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    Prologue


    Eight years ago


    Brian’s hands slide down my sides. “Stay here. Don’t go.”


    I laugh as his fingers tickle me. “It won’t be long. It’s just for the summer.” I stand on my tip-toes and place a kiss on his lips. “The time will fly by and you’ll barely notice I was gone.”


    His hands grip my hips. “There is no way I wouldn’t notice you were gone.” His mouth gently kisses my neck, making its way down, stopping at the base. “Stay with me.”


    “No, Bri. I want to go and it’s a once in a lifetime experience. I just—“


    My phone buzzes and I look down to check it. It’s a text from Dan.


    What are you doing tonight? I want to see you before you leave.


    Dan is one of my best friends but it sucks because Brian can’t stand him. We have been friends since the first grade and I told Brian it’s too damn bad that they don’t get along. We have gotten into so many fights over me hanging out with Dan that I try to angle my phone so he can’t see it. Apparently, I suck at being sneaky.


    “Tell that fucker that you are spending tonight with me.” His hands pull me so my back is pressed against his front and I can feel him pressing inot me. “Besides you’re gonna have a lot more fun with me.” He pushes against my ass. “I can guarantee that.”


    “Bri, I can’t just blow him off. He wants to say goodbye to me too. You already claimed taking me to the airport tomorrow.” I rest my head against him hoping that his Alpha male will calm down just a bit.


    “Damn right I claimed taking you tomorrow. You are mine, Jules. I intend to claim every inch of you tonight and every memory with you for the rest of our lives.” His mouth captures mine and I get lost in his kiss, until my phone buzzes again signaling another text, which I can only guess, is from Dan.


    “Bri, I really can’t ignore him. It’s not right, he’s my friend.” My voice is pleading, hoping that a fight doesn’t break out tonight. I love Brian but our relationship can be a little insane at times.


    Brian pushes away from me. “Fine, Jules, if you want to be with him then fucking leave.” His voice has turned cold and he turns his back on me.


    “Seriously? You’re really going to start a fight with me the night before I leave? Could you be anymore immature?” I start to walk away from him. I am not going to stay here if he is going to act like an ass.


    Brian grabs my arm and spins me so that my back is now pressed against the wall and my front is pressed against him. His mouth captures mine as his hands hold my arms above my head. I try to move but I can’t. I’m completely at his mercy.


    “Brian, we have to talk.” I say in a mumbled voice in between kisses.


    “No, I’m way beyond talking. I need to remind you of exactly why we are so good together.” His teeth bite down on my neck and I can’t help the moan that pours from my lips.


    Brian’s fingers hook into the waistband of my yoga pants before pulling them down taking my underwear with them. A chill runs through me as I hear his belt jingle and what I can only assume are his pants hitting the floor. “You are mine, Jules.” He growls in my ear before slamming into me.


    My fingers dig into his arm that is still holding my hands above my head. I wrap my leg around his waist. His hand slowly strokes my thigh before grabbing the opposite leg and placing it around his waist also.


    “This is mine, babe.” He forces his hand between us pressing down hard on my clit with his thumb. “It seems you forgot that earlier.” Brian pulls back a little before slamming into me once more. “I am going to have the best time reminding you though,” he chuckles in my ear and goose bumps break out across my skin. His hand releases mine. “You better hold on, baby.”


    I grab onto his shoulders as his hands move to my ass gripping it. When his mouth dips down and captures my nipple, my fingers dig into his skin. His teeth gently scrape over my skin. Brian moves us away from the wall and his hands start to lift my ass up and down. At this angle he is reaching a part of me that I don’t think has ever been touched before. Each time I come back down, I moan needing more and needing a break at the same time. We are moving again this time toward the kitchen table.


    He lays me down on top of it while snaking his hands around my front and caressing every inch of my body he can touch. He starts to move in and out of me again and his hands join in making me scream. His fingers tease my clit as I grab onto the sides of the round table to keep from flying off. I can feel myself building and I arch myself into him. Begging him for more, begging him to get me there and stop this torture.


    When Brian stills I look up at him, disappointment prominent on my face. “Say it.”


    “Seriously, now?” He is so damn frustrating. When he only stares back at me I groan with a mixture of annoyance and sexual frustration. “I love you, Brian Evans. I’m yours. Always and forever.” Every time he thinks I doubt our relationship or we fight he asks me to say this. I know it’s because of his insecurities and because a part of him is scared to lose me.


    His hand strokes my cheek before he places a kiss on my lips. “That’s my girl.” I don’t have a chance to respond before he’s wildly fucking me. A part of me is scared that the table is going to flip over. His hands are everywhere, moving so fast, hitting so many of my spots that I can barely keep track of them. “Let me hear you, Jules.” His fingers pinch down on my clit as I scream and spiral into the orgasm that has been teasing me. “Fuck.” He groans before spilling himself into me, collapsing down on top of my chest, and leaving us both a panting sweaty pile of limbs.


    My hands wrap around his neck, my fingers play with the hair at the nape. I know how hard it will be for me to leave him tomorrow. My parents gave me a trip to Europe as a graduation present. They have never been the type to do something out of the kindness of their heart and I expect they gave me this trip to try to put a wedge between Brian and me. They have never liked me dating someone below my “class,” however I don’t care about any of that. I never have. I’m not like them.


    My best friend, Lacey, is coming with me and I really am excited to travel. The only cloud hanging over me is leaving Brian. I guess that this will be the true test of our relationship. We have been together for four years now. I met him when I was a freshman and he was a senior on my first day of school. The connection between us was so strong that we have been almost inseparable ever since.


    Our relationship has been anything but easy. We are so different and get into a ton of fights, but as much as we fight it doesn’t last for long. Most of the arguments stem from the fact that he is a crazed alpha idiot and I refuse to fall in line. I like our dynamic though, it’s exciting and passionate.


    “Let’s go to bed, take a nap, and I’ll give you an encore.” His mouth kisses my neck and I am so tempted to give into his offer. I can’t blow Dan off though. We’ve been friends and neighbors since grade school and it wouldn’t be right for me to just leave without saying goodbye. I take a deep breath knowing that even after what just happened we will end up arguing when I tell Brian I’m leaving. He hates Dan, for what I’m not really too sure. They have been at each other’s throats for as long as Brian and I have been together. He is convinced that Dan is into me no matter how many times I tell him that’s not the case. We are just friends and have been for half of my life.


    “You know I can’t go to bed right now. Even that amazing distraction isn’t going to accomplish your goal.” I wrap my arms around him trying to calm his emotions and just get him to see it’s not a big deal. “Come with me.”


    Brian uses the table to push himself up off of me. He walks back toward the living room and when I follow him I see that he is getting dressed. I start to pick up my clothes and put them on.


    “Why do you have to be so damn stubborn and pig headed? Nothing is going on between me and Dan, I just want to go say goodbye.” I‘m pleading with him to stop his craziness.


    “Then go.” That’s all he says to me before making his way upstairs.


    I let out a loud screech before calling after him. “You are such a damn child!” I open the door and slam it as I exit. I swear to God that man will be the damn death of me.


    ***


    I pull up to Dan’s house still pissed off from the fight with Brian. I just don’t get why he acts like that. I have never given him any reason to doubt me. I know he has been through a lot but I just don’t understand why he can’t see that he can trust me. Dan opens the door as I’m walking up.


    “Hey, Julia! You excited for tomorrow?”


    I put on the same face I use with my parents when I don’t want them to see what’s really going on and reply, “Yea, just super tired already I have no idea how I’m going to do that flight.” I walk into the house and head into the living room plopping down onto the couch.


    “I figured we would just watch a movie and hang out if that’s good with you.” I nod and he heads off into the kitchen. After a few minutes, I hear popping coming from what I’m assuming is the microwave. I stare at my phone wanting to text Brian. I hate when things are like this with us.


    Dan comes walking back in and turns on some comedy that I can barely pay attention to. He can probably tell something is off but thankfully he doesn’t ask. I’m so tired and emotionally exhausted from Brian’s roller coaster that if I could I’d go home right now.


    ***


    My alarm is going off and all I want to do is hit snooze and go back to bed. I open my eyes, sitting up in shock when I realize I am still on Dan’s couch. I must have fallen asleep during the movie last night.


    “Hey, sleepy.” I turn around to see him walking into the living room drinking a cup of coffee. “You fell asleep about fifteen minutes into the movie last night and I figured I would just let you crash.”


    “Thanks.” I reach for my phone, disappointment washing over me when I see that I don’t have any missed calls or texts. Brian is supposed to take me to the airport in about a half an hour so I text him.


    I’ll be ready soon. <3


    I stand up and walk over to Dan. “Sorry I was a bum and fell asleep. I have to run home to get ready to go.” I give him a hug and turn to leave.”


    “Do you need a ride?”


    I smile at him. “No, Brian is taking me. Thanks though, I’ll see you at the end of the summer.” I run out the door trying not to freak out about what little time I have to get ready. Thankfully, Dan just lives next door. I head into my house and jump right in the shower. When I get out I check my phone and there is no answer from Brian.


    Hey, I know we fought, but you’re still coming right?


    He probably just overslept, I think. I get dressed in yoga pants and a comfy t-shirt. The flight is long and I’m not trying to impress anyone on it. When I still don’t have a response from Brian, I call him—once, twice, three times. Each call goes straight to voicemail. Is he really that mad? Is he really going to stand me up? I only have about five minutes before I need to leave so I text Dan that I will take him up on that ride. I send Brian one more text, not understanding what is going on.


    I can’t believe you’re not even going to say goodbye to me. I know we fought but it was over something so stupid. If you want to let that ruin us that’s your choice. I guess I’ll see you in a couple months.


    A tear falls from my eye as the fact that he isn’t coming sets in. When the doorbell rings, I jump up and put on some sunglasses to hide my bloodshot eyes. I make my way down the steps with my bags to see my mom and dad waiting at the bottom. “Julia,” my mom says, her voice as perfect as her outfit, “have fun dear. We will see you at the end of the summer.” She gives me a careful hug so she doesn’t mess up her head to toe perfection.


    “Call us when you land,” my father says, his emotionless voice business as usual.


    “Okay Dad.” We exchange a rare hug, which feels so awkward.


    I open the door to see Dan. He greets my parents before carrying my bags to the car. Once we are on our way he turns to me and asks, “What happened to Brian?”


    I shake my head. “I don’t want to talk about it.”


    Dan nods but doesn’t say anything more. When we get to the airport I see Lacey waiting for us, but my eyes are scanning the crowd for someone else. A part of me was hoping that maybe Brian would meet me here, tell me how sorry he is, how much he loves me. No such luck.


    Dan unloads my bags before giving me a hug that lasts a little too long. “Be safe, Julia.” He gives me a kiss on the forehead.


    “Bye, Dan, I’ll see you in a couple of months.”


    I turn and walk toward Lacey trying to hold in my emotions until we are alone.


    As I walk through the doors of the airport not only am I leaving the country for the summer.


    I am leaving the man I love.


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter One


    Brian


    As I drive into town my body tenses. I know where she is and what she has been doing with her life and to say it doesn’t piss me the fuck off is an understatement. Jules was my girl, until she decided I wasn’t good enough for her and her high class life. I thought I knew her. I thought she was better than that, that she was the type of person who looked beyond the material shit. Basically, I thought she was nothing like her parents.


    Jules was the love of my life. The one that got away, or should I say flew away. She screwed me over for some damn clown, left for the summer, and then I hear she ended up with him. Eight years of my life have passed since the day I lost her and the emotions are still as fresh as they were that night. The feeling of knowing that I wasn’t good enough for yet another person in my life, especially someone I loved as much as her, cut me to the core.


    Did she care? Did it affect her? Nope. She came back that summer and in only a couple of months she was seen by one of my friends with Dan the Douche. I hated that fucking guy since the day I met him. He had this way of speaking down to you in a completely nice way. He’s everything that’s wrong with people who were born into money. I never got why he and Jules were friends because she was nothing like that. At least I thought she wasn’t.


    Apparently, Jules followed her dream of opening her own bakery and it’s been doing well these past few years. Half the reason I fell in love with that girl was because of the things she could do with food. I don’t know how in the hell she pulled that shit off with her parents. Her dad had been grooming her to be a part of his company for as long as I knew her. I think that’s a big part of why he hated me—he saw me as an obstacle in his dream of what her life should be.


    When she chose Dan over me that night I couldn’t handle it. The next day, a few of my buddies were enlisting in the marines and I decided getting the hell away from everything that reminded me of Jules was exactly what I needed. My best friend, Jordan, had said they were all applying for Special Forces. I followed suit with them and luckily we all passed the ridiculous amount of tests, health screenings, and background checks. I was sent to training camp a week before Jules was set to come home from Europe, which was bittersweet. A part of me wanted to say screw it and beg her to take me back, but the other part of me said that she had finally accepted what everyone else told her behind my back: I wasn’t good enough for her.


    I pull up outside of her shop and freeze as my hand reaches to open the door. I can see her through the window and her smile knocks me on my ass as much as it did the first day I met her.


    Thank God this is my senior year. I can’t wait to say goodbye to this god forsaken place. After I get out of here, if I ever see another brightly colored polo shirt or a pair of plaid shorts I might shoot myself in the damn head. Everyone in this damn school is so involved with themselves it’s hard to believe they can retain any actual information.


    I reach into the top of my locker to store the expensive ass books that will stay here until I have to return them at the end of the year. I hear the crash before the locker door smacks me in the head. “What the fuck?” I throw my shit on the floor ready to punch the prissy ass mothe fucker that feels like testing me today. I slam the door shut and am shocked when I see a mess of blonde hair and books at my feet.


    I kneel down next to her trying to calm the anger rolling though me at thinking that this was another attempt at picking on the middle class loser. “Are you okay?”


    Her hand brushes her hair away from her face and the biggest pair of green eyes I’ve ever seen are looking up at me. “Um, yea, I think so. I’m sorry I’m such a klutz.”


    She looks away from me and bites her lip as she starts to gather her books that scattered everywhere. I can’t tear my eyes away from the way her teeth are digging into her full bottom lip. She clears her throat letting me know I’ve been caught staring, and I grab the rest of her books off the floor. I stand up and offer her my hand. She takes it gently and I help her get to her feet. Her knees buckle and she falls into me. I drop her books so that I can catch her.


    “Are you sure you’re okay?” The smell of strawberries invade my senses and my hands clasp the loose material of her shirt. She’s pressed against me right now and it’s like we are alone in our own world.


    “Yea, I just hit my head.” Her hands are resting on my hips and when the bell rings she jumps. “I should really get going.”


    She starts to walk away but I follow her. “Brian.”


    Green eyes turns on her heels to look at me. “What?”


    “My name, it’s Brian.”


    She smiles at me and I swear I have never seen a more beautiful girl in my life. “Nice to meet you, Brian. I’m Julia, thanks for saving me back there.” Julia. She starts to walk away but I follow her again. When I catch up to her she looks over at me as if she is surprised I’m still with her. “Don’t you have to go to class, Brian?”


    I smile at the way my name sounds coming out of her mouth. “I do, but I figured that I should make sure you get to class safely. I mean the lockers in this place can be brutal.” She shoots me a dirty look and I can’t help but laugh. “You know you could give me your number that way if any other lockers attack you I can be there to save you again.”


    She stops walking and looks over at me. “Are you serious?”


    I look at her in confusion. “About getting your number definitely, about lockers attacking you hopefully not.”


    She laughs and opens up the notebook on the top of her pile of books. After she scribbles on it, she hands me the paper with her number on it. “I really do have to get to class now.”


    She walks away from me and I’m frozen in place. I can tell that this girl is definitely going to give me a run for my money.


    I take a deep breath, open the car door, and walk into the shop. The bell dings signaling my arrival and Jules’ warm eyes rise to greet me. When she sees me, her eyes widen and her mouth forms an “O.” After all this time, she is still the most beautiful girl I have ever seen. Her long blonde hair is braided to the side and she has on a black v-neck t-shirt which hugs the curves that are engraved in my memory. I sit down at one of the small tables and pretend to browse the menu while trying my damnedest to cover up how much I have missed her.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Julia


    When I hear the bell ring I look up to greet the new customer just to have the wind knocked out of me. Brian. Why is he here? How is he here? I haven’t seen him since the night he decided I was no longer good enough for him. I can’t help but stare at the man who was the first love of my life. Brian and I had a crazy all consuming love that ended in heartbreak. I cried over him for months just to find out not only did he abandon me but went as far to leave town just to get away from me.


    He sits down at one of my tables and my stomach drops. As I look him over he is wearing the same t-shirt he was the night he gave up on me. It’s like another knife in my heart to see him in it. I don’t know what type of game he is trying to play, but Brian Evans is my past and will never be part of my future. I look over to Sara, one of the girls that works for me, “Hey can you take that table? I need to make a phone call.”


    She nods and heads over to Brian’s table as I slip into the back like a coward. I look down at my shaky hands trying to get a grip on myself. Why would he come in here? I’m sure he has heard about me and Dan by now, he has nothing left in this town. It doesn’t make sense for him to come back.


    I smooth out my clothes before taking a deep breath and walking back out front. “Why are you hiding from me?”


    A deep voice whispers in my ear and I jump at the sound. Brian is standing next to me the two of us too close for comfort in this tiny hallway. As I breathe in my senses are invaded with his cologne. It’s the same one he wore all those years ago. I feel like a lovesick teenager again. Like the same little girl who couldn’t control herself around him. I’m not her anymore though, she was broken. As I stare at the man who destroyed my life all those years ago, contempt and anger run through my body.


