as well, watching my abs flex. I like keeping myself in shape, which is lucky because I have to in this line of work, women want me to look my best. Whether that’s in the bed or just on their arm as a date. Either way, I have to keep my fitness up.

That might be something that I have in common with this actress, she’ll probably have to look a certain way as well. Maybe that’ll give us something to talk about. I much prefer when I have something in common with the women because it gives us both a way to relax. I’ve had times when it’s been too awkward for words and it always ends up playing on my mind for ages afterwards. When it goes well, I can just move on past it and focus on the next one.

Here goes nothing… I think to myself as the time comes to step into the shower. Another night of… well, god knows what.

Chapter Three – Avril 

I pace up and down the motel room, unable to think about anything sensible while I wait for my ‘date’ to arrive. I cannot believe that I allowed Carly to talk me into this, she’s just so persuasive. I guess I didn’t think about how it would feel when I’m here waiting for him alone.

He’s an escort, I think to myself as I chew down on my thumb nail. What the hell am I doing?

I make the snap decision to leave. I grab my bag and throw it over my shoulder to head for the door. This boy could turn up to no one here, it won’t matter to me, I just need to get away and get my head on straight. This is madness, I really shouldn’t be here, I need to be at home alone.

Knock, knock. My eyes snap towards the door as it hits me I’m too late. Someone’s knocking and it can only be one person… the escort is already here. I glance at the clock to see he’s right on time. My heart stops dead in my chest as I try to work out what I’ll do next. Knock, knock. 

“Shit,” I mutter to myself while glancing left and right. “Fucking hell.”

“Is anyone there?” a chocolatey smooth voice calls out. “Hello?”

He sounds surprisingly nice, I think that might be the only thing that makes me step towards the door. It’s almost as if I’m in a hypnotic trance, like I’m out of control of my body.

“Hold on, I’m coming.” As I swing the door open, my breath catches in my throat. Standing in front of me is a tall, dark, and very handsome guy. He’s gorgeous! “Oh, right, hello.”

I feel small and silly next to him, I’m frumpy and nothing compared to him. He’s as intimidatingly good looking as Buzz, but he has a friendly expression too which makes him approachable. I get the impression that I could speak to him about absolutely everything.

“Hi there.” The guy doesn’t stop in the door frame to introduce himself. He steps inside and slams the door closed behind him. A strange darkness shrouds us. “Nice to meet you.”

A thick atmosphere fills the room, one that sets my body alight like I’m on fire or filled with electricity. I don’t know how to take it, it isn’t a way that I’ve ever felt before, so I take a step backwards. I suck a breath in, trapping the air in my lungs, and listen to my pounding heart.

“What are you…?” I try to ask him as he moves closer to me, but I don’t get a chance to finish that sentence. In the next second his hand hooks around the back of my neck and he crashes his mouth into mine, claiming me completely. His mouth is soft, but his kiss hard, his lips warm, his tongue wet.

He’s kissing me, I think in utter shock while I press myself into him. This is nuts.

I don’t know if I want to stop this anymore, even if it’s insane. I have to admit that Carly was right about one thing, this does feel a whole lot better than I expected it to. Even kissing other people hasn’t ever felt like this, there’s such a… a… passion! That’s the only way I can explain it.

“Oh my god,” I murmur as his mouth moves off mine and he slides his lips over to my neck. He hooks his fingers under the hemline of the summery dress I decided to wear out of ease, and he lifts it up over my head. It sends a shiver up and down my spine as the cooler air laps around me.

As the guy, who’s name I don’t even know, steps back, he runs his eyes up and down me. A big part of me wants to cover myself up, I don’t know if I want him to see me so exposed in only my cotton white underwear, especially as I know he must see hundreds of women all the time in his line of work, but his eyes are filled with desire. Even if it’s fake it makes me feel good about myself.

He tugs his tee shirt upright, pulling it over his head and shows me an incredible six pack. I thought Buzz’s was impressive when I caught a glimpse of it on the set one day, but it’s nothing compared to this. I feel delicate and feminine, like he could throw me over his shoulder.

Then his hands slowly and tantalizingly travel down to his trousers. He keeps his eyes fixed upon me as he tugs them down, showing me an impressive pair of thick, muscular thighs. This guy should be on the pages of a magazine or something, he’s like an actual fantasy or something.

“Oh wow,” I gush while clapping my hands to my mouth. “I don’t know what to say…”

“Don’t say anything,” he commands with a growl. “This isn’t a time for talking.”

He places his flat palms against me and pushes me backwards towards the bed. My feet step back willingly, switching my brain off as I go. I no longer care whether this is right or not, this guy and his commanding nature feels damn good. I need to feel good, it’s been too long.

I fall backwards onto the sheets and instantly he’s on top of me, kissing all over my neck and collar bone with his velvety fingers snake around my back to unhook my bra. As the material flutters away, I find my hips rolling into him. There’s a desperate need inside of me, an animalistic side of me that I didn’t know was there before. It feels good, I feel surprisingly sexy. 

Maybe this is what I need to be channeling on set, I realize. Now, I can feel passion.

The guy’s hands slide between us and he grabs onto my breasts. My rock hard nipples press into his skin, soaking my panties as he flicks his thumb over me. I’m turned on, I’m so horny that I might scream. This is me finally feeling passion. I mean, it’s hardly surprising since I’m with a sex expert, but it feels so fucking good. I’m so glad I stayed, if I’d run, things would be different.

As his mouth travels down my body, one of my hands replaces his on my breast and I squeeze tightly. My other hand fists my hair and I push myself against him. I’m burning hot, my skin feels sticky with sweat, I don’t even know who I am anymore. I’m a mess of sensations and I love it.

Then my panties are whipped from my body and every single inch of me is exposed. Before I can even wrap my head around that fact, his fingers have slipped into me, he’s massaging me in a phenomenal feeling way, and his tongue has connected with my clit. Fireworks explode, I feel like I’m opening up like a damn flower. This is the best thing to ever happen to me, it must be what a sexual awakening is like. It’s indescribable, it makes me feel like a whole other person.

“Oh shit,” I gasp as he grips onto my thighs, fixing me in place. “Fucking hell.”

I didn’t know it was possible to feel this good, I’ve always found oral sex a slightly unpleasant experience. Slimy and strange, but clearly I’ve been with the wrong man. The escort has my heart hammering so hard against my rib cage I fear it might explode free at any given moment.

I buck my hips, pushing myself into his mouth further, but just as I fear I might tip right over the edge into the pit of abyss, he yanks his mouth away, leaving me cold and alone.

“What are you…?” I start asking, but as I prop myself up onto my elbows to see him, the sentence falls apart on my mouth. His underwear is coming down and a condom is sliding on. “Holy hell!” He’s big, absolutely massive, the largest I’ve ever seen. How can I hack that?

With a playful smirk, he climbs back over the bed and he hovers over me. I can feel his tip teasing my entrance and I feel like if he doesn’t slip inside soon I might just die. I want him, I need him, this is the most intense feeling of my whole damn existence.

“Fuck me,” I beg him. “Please, I need you. You have no idea how much.”

With that, he pushes himself into me and my head falls back with desire. His huge size feels good… phenomenal actually. There’s a buzzing sensation that consumes me, it vibrates so loudly that I fear I might actually be shaking. I try my hardest to cling to this feeling, I need to hold onto the sensation, I can’t let it go because this is what I’m here for. This sexy goddess version of myself is who I need to be in the movie. Somehow, I have to become her for a short while.

With only a few thrusts, desire gets the better of me and I tumble. The pleasure gets me, it swallows me up whole and consumes me entirely. I buck and thrash, I writhe desperately underneath this guy and he holds me tightly, clutching me to him as the orgasm shatters through me. It feels nice, like I’m actually cared about, and for the moment it makes me forget that this isn’t real. It’s just a business transaction, this love is being paid for. But it feels much more than that. This feels deep. There’s a strange, inexplicable bond between us that feels powerful as our bodies lock in to one another.

That sensation becomes even more intense as I realize he’s coming too, hard and fast inside of me. I don’t know if that’s supposed to happen but it feels awesome, he finds me good looking enough to orgasm. Everyone has been making me feel worthless, this is the first time in a very long time that I’ve actually felt worthwhile.

Chapter Four – Owen 

Now for the awkward bit. Whenever my job leads me to have sex, there is always a real fun bit – which I have to admit was even better with this girl than any other – but then it’s followed by the discomfort. The getting dressed while trying not to look at one another, the payment, the reminder that this is all just a business thing. I need an online banking system to avoid this.

“So, I better go in a moment,” I say quietly as I tug my tee shirt down, covering up the last couple of inches of my body. “If I could er, just get paid?”

“No,” she gasps, grabbing my instant attention. “Don’t go, not yet.”

The plan of a nice long shower followed by an early night in bed vanishes into nothingness as I hear her words. I don’t know what this is going to mean, but it’ll have to cost her. Just because I’ve had a good time with her, doesn’t mean I can give stuff away for free. If I start doing that then I’ll end up broke. I only do this for the cash, it’s not for my own pleasure.

“What do you mean?” I ask her with my head cocked curiously. “You want me to stay?”

“I’ll pay you for your time.” She gets that much at least, I don’t like having that uncomfortable conversation. Luckily most of the business stuff is done with Emma and the agency. “I just… I don’t feel like I know enough yet. That was great, but I really need to get things right.”

“You’re an actress, right?” I fold my arms across my chest. “That’s what this is about?”

An adorable blush fills her cheeks as she fixes her eyes on the ground. She’s pretty actually, she’s got a sweet face and as I’ve just seen a really nice body. I almost want to reach out and hold her, but I can’t because this isn’t a date or anything. This is a standard escorting transaction.

“Yes, I’m an actress and I’m in a movie. A good movie, one that I really need to do well in if I ever want to go far.” She brings her fingers up to her plump red, passion bruised lips and she touches them gently. “They keep telling me that I have no passion or chemistry.”

“What? You were incredible then!” I blurt out before catching myself. Maybe I shouldn’t have said that, it made me sound as if I really like her. “I mean, maybe it isn’t you. What’s the other guy like? The one you have to act with?” She screws up her nose, unimpressed. “See? It’s him!”

“He does suck, I will admit that, but I’m supposed to be able to pretend that he doesn’t. That’s a whole thing with acting, isn’t it? I can do everything else, it’s just that.” She offers me a one shouldered shrug. “That’s why my friend, Carly, wanted me to hire you. To learn, I suppose.”

I can’t help being touched by her words, she really does seem to need my help. Much as I don’t usually like to extend my time with any clients, especially without telling Emma, I nod and agree to it. She doesn’t look dangerous, I don’t think I have anything to worry about. I can do this.

“I suppose I should, really awkwardly, find out your name then if we’re going to do this?”

“Oh right, of course.” She nods and giggles, a musical sound. “It’s Avril.”

“Avril, and I’m Owen.” I never usually give away my real name, but with Avril there’s something inside of me telling me that I can. “So, what do you need, Avril?”

“Erm, well there’s this one scene, it’s the one I’ve been trying to get done today. Buzz’s character, Ash, has just told me that he loves me and I need to be overcome with passion before I kiss him. Only… no matter what I do I cannot seem to get it right.” 

I don’t know what to say to that, the way she kissed me was absolutely filled with desire, but I suppose that’s a different situation. “Why don’t you show me?”

“Urgh, do I have to?” She rolls her eyes dramatically. “I feel really awkward.”

“I have to see it somehow.” I know I can’t ply her with booze to get her to loosen up because she can’t be drunk on set, but I need to do something. “I know.” I grab my cell phone out my pocket and flick on some music. “Dance, have some fun, get loose first.” She looks at me like I’m insane. “Come on, trust me, it’ll work. You just need to loosen up your hips as a start.”

She doesn’t. Avril folds her arms across her chest and she stares at me stubbornly, so I do the only thing I can. I dance. I’ve had to for some jobs anyway so I don’t mind and I hope that encourages her to do the same. I throw my hands above my head and shake my hips without a care in the world.

“You’re mad,” Avril laughs. “You don’t know what the hell you look like.”

“I don’t care,” I assure her. “It doesn’t matter, it isn’t about looking good.”

Avril watches me for a while, slowly starting to move herself as she does. Her gestures are wooden and uncomfortable at first, it’s obvious that she’s shy being herself. I’d love to see her being more confident. It takes her a while, but soon she actually starts to enjoy herself.

That’s the moment that I take a step closer and I make her hips sway in a much sexier manner. Without even talking about it, I get her to dance in a way that shows off her curves perfectly. I don’t know if she gets it at first, but soon she seems to understand that this is what she needs. If she feels sexy in herself then she’ll find it easier to convey passion. I might not know how to act, but I do know how to look like I’m having the time of my life when I’m not.

“That’s it,” I whisper to her. “Now say your line. It doesn’t matter which one. Any will do.” 

“Oh, my goodness,” she says cautiously. “I don’t know what to say to you. I never thought you would be here in front of me telling me that you love me. It’s all too much. I’m overwhelmed.”

“Say it more like you’re out of breath. Like you’ve just had mind blowing sex.”

“I have, so that shouldn’t be hard.” She says this almost like a snap comment before realizing what she’s done. “I mean… okay, let me try again.”

We work on her words for a while, before moving on to the way she carries herself. I get her to hold her head higher, to roll her shoulders back, to push her boobs out, I get her to walk with her hips swaying, to flick her hair as she flirts… I turn her into the version of herself that she wants to be.

The funny thing is in that moment I find myself liking her more and more. Even when I’m out on dates with clients I don’t ever feel like I know them. They might tell me things about themselves but I don’t really take any of it in, I simply answer in the way that I’m supposed to. But with Avril, I like her sweet, funny nature. I enjoy bantering with her. She’s nice. If I met her in any other way I would probably actually want to take her out on a date. A real one.

“I think you’re doing much better,” I tell Avril as a wave of sleepiness overcomes me. “I think now you’re actually acting like someone whose life is filled with passion.”

“You think?” Her eyes almost bug out of her head with excitement. “Thank you so much. Of course, that’s all because of you so I’m very grateful, thank you.” Her cheeks flush with utter joy, she looks so beautiful that I almost want to lean down and kiss her. “Things will probably be much better tomorrow and now, I can’t wait to get on the set and kick some ass.”

I rub my eyes, the sleepiness getting the better of me. “So, I suppose I better go…”

“You can stay here with me if you want?” Avril leaps in eagerly. “I don’t mind, it’s easier than leaving at, what is it? Three in the morning, ooh sorry about that I didn’t realize it was so late.”

I want to. There’s a part of me that’s yearning to cuddle up next to this girl and hold her, but I can’t. It’s dangerous, I’m working I can’t overstep any boundaries and get too close. That’s a recipe for disaster. I don’t want to go anywhere at this time, but I have to. It’s the smart thing to do.

“I really better go,” I tell her regretfully. “But I really have enjoyed my time with you.”

She hands me a wad of cash, one that’s much too big to be anything like what we originally agreed and I must give her a curious look because she explains how she has so much.

“My father runs a really successful business and he… he gave me a bunch of cash to move to the city to start my acting career. I don’t think he intended me to spend it like this but…”

“Call it an acting class,” I retort with a cheeky grin. “He can’t be mad at that, can he? And it’s sort of right. And you know, if you ever need any more just give me a call.”

“Call the number that Carly called?”

I don’t know what possesses me to do it, I act crazy out of character risking absolutely everything that I’ve built up, but it just feels like the correct thing to do in the heat of the moment.

“No, here’s my cell phone number.” I take out a piece of paper and scribble it down for her. “Call me directly on that.”

Chapter Five – Avril 

“Yes, yes, yes!” Lee declares with utter glee. “Yes, Avril, this is amazing. Where have you been hiding this side of yourself?” He pats me on the back and beams down at me. “If I knew that you were going to pull this out of the bag then I never would have yelled at you all those times.”

“Oh well.” I blush and shrug. “I’m just glad that I got it right today.”

“That kiss… man, that kiss was something else! Wow. It was pretty much real.”

As my lips connected with Buzz’s in that scene, he vanished and became nothing. It was only Owen in my mind, kissing me and holding me close, just like he did last night. The memory of him kept me going in a way that leaves me with a deep thrill even now. Carly was right, experiencing real passion in my own life has made it so much easier to convey on screen. I’ll never forget that lesson.

“You know, I was going to cut it from the script, but I think we can do it now. A sex scene.”

In any day before today, those words would have filled me with dread. I might’ve actually been sick, but now I’m kind of excited. It’ll be quite cool to push myself in that way and it also means more screen time. The more that people see me, the wider my career will ultimately spread.

“Okay yeah, so when do you want to film that?” I ask Lee. “Today?”

“Yes. Let’s get all the costumes changed around and we’ll give it a go today. It might take a few takes because it’s something that we haven’t rehearsed, but yeah. We’ll try.”

I bound over to Carly, barely able to keep my feet still as I walk and her face breaks out into a giant grin once she spots me. The happiness radiates off me in a way that seems to be infectious to others. For the first time since we started this movie, I’m the ray of sunshine.

“Oh, my God,” Carly hisses to me as we make our way into my dressing room. “That was incredible. You were phenomenal today, that chemistry was sizzling. How the hell did you manage to do such a one eighty? Was my plan really that brilliant? I thought it would help, but…”

“Oh, my goodness, Owen was incredible,” I hiss to her once the door has closed behind me and I’m certain that we’re alone. “He helped me in so many different ways, I feel so lucky.”

“Wait, Owen? You got the guy’s name? I don’t think that’s normal, unless it was fake.”

“No, it wasn’t fake. We sort of became friends.” I beam even brighter at the memory.

“Please tell me you at least had sex with him!” Carly tosses her hands in the air in frustration. “That was half the point, for you to get some action. It really seems like you did…”

I bite down on my bottom lip, smirking. “Yes, we did and oh my God, it was off the scale.”

“Ooh that sounds so exciting. Tell me all the details.” She sits down in front of me, spinning the chair to face me dead on. “I want to know everything. Was he truly amazing?”

“Like you wouldn’t believe.” I slid my eyes closed and remember the sensation of his lips all over me. “It was like I was a virgin, I didn’t know anything until he came along.”