    “I’m not hiding. I just have no desire to see you,” I say as strong as I possibly can but know my voice is still a little shaky. I move to walk away from him when he grabs my arm. I turn to face him and he takes a step closer, forcing me to step back until my back hits the wall.


    Brian takes another step and puts his hands on either side of my head. “You were hiding from me, Jules,” he slowly annunciates my name letting the sound drag from his lips. “I know you better than anyone, even the douchebag that you married. How is it, Jules? Does he make you scream the way I used to? Does he even know what to do with you?”


    How dare he come back here after eight years and say shit like that to me? I try to think of some smart assed comment but right now all I need is air. I push one of his arms away and walk out into the bakery, grab my purse from behind the counter, and let Sara know I’ll be back later. When I look back, I see Brian in the same spot leaning against the wall and just watching me. I head for my car and take my phone out to call Lacey. She has been my friend since high school and the reason I survived when Brian broke my heart.


    “Hey, babe.” Her cheery voice greets me not knowing the shit storm that is going on right now.


    “Lace, he’s back.” My voice is cracking from the tears I’m trying to sustain.


    “Who?” I know I’ve caught her off guard and couldn’t expect her to know what I’m talking about.


    “Brian.” I say choking out the name I never thought I would say again.


    “What? Why the hell would he come back here? What happened? Are you okay?” I can hear the fear in her voice that I’ll slip back into the person I was the first time he screwed me over.


    “Can I come see you?” Lacey has her own real estate business so I have no idea if she is at the office or doing showings all day.


    “Yea, I had one meeting today but I’ll call and reschedule it.” I can hear her rifling through papers.


    “No you don’t have—“


    “Shut up, and just get here,” she tells me in the voice I know I can’t argue with.


    “Okay, I’m on my way now. You’re the best.”


    “Tell me something I don’t know. See you soon, babe.”


    “Okay, bye.” I hang up and do my best to calm the emotions coursing through me. Lacey’s office is only about a ten-minute drive and when I pull up in the driveway she is standing at the door.


    I head inside with her and sit down on the couch in her office, bury my head in my hands, and let the first tears fall from my eyes. Lacey’s arms enclose me.


    “What happened? What did he say?”


    I groan. “He was such an asshole, Lace.” I recount the events to her and notice how pissed off she looks by the end of the story.


    “What the fuck, Julia? I mean, what is he doing?”


    I shake my head. “I have no idea. He left me, so why is he coming back here now after so long acting like he is jealous or something? I don’t even know what he was acting like. I do know that no matter how much I hate him that pull, that connection between us is still there.”


    “You can’t go down that road again. You and Dan are doing great and have been since you got together. The other day you said you guys were talking about trying for a baby. You can’t let that asshole fuck everything up for you.” The door to the office opens and Lacey swears under her breath. “I thought I locked that shit. I’ll be right back.”


    I get up and look in the mirror trying to tell myself I am strong enough to handle him being back.


    “Get the fuck out of here!” I hear Lacey yell and I run out to see what’s wrong.


    Brian is standing in the middle of the office staring at Lacey with a smirk on his face. When he sees me, his eyes roam over me and I can feel my body heating with a blush.


    “Are you deaf? I said get the fuck out of here!” Lacey yells at him once more.


    “Chill out, ice queen. I was just looking to see if there were any apartments for rent.” His voice is cool and has a hint of laughter behind it.


    “Not for you, dick. I can’t believe you even had the nerve to come here.” Lacey takes an angry few steps toward him.


    He holds his hands up in surrender. “Hey, in my defense the sign says Steven’s Realty. I had no idea it was your place.”


    “It’s a married name, and now that you know you can get the hell out.”


    Brian walks toward the door and opens it before turning back toward us. “See you ladies around town.”


    He shuts the door and leaves us both standing there dumbfounded.


    My heart is beating at twice its normal speed. I just want to curl into the fetal position that I spent most of the summer in when he left me. A part of me is still attached to him but I buried it long ago. Now that he is back in town that part is fighting to get out.


    I look over at Lacey and she is standing there as much in disbelief as I am.


    “What am I gonna do, Lace?”


    “I have no idea, babe. He seems like a man on a mission, and if had to wager a guess, I would say you might be that mission.”


    Just fucking great.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Julia


    I drive home trying to figure out how to tell Dan that Brian is back in town. He is definitely not going to be happy and I am too emotionally drained for an argument right now. I have to say compared to the hurricane of a relationship that Brian and I had, Dan and I barely fight. It’s really nice, but at times I feel like it’s a bit boring when we agree on almost everything. As much as he hurt me, seeing Brian today lit a flame in me that had been extinguished long ago. He always had a way of doing that, of setting me on fire and making me feel alive. Until the day he didn’t care anymore.


    That summer was supposed to be the most amazing time of my life. Traveling all over Europe with Lacey, seeing things that I had been dreaming of since I was a little girl. What really happened was anything but that. I spent most of the days crying and depressed not understanding why he threw everything we had away. I wrote him a few letters but never received a response. A week before our trip ended, Lacey laid into me.


    “That’s it!” Lacey storms in the door and slams it behind her. “You are getting the hell up! And enjoying the little time we have left here!” I look up to see her standing there with her hands on her hips.


    “Lace I—“


    “No. No more of this ‘I don’t want to.’ ‘I’m fine, you go out.’ ‘Maybe I’ll get a letter today’ crap.” I lower my eyes to the floor as I realize what a pathetic mess I have been. Lacey sits down beside me and puts her arm around me. “I get that he hurt you, babe, and trust me I will castrate him when we get back if you want me to, but you need to understand that you’re letting him win. You’re letting him control you from thousands of miles away.”


    She’s right. Brian never wanted me to go away this summer maybe this was how he planned it. I have spent the entire time closed up in our apartment and grieving my relationship with him. Lacey is right, I need to get over Brian Evans because he was obviously over me. I smile at her and she jumps up.


    “Hell yes! Now get out of those ratty sweatpants and into something that isn’t going to scare people.” I laugh as I get off the couch and head into our room. I say a silent goodbye to Brian. I don’t care if he begs me when we get home I am done with him.


    I think I felt lighter after that day. The weight of our failed relationship wasn’t weighing me down constantly and while I wasn’t happy, I was definitely on my way to getting there.


    I pull into my driveway and take a deep breath before I get out of the car. As I’m walking up the pathway, I see a realtor showing the house across the street. They have been trying to sell that thing forever without any offers. It’s a nice house but definitely a fixer upper. I wave to her, my hand stopping in mid-air when I see who is standing next to her. Brian.


    “Hey, neighbor!” he shouts as he waves back at me. He wouldn’t. He can’t. “See you around!” he yells with a smirk before heading into the house. He is.


    My hands fist at my sides as I try to keep myself from losing the little bit of composure I have left. He is trying to drive me crazy and in the few hours he’s been back in town it’s working. I am half scared that he will be living across the street from me because I have no idea what his motive is. The other half of me is so pissed off that all I want to do is punch him in the face.


    I make my way up the steps trying to calm myself down. When I walk in the door all of the lights are out. I walk into the living room and when I turn on the lamp my breath catches in my throat.


    Dan is standing in the middle of the room with a bouquet of roses and he is wearing a suit. “Welcome home, beautiful.” The anger inside me vanishes as I realize how amazing the man I married is. I walk over to him and wrap my arms around his neck.


    “If this is the kind of greeting I get, I’ll buy you flowers every day,” he whispers as he trails light kisses down my neck. Dan and I have been together for almost six years. We started dating my freshman year of college. It was weird at first because we had been friends for so long. Also he was there throughout my whole relationship with Brian, and saw the mess I was when it ended.


    I pull back and look up at him thinking about how he saved me from the shell of a person I had turned into. “What did I do to get so lucky?” I laugh at how cheesy I sound. The thing is that it’s true he showed me that love didn’t always need to hurt and that people didn’t always take you for granted. From the moment we got together he has shown me every day how much he really loves me.


    “I don’t know, I guess you just hit the jackpot.” He smiles and winks at me. “I’m taking you out to dinner, go get dressed.” I turn to walk away from him determined to put all thoughts of Brian out of my mind. If he is going to be here then I need to learn to deal with it. I can’t spend every day avoiding him, or letting him get the best of me. He ruined my one summer abroad, he’s not going to ruin the rest of my life. I can’t let him win again.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Brian


    I am on my way to meet a bunch of my buddies for dinner, but all I can think about is Jules. I have to say I am enjoying toying with her more than I probably should, but it serves her right. After everything she put me through I have no sympathy for her now, she was the one that ended things. Now I’m just trying to have a little fun.


    I pull up to the restaurant and head inside. Jake, Ryan, Mason, and Hunter are all sitting at a table, beers already ordered. All five of us served together in the marines, it’s crazy how we lived so close to each other but had never met before then.


    “Yo, dude! Why are you always late?” Jake shouts as he sees me coming.


    I just shake my head. “I was dealing with some business.”


    “Oh yea? You just got back into town today. What the hell business could you be doing?” Ryan looks over at me and I swear to God he knows I’ve been up to no good. He is like a damn human lie detector.


    “I put in a bid for a house. The owners have been trying to settle forever and are just looking to get rid of it at this point.” I laugh as I remember Jules’ face when I called her neighbor.


    “Putting down roots already?” Mason cocks an eyebrow at me. “I remember hearing you bitch for four years about how you were so happy to get out of this damn place.”


    I’m about to answer him when something catches my eye. In a matter of seconds my entire body goes rigid as I see them. Dan and Jules. The motherfucker is holding her hand and she is smiling up at him. My hands fist at the table trying to control the anger flowing through my veins.


    “Dude, did you just fucking growl?” I look up at Hunter with a “don’t fuck with me” expression on my face and he immediately backs off.


    I’m staring at her, at their joined hands, at their smiling faces. When the waitress leads them back to a table our eyes meet and I can see the look of shock in her eyes at seeing me. She’s had it every time I approached her today, and I love it. She better fucking get used to it though because I’m not going anywhere. Jules slows her pace and Dan turns around his eyes following her gaze. When his eyes meet mine he looks more taken back than she does. She hasn’t told him? I thought that would have been the first thing she did when she got home. Maybe she didn’t tell him because she didn’t want to admit that she cared that I was back. If that’s the case then why would she have screwed me over in the first place? Dan leads her back to where the waitress went but her eyes don’t leave mine until she is out of sight.


    I take a drink of the beer in front of me clenching my jaw and trying to make myself stay in this chair and not go after them.


    “Brian, what the hell was that?” I look up and see them all looking at me like I’ve got two fucking heads.


    “That? That was fucking Jules.” I take another drink of the beer as I see the realization set in.


    “The girl you never stopped talking about?” “The bitch that fucked you over?” “That chick that married the asshole?” Questions are coming at me like wild fire but I don’t feel like answering any of them.


    “The girl that has moved on with her life, and that’s exactly what the fuck I’m gonna do too,” I say with an irritated tone letting them know the conversation about Jules is over. “I’ll be back”


    I get up and head toward the bathroom needing to walk a little and shake off some of the tension. When I turn down the hallway where the bathrooms are I see Jules coming out of the women’s room.


    “Will you stop following me? It isn’t funny, Brian!” she yells in a whispered tone.


    “Hey, princess, I know you think the world begins and fucking ends with you but I just need to take a piss.” Her cheeks flush and I smile at the effect I have on her.


    “I’m just supposed to think this is a coincidence? You come into my shop, show up at Lacey’s office, and then you’re buying the house across the street from me?” Her hands are on her hips and I have to admit that she still looks sexy when she gets pissed off. It’s why our fights never lasted long when we were together. I couldn’t resist her like this.


    I take a step forward so that we’re so close that an inch more and we would be touching. “I don’t know what to tell you other than you better get used to seeing me around ‘cause I ain’t going anywhere.” I grasp her chin between my forefinger and my thumb. “Now why don’t you go back to Dan the Douche and stop accusing me of shit.” I take advantage of her frozen state and place a kiss on her cheek enjoying the feeling of my lips on her skin again. I pull away and then walk past her toward the bathroom.


    “Why did you come back?” she asks, her voice so low that I almost miss the words.


    “Guess that’s for me to know and you to drive yourself crazy over.” I step into the bathroom leaving her out there in the hallway. I know I’m acting like an asshole but I can’t control it. I am still as in love with her as I was the day she broke my heart. I’m acting like this because even after preparing myself, seeing her is fucking killing me, especially seeing her with that asshole. I take a deep breath to calm myself down hoping that she isn’t out there when I leave.


    Then I see the last person I expected to, Dan. He takes a step toward me and looks as if he is about to say something. “Listen, dick, I advise you to fucking walk away right now.”


    I walk past him slamming my shoulder into his as I pass. “You need to leave Julia alone.” I can tell he is trying to sound tough but the little rich boy inside is shining through.


    I immediately stop walking and turn around to face him. My hand darts out and slams him against the wall causing him to flinch. “You will not tell me what to fucking do. I still remember you as the nerdy little shit you used to be before you became this hot shot CEO. I will do what I want. When I want. And with whomever the fuck I want to. She was mine first.”


    I walk away before I decide to bury my fist in his face.


    When I get back to the table, I mumble something about needing to leave and barely say goodbye to anyone.


    The entire drive back to the hotel my hands are clutching the wheel so tight my knuckles are turning white. I can’t believe that asshole thought he was going to warn me away from Jules. Who the fuck does he think he is? I don’t give a shit what he wants, I’d never listen to his punk ass. Hell, I wouldn’t let him throw water on me if I was on fire.


    When I pull up to the run down hotel, I sit in my car not wanting to go in. I want to go back to that damn restaurant, grab Jules, and hold her hostage until she apologizes and says she wants me as much as I want her. Realizing how psychotic that sounds, I make the better decision to get out of my car and go into my room.


    I look around at the room wishing I was like the other guys. They all had something or someone to come back to. Girlfriends, family, homes. All I have is what I carry in my suitcase. I would rather have nothing than have my family though. My mother was a pill addicted waste of space and my father was an abusive asshole. The day I got out of that house was the best fucking day of my life.


    A small part of me had hoped that I would see Jules, she would apologize, and ask me to take her back. I left hoping eventually I would have something that we never were, a family.


    A family with Jules.


    I guess it’s back to square one.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Julia


    I sit at dinner and my hands are still shaking from my encounter with Brian. Mostly I’m just mad that he’s making himself a constant presence in my life and goes out of his way to get to me. While I got over my feelings for him, I don’t think that they ever actually went away. When you lose someone you love, someone who was a part of you, that part just gets buried under everything else. Your experiences after that just mask their presence and push it down deeper into your consciousness until you are able put them out of your thoughts. Now that Brian is back, those memories are no longer buried, they’re back full force and torturing every minute of my life.


    I can’t stop thinking about the way that he used to look at me before he told me he loved me, like I was the only person he could see. The day we first met, and his playful attitude are playing through my mind. The last night we were together is haunting me.


    Dan comes back to the table and once he sits down I can see the irritation and anger on his face. This is so rare for him that it stops me in my tracks. “What happened?” Once I had come back to the table he could tell something had shaken me up. I told him that Brian was back and without going into tons of detail that he was basically trying to piss me off every hour of the day.


    “Nothing abnormal, just him acting like the asshole he is.” I flinch at the term and am really surprised at the way that Dan is acting. I think one of the things that made me take the leap with him is that he is so completely different from Brian. The anger and attitude that Brian possesses always pissed me off and Dan had none of those qualities. “I think it’s best if you try to avoid him, Julia. He seems like he came back with a huge chip on his shoulder. I don’t want you to get involved with his over the top BS.”


    I know he’s right and that I should stay away from Brian, but I don’t think it’s going to be that easy. “Let’s stop talking about him.” Maybe if we do I’ll stop thinking about him. “How was work today?” Dan started his own financial company when we got out of college and it has done extremely well.


    “It was fine, just hectic.” He really doesn’t talk about his work much but he never has. I can honestly that I wouldn’t be really interested in it either. Numbers and business make my head hurt which is why it also helps that Dan is capable of managing the business end of my shop. “Has Brian said anything to you, Julia? Anything that is upsetting? I am trying to understand why after all this time he has just decided to come back and is still focusing on you.”


    “Well, that is definitely the question of the day. Yes, he has said upsetting stuff but that’s his MO. Brian has always known how to make me mad. As far as why he came back, I have no clue. He hasn’t said anything to me about it. I really don’t want this to ruin our night though.” I look at him almost begging him to let this topic drop and to just move on with the night.


    “I don’t want it to ruin our night either and luckily he left.” I nod and look over at the table where I first saw him. When I do, I see the faces of four men all fixed on me. Each one of them seems to be silently judging me and it makes me just as mad as Brian did.


    The rest of dinner is pretty uneventful and that is perfectly fine with me. When we get home the lights in the house across the street are on. There is no possible way that he already bought it.


    “Did they finally sell the house?” Dan asks me as we walk up to the door.


    “Um, I guess so.” I really don’t want to drop that bombshell right now.


    “What the fuck?” I look over at Dan to see what happened. “He bought it?” His voice is so full of disbelief and anger. I turn to see Brian walking out of the now dark house.


    Dan looks at me and I laugh out of nervousness. “Didn’t I tell you that?” I try to sound completely innocent but fail miserably.


    “This is so fucked up.” He walks past me and into the house. Brian being here is definitely causing Dan stress and is bringing out a side of him I haven’t seen in all the years we’ve been together. Before I know what I am doing I start to walk across the street.


    “You can’t buy this house!” I yell from the end of the driveway.


    He smirks and laughs before turning back to his car and opening the door.


    “I mean it, Brian! You need to stay away from me and stay out of my life!” I feel bad for the last comment but I shouldn’t, it was his choice to not be in my life in the first place.