There’s a yearning in my chest that I won’t admit to Carly. I wish I’d met Owen under different circumstances and I could see him again. His cell phone number feels heavy in my wallet, all I want to do is pull it out and call him. And not just for his body, although that side of him was phenomenal. No, because I actually enjoyed spending time with him as well. He’s a nice guy, one I surprisingly got on well with. There wasn’t any point in which he made me feel silly or worthless.

“Wow, he sounds like an incredible lover. Maybe I should hire him for the night…” 

There’s reality hitting me in the face. Carly’s seemingly innocuous statement reminds me that he’s paid love, not someone I can actually date. The only way I’ll see Owen again is in a professional capacity, and to be honest with the way that things have gone today, that isn’t going to be necessary at all. I shake off her words and I brush my hair out of my face as I try to get myself stoked.

“Right, you better make me look sexy now, I’m about to do my very first sex scene.”

“How naked are you going to be?” Carly runs her eyes up and down me in a way that’s reminiscent of last night. “How much of your body do I need to cover in make up?”

“I don’t think too naked.” I hope not, I might be ready but I don’t know if I’m that ready yet. “But you better do it all just in case. I don’t want to be unprepared for the worst.”

***

I flop onto my bed with exhaustion washing over me, every scrap of confidence zapping from my body as I do. Filming a sex scene is incredibly hard, much more work than I thought it was going to be. I assumed me and Buzz would have to get a bit frisky with one another and it would all simply fall into place. How wrong I was! It’s so technical and complicated, and as I now realize I don’t know how to move my body in a way that looks good at all. Even the fancy lighting can’t help.

I twist onto my front and shove my head into my pillow to scream silently so the neighbors can’t hear me. The noise is a real issue in this apartment block, I really need to move somewhere better but since the money is slowly depleting and I haven’t got anything solid to replace it yet, I don’t want to take on that risk just yet. Maybe if I get this right, but I’m not there yet.

“What am I going to do?” I mutter morosely to myself. Every time I get something right, I fuck something else up instead. It’s so messy, I hate it. Maybe I should do the dreaded thing of calling Buzz and arranging out of hours’ rehearsal with him until we get this right. I know the offer is there, he said it when we first started filming together, but I’ve managed to put it off until now.

Spending time with his arrogant ass on set is bad enough, I don’t want more.

I stare at the screen of my cell phone, willing myself to just do it already, but I can’t. I really don’t want to see that dreadful look of disappointment crossing his face every time I screw up. No, I think I need someone a bit more independent to tell me what looks good, someone who’s seen my naked body already and that I haven’t spent all day hating. 

This isn’t an excuse to see him, I tell myself as I consider the only person who fits that description. I don’t want to see him, I need to. This is all business, nothing more.

As I dial out the numbers that Owen gave me last night my heart hammers anxiously in my chest. I think I must be going crazy, I cannot believe I’m doing this. Not only did I allow myself to get swept up by craziness last night, I’m inviting in to my life again. Who the hell am I?

“Hello?” Oh wow, that smooth voice of his makes me melt into a puddle. Just that one word is enough to have me pulsing with need all over again. “Who’s there?”

“Oh.” I suddenly realize that I’ve been silent swooning for far too long. “Right sorry, it’s Avril. From, erm, last night.” This is a mistake, why am I doing this. “You said I could call you?”

“Oh right okay sure.” He sounds uneasy which only confirms my stupidity. I squeeze my eyes shut and wish I could hang up without it being weird. I shouldn’t have spoke at all. “Yeah I said to call me if you need any help again. Do you? Need help, I mean?”

I sigh loudly and run my hand across my sweaty forehead. This is a desperate situation, that’s why I’m doing this, there’s no other reason at all. If I had any other choice I’d do that instead.

“Yeah, I do need help. I mean, I nailed the kissing scene today, I did everything that you suggested and it went really well. So well that they decided to add in a sex scene. Apparently, I’m not very good at that because I don’t know how to move my body in a flattering way.”

I should’ve called Buzz, I should have contacted Carly, anyone but Owen.

“Yeah okay, sure.” Owen doesn’t sound phased which relaxes me just a little bit. Even when I’m at my craziest he isn’t judging me. “Did you want to meet at the same motel again?”

“Yeah,” I agree because that actually sounds really smart. “Sure. Are you sure you don’t have any other work?” As I say that my gut twists with jealousy, which I need to disguise. “I understand if you do. I don’t want to get in the way of anything… I’ll pay for your time, obviously.”

“I’ll see you in an hour,” he chuckles. “Don’t panic, we’ll get this right, okay?”

His words relax me, and as I hang up the phone I notice that I’m breathing a lot easier. I don’t know what it is about Owen, but he has this knack of making everything feel much better. There’s something about his calm nature that compliments me well. I’m looking forward to working with him again because I know he’ll make it fun. But it’ll be purely acting today, nothing more. I don’t want to end up catching real feelings because then I’ll only end up with a shattered heart.

Chapter Six – Owen 

“That’s better,” I say appreciatively as Avril listens to my suggestions. When she first called me, I thought this was going to be really awkward, but because we have such a good relationship it isn’t really. We’re laughing and joking and managing to make it fun. Maybe if the guy she had to do all of this with acted in a similar way then she wouldn’t be in this mess. “Really sexy.”

“You think?” As she peers over her shoulder to confirm my reaction, I feel a stirring in my pants. Her hair flickering over her back while her butt is in the air is too much. This isn’t about this today, as far as I can see it really is just acting coaching, she just wants me to assist her.

“Oh yeah I think.” I lean forward, trying to cover up the steel rod in my pants. I need to keep myself under control. “I think you look really good. I can’t see any way the director can kick off.”

She twists her body round into a sitting position and pouts out her bottom lip. “But how will it work with him underneath me? Will it still look as good? I don’t know if it’ll be the same.”

“Hold on!” I hold my finger up in the air to stop her as an idea comes to mind. “I have a plan.”

I grab the full-length mirror in the corner of the room and drag it to a position where Avril will be able to see herself. Then, without a moment of hesitation, I whip my clothes off down to my underwear, hoping that she doesn’t notice how turned on I am, and I slide beneath her.

“There,” I gasp, suddenly realizing how dangerous this is. Now that I’m here I can see that I’m far too close to Avril, especially since I’m all worked up already. “What do you think?”

She drags her eyes off of me for a moment to glance in the mirror and as she looks back at me I can see a flush to her cheeks. There’s a heavy, dark desire behind her eyes, she’s feeling this as much as I am which only intensifies everything. I’m buzzing all over, I don’t know what to do with myself. If Avril is in a similar state to me then there’s no helping either of us. We’re in too deep.

As our eyes connect, it’s as if there’s a powerful magnet between us, dragging us together, refusing to let us go. Her mouth slowly moves towards me and I watch it happening with awe. There’s a little voice in my head screaming at me that this is all wrong, but I’m entranced. She’s fascinated me, got me hooked and reeled in too, and I feel like I’ll give her absolutely anything. 

What is it about you, Avril? I think as she nears me. There’s something addictive… 

Then her lips crash into mine and everything transforms. The world vanishes from around us and it’s only me and Avril left. All the reasons this definitely shouldn’t be happening dissolve. It doesn’t even matter if this is an accident, if I shouldn’t have sex with a client that hasn’t been discussed beforehand, this is Avril and I want to give myself over to her completely, if only for a moment.

“Oh, Owen,” she gasps while rolling her hips towards me. “This is crazy, isn’t it?”

I trail a finger down her body, loving the sheen to her skin as I go. She’s actually trembling, the need inside of her is so intense that she’s physically pulsing. I don’t know if I’ve ever had an effect like that on a woman suppose, at least as far as I can remember. Then again, it’s all been pretty clinical and business for a long time now, so I haven’t looked out for things like this. It feels good.

Just as I reach the waistline of Avril’s barely there G string, Avril yanks her body away from me and she unexpectedly slides down my body until her butt is hovering below my knees. I push myself up to see what she’s doing, but she lies a palm flat on my chest and pushes me back down.

Holy shit, I think as my eyes roll backwards into my head. She’s too much.

Avril dips her hand into my boxer shorts and she pulls my thick erection free. As she runs her hand up and down my length, brushing her thumb over my tip as she goes, one thing is very clear. This isn’t a business thing, not anymore. When I’m an escort, it’s never about me, my pleasure hardly matters, but the way that Avril is holding onto me and touching me, this is about me.

“Oh fuck!” My hips buck right off the bed as she shocks me by taking this one step further. I wasn’t expecting it because my eyes were closed, but now she has the warm wet heat of her mouth all over my hard on. Her lips have clamped tightly around my shaft and her tongue is flicking all over me like I’m a damn lollipop. I glance down to see her gorgeous eyes looking at me. “Oh, Avril!”

I fist my hands up into her hair as she pushes me right down to the back of her throat, taking almost every damn inch of me in. I haven’t been touched like this for as long as I can remember, there aren’t any women that pay to pleasure the escorts, not in my experience anyway, so this is off the scale.