    “Let me set something straight for you. I used to let your sexy little ass boss me around when we were together ‘cause it got my dick hard.” I gasp at his gravely tone and the words slowly seeping from his mouth. “Now that shit is over. I will do what I want, when I want, and the only thing your little tantrums are gonna make me do is enjoy it even more.”


    My mouth drops open and I try to think of something to say. I have nothing though. How do you even respond to that?


    He laughs at me again only making my blood boil even more. “You gonna move or are we having a staring contest? If we are, I’ll win ‘cause you are still a hot piece of ass to look at.” His eyes slowly trail up my body as if he is memorizing every inch.


    I let out a screech of frustration before turning around and stomping into the house. I know he won and I think that might be pissing me off more than what he said to me. Brian always had the upper hand when we argued and he still does now.


    The only issue is at least he cared about me before.


    Now he’s just doing it to hurt me.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Brian


    Two weeks later


    I walk out of the realtor’s office with a key in my hand to my house. It feels so good to be able to have something like this, somewhere to call home which is something I’ve never really had. It’s a good thing that I have done nothing with my money for years. Between all of my deployments and bonuses I was able to buy the house outright which helped to speed up the closing process. If I would have had to take out a loan I would have been stuck in that shitty hotel room for another month.


    I don’t really have much to move or to put in the house. Today I’m supposed to be going to pick out furniture and shit but I honestly hate shopping. My mind goes to Jules and how I always imagined her being the one to decorate our house and make it feel like a home. I visualize what our house would have looked like all the time. It pisses me off seeing her around town and knowing that she is with Dan. I never envisioned a life that didn’t have her in it and now that I’m trying to build one it fucking sucks.


    The guys and I are meeting at the bar tonight. We get together at least once a week. They all grilled me about Jules after that day in the restaurant. None of them really got anything out of me, I am definitely not the pour your heart out kind of a guy. I have been through enough that I have learned how to bury shit quickly. As much as those guys are my brothers none of them really know me. The only person who knows every inch of my soul is the girl who decided I wasn’t good enough.


    I choose to blow off furniture shopping and just go into a store and get a recliner and a bed. Something simple that I can pay for and leave. I don’t need much more than that, at this point I’m ready to just hire someone to come in and take care of all that shit for me.


    ***


    I have spent all day buying stuff for the house and I am so sick of being in stores and around people. I can’t stand the human population as it is and today was just way too much interaction for me. My plan of only buying a couple things basically went to shit. Between getting stupid little things I needed and going grocery shopping I’m ready to get drunk tonight.


    As I drive to the bar, I pass Jules’ shop. Sitting at the stoplight, I can see her through the front window. The sign on the window says closed and she is alone cleaning tables and spinning around dancing. I can’t help but smile as I watch her.


    Before I know what I’m doing, I pull over and park in front of the shop. She looks up as I walk toward the door staring at me through the glass. I don’t bother knocking I just look at her in anticipation of her opening the door. She doesn’t move though, she just stands there looking at me and it’s like we’re both frozen in time.


    “Open the door, Jules,” I say, pleading with her to let me in.


    Her feet move almost unconsciously as she walks toward the door but before her hand reaches the doorknob she freezes.


    “Open the door, Jules.” My voice is harder than last time, my frustration setting in. Her eyes meet mine and her teeth clamp down on her bottom lip. I’m mesmerized as I watch them drag over it and I ache to be able to do that to her.


    “I can’t.” It’s all she says, but it’s all I need to hear.


    “Fuck that,” I say and I watch as she flinches from my reply. “You won’t.” I move to walk away but turn back to face her. “You might think you’re act is fucking convincing but I see right through it. You feel it just as much as I do, Jules. I don’t give a shit about that pussy that you call a husband. You know that no matter how much you try to convince yourself that you want him, you can’t get me out of your head.”


    I go to my car forcing myself to keep walking and not break down that fucking door. If she wants to pretend that she’s happy then let her be fucking miserable. I get into my car and speed away not caring about the screeching sound my tires make.


    When I get to the bar, the guys are already there laughing and drinking. I sit down next to Mason, grabbing the beer they ordered for me but not bothering to say a word.


    “Let me guess, another encounter with the she-devil?” Hunter asks from the other side of me.


    I look over at him basically letting him know not to fuck with me.


    “Enough said, dude. Maybe you need to just forget about her and lose yourself in someone else. You haven’t been laid in a while and that shit will fuck up your mind. I need a chick like every other day to keep me sane.” Hunter has always been a damn man-whore. I swear he must have like two-hundred kids floating around all over the world.


    “You know that hot pussy isn’t the answer to every problem right?” As I say the words I can’t help but think what the hell happened to me.


    “Maybe you think that because it’s been too long since you had some.” He gets up and walks over to a group of girls at the other end of the bar.


    “Brian, you can’t let this chick keep fucking up your head. Either fuck her again or forget her,” Mason says before turning away from me not waiting for a reply.


    “Brian, this is Melody.” Hunter is standing in front of me with a blonde who looks like she is best friends with her plastic surgeon. She is wearing a tiny shirt that barely covers her big tits and I’m pretty sure if I stuck my hand under the little skirt she is wearing she wouldn’t have any underwear on. My eyes scan her body and my dick starts to get hard. Maybe it has been too long. Maybe a good fuck will get Jules out of my system.


    “Hey, sexy.” She slurs her words and I can tell that she has definitely been here much longer than I have.


    I give Hunter a nod thanking him for his contribution and snake my arm around her waist. When I pull her closer to me, she stumbles and falls onto my chest. Her hands grip the shirt I’m wearing and I capture her mouth in mine. She immediately reacts straightening herself and grinding her pussy against me. This one is definitely a hole in one.


    I pull away from her mouth, stand up, and lead her out of the bar. When we get to my car I open the door for her.


    “Where are we going?” She looks at me as she is holding onto the door and arching an eyebrow at me.


    “I’m taking you home, then I’m gonna fuck your brains out.”


    She smiles at me before getting into the car. The drive to my house is quick and Melody has her hands on my dick the whole time. I have to give it to the girl, she is definitely a good distraction.


    When we get to the house, I get out and walk over to her side of the car. Once the door is open, she is on me. Her mouth latching onto my neck. I close the door and slam her back against the car. I slide my hand under her skirt, find her bare pussy, and force two of my fingers into her, eliciting a loud yelp. This one is definitely gonna be a screamer. Her hand slides down my pants, working my dick as my fingers slide in and out of her pussy. When I press down onto her clit, she screams and comes all over my hand.


    “You ready for more?” I look at her in her orgasmic state.


    “Hell yea, baby.” She pushes off of the car and walks toward my door. A light across the street catches my eye and I see Jules staring out of her upstairs window.


    Was she watching us?


    I smile at her.


    If she wants a show I’ll give her one.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Julia


    Hearing someone scream outside, I went to the window, never imagining seeing Brian with some blonde bimbo pressed up against his car. When he came by the shop tonight I wanted to let him in but I couldn’t. I can’t go down that road with him again. Not only am I married to a great guy, but I am not willing to allow my heart to get crushed again.


    He must see my bedroom light on because he looks up and when our eyes meet he smiles. Shit, I’m caught. They head into the house and I’m not going to lie to myself and say it doesn’t hurt to see him with someone else. It shouldn’t. I shouldn’t care. But I do.


    Dan had a business meeting tonight so he still isn’t home and instead of doing stuff on my computer I’m standing at the window like a damn peeping tom. His bedroom light goes on. I’m about to move when he opens the curtains and his eyes meet mine. What the hell is he doing? I see him extend his hand and in a minute the blonde is standing in front of the window and she is fucking naked.


    She begins to unbutton the shirt he has on and I know I should walk away but I’m frozen in place. Like a car accident you see coming but can’t look away from. After she takes his shirt off, she makes quick work of his pants. My tongue darts out and wets my lips, his chest is so defined and a tinge of jealousy runs through me as she drags her nails over his skin.


    Why would he open the curtains? Why the hell does he want me to see this? Her hands grip his waistband and when she pulls down his pants I get an eye full. I should not be watching this. I turn away and sit on my bed, staring at my computer screen.


    As I try to type I can’t. When I walk back over to the window I gasp. She is on her knees giving him a blow job. His palms are resting on the window, but his eyes are focused on me. I can’t see too much emotion given how far away he is but I can almost feel the intensity. My body heats under his gaze. What the hell is wrong with me? I should not be turned on by this shit. He is doing this on purpose just to get to me.


    The blonde stands up and Brian’s hands go into her hair. Her long leg snakes around his waist and by their movements they are definitely having sex now. I get a sinking feeling in my stomach seeing him with someone. He was my first and, for the longest time, I thought that he would be my only. So seeing him have meaningless sex with this girl is making me sick.


    Does he really hate me this much that he has to flaunt shit in my face? I look over again and his eyes are still trained on me. I shake my head and walk away from the window. I am in this weird state of being turned on watching him, being pissed off that he would act like that, and being hurt that he is with her.


    I hear the door open and close downstairs and I quickly close my laptop, placing it on the bedside table. I get under the covers and when the bedroom door opens I’m ashamed at the fact that I pretend to be asleep. I have no doubt that Dan will know something is wrong and I don’t want to lie to him. I can’t tell him the truth either though. The door shuts and I breathe a sigh of relief.


    I really do love him. I wouldn’t have married him if I didn’t. He is one of the most amazing guys I have ever met. My parents and my friends all love him, we get along great, and we hardly ever fight. Maybe that’s the problem. Maybe everything is just too perfect. Is that even a thing? Things going too good? I shake my head realizing how screwed up I really am.


    My relationship with Brian was so much different. We fought all the time over absolutely nothing. We were crazy and all over the place. If I’m being honest, I miss that. The passionate fighting and making up. Wanting to kill him at the same time that I wanted to kiss him. My parents didn’t approve of us, but I didn’t care. He was it for me.


    Until he decided I wasn’t worth it.


    A tear falls from my eye as I relive our relationship. Why the hell am I doing this to myself? Even if I wasn’t with Dan I could never open myself up to him again. We had a love that was all consuming and exciting. When it ended I couldn’t function, couldn’t live, couldn’t move on. I will never open myself up to being hurt like that again.


    I know I’m safe with Dan and that was one of the things that attracted me to him. He was safe.


    That’s what I need. Safe, not dangerous.


    I need love, not fighting.


    I wonder though if what I have is love or just comfort.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Julia


    I have done my best to avoid Brian at all costs and for the most part it’s been working, but I swear it’s like a damn full time job. Dan and I are going away this week on vacation so I can finally breathe easy knowing that I won’t see Brian. I can relax with my husband and keep all thoughts of him here at home.


    My mind has been so conflicted lately. How is it possible to want to castrate and kiss someone at the same time? That’s what it’s like in my head twenty-four seven. Then I feel guilty for wanting to kiss him and want to pinch myself back to reality. There have been numerous times lately where I swear I might be going crazy.


    I jump as I feel arms wrap around me and smile at my husband. I feel so guilty for thinking of Brian the way I have been when I have Dan. I turn in his arms wrapping mine around his neck. Standing on my tip-toes, I kiss him opening my mouth to him as he deepens it. I lose myself in him, letting our love consume me.


    “Are you ready to get away, beautiful?” he whispers as he pulls away from our kiss.


    “You have no idea.” We both laugh as he picks up my suitcase and walk out to the waiting cab. We booked our trip to Cancun almost six months ago and I swear I never thought it would get here. This is definitely what we need. Alone time.


    Nerves run through my body as I think about flying. I have always had anxiety and been called a worry wart. The thought of being so high up and basically helpless wreaks havoc on my body every time.


    By the time we get on the plane and start to pull away from the gate my hands are starting to shake. Dan laces his fingers with mine and lifts my hand up to place a kiss on it. “You will be fine, baby. Before you know it I’ll have you on the beach in your sexy bikini sipping drinks.”


    I smile at him and give him a kiss as the plane starts to lift off of the ground. I gasp as the plane climbs and squeeze his hand. His arm wraps around my body pulling me closer to him and I rest my head on his chest.


    “You’re safe with me, I promise.” I have no doubt about that. I know for a fact that’s one of the things that attracted me to Dan. I knew I would always be safe with him, heart and mind. Even after we are leveled out in the air, I keep my head on his chest. He gives me such a sense of comfort and security that I don’t want to move.


    “Julia, wake up, babe.” I open my eyes, my body stretching needing to bring some life to my sore muscles. When I look out of the window I see that we are once again on the ground.


    “Did I sleep the whole time?”


    He laughs. “Yea I couldn’t believe that you didn’t wake up when we were landing.”


    “I can’t believe we are finally here.” We both stand up and exit the plane. Luckily the hotel has a shuttle and it’s only about a half hour ride from the airport.


    When the shuttle pulls up to the hotel I’m taken back. I’ve looked at the pictures a thousand times but they don’t do it any justice. It is a huge modern white building with large trees lining the entrance. The sun is beating down on us from a crystal clear sky and excitement runs through my body even more than before.


    We thank our driver and make our way inside to check-in. The lobby is huge with a high ceiling and an intricate chandelier hovers above us. I practically run to the check-in desk so eager start our vacation. Dan comes up behind me, wrapping me in his arms as we give the receptionist our information.


    I hear a bunch of yelling and turn toward the sound to see my worst nightmare. This can’t be happening. It’s not possible.


    Brian.


    He is in the middle of a group of guys, which I think I recognize from the restaurant incident. How the hell can this even be possible? The Gods must hate me and want me to suffer because that is the only reason in the entire world that Brian Evans would end up here of all places in the world.


    The group exits the lobby without Brian seeing me, or Dan seeing Brian. “Babe, you okay?” I look up at him trying to shake off the shock that I know must be written on my face.


    “Yea, sorry I just zoned out.” And had a heart attack. I’m gonna need a damn Xanax.


    We walk away from the desk and head toward the elevators. This hotel is huge, maybe we just won’t run into them. Yea, and Murphy’s Law doesn’t dictate my entire existence either. My happy carefree vacation just went to shit and I’m still in disbelief.


    Did he plan this? How the hell would he have known? There is no way in the damn world that this was a coincidence. I am not that unlucky. I just hope that we don’t run into him I know that seeing him will put Dan in a bad mood and I really want this trip to be great for us.


    The hotel room is absolutely amazing, we have a balcony that looks out over the beach and the bathroom has a huge Jacuzzi tub in it.


    “Do you want to go down to the beach, babe?”


    I turn to Dan. “Yes! I even wore my suit under my clothes.”


    He smiles at me. “Okay, I’ll get changed and then we’ll head down.”


    I shimmy out of my shorts and pull my t-shirt over my head, I can’t wait to go down and start our vacation. Hopefully, this will be stress free, even though I doubt it. I decide to check out the view and step out onto the balcony. It’s so beautiful from up here and looking down seeing everything I know that no matter what we are going to have an amazing time.


    “Jules?”


    I freeze. That voice. That nickname. I turn my head to see Brian on the adjacent balcony. “Seriously?!” I look up to the sky and scream. This shit is so not funny anymore.


    “Damn, Jules, calm down.”


    “No! Why the fuck are you here? Why would you follow me?” I can feel my face redden and my hands are fisted at my side.


    “There you go again. Everything is always fucking about you right? My boys and I planned this trip a year ago as a vacation when we all decided not to re-enlist again. You know you never used to be so fucking conceited. Must be the douche’s influence.” He grabs something off the table before going back into his room.


    Asshole! God, I hate him. God hates me apparently. Deep breaths, just calm down, Jules. Jules? Ugh! He is the only one that has ever called me that. I can still her the disdain my mother showed after the first time he called me that in front of her.


    “Son, I did not name my daughter Jules. Her name is Julia and that is what you need to refer to her by. She is not one of you heathens running around on the street. She is a lady and should be referred to by her given name.”


    I remember looking at Brian and thinking his head was about to blow off. Honestly, my mother was always a stuck up prude and so was my father. They never accepted Brian but I never really cared. I was willing to give up everything for him. Until he didn’t want me anymore.


    “You ready, Julia?” I take one more deep breath trying to let all of the tension and frustration roll off of me. Who am I kidding? That shit never works.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Brian


    How the hell did this happen? Not only are we in the same damn hotel, but we are right next door to each other! When I left for this vacation I had one thing I wanted to do, forget about Jules. Now she and the douchebag are going to be rubbing it in my face all week.


    I walk back down to the pool, and slam onto the chair next to Mason. “What crawled up your ass?”


    “You wouldn’t fucking believe me if I told you.” I shake my head still trying to get over it myself.


    “Try me.” He doesn’t take his eyes away from the group of girls in front of us the entire time he is talking.


    “I went up to the room to grab the sunglasses I left on the balcony, I looked over to the next balcony and saw Jules. “


    Mason looks over at me his eyes wide. “You’re fucking shittin’ me?”


    “What’s up?” Ryan sits down on the end of my chair.


    “Fucking Jules is here,” Mason says before turning his attention back to the girls.


    I look over at Ryan knowing that out of everyone he would be the easiest person for me to talk to. “So, this sucks huh?”


    “You have no idea. I mean it’s bad enough that I can’t escape her in my damn head. Now I can’t even escape her in real life.” I run my hands over my face in frustration.


    “Maybe you should stop trying then.” I look up at him in confusion. “There has to be some reason that you two keep running into each other. Did you ever think of just talking to her and not being such a dick all the time?”


    Ryan has always been the most level headed of us, and sometimes I hate how right he is. “No.” I stand up making the chair unbalanced and send him crashing to the ground, before jumping into the pool hoping swimming laps will help me release some aggression.