My breaths are ragged, my heart pounds wildly in my chest, I know if I’m not careful that I’m going to explode and lose myself already. If we’ve come this far I want to go all the way…

“Stop.” I pull her head off me gasping. “Not like this, stop.”

Avril gives me a cheeky smirk, she isn’t hurt by me pulling her off me because she knows the reason why. It’s only because it’s too intense and I can’t hack it. I push her back off me and I reach into my trouser pocket to grab a condom. Because I didn’t originally know what I was coming here for tonight, I came prepared and now I’m glad for that. This would be a mess otherwise.

I roll it down over myself, keeping eye contact with Avril the entire time, then once it’s on I yank her back to me. I sit on the edge of the bed and pull her onto my lap so we’re both facing the mirror to watch ourselves. This isn’t something I’ve ever done before but I’m sure it’ll be awesome. It might even help Avril with her work, killing two birds with one stone.

I tug her underwear to one side and slip into Avril and start bucking my hips to make her bounce up and down on top of me. She already has her breasts free so they move as we do, making my mouth salivate desperately. All I want to do now is take her nipple in my mouth again, but unfortunately, we’re in the wrong position to do this, so instead I work my hand around and I use my fingers to play with her clit. I’m still keen for her to enjoy this to the fullest, even if it isn’t work.

Avril moans and thrusts back against me, really getting into it. I can tell that seeing us both in the mirror is really doing it for her, just like it is me.

“You are really fucking beautiful,” I grunt as I run kisses over her shoulder. “Just look at yourself.” I don’t think she wants to at first, she seems shy. “Look, Avril, please. Do it for me.”

She does, and as she sees herself her eyes widen with shock. In the mirror, she’s free, disheveled, wild, and stunning. I hope she gets that. I want her to see herself through my eyes, if only for a moment. I think she’s wonderful, the prettiest girl I’ve ever laid eyes on in my life.

“Oh God!” Finally, the pleasure gets her and as she crumbles and thrashes above me, I hold her close. Her walls contract around me, dragging the orgasm from me too, and soon we’re coming together in a moment that feels so intimately wonderful that I actually might feel something.

Once we’re done, and Avril collapses onto the bed, the warm heat of the post orgasmic glow gives way to a cold shame. Not because of what just happened, because that was off the scale, but because I know it can’t ever go anywhere. I can’t date a client, that’s the most insane thing I’ve ever heard. It’s like the most basic rule of escorting. Never get feelings for anyone at work.

“I better go,” I gush desperately while grabbing my clothes back on. “This wasn’t… it wasn’t a good idea. We shouldn’t have done that. It makes things very complicated.”

“Owen, will you…” Avril tries to say something calm and probably rational to me, but I don’t want to hear it, I can’t while I’m in such a panic. Anxiety races through me, filling up my veins, making me feel like I cannot get enough air into my lungs however hard I suck it back. “Wait, please.”

“No, Avril, I have to go. I’m sorry, this… I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”

I push out the motel door and I race rapidly towards the nearest taxi rank. I need to get out of here and back to college campus fast before I end up heading back there and scooping Avril up into my arms with a promise that I’ll love her forever more. I could, but I won’t. I’m not good enough for her. I can never be, especially not while I’m in this line of work.

It isn’t until I get into the nearest car and I’m whizzing along the road that I realize I didn’t even get payment from Avril for my time. That’s annoying, but probably for the best. It might be better for us to cut ties completely and never speak again. Even if I really, really want to. 

Chapter Seven – Avril  

My bed is cold, too cold for this morning. As I twist and turn uncomfortably under the sheets I realize that nothing feels quite right. My entire body shouldn’t feel this icy at all. I guess that’s because Owen isn’t here with me and I really wish that he was. 

Shit this is bad, I think while shoving the pillow over my head. This is realty bad.

I already knew that I liked Owen, I felt very aware that my feelings were a bit too much… but now it’s more. It’s a whole lot more. I have the horrifying sensation that I’m seriously falling for him. I shouldn’t have done this, any of it. Stepping foot into the world of paying a man for sex was never going to work out well for me. I should’ve guessed that I would end up emotionally attached to him. Especially after last night when we had sex for a whole other reason entirely. No money ever exchanged hands, there wasn’t even a mention of payment. It’s all too confusing.

Thinking about last night stirs and churns up my entire body. It wasn’t ever supposed to be that but we lost control of ourselves. An intense sensation overcame us and we couldn’t hold back even if we wanted to. That powerful magnetism, the bubble of chemistry, it was undeniable. Maybe if either of us had considered it for a moment, we would’ve run in the opposite direction, but maybe not.

I make myself stand and I throw my head into my hands in desperation. What the hell am I going to do now? I’ve made such a mess of things that it doesn’t seem like there’s anywhere to turn. I can’t exactly call up Owen and ask him what he thinks about all of this, he’s an escort, one that couldn’t get away from me quick enough last night, proving that he doesn’t want to know. I guess I just need to take this as a learning experience, be glad for the things I’ve learned and try to move on.

I huff as I move across the room, trying to forget the sinking feeling in my chest. I have a job to do today and some more information to help me achieve it. I’ve got to get in there, kick some ass at this stupid sex scene and then hopefully not think about romance again for a very long time…

***

“You did good today,” Buzz comments as we walk off set in a much more pleasant tone than he usually uses to address me. “I’m impressed, you really pulled it out the bag.”

The compliment feels weird when I’m semi naked with only a skin colored G string and a tiny towel covering my body, but I try to take it graciously. It feels nice to have him being sweet with me, it isn’t what I’m used to. Usually he looks at me like I’m a much lesser being than him.

“Oh right… thanks,” I reply with a small smile playing on my lips. “It wasn’t easy…”

“You made it look easy. I mean, today you moved your body brilliantly. It was almost as if you could see yourself through the camera lens and you knew how to make it work.”

I can’t reply to that because instantly it fills me with images of Owen. He helped me to understand exactly what I need to do. Watching myself in the mirror… well that was a lesson I don’t think I’ll ever forget. But of course, I’m not thinking about him right now.

“I just, erm, did some real thinking about it and luckily it worked out well.”

I shrug my shoulders in a coy way and turn to move towards my dressing room. This is definitely the sort of conversation that I’d much prefer to have dressed but it seems that Buzz has other ideas. He fixes his hand onto my shoulder and he spin me back around to look at him.

“You know…” He pauses and clicks his tongue a couple of times before nodding. “Yeah, you know what? I think me and you should go out some time. Like for a date or whatever.”

My heart leaps up into my throat, I can barely believe his words. When I first took this job I would’ve jumped at an opportunity like this. Buzz is gorgeous, that’s why he’s been picked to play the male lead role in this movie, but as I’ve gotten to know him I haven’t liked him as much. But today he’s being nice, and today more than ever I really need someone to be nice to me.

“Are you serious?” I gush in shock. “What do you mean? Like, for real?”

Buzz laughs at me and he rests a hand on my arm. I wait for the butterflies to flap through my body, but they don’t. Everything remains stoically still within me. “Of course, I’m serious. You’ve been so awesome to work with and you’re good looking too. We look good together.”

I part my lips, about to make my excuses since this doesn’t feel like the sort of moving on I should be doing, but before I get a chance to say anything, Carly pipes up from behind me, making me jump since I didn’t even know she was there. “She would love to!” she declares with gusto. “Shall we say seven PM tonight? You can pick her up at the end of Fuller Street?”

I half expect the childishness of my friend getting in the middle to put Buzz off, but it doesn’t. He chuckles and nods, agreeing with Carly which effectively seals the deal for me. Looks like I’m going on this date with my co star after all, and I’m not even excited about it.

“What did you do that for?” I gush once Buzz has gone. “Have you gone insane?”

“Have you?” Carly’s eyes burn holes in me as she flings her hands onto her hips. “Buzz is a good-looking actor, who by the way has more fame than you at the moment, so why wouldn’t you?”

“Are you actually suggesting that I go out with him for fame?” I’m horrified, I don’t ever want to become that person. The girl in a ‘showmance’. “Because that’s crazy.”

“It couldn’t hurt.” She shrugs. “But no, I think you should because you’ve just got yourself back up on the horse, so why not take that one step further and go dating? You really need to get back out there in the romantic world and I think that this is a good place to begin. You and Buzz have chemistry, you have something in common, you could make a cute couple.”

“He isn’t the nicest though, is he?” I pout back. I don’t like this plan at all. Maybe I do need to forget but this feels all kinds of wrong. “I haven’t ever really got on with him until today…”

“Which is why today is the perfect day. Trust me, Avril, you need this.”

I suppose in a way her words are right, but that doesn’t mean I want to hear them. It’s smart to think about dating when I haven’t for so long, I do miss the idea of love and I want to invite it into my life, but with Owen still firmly playing in my mind, how can I? I have butterflies with him, real feelings, he’s like a friend as well as someone I like. But of course, he’s also out of bounds.

“Urgh, I don’t have a choice anyway?” I glance behind myself to see Buzz leaning up against the wall and sipping some water, still half naked. Objectively he’s still stunning, but is that going to be enough? “You’re going to have to help me with this, you do understand that?”

“Oh yes, we must find the perfect dress for you to wear. Especially if the paparazzi are going to photograph you which I’m sure they’ll want to.”