    I don’t know how many laps I do but by the time I’m done my arms and legs are on fire. As I get out of the pool I see Jules and Douchebag set up across from us. Inside my head I take this opportunity to drown his annoying ass in the pool, unfortunately if I actually did that it might be frowned upon. Instead I head toward the pool bar, if I am gonna have to look at them all day then I need to be fucking hammered to do it. “Jack and Coke, make it a double.”


    I feel a hand run up my arm and look over to see a sexy red head with a pair of double D’s. “Hard day?”


    She almost purrs the word hard and I hold back from laughing in her face. I don’t get girls like this, the ones who are ready to open their legs without knowing your name. The complete lack of respect that they have for themselves is absolutely pathetic. Honestly, right now I could use a girl with no respect for herself and most likely daddy issues.


    “It’s definitely been hard.” I whisper close to her ear. Her fingers play with the top of my board shorts as she makes it known what she wants. I have no problem giving that to her but first I’m gonna have a little fun.


    “So do you have plans to do anything?” she asks me before running her tongue over her bottom lip. Damn, this girl really wants the D.


    “I’m thinking about hanging out here for a little then maybe going to bed.” She raises her eyebrows at me.


    “Sounds perfect.”


    I grab my drink and walk back to the pool knowing that she will follow me like a trained puppy. By the time I sit down on the chair and put my drink down she is already inbetween my legs. Her hands are tracing up and down my thighs each time going a little further under my shorts. I look up to see Jules watching us from across the pool and I smile at her. I can tell that this is pissing her off but for the first time I see something different in her eyes, pain. Is what I’m doing hurting her? I may have wanted to piss her off, but I never wanted to cause what I just saw in her eyes.


    I get up and the redhead quickly follows. “Sorry, sweetheart, I’m leaving alone.”


    “What do you mean? I thought you wanted to have some fun.” Her hand grabs my arm and the unwanted contact pisses me off.


    “No, I wanted a fucking distraction but I changed my mind. I’m sure you won’t have any trouble finding another bed to jump into.” I walk away from her hearing her gasp at my comment.


    None of the guys say anything as they watch the encounter or me storm away. We have known each other long enough that they know when I’m not in the mood to be fucked with. I get up to the room not really sure what I’m doing there. All I can picture is the look in her eyes, the hurt that my actions put there.


    I never wanted to hurt her. She is the only one who knows me inside and out, the only one I’ve told my story to.


    “Brian, you can’t do stuff like that! You are going to end up going to jail!” I know that she’s right and that I lost my cool, but the asshole had it coming.


    “I know that, Jules, but it was unavoidable.” My voice is low, I’m ashamed that I lost my cool and that she was there to see it.


    “No, it wasn’t unavoidable, Brian! You could have just walked away. You could have just hit him once. You didn’t need to keep going ‘til he was unconscious and three guys needed to pull you off of him. What is your aunt going to say when you tell her that you were arrested?” That’s a laugh, Aunt Jenny wouldn’t give a shit.


    “Don’t worry about it, Jules. She won’t care.”


    “Seriously? You really think that? Of course she is going to care!” She is pacing back and forth in front of me in a frantic pace, and I can’t help but smile at how cute she looks.


    “Babe, calm down. She barely even knows I exist and even if she finds out she could care less.”


    Her hands wrap around my neck. “That’s horrible, Bri. Why is she like that?”


    I lower my eyes to the floor. I don’t talk about this stuff with anyone. Jules, isn’t just anyone though. I know that I can trust her and she is the only person who I have ever wanted to open up to. “It’s better to be invisible, than to be the target for a sadistic asshole on a daily basis.” I hear her gasp but I don’t look up at her. If I do I’ll lose my nerve. “Aunt Jenny took me in when my parents died in a house fire. The firefighters were able to pull me out in time but they didn’t make it. I didn’t take their death too hard considering my father beat the shit out of me on a daily basis and my mother was way to strung out to care.”


    Her fingers trace one of the scars on my back. “These scars aren’t from learning how to skateboard?”


    I shake my head no. “I told you that so that you didn’t ask any questions.”


    Her hand strokes my cheek and I look up into her eyes. She’s looking at me like no one has before, with love. “Tell me.”


    I grab her hips pulling her so she’s now sitting on my lap. I need to be close to her, to be able to touch her. “My father was a monster. He would find any excuse to get mad. Most times it was just a smack across the face that sent me flying into a wall. When he would get really mad he would pick up any object close to him, a belt, a bat, a chair. That fire as devastating as it was at the time, was my salvation.” A tear falls from her eye and I kiss her cheek catching it before it can fall off her face. “As a kid I didn’t have a family, I didn’t have love. I had power, vengeance, and pain.” I take a deep breath trying to gain the courage to tell her how I feel. “I love you, Jules. And it scares the shit out of me to say that because that gives you the power that no one else has ever had over me. The power to completely destroy me.”


    Her lips softly press against mine, before she pulls away to look at me again. “I love you too, Brian.” My mouth crashes against hers needing to be connected to her. She pulls away before I’m ready to let her go. Her hand runs through my hair ending at the nape of my neck. “I want to be with you, Bri, in every sense of the word. I want to be connected to you in every possible way. I want you to be my first.”


    “Jules, you don’t—“


    She places her finger over my lips. “Don’t argue with me. I know what I want. I want you Brian Evans, now and forever.”


    My head is so fucked up right now. As much as it kills me I need to leave Jules alone. She made her choice all those years ago and it wasn’t me.


    I finally need to accept that.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Julia


    I wake up in the morning to the sun shining through the small opening in the curtains. All I can hope is that today will be easier than yesterday. After we ran into Brian at the pool I didn’t see him the rest of the day, but I couldn’t stop thinking about him. I hate how easy it is for him to bounce from girl to girl. I hate how he rubs them in my face. I hate that I care what he does.


    Dan and I have an excursion planned today and I’m really excited for it. Not only do we get to go snorkeling, but I get to escape the resort. Brian used to be the person I went to for comfort and for safety. Now since he has been back my anxiety has been at an all-time high, and I’m constantly stressed out. Dan’s arms snake around my waist and I smile.


    “Hey, baby, you ready to go today?”


    I turn in his arms and place a kiss on his lips. “I can’t wait.”


    We both get up and put on our bathing suits. I’ve haven’t been away from home in such a long time and I can’t wait to get out and do something new and exciting. We even bought an underwater camera because we had planned this. I grab it before following Dan out of the door almost bouncing from the excitement.


    The boat taking us out to shore is called a glass bottom boat, for obvious reasons. I look around expecting to see Brian because that would be my luck, but I don’t. I breathe a sigh of relief as I step onto the boat. We need this time together, uninterrupted, and peaceful. I know that Brian’s presence has definitely started to affect our marriage, and that is not something I want.


    As much as I have this undeniable pull to Brian, I love Dan. He saved me from myself, from my mind. He has been with me, by my side, supporting me for years. When I wanted to start my shop I wanted to do it without any of my parent’s money. They had set up a trust fund for me but I refused to touch it. I honestly don’t even know what is in it. I took out a bank loan, and worked my ass off for four months before I finally started to make any real money. Dan supported me financially and emotionally through my entire journey and that was something that I could never forget. We have been friends since grade school, and when we decided to take the plunge into a relationship everything seemed to fit so easily.


    “Babe, look.” I shake myself out of my daze and look at the ground where Dan is pointing. You can see straight down to the bottom of the ocean floor. Fish are zipping past us and a rainbow of coral lines the ground. It’s so beautiful that it makes me forget everything that I’ve stressing out about. Dan wraps his arm around me and pulls me against him. I lay my head on his chest enjoying being here with him.


    When the boat comes to a stop, I look around and all I can see is ocean. The crew passes out life vests and our snorkel equipment, giving us instructions on the do’s and dont’s. Everyone starts to jump off the back of the boat and since we were at the front of the boat we are last in line. When it’s our turn¸ Dan jumps in and surfaces calling out to me. I look around trying to calm the anxious feelings racing through my body. Just close your eyes and jump.


    I land in the water only a foot or two away from Dan. My legs flail widely under me trying to keep myself afloat, even though I have the life vest on. I look around me and all I can think about are bad scenarios. Are there sharks around here? What if I drift away from the boat? Do any of these fish bite? What if something happens to Dan?


    I start to panic and swim back to the boat, my breathing is fast and heavy like no matter what I do I can’t get enough oxygen. When I feel something touch me I scream and start to kick.


    “Hey, it’s just me.” I hear Dan’s voice in my ear.


    “I need to get back to the boat! I can’t breathe! I need—“


    His arms encircle me and he places a kiss on my lips. “Calm down. You’re fine. You’re safe. Nothing is going to happen to you, I wouldn’t let it.”


    I look at him but can barely focus. My gaze is darting back and forth, side to side, trying to detect any potential threats around me. His hands grasp the sides of my face making me focus on him. “Look at me. There is nothing out here that will hurt you. Calm down, slow even breaths.”


    I wrap my arms around his neck finding comfort in his embrace. My breathing starts to even out and I can feel the anxiety slowly seeping out of me.


    “Now let’s have a little fun, okay?”


    I nod my head, still cautious of moving too far away from the boat. Dan hands me the camera and before I can say anything he dives under the water. I take a deep breath before putting camera up to my goggles and looking under the water for him. He is directly beneath me striking poses like a fashion model and I smile before snapping a few pictures.


    When he comes back up we laugh and the rest of the time we take turns with the camera. I’m not as adventurous as he is only going under for a few seconds and still constantly scanning the area around us.


    We hear them calling for us to return to the boat, and start to swim back. Once we are sitting back down I throw my arms around him and press my lips against his.


    “What was that for?” He laughs.


    “For being an amazing husband.” I kiss him once more before laying back against his chest, more content than I have been for the past few weeks. When we pull up to the shore, I get off the boat while Dan heads off to get change for the guy’s tip.


    “You know you really did number on him.” I hear a voice from behind me and I turn to see one of Brian’s friends standing there.


    “Excuse me?” I cross my arms over my chest, absolutely taken back by his insinuation.


    “I don’t think I stuttered the first time. I don’t know what you did, but you really did a number on him. Maybe you should just leave him the hell alone. I think screwing him over once was enough you don’t need to fuck with him even more.”


    My mouth drops open at his statement. Before I can respond, he begins to walk away. Hell no. I run up behind him grabbing his arm, causing him to turn and face me. “I don’t know what he told you, but he has been the one torturing me. He has—“


    “Yea, I know, you’re the victim right? That’s funny considering that you’re here laughing and having a good time while he hasn’t left the room since yesterday.”


    He walks away again, and I decide not to follow.


    What the hell did I do? Get married? Move on with my life after he broke my heart? Not spend forever waiting for someone who didn’t care enough about me to wait for me?


    Fuck this shit.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Julia


    It’s been a week since we got back from Cancun, and life has gone back to normal for the most part. I haven’t seen much of Brian, which is weird given how much of a constant presence he had been making himself. I finally feel like Dan and I are getting back to normal, back to us.


    He has a work dinner again tonight and Lacey is coming over to hang out. I hear the doorbell and smile, we haven’t really seen much of each other these past few weeks and I miss her. I open the door and throw my arms around my best friend.


    “I’m so glad you could come over!” I pull away from her and my eyes travel across the street. I see Brian for the first time since he was with that girl at the pool in Cancun. Our eyes connect and I feel the familiar pull to go to him. I hate that it’s still there after all these years. That I can’t get my stupid heart to understand that he isn’t the person I thought he was and I need to forget about him.


    “Umm hello, space cadet!” Lacey is looking back and forth between Brian and I. “Get your lust filled self in the house before you melt on the damn doorstep.” She pushes me back into the house and closes the door behind her. “That look in your eyes is dangerous, you need to snap out of it.”


    “What are you talking about?” I ask, pretending to have no idea. I head straight for the kitchen and pour us each a glass of wine.


    “I mean that you were looking at that man like you would strip bare ass naked for him any second. What the hell is going on, J?” She is sitting on one of the bar stools at the counter and I have no idea how to answer her.


    I brace my elbows on the counter and cover my face with my hands. “I don’t know, Lace. It’s like every time I see him I’m taken back to senior year, like nothing has changed. That connection that we had is still there and I swear it’s stronger than it was before.”


    “What about Dan?”


    “I love him. I do. I don’t want to leave him for Brian, I just don’t know how I can forget him. I thought I had but it turns out I just buried him.” I shake my head. “I don’t want to feel like this about him. I want to hate him. I should hate him.”


    Lacey grabs my hand. “J, you cannot fall back into what you and Brian had. Do you remember that summer? Our first semester of college? You guys aren’t healthy for each other. I swear there were some days when I thought you might hurt yourself. I can’t handle ever seeing you like that again.”


    I walk around the counter and give her a hug. “I am not going back to him. I couldn’t. Now let’s go pig out on pizza and drown my problems in wine and chick flicks.”


    We spend the rest of the night avoiding the topic of Brian. I know that Lacey is right. Our relationship wasn’t healthy, we were constantly fighting, and I barely survived the end of it. I never wished bad things for him though, I have always wanted him to be happy. I just didn’t think I would have to watch him build a new life.


    I still can’t get what his friend said to me out of my head. I mean what has he told them that they think I’m doing things to him? He abandoned me without so much as a word. Didn’t answer any of my letters. Left town before I ever had a chance to talk to him about anything. And has been doing everything humanly possible to torture me since he has been back in town.


    “Alright, well some of us need to be up fairly early in the morning.”


    Lacey looks at me and pouts. “J, you own the shop, you can go in late.”


    “No, I have to be there to open not all of us sleep ‘til ten every morning.”


    She smiles at me. “You should try it before you knock it.” Lacey stands up and gives me a hug before leaving.


    I clean up our mess before heading upstairs and getting into the shower. Whenever Dan has his work things he is usually out pretty late. He says that they take the clients out for drinks, and I am usually passed out by the time he gets home. As I go to my bed I remember the last time Dan was out at one of these and Brian put on his little “show” for me.


    I look over at his house and see his bedroom light on. I can’t help but wonder if he is alone. Does he have another girl over? Has he been in love with anyone else? Why did he throw me away like he did all those years ago? Lacey is right, I need to get a hold of myself and forget about everything and anything that has to do with Brian Evans. I push him out of my mind.


    I hear a loud bang and jolt awake. When I look at the clock it’s a little bit before midnight. My heart starts to race. Is someone in the house? I listen and hear another loud bang. I run over to the window to see Dan’s car in the driveway and breathe a sigh of relief. I wonder what the hell he is doing down there. As I pad down the steps, the house is eerily quiet. I look for him in the living room and the kitchen softly calling out his name. Maybe he is in the garage.


    When I open the door a scream rips through my throat.


    All I see is red.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Julia


    I run to Dan and collapse on the floor next to him. There is so much blood that I can’t even figure out where it’s coming from. I hear sirens, are they coming here? How would anyone know? Maybe someone heard the gun shot.


    “Dan! Open your eyes!” My hands are on either side of his face and I am willing him to wake up, to show me that everything is going to be okay, that he is going to be okay. The garage door is open and I see an ambulance pull into our driveway.


    “In here! We need help!” Two medics come in and immediately start to go to work.


    “I have a pulse.” “He’s in serious condition.” “Let’s get him into the ambo quick.” Their voices all run together and I feel like a zombie who is watching the scene from outside of my body. I don’t know what to do, I’m numb, in shock.


    A hand touches my shoulder and I jump. “Ma’am, we need to go. Are you coming?”


    I nod and run to the ambulance with him, climbing in the back. Dan has an oxygen mask on while they are working on him the entire way to the hospital. I don’t know what is wrong with me I should be crying, I should be hysterical, but I’m frozen. I think it’s mainly disbelief. Who would do something like this? I mean we live in a great neighborhood and don’t have any enemies.


    We come to a stop and the men frantically take Dan out of the back of the ambulance. I follow slowly, and stoically. The nurse hands me a clipboard and instructs me to fill out all of Dan’s information. When I’m done she sends me to the waiting room and tells me that he went right up to surgery and the doctor will be out to talk to me.


    My hands are shaking in my lap as I wait to hear Dan’s fate.


    Our fate.


    The fate of our life.


    The fate of my life.


    “Excuse me, Mrs. Fisher?” I look up to see a man in a nice suit. “I’m Detective Connors.”


    I stare straight ahead. I don’t want to talk to anyone. I just want to know. I need to know.


    “Ma’am, I know that this has been a hard night, but I’d like to ask you a few questions.” I can feel him staring at me so I nod my head to let him know I heard him. “Did you see what happened?” I shake my head. “Where were you when the incident happened?”


    Incident? “My husband was shot in our home. That’s more than a fucking incident.” I shock myself with what I say to him. Right now I don’t care though. “I was sleeping upstairs.”


    He sits down next to me. “I’m sorry for what happened, I know it’s overwhelming. If we are going to catch this guy we need to try to move as quickly as possible. We are assuming it was a robbery due to the fact that your husband’s wallet and car were taken.”


    “His car was taken?” I saw it when I was upstairs. How did they take it that quickly?


    “Yes, ma’am. Does your husband have any enemies?”


    I shake my head. Dan got along with everyone. “Do you know where he was tonight?”


    “He had a dinner meeting with some of his associates and then they went out for drinks.” I look over at him and he seems like he is waiting for me to continue. “I woke up when I heard a loud bang. I didn’t think anything of it until I heard a second. I walked over to the window and saw Dan’s car so I assumed that he was home and just knocked something over. When I went downstairs I couldn’t find him so I tried the garage and found him.”


    I feel like I am reading something out of a book, not retelling the nightmare I have just experienced. I haven’t cried yet either. I feel so numb. My fingers pinch the skin on the underside of my wrist. I need to feel something, even if it’s pain. The numbness is haunting me.