I have the funny feeling that Carly’s thinking more about that side than the date side, but I can’t be bothered to push her on it. I suppose a big part of being an actress is being photographed anyway so if this helps then so be it. I need all the encouragement I can to get me on this date.

“Right, I think we better get you dressed now, I don’t know what Lee’s plans are for the rest of the day. I’ll go and speak to him and find out…”

As Carly races off, I head to my dressing room to lock myself away to get the privacy that I so desperately need. Once alone I grab out my cell phone and am crushed by the lack of communication. I guess I thought he might send me a message or something throughout the day, wanting to talk.

I need to delete his number, I tell myself decidedly. Cut him out of my life completely.

I hover my finger over the delete button, willing myself to press it but there’s a deep resistance there. Something in my brain really doesn’t want me to, and I’m sure it’s the part of me that’s falling deeply for Owen when I know that I shouldn’t be. I jolt my finger, but yank it back up again before I do the deed. I have a mental block, one that won’t let me go.

Delete his number, go on this date with Buzz, and move on. Who knows, he might even be a gentleman. He might be ‘the one’ and I push him away because I can’t let go.

“Right…” Luckily Carly bursts into the room before I have to make a choice. “Lee wants to redo a couple of the apartment scenes to get them just right, so we need to find that dress you wore.”

I drop my cell phone back on the side and concentrate on getting changed. That, I know I can do, it’s certainly a lot easier than being bold and smart and getting rid of Owen. Even now, when he’s clearly rejected me, he has a hold over me. Really, it’s embarrassing!

Chapter Eight – Owen 

“You okay, Owen?” Tyler asks me, sounding concerned. “You’ve been staring at that page in your text book for over an hour now. The same one. What’s going on, mate?”

I sigh loudly and drop the book. To be honest I didn’t even know that I still had it in my hands. It was supposed to be a distraction from all the confusion circling my brain but it hasn’t done anything to help at all. If anything, I’m more lost in Avril than I was beforehand. She’s consumed me!

“Yeah, this crap is just a bit dull, that’s all. I think I might need to go to the library…”

“Woah, boring, are you serious?” Tyler touches my forehead as if he’s hunting for a fever. “You love all this business studies crap. I’ve never known you be bored of it. You can’t start thinking that way now, this is all nearly over. It’ll be into the big wide world soon enough!”

He’s right, I know he is. About all of it. I do love my course, that’s why I’ve scarified so much to be here. Plus, I need to get this qualification if I don’t want to end up escorting forever more, I don’t exactly have family money to fall back on anymore, but that doesn’t make me feel any better.

“Something has been going on with you over the past couple of days. Ever since you went to see that actress. Did something happen on that job? You were there much later than you said you would be. I might not understand much about what you do, but you know you can talk to me.”

I avert my gaze, not wanting Tyler to see right through me. In a way, he’s right. It has only been a couple of days, we’ve only seen each other twice. I shouldn’t be this complicated. I should be able to extract myself from the situation easily and that should be the end of it. I don’t understand why my heart physically aches at the idea of never seeing Avril again.

“Nothing happened,” I reply flatly. “It isn’t like that. We just…”

“Oh, my God, it’s finally happened!” Tyler sounds aghast as leaps up. “You’ve fallen for her, haven’t you? You’ve finally come across a client that you actually like! You don’t need to answer me because I already know. It’s written all over your face. You’re in love.”

“I’m not in love, I’ve only met her a couple of times,” I shoot back, but my voice is tart, making it excruciatingly obvious that he’s hit the nail on the head. “Anyway, it hardly matters, does it? I can’t start falling for clients, it’s all wrong. I’ll just have to never take jobs with her again.”

I try to make it sound simple, but it isn’t and Tyler knows that as well as I do. The idea of Avril ringing up and booking an appointment with someone else destroys me – even though I don’t think she will – and the concept of her actually meeting someone is even worse. The thought of her in love with another man makes me want to weep with rage. I haven’t ever been like this before over anyone, I’ve never been the jealous type even in relationships, but Avril seems to bring it out of me.

“Why are you being so strange about it?” Tyler laughs. “Does it really matter if you like someone that you’ve worked with? Is it that much of a big deal? Are there rules?”

“Of course, there are rules! It isn’t a seedy company I work for, they are legit.”

I gather up my things, needing to make an escape. This conversation is making me very uncomfortable, Tyler is attempting to force me to face some home truths that I’m not really in the mood for. This is challenging enough without him making it worse.

“What sort of girl would want to date an escort anyway?” I blurt out thickly. “None, so it isn’t even an issue. I really do need to get to the library now, I have too much work to do to worry about this. I’ve got an essay to write, an exam to study for… I can’t think about this any longer.”

I stomp off, ignoring Tyler’s pleas for me to stay and talk to him some more. I don’t want to actually get upset about this dumb situation that I’ve allowed myself to fall into, especially not in front of my friend. I need to just bury my head back in college work and to forget all about it.

Ring, ring… Ring, ring… Ring, ring…

My heart lifts for a brief second as I hear my cell phone, I have the idiotic hope that it might be Avril but that hope fades once I get that it’s my work phone. This will only be Emma, offering me more work and there’s no chance it’ll be with the one person I want it to be since she would contact me directly. No, this is a job that will help me to move past my current confusion.

But I don’t answer. Instead of picking it up, I hit the reject button and stuff it back into my pocket. I should work, I need to work, nothing has changed in that department, but I can’t even think about it right now. The idea makes me sick. I need a little time out, I just hope Emma understands. I’m not usually one to simply not answer her call, so I hope she realizes I need this break.

With my head bowed low and my heart sunken in my chest, I get into the library where I shove my things onto the nearest free table. I already know that actual education won’t work as a distraction today, I’ve already tried that and all I did was think about Avril and her beautiful face, her sweet smile, her soft skin, the way that she turns from a cutie pie into a sex goddess at exactly the right moment… No, what I need to do today is something more productive. If I focus on my future, it might work.

I grab some reading material and a tablet and I begin searching for companies that I might want to work for once my time at college is over. Ultimately, I want to start my own business, that’s always been a dream of mine, but I’m not going to do it without some genuine experience first. I need to get in, to see how successful companies do it, then I can work out my own strategies.

This is something I can absorb myself in, it helps me to focus. Thinking about where my life will be once I leave all of his behind is useful. That’s the sort of time where I’ll be able to think about love and that sort of thing, I don’t need to do it now. I’m only young anyway, I don’t know anyone who finds their ‘happy ever after’ at this age. Avril is just a phase, I will get over her soon.

“Hey there,” Delia’s voice pierces my brain., making me grit my teeth together. I can’t ever seem to catch a break. “You look busy. What are you doing?”

“I am busy,” I tell her forcefully. “Busy trying to work out where I’m going once all of this is done. We won’t be in the college bubble for too much longer, I need to think about it.”

“Just work for your daddy’s firm, that’s what I’m going to do.”

Delia’s blasé attitude annoys me, but mostly because I probably was like that not so long ago.  I assumed I would walk out of college and straight into a job with daddy, before my entire life fell apart. Much as it sucks to have that happen to me, I think it’s given me a new perspective on life too. In a very strange way I’m glad. I wouldn’t want to be this self entitled ass.

“Since we’re nearly at the end of college, you really need to take me out on a date.”

As Delia winks at me, suggesting that our date would lead to the bedroom very quickly, I have to admit that I feel tempted. Only by the idea of losing myself in someone that isn’t a client for a while to help me forget about Avril, not by her, but the temptation isn’t enough. This girl is drama, and while she’s good for one night stands, I don’t want to invite anything else into my life. I just want to get out of college with my head above water. At the moment, it’s only barely happening.

“No, Delia, I can’t take you out,” I sigh wearily. “It’s never going to happen.”

“Can you not afford to, because we don’t have to go anywhere fancy.” Her fingers lightly brush up and down my arm in what I assume she thinks is a seductive manner. I doubt she’s ever had to try this hard for anyone before. “We don’t have to go anywhere except for your bedroom.”

It could be mindless, emotionless, animalistic, and just fun but still I don’t want to. I don’t want to disrespect what I’ve just had with Avril for something that’s unimportant. I could, but I won’t. In fact, I might not go near anyone again until I know that it’s actually going to become something. I can’t risk this feeling again, it’s killer. One heart ache is bad enough, thank you very much.

I peel Delia off me and give her a determined look. “I can’t, I’m sorry. I know that’s going to annoy you but I can’t. It isn’t going to happen ever so you’re better off focusing your attentions elsewhere. I hope you understand. I’m not going to be dating or hooking up with anyone until after college. I don’t have a job to simply walk into, so I need to focus on the future.”

She doesn’t, I can tell, but she’s going to have to. I just hope I haven’t unleashed a fury unbounded because I really don’t need that right now.

Chapter Nine – Avril 

The restaurant is beautiful, one of the poshest places that I’ve ever eaten in my entire life, and the food is delicious. Full of flavor and presented beautifully. The waiting staff can’t do enough to help me and my date which makes me feel a bit like a princess, and me and Buzz are both dressed like we’re headed out to the Oscars or something. On the surface of things, this date is incredible.

So why the fuck do I hate every single second of it? What the hell is wrong with me?

“…yeah, so when I was on the set of that robot film, I can’t remember the name of it now, but it did really well in the box office, I was voted the best bum of the year…”

Ah yes, of course. I’m with the dullest, most arrogant man on the planet, that’s why. Everything that I feared would be bad about spending time with Buzz is the truth. I cannot believe that I allowed Carly to talk me into this. She might have been right in the past, but not now. Buzz is unbearable, I can barely stand his company at all. He hasn’t even asked me a question once, all he’s done is go on about himself. On and on and on. I want to scream with frustration.

He doesn’t actually like me either, that’s been made very clear to me. It seems to be a tactic of his to be seen out with his co stars, I guess that because of all the stories he’s told me about other leading ladies that he’s been out with. I suppose it’s no different to what Carly told me to do, but it still feels cold. My initial instincts were right, I don’t want to be that girl. If I d manage to build up a career, I want to do so via my own merits, not because of the men on my arm.

“Wow, that’s really something,” I reply in a monotone voice. “A very proud moment.”

I was only being the littlest bit sarcastic, but Buzz leaps on that. “It was actually. I mean, that’s why I spend so much time in the gym, isn’t it? To build up my body for things like that, so to know that the public is out there watching me and noticing… it’s nice. Who knows, you might even get a similar award for your role in this movie. The audience will probably see a lot of it.”

I push my plate away, unable to eat anymore. His words make me feel ill, I have absolutely nothing in common with him. Not like I do Owen… Owen and his funny nature, his sweet words, the way he makes me feel absolutely comfortable with just being myself. I miss him. I know I’m not supposed to be missing him and that’s a big part of this, but I do. I just cannot help it.

“Probably a good idea, not to finish that cake.” Buzz nods towards my plate. “You can’t afford to pile on the pounds now, can you? Not when you’re about to hit it big…”

“Maybe we should go,” I say sharply while pushing my chair back. I don’t want to smack him in the mouth because we still have to work together, but I’m getting dangerously close to doing so. If he says anything else remotely like that, I don’t know if I’ll be able to hold back. “We should get some beauty sleep before tomorrow, shouldn’t we? We don’t want to go into work tired.” Buzz’s eyes bug out of his head and I quickly realize my mistake. “I mean to sleep alone.”

He could be the best-looking man on the planet and he isn’t getting into my bed tonight. Buzz hasn’t helped me to forget about Owen at all, all he’s done is remind me how much better he is than him. If I’d been out to dinner with Owen, even if we’d only eaten fast food in our sweat pants it would’ve been so much better. At least I would’ve had fun. This has been hell.

“Wait a minute then.” Buzz sulks and he pulls out his cell phone. “I need to tell my agent that we’re leaving. The photographers will want to get ready.”

My heart sinks. Much as I knew this would potentially be a part of tonight I didn’t know Buzz would invite it in. He’s basically asking people to picture us together which is gross.

“Do we have to do that?” I ask with a screwed-up nose. “Can’t we just slip out?”

Buzz looks at me like I’m an alien with about three extra heads. Clearly, he doesn’t understand me one bit. We’re two different people from opposite universes. Yes, I want to be a successful actress and I know that fame is a side effect of that, but I don’t want fame just for the sake of it.

“We have to be photographed, we need to be seen together or what’s the point?”

There are so man retorts that I could give to that, but I don’t. There isn’t any point, it’s written all over Buzz’s face that this is all he knows. I don’t want this, but I’ll suck it up if I can escape.

“Fine, whatever.” I purse my lips angrily. “I’ll pose and smile for a couple of pictures, but I don’t want to talk to any of them and I don’t want you to talk about me.”

“They will ask…” Buzz insists, but I’m not in the mood for his bullshit.

“I don’t care. Either you promise me that you’ll say nothing or we aren’t doing this.” I glare at him like he’s the Devil or something. “I’ll sneak out the back or something.” 

“Okay, I’ll just brush it off if they ask. Although that’ll probably make them more suspicious. Sometimes the made-up stories are a million times worse than the real one.”

After tonight, I highly doubt it. “That’s a risk I’m willing to take. Come on.”

A few moments later we’re given the green light and we step out of the building. The camera flashes are so bright they’re almost blinding, but I don’t let that stop me from smiling. If anyone asks me, I’ll just say that me and Buzz are friends. Of course, the journalists will stretch it into the story that they want to be the truth, but I don’t care. I know this isn’t anything and so does Buzz. What strangers who read and believe everything think isn’t any of my business. I’m not exactly A list anyway so I’m sure there will always be someone more interesting than me out there to gossip about.

“Can we go now?” I ask Buzz through gritted teeth. “It’s been more than two minutes.”

He grips onto my arm, holding me closer to him. “Not yet, we need to do this right.”

“Are you two an item now?”, “How long have you been together?”, “Are things serious between you?”, “Did you meet on the set of the movie you’re filming together?”.

Questions fly, but I refuse to answer any of them and I pinch Buzz’s arm hard so he can’t either. The less we say, the less they have to add meat to the bones of their story. Even though Buzz is better known that me, he isn’t front page material. For now, I think I can survive this.

“Let’s leave.” Finally, I’ve had more than enough so I push my way through the crowds and Buzz has no choice but to follow me. I don’t think he wants to, but it’s tough. I’ve done what he wants, now it’s time for him to do what I want. “Can I get a ride in your car?” I ask him while already stepping inside. “I don’t want them to follow me. They might think they can get more info out of me alone.”

“Do you have to go home?” Buzz asks me in a small voice. “You can always come and stay with me, you know? I don’t necessarily expect anything, I can just get a bit… lonely.”

It’s strange, under his façade he isn’t the worst person in the world. There’s actually a nice person there who my heart goes out to, but not enough to make me want to spend the night with him.

“I can’t I’m afraid, Buzz,” I tell him regretfully. “I actually have some stuff I need to take care of. I’m sorry. But if you’re ever lonely we can always hang out again as friends.”

Maybe if we become actual friends I can give him some advice. He could do so much better for himself if he drops the cocky mask and actually shows some vulnerability. Girls would flock to him, and nice ones that actually want to be with him, not fame hungry wanabees who don’t like him.

But tonight, definitely isn’t the time to share that observation. I’ll wait.

I give Buzz my address and stare out the window while we whizz along the road, pondering over my choices. I know that time is a great healer, I’m sure I can get over how I’m feeling with regards to Owen if I allow myself the chance to do so, but is that what I want? Will that make me happy? Distracting myself hasn’t worked – although I suppose I didn’t pick the best guy to try that experiment with – and I also couldn’t bring myself to delete his number. There’s a reason for that and I’m not sure that ignoring it is healthy either. There’s something there, it isn’t something I’m used to, but I do know I want more of it.

Maybe this is the wine talking, although I only had one glass, I think I need to contact Owen again to see. I don’t want to go through my life with unanswered questions, I think that’ll be worse than having regrets. This might be the craziest thing that I ever end up doing, he’s someone I shouldn’t be able to be with really, but I can’t help myself. I want to try. 

Chapter Ten – Owen 

The next time my phone rings, it’s my cell not my work phone, which is the only thing that makes me look at it. I’m utterly stunned to the core when I see the number on the screen, just as I’d gotten myself adjusted to the idea that it really is time to move on, she’s reaching out to me again. 

Am I dreaming? I ask myself with a sharp shake of my head. Have I lost it?

But no, I really do seem to be awake. The one thing that I’ve been hoping for and dreading all at the same time has happened and now I don’t know what to do with myself. I shouldn’t answer, this isn’t the healthiest of ideas, but I already know that I’m going to. The need to see her again is too much. Knowing that she wants to communicate with me too is too powerful to overcome.

“Hello? Avril?” I say quietly, not wanting to disturb Tyler from his sleep.

“Owen, oh thank goodness. I was so afraid that you weren’t going to pick up then!”

I sit up in bed and cradle the phone closer to my ear. She sounds so geuninly pleased to hear from me that I can’t help wanting to cling tightly to her. “Of course, I would answer.”

“What are you doing right now? Are you busy? I don’t want to disturb you or anything.”

“I’m not too busy to speak to you.” I slide off the bed and head out into the hallway where I can speak to her privately. There are people milling about, but no one interested in me. “How are you?”

“I was actually wondering if we could have a conversation face to face.”

The idea of seeing her face again makes my heart beat faster in my chest. I know it’s wrong and that makes it even more tempting. All I want to do is throw myself at her mercy, to forget about what’s smart, but I do need to keep some distance. One of us needs to keep our head on.

“I don’t know if we should.” I run my fingers through my hair, tugging hard on the ends to give myself some physical pain as I hurt the both of us. “After what happened last time…”

“I know, I know, that wasn’t smart, but don’t you think we should discuss it?”

“Not if…” Urgh, I hate myself. “Not if we aren’t going to see each other again.”

She pauses for a moment too long, giving the cringe time to almost swallow me up whole. My feet pace up and down, to anyone else here I probably look like a crazy person but I really don’t care.

“Is that what you want?” she finally asks me. “To never see one another again?”