    “Mrs. Fisher?” I look up to him. “Was Mr. Fisher conscious when you found him?” I shake my head no. “Okay, I think that will be it for now. I advise you not to go home until you have had your locks changed since the attacker has your husband’s keys.”


    My eyes shoot up to him. “He has keys to my house?”


    The detective nods. “Unfortunately, I can give you the number of a locksmith if you need one.” I shake my head once again. “Okay, then. I’ll be in touch.” He gets up and leaves the waiting room.


    I’m alone again. Maybe that’s for the best. I’m not in any shape to be around anyone. I just need to know how he is. If he’s okay.


    I look at the clock and I have been sitting here for two hours.


    Two hours of not knowing.


    Two hours of uncertainty.


    Two hours of pain.


    “Fisher?” I look up knowing I should stand and walk over to the doctor but not having the energy to, or maybe I’m too scared to. He walks over and sits next to me. “Mrs. Fisher, I’m Dr. Stevens. We had your husband in surgery for the last couple of hours but his wounds were too extensive. Sorry, Mrs. Fisher, but he didn’t make it.”


    I stare straight ahead, everything he is saying doesn’t register with me. Dan is gone. Taken away by God knows who. I lost him. I’m alone again. The doctor is still talking but I can’t focus on his words.


    “If you need anything before you leave let the nurses know”


    As he walks away all I can do is watch. That’s it. Sorry we couldn’t save your husband. Have a nice day. What do I do? Where can I go? I can’t go home. I don’t want to call Lacey or anyone else. I just want to be alone. I stand, head for the exit, and wave down a cab driving by. I ask him to take me to the closest hotel before realizing that I don’t have my wallet on me.


    “Can you stop by my house first? I need my purse.” He mumbles a reply. I stare at the streetlights the entire ride.


    “Hey, lady, we’re here!”


    His yelling jolts me out of my catatonic state. I look up to my house to see it covered in police tape. As I walk up to the front door, it’s thankfully unlocked because there is no way I could go through the garage. I grab my purse which was on the table by the door and walk back out to the cab. Without a word the driver pulls away from the house.


    Everything is a blur the drive to the hotel, checking in, getting to my room—nothing resonates. I sit on the bed and for the first time a tear falls from my eye, that one tear opens up the floodgates and within a few seconds they are falling one after another. I’m screaming so hard that my throat is raw, my eyes burn from the pain that is leaking out of me.


    That’s when I hear it a bang. Just like before. Bang. Bang. Bang. I scream again as it brings back memories of the night, of finding Dan shot and bloody.


    “Jules!” I hear a voice. It must be my imagination. No one knows where I am. “Jules! Open the door!”


    Brian? It can’t be. I use the bed as leverage to stand up and stumble over toward the door. When I open the door, Brian is standing there soaked from the rain that I didn’t hear start. A crash of thunder sounds and I jump. Brian walks past me but I don’t shut the door.


    “You need to go. You can’t be here.”


    “I need to be here.” He says it with such finality that I almost say okay.


    “No, you don’t. You need to leave. I need to be alone.”


    His hands grip the side of my face. “That is the last thing that you need right now, Jules. You need someone and I am here for you.”


    “You think I want you right now? You are the goddamn last person I want to see right now! My husband was just fucking killed!”


    “Yea, well maybe you’re fucking better without him!” Before I know what I’m doing, I smack Brian across the face. My hand instantly burns from the impact. Brian’s face hardens and his expression becomes filled with rage.


    That’s when what I did set in. I hit him.


    His hands push my chest so hard that I fly back and fall onto the bed. “Fuck you, Jules! You want to fucking be alone then have it your way!”


    The door slams so hard it vibrates the walls of the small room. I can’t believe I did that. Physical contact has always been Brian’s trigger. With his upbringing, any kind of negative touch would set him off. I knew that. He confided in me about it.


    I bring my knees up to my chest and wrap my arms around them. The tears start to fall at a steady pace again. I rock back and forth on the bed while I think about the shamble of a life I have left. I lost my husband. I lost Brian, again.


    Everything is gone.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Brian


    It’s been a month since I’ve seen Jules, and I’m still fucking livid about the way things happened. There is a lot of shit that I can take, a lot of shit that I can deal with, but her fucking putting her hands on me like that isn’t one of them. The thing is that she fucking knew that too. She had to know that what she did would set me off. Granted, what I said was really shitty and she had been through something traumatic but that’s a line that she should have known not to cross. As much as I don’t want to, I’ve been looking for her, seeing if she is around town, or even outside of her house but it’s like she vanished into thin air. I get that she loved the dickhead, but that doesn’t mean that I need to be sorry that he isn’t around anymore.


    The guys have been giving me constant shit about my mood lately. Ryan has told me a dozen times to stop being a dickhead and go apologize to Jules, but hell will freeze over before that shit happens. Hunter has been trying to get me to bang anything with two legs and big tits. Mason has basically just told me to stop whining like a little bitch. Jake really doesn’t seem to care. He has plenty of his own shit that he doesn’t want to share so he doesn’t press the issue for me to deal with mine.


    I don’t want to sleep with another random woman. Honestly, the fact that you don’t know where half of these sluts have been is a big issue for me. All I want is to drink enough to forget about her just for a fucking minute. My body is so tightly wound lately that the littlest shit is setting me off. I don’t know how to handle it anymore other than just drowning out my sorrows.


    Mason orders another round and slides a beer in front of me. “Easiest way to deal with shit that pisses you off is to shut down.”


    I look over at him in complete confusion. “What the fuck are you talking about?”


    “Shut down.” He takes a drink of his beer before putting it back on the bar and turning to look at me. “Take all the shit, put it in a little box, and fucking bury it.” He gets up and goes to sit next to Jake. Mason has always been a pretty blunt and straightforward guy, no visible emotions, and no girls that hung around for longer than an hour or two. I shake my head and try not to let the fact that he is a lunatic get to me.


    “Julia!” I turn my head at the sound of her name. I see Lacey and Jules at the end of the bar laughing and obviously drunk. This is not the type of shit that I need to see right now. When she looks up, her eyes meet mine and her face turns into a scowl.


    She shakily stands up and makes her way over to me trying to stomp but not having enough balance to really seem threatening. I can’t help but laugh at the way she is right now. “What are you doing here?” her voice is half yelling and half slurring.


    “It’s a free country and I’m just having a few drinks.” I tip my beer back feeling her eyes watching me the whole time.


    “You know my life was going just fucking fine until you showed up.” Her finger is pointing at me but she is still swaying from the alcohol in her system.


    “Mine too, sweetheart.”


    “Oh, I’m sure. You made that clear the night you decided to walk away.” My eyes snap up to hers. She can’t be fucking serious.


    “It’s easy to walk away when you’re clearly not fucking wanted. You got what you always wanted that night, so I don’t know what the fuck you’re complaining about.” I slam my beer down onto the bar half surprised the bottle didn’t shatter.


    “I’m complaining about spending what should have been one of the best summers of my life crying and depressed over someone who never gave a shit about me.”


    She walks away before I can respond. What the hell is she talking about? Why would she have been depressed all summer when she was the one that ended shit?


    I see her duck into the bathroom and decide that there is no way this conversation is done. “Yo, Hunter?” He looks up at me. “See that blonde chick at the end of the bar?” I point to Lacey and his eyes follow.


    “Yea, what’s up?”


    “I need you to keep her busy for a little bit.”


    “Shit, say no more. She’s fucking hot.”


    He walks toward Lacey as I head toward the bathrooms. When I walk in, Jules is standing in front of the mirror. I turn around and lock the doorknob making sure that we aren’t disturbed. “We need to clarify a few things.”


    “No. I have nothing to say to you, Brian.”


    She goes to move past me but I grab her arm to stop her. “That’s where you’re wrong. There is a lot that needs to be said. Like first, what the hell was that shit about you missing me all summer? You certainly weren’t missing me the night we broke up.”


    “What are you talking about?” I can hear the exhaustion in her voice. She looks up at me her eyes filling with tears. “I loved you with every single part of me. You crushed me. No matter how much time passed or how much I told myself I hated you, I still loved you.”


    Her eyes are focused on the floor. “If that’s true then what the hell happened that night, Jules?” After a minute, I grab the sides of her face with my hands lifting it up so we are now looking at each other.


    “You crushed me.” Hearing those words come out in barely a whisper as tears start to fall from her eyes kills me. I have never stopped loving this girl not since I was fucking seventeen. Before I know what I’m doing my mouth is on hers. I need to taste her, to have her again. She said she never stopped loving me and I just want her to know that the feeling is mutual. She has always been the only person I let in, the only one I’ve ever loved.


    I back her against a wall, finally getting a reaction from her as her arms slide up mine and her nails dig into my skin. I need her. I skim my hand down her body slowly slipping it under her dress. I wait for a second to see if she will protest, if she’ll tell me to stop. When she doesn’t, I slide her panties to the side and slip my fingers into her wet heat.


    I have missed being able to touch her like this. I’ve dreamt about having her again. My mouth moves down her neck as I continue moving my fingers in and out of her. She’s releasing the sexiest fucking moans I’ve ever heard and my dick is rock hard already.


    “Oh my God.” I look up and see her hand over her mouth. “What the hell am I doing?”


    She pushes me off of her and before I can say anything runs out of the bathroom.


    That was definitely not what I expected to happen tonight.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Julia


    The sun peeks through my window and I open my eyes immediately closing them to escape the blinding light. My head is pounding and feels like it’s being squeezed so hard that what’s left of my brains might pop out. I can’t believe I let Lacey talk me into going out last night


    She begged me for almost an hour before I finally gave in. It’s been a month since I lost Dan and it’s been hell. I figured I could use the night out, but I definitely did not think I would do what I did. I don’t know what happened, or even how I let it go that far. Yes, I was drunk but that’s no excuse for giving into him the way I did. I let him use me, I let him in again. I’m not ready to move on with anyone, especially not with Brian.


    I’m not even sure how we both got to be in the bathroom, considering I can only remember bits and pieces of the night. I had just gotten the news that they found the guy who killed Dan. He still had his wallet and they found some other stuff that had been in his car. It brought everything from that night back to the forefront of my mind. It was like we were mourning and closing the door on what happened at the same time.


    The doorbell rings and I grab the sides of my head trying to cover my ears. Loud noises are no good right now. I stagger downstairs vowing to not listen to Lacey next time she tries to cheer me up. I open the door to find the last person I want to see, Brian.


    “You need to go,” I say as I start to shut the door.


    “No.” He pushes the door open and then walks past me into the living room.


    “Listen, I can’t deal with you right now. I’m hung over, exhausted, and regretting everything about last night. Let’s just chalk it up to a mistake and move on.”


    He turns toward me. “I don’t regret last night. The only regret I have is not chasing your ass down when you ran away from me. We need to talk, Jules. We’ve needed to talk for six fucking years.” He sits down on the couch and makes it clear to me that I have no say in what is going on right now.


    “What do you need to say, Brian?” I snap at him. I really don’t want to deal with this but I know that he isn’t going to drop it. I am so emotionally drained from everything that has gone on this past month. Dan’s murder, planning the funeral, dealing with life as a widow. Thankfully, they caught the asshole that shot him. Apparently he had a long record of past offenses. If anyone in the damn legal system did their job he would have been locked up and none of this would have happened.


    “I want to talk to you about that night, Jules. It’s long overdue and we are both obviously still holding onto shit that we don’t need to.”


    That night is the absolute last thing I want to talk about. “Say what you need to.”


    “I want to know your side of the story. You say I left you, you say I crushed you, but I don’t even understand how that could be possible.” He is looking at me and he seems so sincere, that I almost believe his bullshit.


    “I don’t know if you developed some sort of convenient amnesia, but it’s ridiculous that you’re going to make me relive that night. That you won’t just own up to what you did to me.” I pull my feet up onto the couch and get comfortable now knowing that we are most likely going to be here a while. “I was so mad at you when I left your house that night. You were being so pigheaded and irrational. I went over to Dan’s and we watched a movie. The next morning I couldn’t wait to see you, to spend the last hour or so I had in town with you and you ditched me. You left me there waiting for you, telling everyone they were wrong, that you wouldn’t just forget about me. Well, I was wrong.”


    His hands run over his face in what I guess in frustration at hearing how much of a dickhead he was. “You skipped over a lot of shit don’t you think, Jules?”


    “What the hell are you talking about?” I am in no mood for his mind games right now.


    “I mean all the fucking messages, ignoring every damn phone call I made. I mean the picture you sent me when I told you I was coming to get you.”


    “What the fuck are you talking about?” I usually don’t lose my cool very easily but I have no idea what the hell is going on. “I fell asleep on the couch about fifteen minutes after I got to Dan’s. I was exhausted and passed out on the couch.


    His eyes snap up to me. “What?”


    “I. Fell. Asleep. So whatever the hell story you made up in your head is complete bullshit.”


    His fist slams down on my coffee table so hard I think for a minute it might actually split in two. “If that motherfucker wasn’t already dead, I swear to God I would fucking kill him.”


    I stand up. “Get out of my house! You do not get to come in here and say that shit! He was my husband! We lived here together! He saved me from the shell of a person you turned me into! We were perfectly fine until you showed up!”


    “Oh yea? You perfectly fine living a fucking lie, princess?”


    “What are you talking about, Brian? I’m so sick of your stupid goddamn games!” I scream at him in frustration. I can’t do this with him. The wounds are still too fresh and too painful.


    “I wasn’t the asshole playing games all of these damn years. It was that piece of shit that you decided to make your fucking husband.” He spits the words out at me with such contempt.


    “I swear to God if you say one more thing about him I’m going to start throwing shit at you,” I scream. I can’t take any more of him trashing Dan, especially when he isn’t here to defend himself.


    He laughs, and it just pisses me off more than I already am. “Let me tell you what happened that night.” He sits down and looks at me waiting for me to follow. I do it only in hopes that it speeds up the process and gets him out of here faster.


    He takes a deep breath like he is trying to calm himself down. “I was at the house and pissed off that you left to go see him. I texted you to tell you to come back and spend the last night you had with me. I fucking missed you already and you hadn’t even left. When my phone dinged I thought it would be you saying you were coming over, but it was something I never expected. A break up text. You went on about how we needed time apart, you needed your space from me and that was the main reason you were going away for the summer. I couldn’t fucking believe it. I called you but you wouldn’t answer me you just kept texting me and telling me to leave you alone and shit. I told you I was coming over to see you, that if that was how you really felt I wanted to hear it in person. That’s when the picture came. The fucking image that has haunted me every day since I saw it.”


    He stops and leaves me on a verbal cliffhanger.


    “It was a picture of you, the only person I ever trusted, ever loved, in the arms of someone else. Dan and you were lying together under some damn blanket and kissing. When I saw that shit it fucking broke me. I was so fucking mad I threw my phone at the wall and it shattered. I drank until I couldn’t see straight and didn’t even know my own name. I woke up in the morning and realized I had one more shot to see you. It was still two hours before you had to leave so I went to your house. I pounded on your door until your dad finally opened it. When I told him I was there to see you the fucker just smiled at me and told me you had already left with Dan to have breakfast and go to the airport. As far as I knew you threw me away like a piece of fucking garbage.” His face twists like just remembering what happened is causing him pain.


    I’m speechless. I have no idea how to respond to him. I texted him like crazy that morning, trying to see him before I left, feeling abandoned by the person I loved. Dan broke us up? He must have deleted the messages he sent. He kissed me? He took advantage of me when I was asleep.


    An overwhelming sense of betrayal settles over me. How could I have not known? Am I that bad a judge of character? My husband, the one person that swore to love and honor me built our bond and marriage on a lie. Tears form in my eyes for so many different reasons.


    I look back up at Brian not knowing what to say to him. What can you say in this situation? “None of it was true.” I whisper still in shock and disbelief.


    “Yeah, I kind of figured given your reaction, Jules. Back then I thought you just decided that I wasn’t good enough for you, to give you what you were used to having.”


    “I told you so many times that stuff never mattered to me,” I whisper not feeling as brave and confident as I had a few minutes ago.


    He gets up and sits next to me. His hands tangle in my hair as he lifts my head and looks in my eyes. “I know that, but I let my fears take over. I was always scared I wasn’t enough for you. You were my entire world, Jules, and I felt like I didn’t belong in yours. I believed it because it was my worst fear, but I never stopped loving you.”


    His mouth moves to connect with mine. I get lost with him for a minute, and it feels like nothing has changed, like we are still two kids who are crazy in love with each other. When his tongue skims the line of my lips it zaps me back to reality. I pull away from him.


    “We can’t do this. I can’t do this, not right now at least. Honestly, I’m not sure if I can ever do this.” I can’t look at him as I say this.


    “What are you taking about? I still love you as much as I did back then, in fact I love you even more. I know you still love me, I can see it in your eyes. There’s nothing stopping us now.” I can hear the plea in his voice and it’s killing me.


    I stand up needing to distance myself from him. “No. I’m not ready. My husband just died, Brian. He was murdered.”


    “Yea and he was a fucking liar, Jules.” The contempt and anger are back in his voice.


    “That doesn’t mean that I didn’t love him! The pain is still there, Brian! It doesn’t just disappear because I find out that he did something really shitty years ago!” I’m so conflicted right now. I hate what Dan did to me, to Brian. That doesn’t erase the last almost six years of loving him.


    “You’re really serious?” He stands up and stands in front of me.


    I nod my head. “I just can’t do this right now.”


    His eyes fill with anger and pain. It kills me knowing I put it there.


    “Fine. Fucking be naive, and let him control us even after he’s dead.” He walks past me and a second later I hear the door slam.


    I sit down on the couch and run my hands through my hair.


    This shit is so fucked up.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Julia


    I hear the door open and close, silently thanking God that Lacey could come over. My head is a fucking mess right now and I have no idea what to do. She sits down next to me throwing a bunch of stuff on the table. When I look up and there is a ton of candy and two bottles of wine, I wrap my arms around her. It’s been hours since Brian dropped the bomb that he did and I don’t feel any better.


    “You’re a life saver.”


    “I know, now let’s talk about the cluster fuck your life has turned into.” I laugh. Lacey has never had a knack for subtlety. “What are you feeling?”


    “That’s just it, Lace. I have no idea how I’m feeling about Brian. Do I love him? Yes. Do I miss him? Yes. Do I wish we would have figured this shit out years ago? Yes.” She rips open the bag of Doritos and looks back up at me like I’m a damn soap opera she is caught up in. “Then there’s the other side. Can I just forget that I ever loved Dan because he did a fucked up thing? No. Can I forget the hell I went through after Brian? No. Can I just throw all my inhibitions out the window and jump into something with him? No.” I look over at Lacey and she is still eating the damn chips and watching me. I’m really starting to feel like a freak show attraction. “Can you say something?”


    She shakes her head and starts to laugh. “Girl, you need to go on Dr. Phil, ‘cause this shit is fucking unreal. I mean this is made for TV shit right here.”


    “You’re not helping.” I snatch the bag of chips from her laughing at the expression on her face.


    “Listen, babe, I can’t tell you what to do. I know that’s what you’re looking for, but only you can know what’s right for you. I know you can’t forget all of the shit that happened that summer, and the way you felt but it has to help to know none of it was real. Right?”


    “See that’s just it. It is real. It was hell. It might not have been Brian’s fault, but the pain is all the same. I know what it feels like to lose him. Say I decide to be with him, then it doesn’t work, I couldn’t do that shit again.”


    “I know, I was there. I’m just saying maybe you need to think about it, babe. You always said how much you loved him, you have obviously been drawn to him since he’s gotten back. Maybe it was meant to be.”


    That’s the last thing I need to hear right now. I don’t need Lacey to push me toward him, I need someone to slap the shit out of me and tell me that I’m a damn idiot for even considering taking him back. That’s what my head is telling me. It wants me to move away to Timbuktu just to keep myself from going back to him. My heart is a whole different story. It wants me to run across the street and tell him how much I still love him. How much I have missed him. How at night I still dream about him.


    “I can’t think like that. I can’t let myself think that things will be great between us. Do you remember how much we used to fight?”


    “I remember that no fight could compare with how well that man made up after.” She winks at me and I throw the pillow next to me at her.


    “You are so not helping.”


    “Hey, you never said I needed to come over to help, you just sent an SOS so I brought candy and wine.”


    I shake my head at her. Since we were kids that’s always been our code. SOS meant that shit hit the fan and we needed some cheering up. It evolved into wine in college. In fifth grade, Lacey sent her first SOS when the boy Billy that she liked put dirt in her hair at recess. I came to her house with a box of fruit snacks and we watched a Saved By The Bell marathon so she could obsess over Zack Morris instead of Billy Scott.


    “I’m scared.” It’s all I say. It’s the truth.


    “Of what?”


    The smile leaves her face as she sits up straighter sensing the change in my demeanor. “Of him. Of us. Of being in love with him again.”


    “Aw, babe, maybe you won’t even like him once you get together again. Maybe when he was deployed his dick got shot off, at that point he is useless anyway and the appeal is gone.”


    My mouth drops open. “You did not just say that.” I break out in laughter barely able to breathe.


    Lacey pats me on the back before standing up. “You need wine.” She heads into the kitchen while I’m still trying to catch my breath. I’ll worry about Brian tomorrow, tonight I need to drown my sorrows with my best friend.


    ***


    Lacey empties the last of the wine into my cup as we scroll through old pictures of the two of us.


    “Oh my God!” she screeches. “How do you have a picture of that?” On the screen is a picture of Lacey passed out on her desk during our first period junior year of high school.


    “I snapped it when Miss Smith was calling the disciplinarian. Everyone seriously thought you were a drug addict that day.”


    “Hey, it’s not my fault! They should label the packages better!”


    “Lacey the bottle said Tylenol PM!”


    She laughs. “I though PM meant premenstrual and I had serious cramps. How the hell would I have known it was basically a sleeping pill?”


    “Um, because it had a picture of a person sleeping on the box!”


    She waves me off. “I just thought it meant you finally fucking sleep ‘cause you didn’t have cramps anymore.”


    We both break into hysterics. Lacey and I have gotten into some crazy situations, but that day was insane. I had to walk her to the disciplinarian and by walk I mean half carry her. It took Miss Avery almost an hour to get the story from her because she kept falling asleep while she was talking to her. When she realized what Lacey had done she sent her to the nurse’s office to sleep it off and I went back to pick her up at dismissal. She would rather the kids have thought she took drugs then call her stupid so she never told them the truth. Only the two of us knew why she really slept the whole day.


    A horn honks outside and my mood drops. Lacey called a cab about twenty minutes ago because there is no way she could drive home. “Well, lady, I love you hard.” She gives me a hug and I wish that she didn’t have to leave. “Morning meetings are the damn devil.”


    “Bye, Lace, thanks for tonight.”


    “SOS is my favorite kind of text.” She winks at me before she leaves.


    I look around hating being alone in this house. I’ve considered selling it and just getting an apartment. I don’t need all this space and every inch of this house is filled with a memory I no longer want to remember.


    I look across the street to see Brian’s light on. I wonder what he is doing. Is he thinking about me? Does he know how much I wish we could rewind time? I shake my head thinking about all the years and the pain wasted. Before I know what I’m doing I walk across the street. When I get to the door I don’t knock. What would I say? What is there to say?


    “Hey, sorry I thought you were an asshole for eight years?” Nope. “Hey, sorry I married the guy that broke us both?” Nope. “Hey, sorry I—“


    “Jules?”


    I look up and see Brian standing there. Busted. Now what? Say something! Anything! Make words come out of your mouth! I stare back at him lost in my thoughts. He’s gonna think you’re crazy. Only crazy people talk to themselves you know.


    “Are you okay?”


    Now he definitely thinks you’re crazy. Speak bitch! “Hi.” Real fucking articulate.


    “Hi.” He looks at me expecting more.


    “So I’m gonna go.” I turn to walk, or more like run away. Before I know it I’m flying through the air and land on the cement face first. What the fuck!


    “Jules!” Brian is next to me helping me to my feet. “Shit, you’re bleeding.”


    Brian takes me inside as I giggle to myself. The bottle of wine combined with my lack of balance is really comical. I sit on his couch and look around. Besides the TV, it is the only thing in the room. Even though he has been here for months it looks like he just moved in.


    “Why is your house so empty?” He walks back in and gives me a confused look. “I mean there aren’t any decorations or anything. You’re a guy, I figured it would be like a man cave with sports shit everywhere.”


    “Have you been drinking?” He looks at me as he wipes the cut I apparently acquired on my forehead.


    “Yes, daddy, an entire bottle of wine.” As soon as the sentence leaves my mouth I blush.


    “Just so we are clear, I don’t find you calling me daddy annoying, in fact it’s pretty fucking hot.”


    Suddenly every time he touches me my skin feels like it’s on fire. Being this close to him and knowing everything I found out today sucks. “Why do you always say stuff like that? Are you constantly trying to turn me on?” I swear to God. Word vomit. I was better being a fucking mute.


    He smirks as he looks at me. He places a small Band-Aid on the cut and then leans in close to my ear. “I love that my dirty mouth turns you on, Jules. And if you would let me, I could do a lot more with it than make your panties wet.”


    Holy fuck.


    I have no idea what to do or say. Brian hasn’t moved and I don’t trust myself to. He pulls away and stands up. “You should stay here tonight. You hit your head pretty hard.”


    Is he fucking crazy? Staying here is the last thing I need. “I should really go.”


    “At least hang out for a little bit. Let me make sure you’re ok.” I can’t help but smile at the fact that he is worried about me and insisting on taking care of me.


    “Okay, but not long.”


    He sits down on the other side of the couch and turns the TV on. I bite my lip as I look over at him. “Stop doing that before I bite it for you.”


    I immediately release it as a blush rises from my neck over my cheeks.


    How the hell am I going to survive being here with him?


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Brian


    Having her here with me right now and not touching her is killing me. Once I found out that everything I thought happened was a lie, I wanted to pick up right where we left off. When she turned me down, it hurt. I thought I was dreaming when I heard her voice earlier, but when I opened the door there she was looking like a deer in headlights.


    I try to keep my attention focused on the movie I turned on but all I can do is look at her. My couch is big but right now it feels like the smallest place in the world. All I want to do is move over to her, wrap her in my arms, and remind her why we have always been so good together.


    “So there are some cool places in town, where you could get different things to decorate.”


    I smile at how uncomfortable she is, that only means she feels our connection as much as I do. “Why are you so worried about if my house is decorated or not?” I turn to face her and the change of position places us even closer to each other.


    Her tongue darts out to wet her lips and my hands fist the edge of the couch to keep from going to her. “I just figured that since you bought the house you would want it to feel like more of a home.”


    Home. That is a word that has never really meant anything to me. I move closer to her needing to be next to her. “This isn’t a home right now, Jules. Not without someone to share it with.” I take a deep breath as I prepare to put myself out there for her once more. “I never decorated it because I always pictured sharing a house with you, having you hang flowers and girly shit everywhere. This will never be home without you in it.”


    She inhales deeply before she slowly leans toward me. I freeze not wanting to make any moves. I want her to be the one to initiate this. When her lips touch mine it is pure fucking heaven. It’s everything I have wanted since the moment I lost her all those years ago. I trace the line of her lips with my tongue and she opens for me. Accepting me. Inviting me in.


    My hands run up her sides and tangle into her hair, holding her close to me like if I open my eyes she might be gone. She moans as I slide my tongue in and out of her mouth and my dick instantly swells. I want to take her so bad right now but I know that she isn’t ready for that. I can’t rush her. I can’t lose her again.


    “Brian…” she whispers. I know that’s my cue to stop, to not push her.


    I pull away and look at her. Her lips are red and swollen from our kiss, and it gives me a sense of pride knowing I’m the one that made them like that. “Don’t say you have to go. Even if you don’t stay with me. Even we stop with that kiss, I want you here. I’ve missed you for years and now that you’re here I don’t want to miss another second. I know you’re still grieving and I can accept that, but you need to know that I’m all in. You’re it for me, always have been, always will be.”


    Her hand slowly traces my cheek. She lets out a sigh as she shakes her head. “I have never been able to tell you no. I think that’s what scares me more than anything else. I can’t go through losing you again, Brian. I can’t grieve you again. I’m not even out of the grieving stage for my husband.”


    Hearing her call him her husband pisses me off so bad. He never deserved the damn title. I take a deep breath and calm down before saying anything. “I know that, baby, that’s why I said the cards are all in your hands. How this all goes is up to you.”


    She nods her head and lays it down on my chest. “Right now I don’t want to think about anything. I just want to be. No problems, no arguing, just peace.” She pulls her feet up on the couch so she’s now laying down and I run my hand through her hair.


    “I’ll give you anything you want. Just say the word.” I wait for her response. Nothing comes. When I look down her eyes are closed and I can feel that her breathing has evened out. She looks like a damn angel as she sleeps on me and all I can think of is how it would feel to lose her again.


    The only difference would be that this time it really would be my fault. My demons could very well scare her away. While I know that I should start this the right way with no secrets and no lies, I can’t. She would never understand. She would never forgive me.


    Sometimes even loving someone with all your heart isn’t enough to overcome the things in your past or your present. Sometimes it just isn’t enough, especially if trust is broken the way it would be with us. If she finds out she would leave me, and this time she would never look back.


    I turn my attention back to the TV trying to think of anything but the fact that she is here with me.


    That I finally have her and that I might lose her just as quickly.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    Julia


    I open my eyes feeling more rested then I have in the longest time. When I realize my surroundings, I sit straight up. I have absolutely no idea where I am, and the fact that I’m lying in a bed right now is freaking me out. I think back to last night and that’s when I figure out where I am, Brian’s bed. The details of last night are pretty foggy, all I can hope is that I didn’t do anything that I’m going to regret.


    I don’t see Brian anywhere so I decide to try and sneak out. I know it isn’t the most mature thing to do but I also know it’s going to be super awkward between us. After everything he said to me last night I just don’t know how to act. I want to give him another chance so bad but I don’t want to open myself up to being hurt again. I walk softly down the steps wondering where the heck he is.


    “Sneaking out?” I jump as the voice comes from right next to my ear. When I turn around he is standing there with a stupid grin on his face.


    “That was so not funny.” I say trying my best not to laugh.


    “It really was though, I made breakfast.” Before I can respond he grabs my hand and leads me into his kitchen. There is a small circular table with juice and two plates of food on it. He cooked for me? I sit down as Brian sits across from me, neither of us talks as the awkwardness I was avoiding sets in. “Why were you leaving?”


    Because I don’t know what to say to you. Because I want to tell you I’m all in but I’m scared. “I just figured I would go home and get changed.” Liar.


    He is looking at me and I feel like he can see right through me and all my bullshit. “Usually you only sneak out when you have something to hide.”


    I internally roll my eyes at him not wanting him to know how right he is about me and my intentions. “I wasn’t sneaking out. I just didn’t want to disturb you.” Liar.


    He stops eating and looks up at me. “Jules, I meant everything I said to you last night, but one thing about me hasn’t changed, I still can’t stand liars.”


    I freeze, not expecting to have him call me out like that. “I’m sorry. I just didn’t know what to do, what to say. This is all overwhelming for me and I don’t know how to deal with it. I never in a million years would have thought I would be here with you.”


    He nods. “Me too, babe, but here we are. I laid it out for you last night, and I meant what I said when I told you I wouldn’t pressure you. I do need to know where you stand though, mainly because I need to know where the line is.”


    I don’t answer him right away. He wants me to tell him where the line is but I don’t even really know that. He wants to know where I stand, I have no idea. I haven’t even had the chance to process the fact that we were separated by Dan and not by each other’s actions. As much as I hate what he did to Brian and me, it doesn’t erase the years of me loving him. “I don’t know where I stand honestly. If you need an answer now I don’t have one for you. My life has been turned upside down and now I need to pick up all the shattered pieces.”


    “Let me help.” I look at him in confusion. “Let me be there for you. Help you pick up the pieces and put them back together. There doesn’t have to be any expectations or anything. I just want to be around you, to support you in whatever way I can. I missed out on years with you and I don’t want to miss anymore.”


    I stand up not really knowing what I’m doing, slowly I make my way around the table and stand in front of Brian. My hands run through his hair ending at the nape of his neck. I take a deep breath before leaning down and gently placing a kiss on his lips. He doesn’t move an inch, almost as if he is frozen in place. “Brian Evans, you are still the most amazing man I have ever known. I don’t know what to tell you about my intentions. I know that I have never stopped loving you and probably never will. My heart is screaming at me right now to give myself over to you but I’m scared. Scared of the pain that comes with the possibility of losing you. You have been a part of me since the first day I met you and having that ripped away from me all those years ago almost killed me. I couldn’t go through that again. I can’t survive losing you again.”


    He stands and holds my hips stopping me from backing up and leaving us pressed against each other. His intense gaze is focused on my eyes and his expression is unreadable. His hands graze up the length of my body leaving goose bumps as the trail goes up to my head. “Julia Spencer, I would have never left you if I didn’t think it was what you wanted. You are the very reason I breathe, the only person who ever showed me what it was like to love and have it returned. You are the person I have dreamt about every day since you crashed into me. No matter where I was, who I was with, or how much I didn’t want to think about you, you were there. I haven’t been living without you, I’ve just been existing. Going through my life with no real purpose, no passion. Even with as mad as I was, when I saw you again nothing could compete with the love I had for you. You’re it for me, whether you choose me or not.”


    A tear falls from my eye. My body is screaming at me that this amazing man is the path I should choose. That he won’t hurt me again if I give him the chance. That maybe we could finally be happy. Together.


    “Yes. I want to try again. I want to be with you. I want to try to move past everything and get back to us. I don’t think it will be easy, in fact I think it’s going to be pretty damn hard, but I want to try. I want us to work.”


    His mouth crashes down to mine and I smile against his kiss. Brian’s strong arms envelope me and lift me off the ground spinning me around. He pulls away while I’m still suspended in the air. “You have made me the happiest fucking man in the world. Let’s go somewhere.”


    I laugh at his reaction, and my body warms knowing how genuinely happy he is. “Where?”


    “I don’t care. Everywhere, nowhere. I just want to be out with you. I want people to know I have you. That you’re mine, finally. I have been waiting for you for so long.” I feel the same way. Since the day I thought Brian left me I have been waiting for the day that he would return to me. Everything that I have done since then felt like something I was “supposed” to do. Not something that felt natural, that felt right.


    I truly loved Dan but I always knew that it wasn’t the type of love that I had with Brian. The intensity, and all consuming feelings weren’t there. The only person to ever make me feel like that was the man whose arms I’m wrapped in.


    “I need to go get dressed first.” I say kicking my feet to remind him he still has me in the air.


    Brian slowly eases me down his body and places another kiss on my lips. “You have five minutes.” His voice is so commanding that it sounds like an order.


    “What? What are you talking about?” Disbelief is evident in my voice as I let his statement sink in.


    “You have five minutes, woman, before I come over there and drag you out of the house, dressed or not.” There is no smile on his face, nothing to let me know that he isn’t serious.


    “You’re kidding, right?”


    He looks down at the watch he is wearing before his eyes rise to mine again. “Four minutes and forty-five seconds.”