Of course, I want to, everything is screaming painfully inside of me to tell her yes, but I clench my lips together tightly to keep the words inside. But I explode, I can’t stop myself, the words fly out of my mouth without me even meaning to. It’s like word vomit pouring out.

“Yes, of course I want to see you again.” Damn it, I’m a freaking idiot! I face palm, knowing that I’ve made things even more complicated. “I mean, if you want to…”

“I do want to,” She giggles adorably. “So, would you come and see me again, please?”

I know I can’t reject her, not again. “Sure. At the motel again? Same room as before?”

“Not the motel. I want you to come to my house.” If the softness of her tone doesn’t melt me, her words do. She’s really inviting me into her life, her real life. “Is that okay? I know we don’t normally do that but I think this is a little bit different, don’t you?”

Different… different, like more. That’s what she means. She wants this to go further. It’s what I want too, but I don’t know if I can go for it. Things haven’t changed, I’m still an escort which means I can’t actually date. I’m also still young, which makes all of this pointless… but I want to try. Damn it, I can’t stop myself, I really want to give this a go. I want to know. 

“I think…” I gulp desperately. “I think that’s a good idea. I think that we should talk.”

“Okay so if I text you my address, you’ll come? It doesn’t have to be for long…”

“I’ll come.” She really doesn’t need to worry about this. I’m definitely going to turn up because I need to know what she wants to talk about. If I don’t go, I’ll end up torturing myself for ever more, wondering how things would’ve been different if I’d just given me and Avril a try. “I’ll come now.”

I shake off any negative feelings as I hang up the phone and I make my way back into the room to get changed. I don’t know what’s going to happen next, but I do know it’ll be a game changer, one way or another. Seeing Avril will affect everything from here on out.

***

I stare at the door to Avril’s apartment with my heart racing against my rib cage. My fingers are itching to life up and knock but I’m afraid to actually take that step. I probably look like a creep out here in the middle of the night, dithering, but I still can’t make myself act.

All of a sudden, I don’t need to. The door swings open and she gives me a shocked look.

“Oh,” she gushes while clutching her hands to her chest. “I was just going to look for you, to see if you had any trouble finding the place. I didn’t realize you would be out here.”

I chuckle nervously, while stuffing my hands into my pockets awkwardly. I don’t know what to do now, this is all so strange. “Yeah, sorry I was just…” I can’t explain, it’s too hard.

“Come in.” Avril ushers me inside. “We’ll discuss it inside. It’s not hallway talk.”

As I walk through her apartment I scan my eyes everywhere, learning more about her as I go. My dorm room is dull. White and bland, filled with only the odd dirty item of clothing and text books. It’s purely practical, me and Tyler only have what we need. Avril is the complete opposite. She has funny looking trinkets everywhere, pieces of colorful art on the walls, and books and magazines scattered about the place. It’s very homely and sweet. It makes me like her even more.

“Your place is nice,” I comment, clearly trying to break the ice with small talk. “I like it.”

“Yeah, it’s small, I guess, but it’s good just for me.” She takes me into her living room slash kitchen and invites me to sit down. “Thank you for coming, Owen, it means a lot.”

It’s then I really look at her and I see the posh black dress she has on and the delicate waves in her blonde hair. I spot the professional looking make up dusted over her eyes and across her face, the glossy look of someone who has just stepped off the red carpet.

“Where have you been?” I have to ask. “I mean, you look really nice.”

“I’ve actually just been on a date with the co star in my movie.” 

A lump of bile rises in my throat, all of a sudden I have a feeling that this conversation is going to go a very different way to what I want. I guess despite everything I hoped it would be a loving conversation where she told me that she liked me, but now it’s starting to seem like it might be a ‘thank you for teaching me how to be sexy, I’ve landed the man of my dreams because of it’ instead.

“You… you have?” I ask cautiously, trying to keep my emotional response locked away. I don’t want Avril to know how I’m feeling, how embarrassing! “And how did that go? Was it fun?”

“It wasn’t fun at all. In fact, on his behalf I think it was nothing more than a publicity stunt.” I feel a sick sense of satisfaction as she says this. “You might see some pictures of us together tomorrow but trust me, it was nothing like it appears. Buzz is dull and awful. Not for me at all.”

“Right…” I don’t want to jump ahead of myself, but I do want to know why she’s saying this. 

“Being with him just made me realize how much I like you. I really like you, and I know it hasn’t been a long time but we have a connection, don’t we? I think we’re good together.”

“Certainly, in bed!” I try to make a joke out of it, in case it isn’t what I think.

“Yeah, definitely that, but other things too, I think we have a good bond too. I think we get on well. I think…” She pauses for a second and glances downwards. “I think we could be a couple.”

The magic words, the ones that I so desperately want, but that I’ve been dreading at the same time. Yes, I want to be hers, I want to see what it’ll be like for her to be mine, but all the reasons why it’s complicated still stand. I can’t have a girlfriend and my job, that’s why it hasn’t happened before. I don’t even think someone as awesome as Avril will understand, and I wouldn’t want to either.

I stare into her eyes, willing her to understand why I’m going to have to reject her. I really don’t want Avril to take it to heart, this isn’t her fault at all, it really is me not her. Her eyes plead with me, I can see her begging me to open up, to give her a try, but there’s a block.

I part my lips, finally forcing the word up my throat, and finally it bursts free.

“Yes,” I gasp, surprising even myself. “Yes, let’s do this. Avril, I want to give me and you a try.”

Chapter Eleven – Avril 

As he says the words that I’ve been longing to hear my heart explodes with glee. I throw myself at him and fling my arms around him, holding him close to me. It feels right, being with him in this way. I couldn’t imagine ending this crazy night in any other way, Owen is definitely who I want.

“This is a bit heavy, isn’t it?” he says thickly while we pull apart. “We’re what? Three days… and it feels like we’re diving in with both feet. Is this what normal people do?”

“Definitely not,” I agree with a chuckle. I’m so overcome I could weep with joy. “But I don’t think we’re normal so it’s okay. We met in a strange way and we’ve been weird ever since. I suppose all that we have left is to carry on like that. Being the oddest people that either of us know.”

Owen grabs me and he pulls me close to him. Our lips crash together and the magnet keeps us there, locked in together, our mouths moving in unison. The passion that flows between us hasn’t lessened, if anything now that we’re more sealed together it’s better. I can feel it much deeper, right down into my core. The butterflies are back with a vengeance and I love feeling them.

“I don’t want to have a serious talk,” Owen mutters against my mouth, his breath tickling me all over. “I’d much rather kiss you some more, but I think we need to, don’t you?”

“Like what?” I reply with my eyes slid closed. Desire has me now, I don’t want to speak.

“Like my job…” Okay, fair enough. My eyes snap open and reality grips me. “That’s something I think we really need to talk about, don’t you? It’s potentially a big issue.”

The idea of him continuing on even going on dates with other women, let alone sleeping with them is too much. It sends a nasty snake of jealousy shuddering up and down my spine. I really don’t want to be the girl who tells Owen to change, especially when we’re minutes into this thing, but I might have to. I don’t think my mental health can take anything else.

“Erm, yeah, you’re right.” I gulp and take a step backwards. “Do you have to keep doing it?”

He shrugs and gives me a helpless look. “I’m only doing it to help me get to the end of my college course, after which I’ll get a job and fund myself. I don’t have too much longer left but I’m not sure I can complete it without the injection of cash every so often.”

No, I don’t like this, it’s too much. I run my eyes up and down his body, instantly forming another plan, one that I hope will work for us both. I don’t want him to struggle for me.

“Have you ever considered doing any extra work? That can pay quite well and you’ll be able to fit it around your studies? I know they’re always looking for bodies to fill the background on the movie I’m working on now. They’re all like that, and I have the connections. I can hook you up.”

“Really?” He ponders this curiously for a moment. “It isn’t anything that I’ve ever considered before but I suppose I could. I wouldn’t need to do much, would I?”

“Mostly it’s just standing in the background. I don’t know how the pay would compare to what you’re getting now, but it’s better than waiting tables.” I chew on the inside of my mouth while I consider what I’m saying. I hate that I sound so controlling. “But it’s up to you, whatever you want…”

“I don’t want to carry on doing my job if that’s what you mean,” he insists rapidly. “It’s only a temporary thing anyway, not something I love and can’t live without.” He links his fingers through mine sending sparks of electricity racing all through my system. “I always told myself I wouldn’t get into a relationship while doing this job, I’ve done everything that I can to avoid any sort of romantic link… but then you came along and changed absolutely everything. I didn’t expect it, but now I’m glad that you have. I’m willing to struggle and middle through with you. I want to try, to see what we could be to one another. And being some extra sounds fun anyway. I’d love to give it a go.”

“Do you think we’ll last?” I can’t help but ask. “Do you really think we have a chance?”

“Who knows?” Owen replies. “But I think we’ve got as good a chance as any.”

With that we’re kissing once more, no longer worrying about what the future may or may not hold. This is a passion worth sacrificing everything for, Owen is a man that I cannot wait to get to know better, I could so easily properly fall for him given half the chance. 

I hook my arms possessively around his neck and claim him as my own with my kiss. He belongs to me now, at least while we see if we’re as compatible as I think we are. His tongue explores my mouth as we fall backwards, crashing through my apartment until we fall onto my bed.