    “Brian, stop.”


    “Tick tock, Jules.” I laugh before running to the front door and across the street to my house.


    I have no time to shower, no idea where I’m going, and a crazy man across the street timing me. I decide I will go with casual not expecting that the destination would be anything too fancy. I throw on some jeans, and a black button up blouse, before slipping on some flats. As I’m running my brush through my hair I catch movement in my doorway. I let out a yelp at the surprise causing Brian to laugh at me.


    “I have to admit I was kind of hoping you weren’t ready in time.” He smiles as he walks toward me and his hands wrap around my waist pulling me close to him. “I still can’t believe that this is fucking real.” His mouth presses against mine and I let go. I lose myself in him. In the kiss.


    They say when you fall in love you can almost feel it. That you can pinpoint the moment that you jumped in.


    For me I am holding on for dear life.


    Falling scares me.


    Mainly because I don’t know where I’ll land.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Julia


    There isn’t much to do in town so we decide to just walk around and be spontaneous. I keep feeling like people are staring at me. I know what they’re thinking, “how could she move on so fast?” “I wonder if she was cheating on him.” I’m trying to not let it get to me but it really is. I’ve lived in this town my whole life and I don’t want to be judged when they don’t know the whole story.


    Brian gives my hand a squeeze and I look up at him. “Don’t pay them any mind, Jules.”


    “How the hell did you know what I was thinking?” I shake my head in disbelief.


    “It took me a while but I can still read that little mind of yours. It’s how I knew not to give up on you, on us. I may not have physically been here but you were with me every day. You were the first thing I thought of when I woke up and the last thing on my mind when I went to sleep.” He leans down and places a kiss on my lips. I really am glad that he was so persistent.


    “Do you want to get something to eat?” I try to change the subject and really want to get out of the spotlight.


    “Sure, babe.” I smile at the way the word babe just rolled off his lips. He steers me toward the diner where we had our first date and I wonder if he had planned on us coming here from the start. I can still hear my mother’s reaction when I told her who I was going on a date with and where.


    “Excuse me, Julia, I thought I just heard you say you were going to a diner with that Evans boy.” She smoothes out her dress as her eyes dig into mine.


    “I did, mom. Brian is really great, if you gave him a chance you would really like him.” Probably not, but I’m grasping at straws here.


    “Julia Spencer, you are not the type of girl who goes slumming at a diner. Why don’t you call that boy and cancel. You know Daniel has always been interested in you. I bet he would take you to the club at the drop of a dime. I’ll call his mother.” She pulls out her phone and starts to dial before I snatch it from her. “Give me that back now.”


    “No, Mom. I’m going out with Brian. I don’t like Dan like that. I have told you and Dad this a million times.” The doorbell chimes and I breathe a sigh of relief. Although, I kind of wish he would have just honked the horn so I could escape my mother and save him from her too.


    As we sit down in one of the booths my phone rings.


    When I see it’s my dad, I silence it. I know that I need to tell them in person about Brian and me, but I am dreading it and will probably procrastinate as long as possible. The paranoid part of me wonders if someone in town saw us and called them.


    “Okay, hotshot, you think you can read my mind, right?” He looks up at me with a smirk and nods. “Then order for me. We can even make a little wager on your guess.”


    His eyes widen at my suggestion. “Now I’m interested. What exactly would this wager entail?”


    “Well, if I win I get to decorate your house so it looks like an actual human being lives there.”


    “And if I win?”


    I take a deep breath not sure of my response. “If you win…” I didn’t think this far ahead.


    “If I win, I get to take you the way I have wanted to for the past six years.”


    “Umm…okay.” I lower my head half embarrassed that I just agreed to that. Brian was always the aggressor with us, and I liked it that way. Honestly, having him across the street has been a torture to my libido. Even when I hated him the lust never died down.


    “Fuck, yes.” I look up shocked by his choice of words. “How do I know you won’t cheat though?”


    “I’ll write it down on this napkin.” I jot down what I planned on ordering and fold it tucking it under the bottle of ketchup.


    “Game on.” His waves to the waitress, signaling that we are ready to order.


    “Hey, what can I get ya?”


    “I will have a double cheeseburger and a coke.” She looks over to me to take my order but I point back at Brian. “The beautiful woman across from me will have a root beer float and a grilled cheese special but instead of tomato soup she wants French onion.” My mouth drops open. What. The. Fuck. How in the hell did he get that shit right?


    Brian reaches over and grabs the napkin. “Judging by your face, I guessed right but just to be sure.” He opens the napkin and smiles. “Well, lookey here. I am fucking good.”


    “How did you do that?” I whisper half to him and half to myself.


    “I told you I can read your mind.”


    “No really you had to have peeked or something.” I try to think if he could have seen me writing it down, but I come up with nothing.


    “All right, the root beer float because whenever we go out you order soda. Mainly because you consider it a treat since you won’t buy the ‘crap’ at the store. You have always said that if you’re gonna get soda at a diner you might as well go all out and make it a float. The special because you love a good grilled cheese but always say yours never come out right. You have said numerous times that tomato soup tastes like warm ass, and I know that your favorite is French onion but you scrape the cheese off and save it to eat last.”


    I shake my head in disbelief once again. And they say men don’t pay attention to details. I can’t believe even after all these years he still remembers these little details. This moment reinforces that I made the right decision in being with Brian again. Not because he knows what I eat, but because he knows me. Inside and out, he knows every inch of me. I swear he may know me better then I know myself sometimes.


    I stand up deciding I need to be closer to him. He moves over when I rise and once I sit his arm encircles my waist pulling me close to him. His chin rests on my shoulder and I break out in goose bumps. “I can’t wait to claim my reward.” He half growls into my ear. When his teeth nip at my neck, I jump.


    Dan and I never did PDA like this, we really just—I need to stop comparing. I won’t completely forget Dan, but if this is going to work, I need to keep things separated.


    The food arrives and I smile the entire time I eat, still shocked that he got everything right. His left hand is resting on my thigh and I would be lying if I said it isn’t completely distracting. Especially since every once in a while he squeezes my leg or moves his fingers. Every touch is sparking a jolt of electricity through me.


    The thought of being like that with him again is both terrifying and exciting to me. He was my first and no matter how far apart we were, I have always thought about him. I look down at my now empty plate. Jesus, talk about stress and emotional eating. Thank God the car is a few blocks away because it hurts to even breathe right now.


    Brian’s hand trails up and down my back. “You ready?” Well, that’s a loaded question.


    “Yep.” It’s all I can manage since I can hardly breathe because I’m a food glutton, and my insides are on high alert.


    The entire walk back to the car Brian has been all over me. We are no longer holding hands but almost intertwined, both of our arms around each other. He keeps leaning down close to me to give me a kiss or just scrape his stubble over my skin. It is a miracle that my damn legs are still working. I definitely flipped a switch in him that has sent him into high gear.


    The ten minute drive back to my house is cut in half, and before I know it, I’m unlocking my front door. I get two steps into the house before Brian grabs me and spins me around using the force to close the door and pin me to it.


    “Ever since that sexy little mouth told me I could make you mine again, I couldn’t think of anything but this minute right here. I need to have you so fucking bad that it hurts, Jules. It killed me not being able to touch you these past couple of months.”


    His mouth captures mine and I moan at his forcefulness. He picks me up and carries me into the living room, sitting down on the couch so that I’m straddling him. His hands slide up my sides, slowly graze over my breasts, and stop on the sides of my head. “I love you so fucking much. I will be making love to you soon, but right now I just fucking need to be inside of you.” His hands move down to the top button of my shirt. He frantically struggles with the first button before looking up at me. “I’ll buy you a new shirt.”


    Before I can question what he means he grips the shirt in hands and rips it open, the sound of buttons scattering surrounds us. Well, fuck me that was hot. He doesn’t stop there his hands grip the top of my cami, forcefully shredding that in half.


    “I could have just taken that off.”


    “Nope, I need you now.” He lowers his mouth to my breasts begging to be at his mercy.


    “Julia Spencer! What are you doing?”


    I freeze. I know that voice.


    I look over to see my mother and father looking as pale as ghosts.


    Fuck. My. Life.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Brian


    You have got to be fucking kidding me. Her parents? I look over to see the pretentious assholes standing there.


    Just. Fucking. Great.


    Jules jumps off of me and the sight of her trying to cover herself with her shredded clothes makes me laugh. I stop immediately when she gives me the death stare. I rip my shirt up over my head and hand it to her. She reluctantly takes it as I hear her curse under her breath.


    “What in the world is going on here?” her mother utters clearly disgusted by my very presence.


    “Well, see when two people love each other—” Jules lands a punch right in my kidneys and I buckle from the pain. That’s one thing about my girl, I taught her to fight. She was always rough and it never set me off the way other it might if someone else did it, plus since I know she is only joking so it doesn’t bring back the painful memories.


    “Mom, Dad, what are you guys doing here?” Her hair is all messed up from running my hands through it and it looks sexy as all hell. I stand and place myself behind her hoping to provide whatever comfort I can for her. Once upon a time, I tried to get her parents to like me, to no avail. Now I just don’t give a shit.


    “The real question, young lady, is what is he doing here?” Young lady? She is fucking twenty-five years old.


    “I was going to tell you guys in person, but Brian and I are back together.” I brace myself for the disapproval and disdain about to pour from their mouths.


    The room fills with silence. It lasts for so long that I start to rock back and forth on my heels just to have sort of a distraction.


    “Have you lost your mind? Is this some sort of grieving process for you? Do you need to talk to someone?” Her mother doesn’t look at me even though I am standing right behind to her. “You can’t be thinking logically, Julia. I mean you just lost Dan, you can’t go back to him.”


    I feel her flinch at the mention of Dan. “Mother, it isn’t your life to live. I don’t need a psychiatrist. I have thought my decision through fully. My grieving process is just fine. Lastly, I am an adult that is fully capable of making my own choices.”


    Tell em’, babe. Her mother turns to her father obviously demanding him to step in. He steps forward to stand next to his wife. “Julia, we came here to bring you home. You don’t need to be in this house. You should be at home, with your family. That man is taking advantage of you in your vulnerable state.” He sneers at me as he says the latter.


    Julia straightens. Here it comes. I know my girl well enough to know when the storm is coming. “I appreciate your concern, but I am fully able to take care of myself. I don’t need to, nor do I want to, come back to your house. I don’t need you running my life, and refuse to let you think you can. You may have never supported my choice to be with Brian, and you don’t need to now, but you may as well accept it.”


    “You can’t be serious!” her mother blurts out.


    “I am.” It’s all she says, but her tone has such an air of finality that she doesn’t need to say anything else. “If you want to get together at a later time, we can. As long as that doesn’t entail you outlining the many wrong decisions you think I’m making. Now if you’ll excuse us we were…busy.”


    Fuck yea, we were.


    Her mother’s eyes widen before she gracefully, yet angrily turns and leaves. Her father stares me down for a few beats before doing the same thing. Jules jumps when the door slams and I place my hands on her shoulders letting her know that I’m here for her.


    She turns to me and collapses against my chest tears starting to come down her cheeks. I scoop her up and carry her over to the couch. “Talk to me, babe.”


    She pulls away from me to look into my eyes. “I’m sorry.”


    What the hell? “What are you sorry for?”


    “I hate the way they look at you and treat you. It’s horrible and I can’t stand seeing it.”


    My hand strokes her cheek wiping away the tears. “As long as you love me, I don’t give a shit what your parents think.” That’s really only half true. A part of me wishes that they weren’t such assholes. I know it would make things so much easier on Jules if I came from a rich family. That’s really all it is that they don’t like about me. Her father once told me he could never support someone who he didn’t think could support his daughter, meaning me.


    Jules’ parents are the quintessential rich assholes that you hate. They judge everyone they meet based on material possessions. You could be a fucking serial killer, but if you had money you were good people. That shit makes me sick to my stomach and it used to cause fights between us all the time. Jules would bend to what they wanted a lot, whether it was them trying to fill her schedule with mindless bullshit or setting up casual dinners where Dan and his family would be there. The fact that she just stood up to them is fucking huge.


    “Just know that I’m not scared of them anymore. I meant what I said. I chose you, and I won’t let them act the way that they used to. If they don’t like me being with you, then they don’t need to be around to see it.”


    I don’t even know how to respond to her. I mean, I have never had anyone but Jules love me the way I loved them back. To hear her say that she is willing to distance herself from her parents to make us work makes me love her so much more.


    “I need to apologize for something else too.” I look over at her, not having any idea what she is talking about. “Since the very second I slapped you that night, I regretted it. I was so emotional and what you said just cut me to the core. I reacted and instantly wished I could take it back. I know how much that is a trigger for you with your history. I just feel horrible that I even—“


    I place my finger over her lips. “Stop. I was a fucking asshole. I know I was. Not only that, but I can’t believe that I pushed you the way I did. The moment and the look of fear in your eyes has haunted me every night since. It was like I didn’t have control. I need you to know that I would never hurt you, and I would fucking kill anyone that ever tried to.” I try not to show any emotion at the last sentence. I can’t let her see the truth that really lies behind that statement. The lengths I went to just to protect her.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Julia


    I lay in Brian’s arms not wanting to move. I was so not ready to have that confrontation with my parents. I really didn’t want them seeing me half naked with Brian right before we discussed it either. I had kind of hoped that if I could break the news to them in the way I wanted to, that they wouldn’t be against us being together. Yea, right. I decided as I was standing there listening to them belittle him that I wasn’t going to take it.


    When Brian and I were first together, I didn’t have the balls to stand up to them the way that I should have. They were constantly doing things to come between the two of us, and I just ignored it. I mean they were my parents and I wanted their approval, I feel like everyone does. I just wanted them to see that we loved each other and to be happy for me.

    Looking back, now I see that my desires never really mattered. I took dance up until high school not because I liked it, but because my mom wanted me to. I went golfing with my dad not because we had fun together, but because he wanted me to carry his clubs for him. I didn’t pursue anything I wanted if they didn’t approve, until Brian. While I would love for them to accept him—accept us—I have to accept reality. My parents are and always will be stuck in their ways thinking that class and status defines a person.


    I can hear his heart beat as my head lies on his bare chest and it’s so soothing. As I look around the house, I feel guilty for having Brian here. This was my house with Dan, the house that we made a home. Guilt washes over me as I realize that I was about to have sex with him here. Even though I know how badly Dan betrayed me, it doesn’t make this situation any easier. My head is a damn mess and I have no idea which way is up most days.


    “What’s on your mind, beautiful?”


    I look up at him. Is everyone going to look at me the way my parents did when they saw me with Brian? Will they think I never loved Dan if I could move on from him so fast? I hate that I even care what people think but that stems from growing up with my family. “Can we go over to your place instead?” He nods and I climb off of his lap. I start for the door but turn around as he stands up. “I know that we were about to…you know. I just don’t know if right now. Are you okay with just hanging out?”


    “I would be lying to you if I said that my dick wasn’t aching for you, Jules, but I understand. I’m not that much of an asshole that I would force you into something before you’re ready.” My eyes go wide at his admission and he laughs as he walks toward me. “Come on, I promise I won’t bite. Unless you ask me to.” He winks at me with the last statement and all I can do is shake my head. What the hell have I gotten myself into? Brian in high school was cocky, confident, and forward. Brian as an adult is double that.


    “Let me go grab a shirt so I can give you back yours.” I turn to go upstairs but he grabs my hand stopping me.


    “Leave it on. I like seeing you in my clothes.” He places a kiss on my lips and I sag against him. This last month has left me so emotionally spent. Between trying to move forward, finding out what really happened between Brian and I all those years ago, and the confrontation with my parents, I just need a good nap and a bottle of wine.


    I walk across the street to Brian’s house. Once we are inside, he leads me upstairs and my anxiety starts to kick in. I’m not ready for this step, for us to go there. I thought I was and at the diner I felt a rush when he suggested it. It’s too soon. Too fast. When we step into his bedroom my heart starts to pound. Brian walks over to his dresser and pulls out a pair of sweatpants and then throws them to me.


    My reflexes kick in and I catch them giving him a puzzled look as to what I’m supposed to do with his pants. “You look like you need to get some rest. Why don’t you change into those and take a nap.” He gives me a quick kiss and then walks away shutting the door behind him.


    That was definitely not the way I saw this playing out. I thought he might give me crap about backing out, but he is being so understanding.


    I pull off my jeans and change into his sweatpants. They are about two sizes too big but none the less I pull back the covers and lay down in his bed. The pillows smell like him and I can’t help but to take it in. When did I become such a creeper?


    ***


    I open my eyes not remembering even falling asleep. When I look out the window I see that the sun has gone down. How long did I sleep? The door opens slowly and Brian walks in.


    “Hey, I was just coming to wake you up. You have been passed out for almost three hours.” He sits down next to me on the bed and I’m filled with unease and anticipation at the same time.


    I can’t explain the type of emotions running through me right now. I want to be with him so much. I want that connection. I want Brian. The other half of me is still mourning my husband. Feeling like I’m betraying him by jumping into a relationship with Brian. At the same time Dan betrayed me and caused me to live in hell for months.


    His hand brushes my cheek. “Hey, let’s just take it day by day, okay?”


    I shake my head at his psychic abilities. “Sounds good.” He leans down kissing me and running his tongue over the seam of my lips. I open my mouth for him accepting everything that he wants to give me.


    His passion pours into me as his tongue strokes mine. My hands run up his arms grasping onto them like if I don’t hold on tight he will disappear. Everything feels just like it used to with us. The love, the intensity, it has never gone away. Could this be it? Can this really work?