Clothes fly off our bodies in an instant, it’s like a blur I can barely keep up. One moment I’m touching the buttery soft material of his tee shirt and the next his rock-hard muscles. My pulse quickens, the need in my underwear intensifies, the butterflies become giant eagles, flapping wildly in my belly.

“Oh, Avril,” Owen groans as my eager hand wraps around his thick cock. “You have no idea how good that feels.” I move, slowly at first, but gain speed as his moans intensify. “Oh, my God.”

My own breaths fall raggedly out of my mouth as I become desperate for his body. Owen responds by slipping two fingers inside of me and driving me absolutely wild. His skin is smooth, his touch is expert, it’s almost like he knows my body better than I do myself.

“Does that feel good, baby?” he murmurs into my ear, seemingly needing reassurance now that he’s not working with me. It’s nice to have him be vulnerable with me. “Do you like that?”

“Oh fuck, so much,” I gasp right back at him. “It feels fucking incredible. Don’t stop.”

But he doesn’t listen, he instantly removes his fingers, but before I can complain, he’s inside me, thrusting hard and fast, sending me to Heaven. I can feel him everywhere, he’s filling me up, hitting all the right spots, yet I still want more. I need to feel him differently.

“Stop,” I gasp while pushing him off of me. “Not like this.”

Instantly he panics, his entire expression changes to one of sheer horror. “Am I hurting you?” I want to hug him for his concern, it’s so lovely of him to care so much. “Does it not feel good?”

I don’t give him an answer with words, instead I show him what I want by turning onto my front and propping myself up onto my hands and knees so I’m on all fours. Then I peek behind me and I give him a wink, indicating that I want him to take me that way. It’ll be new for us, something we haven’t yet experienced together and I cannot think of a better way for us to celebrate us.

He smiles at me as if I’m the best thing to ever happen to him and he grabs out a condom. It’s pretty unbelievable that not so long ago I hadn’t had any real passion in my life, and now it seems to utterly consume it. My whole existence is all about pleasure and desire, and I freaking love it.

Owen grabs onto my hips and he angles himself inside of me. He eases himself into me, slowly at first as if he fears he might hurt me, so I roll my hips back, pushing myself into him, forcing him to take me harder and faster. The way he’s screwing me now feels good, it’s wild and filled with passion, but because it’s Owen there’s a deeper feeling too, a romance that I think will be there no matter what.

Eventually my head spins and I have to grip tightly onto the bed sheets just to stop myself from crumbling. As the pressure of pleasure builds through my body, I have to really focus to keep myself upright, but it isn’t enough. My arms give way, my face falls into the pillow, but my butt stays up in the air, held there by Owen’s strong hands as he hits the right spot over and over again.

“Oh fuck, Owen,” I scream into the pillows as it all becomes too much. 

The way he makes me feel is off the scale, I don’t think I’d find it again if I spent my whole life searching. It isn’t just horny and excitable, it’s safe and cared for too. As the orgasm crashes over me like the waves of a tsunami, I hope desperately that Owen is right and that we can make this work. I don’t know how Ill feel forever, but as mental as it is, after only three days, I think he’s the one for me. If destiny is really a thing, then I think he’s mine. Maybe we were supposed to meet somehow.

I crash onto my back panting breathlessly once we’re both finished and I cling tightly onto his hand. A giant smile spreads across my mouth as I’m absolutely flooded by happiness.

“Are you staying tonight?” I ask while turning onto my side. “No more running away?”

He leans over and kisses me lightly on the lips. It’s only a small, chaste brush of the lips but it feels amazing. Everything he does feels phenomenal to me, especially when the next words come out of his mouth: “Avril, I won’t ever run away from you again.”

This is it, it seems like we’re in it for the long haul!

Epilogue – Owen

Pride fills my chest up completely as I see the credits roll, and the love of my life is the second name to pop up on the screen. This particular movie is of course very special to us since it led to us meeting, without us it might’ve taken a whole lot longer… or maybe it wouldn’t have happened at all.

“Oh, my goodness, babe.” I squeeze her hand gently. “You were incredible in that.”

“I found the sex scenes a bit awkward,” she admits quietly to me. “But the rest was okay.”

“They were filmed over a year ago now, there’s no need to be embarrassed. And you were excellent anyway so I really wouldn’t worry. I’m sure everyone thinks so. You better get used to it anyway because you’ve got two more movies coming out later on in the year.”

“Oh look, there’s your name,” she gushes, avoiding my compliments as always. Even after all this time together she still finds it hard to accept it when I say something nice to her. “Extra thirty six.”

“My proudest moment.” I puff out my chest in a joking manner. “Well, aside from getting good grades in college and landing a job in a top advertising agency, of course.”

Money is no longer an issue, for me or my family. Surprisingly I’ve landed on my feet and now I can help out everyone. I’ve learned my lessons, I watched my father make his mistakes and I saw where it led. That won’t ever be me, I know what I’m doing. I’ll do the same, but smarter. Now that I have my lovely town house, which I share with my wonderful girlfriend, it’s hard to recall a time where I lived in a grotty dorm room, escorting just to survive. I suppose I’m glad I went through all of that because it’s made me who I am today, but I would never ever go back there. Being older and having it all together suits me so much more. Now I’m actually geuninly happy.

“Oh God, Buzz is coming over.” Avril grabs tightly onto my hand. “Stay with me.”

For a while, everyone was obsessed with her and Buzz, wishing they would be a couple. The public would much prefer and up and coming actress to be with another famous person rather than a nobody like me, but I don’t care. It’ll undoutably spark up again now once people see their chemistry on screen, but still that doesn’t matter. I’m secure in what I have, I know it’s real.

“Hi, Buzz,” Avril says through gritted teeth. “How’s it going?”

“Yeah okay,” he replies with a shrug. “That was alright, wasn’t it? We should work together again sometime, maybe on another movie. What do you think?”

I already know that Avril will politely agree, but won’t really do it. The more things she stars in, the pickier she can get with people she works with. Acting with Buzz was too hard for her, that’s why she struggled to find her mojo – well, until I came along anyway – I don’t think she’ll put herself through all of that again. She doesn’t need to anymore, so what’s the point?

“Oh yeah, maybe.” She tugs me closer to her like I’m her barrier. “We’ll see. Erm, I have to go right now, but I’m sure I’ll see you at the after party in a while.”

With that we move away from Buzz, giggling like school kids. This is one of the things I love most about Avril, we can just laugh and be silly with one another. Being in a relationship is fun. Of course, we can deal with all the serious stuff too, but I get to enjoy her.

When we started this over a year ago after three very intense days, I wasn’t sure it could last. I thought we would start to grow weary of one another once we got to know each other better and that the magic would fade. I was willing to throw everything into it, because it felt powerful enough to be worthwhile for however long it lasted, but I didn’t know I would get this lucky.

Now, I couldn’t imagine being with anyone else. We have gone from strength to strength since that day. With Avril, even the bad times don’t seem that bad because I go through them with her. Even when we fight it’s like we’re on the same side rather than against one another. It’s us against the world.

“Oh, my goodness, get me out of here!” she squeals at me once we get outside. “This is nuts.” She pulls me in for a kiss, sending sparks all over my body. I still feel that intense connection and chemistry, even now after all this time. “I don’t even know if I want to go to the party.”

I stare into her eyes for a moment, losing myself in them. As I do I recall the first time I saw her and how even then I instinctively knew that she was going to be different somehow.

“Avril,” I say in a pensive tone. “I’ve been wanting to speak to you about something for a while now.” I reach into my pocket and pull out the little box that’s been sitting there for weeks while I wait for the right moment. This isn’t it, it’s nowhere near romantic enough, yet somehow, it’s perfect. Nothing about us has been normal, so why should this be? This is very us.

“Ooh, sounds serious. What is it?” 

I drop to one knee and peer up at Avril, which causes her to clap her hand across her mouth in sheer shock. I’m so glad that I’ve managed to keep this a surprise for so long, it hasn’t been easy. 

“I want to marry you,” I say with a light chuckle. “I think I might’ve wanted to marry you from the very first moment that I met you. I didn’t know it at the time, but I’m pretty sure I fell in love with you instantly.” I open up the box to reveal the princess cut diamond ring inside. Avril’s eyes bug out with happiness. “So, what do you say? Do you want to make me the happiest man alive and be my wife? If you want me to ask you in a better way, I will, I just want to know if…”

“No,” she shoots me down with tears in her eyes. “I don’t want you to ask me in any other way, this is absolutely perfect. I would love to be your wife. Nothing would make me happier.”

I slide the ring onto her finger and leap up to hug her. As I embrace Avril in my arms, I think about our journey. We’re a couple that shouldn’t have made it, they say instant spark doesn’t lead to everlasting love, but with us it has. With us it always will. We’ve been through enough together to know that much. I wouldn’t want to be with anyone else, ever!

“I love you,” I gush while kissing over her cheeks. “I always will, so much.”

“I love you too,” she replies, making me as happy as she always does, every single time she says those words. “And I cannot wait to spend the rest of my life with you.”
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