    Brian pulls away from me and I groan at the separation. “Let’s go have dinner before I lose the little bit of control I’m holding onto.” I smile up at him and he shakes his head. “You’re dangerous, woman.”


    He stands up and heads out of the room and I follow him downstairs. The table is set and on it I see what looks like chicken parmesan and spaghetti. “You ordered food for us?”


    “Who says I didn’t make it? Do you see any take-out containers?” I cross my arms looking at him in disbelief. He made breakfast earlier but I know that his cooking skills are very limited. When we first started dating he screwed up Kraft mac and cheese. “Okay I ordered. Damn, you can’t even pretend to give me the upper hand, huh?”


    Little does he know he definitely has the upper hand in this relationship. I feel like I’m at his mercy completely. He has the ability to make me the happiest I’ve been in a long time, or to shattered me completely. I walk over to him and wrap my arms around his waist giving him a hug before sitting down at the table.


    “So, Brian Evans, what do you do on a daily basis besides stalk me?”


    He chokes on the water he is drinking. “Stalk you, huh? Well, for your information, princess, Mason, Jake, and I are getting into flipping houses. They have experience in construction, and I scout the houses and help with the simple stuff.”


    “Are they the guys I saw you with at the restaurant?”


    He nods his head. “You’ll meet them. We all served together so we are pretty close.”


    “I can tell. One of them came up to me in Cancun and scolded me for the way I was treating you. I had no idea what they were talking about. Now I get where they might have seen it that way.” I remember how mad I was at the nerve he had to come up to me.


    “Really? Who was it?” I can tell I have peaked his interest.


    “I have no idea it’s not like he introduced himself before giving me a piece of his mind.” I play with my hair trying to distract myself from this awkward conversation.


    “Well, you’ll meet them all, and they will be on their best behavior.” He says it with such finality I know that the guys will get a warning before I ever meet them.


    “So what have you been doing all these years besides the Army?” I can’t say that I’m not curious. I’m sure there were other girls and as unproductive as it might be, I want to know if he loved any of them.


    “Nothing.” His voice sounds stiff causing me to look up at him.


    That’s all I get. One word. “Nothing? You did nothing for eight years?”


    He looks up at me. “For six years I have missed you. Regretted every minute I wasn’t with you. Hated you for moving on when I couldn’t. Tortured myself by keeping up with what you were doing. Tried to fill the hole you left with meaningless sex. Drank ‘til I passed out on your wedding day wishing it was me you were with. For eight years I have been waiting to be where we are right now.”


    I take a deep breath not knowing what to say. I knew he took the break hard from the things he has said, but I didn’t imagine that it affected him like that. The thought of him hurting, missing me when I was grieving for him, breaks my heart. I look into his eyes and see nothing but love, love for me. That was exactly what I needed to hear from him. I was nervous that this was just a challenge for him that he wanted to prove to himself that he could get me again.


    I stand up. Needing him to know how much I love him too. How much I missed him. I walk over to him and sit down on his lap so I’m facing him. “I love you, Brian Evans. I never stopped.”


    His mouth crashes against mine, our arms gripping each other. I thought I wasn’t ready for this, for us, for him. Sitting here with him, hearing what he said and feeling the way I do, I am. My hands grip the bottom of the t-shirt he is wearing and I pull it over his head, causing our kiss to break.


    Brian pulls away and looks into my eyes. “I love you enough to wait for you, Jules. Whenever you are ready, I will be here. I didn’t say what I said to get you in my bed.”


    “I know that. It just made me realize how much time we wasted because we thought the other person didn’t care. I don’t want to waste any more time. I want you.”


    “Say it.” He voice is strained, and seems unsure.


    I don’t need to ask what he wants me to say. I already know. “I love you, Brian Evans. I’m yours. Always and forever.”


    He stands taking me with him. “I have been waiting to hear you say those words again.” Brian begins walking us up the steps and I squirm thinking about what is about to happen. “Keep doing that, babe, and I’ll take you right here against this damn wall.”


    A chill runs through me from the tone of his gravelly voice. Brian kicks the door to the bedroom closed and tosses me onto the bed. I squeal as I fly through the air. Before I can take a breath, he is on top of me, kissing every inch of exposed skin he can get to.


    “You sure about this, babe? We take this any farther I don’t know if I’ll be able to stop.” I nod not trusting my voice. “I want to hear it, Jules. I want you to tell me what you want.”


    I take a deep breath and feel my face redden under his expectant gaze. “I want you, Brian. I want you to take me, to make me yours again.”


    “Fuck. That shit is fucking music to my ears. Hold on tight, babe.”


    I’m about to ask him what he means when his mouth crashes into mine. His hands grip my waist as he grinds against me causing me to moan into his mouth.


    “I’ve missed that sound, Jules. I can’t wait to hear it even louder when you’re coming all over my dick.”


    His hands hook into the waistband of my pants and he slowly drags them down my legs. Brian’s hands run up the length of my legs stopping at about mid-thigh. He spreads my legs while making slow circles on my skin with his thumbs. My entire body feels like it’s on fire and I arch myself begging him to touch my pussy. I need him, now.


    “Hmm, you impatient, babe? I’ll get there don’t worry.” I jump as his teeth graze the skin right above my panty line. His hands continue their slow journey leaving a blazing trail of heat in their wake. I hear a ripping sound and look down to see my panties flying through the hair. I’m going to have no damn clothes left.


    When I look down, Brian’s face is right in between my legs and I’m dripping with the anticipation of him touching me. His lips form into a pucker and he slowly blows a breath out and I jump from the warm sensation.


    “Take the shirt off, Jules.” His voice is so demanding that I don’t think twice before I obey him. “Good girl.”


    When he runs his finger down me and slowly dips into me I groan. His finger circles inside me before he pulls it out and brings it to his mouth. I almost combust as his tongue snakes out and licks it. “I’ve fucking missed the way you taste.”


    His head dips as he runs his tongue through me and I arch myself into him, begging him for more. I can feel his hands stroking the back of my thighs before they move to my ass. His fingers dig into my skin as his tongue dips into my pussy. I scream so close to the edge. Brian is alternating between dragging his teeth over my clit and swirling his tongue in me and I start to fall over the edge, yelling his name as I find my release.


    I’m breathing heavy and barely coming down from my orgasm when I open my eyes to see Brian’s face in front of mine.


    “Don’t check out on me now, babe. You’re mine for the rest of the damn night.”


    Holy shit.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty One


    Julia


    I lay there spent from the havoc Brian wreaked on my body. Every muscle in my body is deliciously sore. Feeling that connection with him again was amazing. It felt like we had never been apart. Brian’s hand skims over my stomach and I laugh as he tickles me.


    “I love that sound. Besides my name pouring out of your mouth when you come, it’s my favorite.” I feel my cheeks heat. His dirty mouth gets me every time, and he knows it.


    I lie next to him not really knowing what to do next. Where do we go from here? There’s no turning back now. Brian and I are together. I feel guilty knowing that I’m going to be going back to the home I shared with Dan. Maybe we should just stick to his house from now on. Everything feels so uncertain and unpredictable and that scares me. I have always been a planner. I knew where I was going and how I would get there, except right now.


    Brian has always been a wild card, the one person that I could never predict. I think that’s what attracted me to him. He has this crazy personality and attitude. He is himself all the time and makes no apologies for it. I wish I were more like him, but I was bred to care what people thought of me. Keeping up appearances is a full-time, mandatory, exhausting job and Brian has always been my escape from that.


    Dan never pushed it too much, but he and his family were the same way my parents were. Perfect to a fault. Not a hair out of place. Not a visible wrinkle in any attire. Never anything to show but a smile in public. Now that I look back on everything, I think it was a big reason that kept me from wanting kids as soon as we were married.


    I was the kid who was never allowed to play on the floor because it was dirty. The playground was not only germ ridden, but filled with people below us. My enormous backyard was off limits because of the havoc it would wreak on my pristine outfit. As ridiculous as it is, I used to see kids playing in the rain, or walking home covered in dirt and be jealous. They all seemed so free.


    “You still with me, Jules?” Brian’s voice breaks my trance and I look over at him.


    “Yea, I was just thinking.”


    “About what?” He leans on his propped up arm as he looks over at me.


    “You, me, us. My family. Everything feels like it’s caving in.” I take a deep breath. I didn’t even intend to tell him that, but Brian has a way of putting me at ease and making me feel like I can just let everything out. Aside from Lacey, he is the only person who has ever completely known me. Most people get the polished Julia. The girl who bites her tongue, who always says the right thing, who never steps outside of the line. Brian is really the only one who has ever met Jules. I think it’s half the reason that I love his nickname for me. It makes me feel like a whole different person. Jules says whatever is on her mind, she isn’t afraid to make a mistake, and she does what makes her happy.


    Brian’s hand trails over my stomach. “I know that it feels like everything is fucked up now, babe. That’s because it is.” I look over at him in confusion. “What? It’s the truth. What you need to remember is that the rainy days eventually end and the sun comes out. You just have to grab an umbrella and weather the storm. The only thing I can say to try to make it better is that you will never need to suffer through another storm on your own. I’m here and I’m never leaving again.”


    I turn to face him and wrap my arms around his neck. “I can’t believe that this is real, you know? I thought that I would never see you again, much less be with you like this. People don’t get second chances like this.”


    He kisses me before lying on his back and pulling me to his chest. “Well, we did get a second chance and I plan to make the best of every single minute.” I yawn against him barely able to keep my eyes open. “Go to sleep, babe. I plan to take full advantage of you every day for the rest of your life.” For the rest of my life? The fact that he just hinted at forever has me wide awake. There is no way that I will be ready to talk about that anytime soon.


    I bite my tongue not wanting to talk about the subject anymore. I have barely been able to wrap my head around the fact that we are together again. As I fall asleep all I can think of are his words “for the rest of your life.”


    ***


    “Are you fucking kidding me?” Lacey’s fist slams on the counter.


    “Lacey!” I look around the shop silently apologizing to my few early bird customers. “Can you keep it down? I don’t think the people in the next town heard you.”


    “Keep it down? You just blew my fucking mind. I mean are you sure that he is telling you the truth? That Dan really did all of that shit?” I laugh at her frazzled state knowing the feeling times ten.


    “Yea, I didn’t want to believe it myself but I can tell Brian is telling me the truth. I still don’t think I have fully accepted it and now I just have so many questions. Were there other things he hid from me? Did I really know him the way I thought I did?” I thought I had known everything there was to know about my husband until that was all torn to shreds.


    “So what is up with you and Brian?” Here we go.


    “We are going to give it another try.”


    “Are you fucking kidding me?” Lacey’s fist slams on the counter again.


    “Lacey!” I grab her hand and lead her back into my office.


    Once I shut the door she starts talking a mile a minute. “You’re giving it another try? How is that even remotely a good idea! You guys tore each other a part! You were a damn zombie for months! Why would you…how could you want to put yourself in that position again?” She plops down on my chair and runs her hands through her hair in what seems like frustration. “How do you know he has good intentions? He came here on a mission to hurt you and he was doing a pretty damn good job at it.”


    “I don’t know, Lace. I can’t explain it. Even before I lost Dan, the connection with Brian was still there no matter how much I tried to deny it. As much as I hated it, I couldn’t escape it. I feel like we are right together, like we make sense. The part of me that was missing isn’t anymore.”


    She looks over at me and takes a deep breath. “Okay, I just want you to be happy. You tell that damn caveman that if he hurts you again, I will hunt him down and chop his dick off myself.”


    I wince. “I’ll be sure to tell him that.”


    “Okay, well, I have a house to show.” She stands up and wraps me in a hug. “I’ll call you later.” The door shuts behind her and I grab my phone to text Brian and see what he is up to. I hear the door open and I laugh, “What did you forget to yell at me some more?”


    When a response doesn’t come, I turn around to see a man I don’t recognize with a gun. His hand comes down over my mouth trapping my scream in my throat. Another man walks in behind him in a well put together suit. His foot kicks the door closed as the first guy backs me against the wall, his hand moving to wrap around my throat. “Don’t scream or you will regret it,” he whispers in my ear.


    “Miss Fisher, how nice we finally meet, although I wish it were under better circumstances.” His voice sounds sophisticated but there is an air of danger behind it that sends chills through my body. “So sorry to hear about your husband’s sudden passing, especially since it happened before he could make good on our deal.”


    What the hell is he talking about? Dan knew them? I cough as the man holding me tightens his grip.


    “Let her throat go, as long as she promises to be good.” He looks back toward me as if asking for a response and I nod.


    When he removes his hand I gasp for air and look up at the intruders. “Who are you? What do you want?”


    “Well, those are very complicated questions that I’m not willing to give you the full answers to. Let’s just say we were in business with your late husband and now I need to collect from you what is mine.”


    “I have no idea what you’re talk about.” Each word is a struggle to get out.


    “Money, my dear. Your husband owed us a lot of it. Eight hundred thousand to be exact, that’s including interest of course. Now I am giving you twenty four hours to get it for me. Do not think of going to the police, or to your new boyfriend. I won’t hesitate to send my associate to pay your pretty little friend that just left a visit. I will contact you tomorrow and I can guarantee you, Miss Fisher, you do not want to disappoint me.”


    Before I can reply they turn and walk out of the door shutting it behind them. My head is spinning from the lack of air and what just happened. Eight hundred thousand dollars? What the hell was Dan doing with people like that and with all of that money? If he needed money, why didn’t he just tell me? I have a trust fund my parents set up for me when I was a baby. I’ve never touched it because I don’t want their money. Not only that but they always held it over my head. My dad once offered to double it if I left Brian. I considered it dirty money and never wanted anything to do with it. I’m sure it’s enough to pay these guys off.


    The thing that is scaring me is who they are and what they do. I want to call Brian to crawl into his arms and hide, but I can’t. They know about him, they’ve been watching me. I can’t let them hurt Lacey or anyone else I care about. I’ll have to go to my parent’s bank tomorrow once they open to get the money. I hope they don’t call the police. I’m sure it’s not everyday someone walks in to withdraw that amount of money. It will definitely set off some red flags.


    I don’t know how I can act normal the rest of the day. I hear a beeping and see my phone lighting up. Brian texted me saying he is parking and will be here in a minute. I rub my face trying to get a hold of myself and put on the mask I have perfected over the years. The door opens and the sense of déjà vu makes my stomach drop.


    “Hey, babe.” He smiles as he walks in the door, still wearing his sunglasses, a black t-shirt, and a pair of jeans. I stand up and wrap my arms around him, needing to have him close to me right now. I need to feel the comfort that he gives me even if he doesn’t know what he is doing. “What’s wrong?” His arms tighten around me.


    “I just missed you.” I lie, hoping that it distracts his hunt for the truth.


    “Okay, you sure?” I nod my head not ready to let go of him. “The guys and I are having dinner tonight and I want you to come.”


    “Really?”


    “Yea, I want them to meet you officially. I promise that they will be cool. I already talked to them.” I knew he would. Maybe tonight will be easier if we are out and not alone where he can figure out that something is weighing me down.


    “Okay, sounds good,” I finally pull away from him, but when I do his face drops. He lifts his glasses onto the top of his head.


    “What happened to your neck?” Shit.


    “I…um I’ve been scratching it. I forgot to take my allergy pill this morning and I’ve been super itchy.” Lamest excuse ever.


    “Allergies? Since when?” he hold me at arm’s length inspecting the rest of me for anything else out of place.


    “The last few years I developed them.” I bite my lip in nervousness hoping that he drops his questioning.


    “Okay…” I can tell he doesn’t completely believe me. “So will you come tonight?”


    “Sure. I would love to meet all your friends.”


    A smile crosses his face as he bends down to kiss me. “Pick you up at eight?”


    “Sounds perfect.” Except some crazy men just got done breaking in here and threatening me.


    “I have to look at a few houses. Have a good day, babe.” He kisses me once more before leaving.


    I sink down to the floor once the door closes and start to cry.


    What am I going to do?


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty Two


    Brian


    As I walk through the third house I’ve looked at today, I still can’t shake the feeling that something is up with Jules. She seemed off when I went to see her, like she was scared of something. I hope she isn’t having doubts about us. Being with her last night was what I have wanted since I thought she left me eight years ago.


    Hearing her say she loved me again was amazing. Little does she know that I’m not looking at houses to flip today. I’m looking at homes for us. Both of our houses are really uncomfortable right now. Her house has all of her memories of Dan. On the other hand every time we are in my bedroom I feel like she is staring at the window I was having sex in front of with that random chick from the bar. Not to mention my house faces hers, so it’s still a constant reminder of her old life.


    We need a fresh start. A new place where we can make new memories instead of being haunted by old ones. I felt her freeze last night when I hinted at marriage. I don’t want to push her into something she isn’t ready for but I would marry her at the drop of a hat. She has always been the only girl for me, even when she wasn’t mine. Did I hate her for leaving me? Yea, but the amount of love I have for her was triple any of that.


    Now that I know she didn’t choose him over me, that I was the one she wanted, all I can think about is the amount of time that we have wasted being apart. As I walk through this last house, I realize it’s perfect. All of the walls are white and the rooms are bare and open. It’s a perfect house for her to decorate, for her to make our home like I had always hoped.


    The realtor is still talking and I swear to God she is lucky I like this house in spite of her. I thought about asking Lacey, but I didn’t want Jules knowing what I was up to yet. “I’ll take it.”


    She stops mid-sentence and looks over at me. “Okay, Mr. Evans. What number were you thinking of offering?”


    “Give them whatever they are asking for it.” I’m not rich but I know that selling my house will give me a pretty sizable chunk of what this one will cost.


    She starts rambling again but I tune her out looking at the backyard and imagining all of the things that will happen here.


    ***


    “What if they don’t like me?”


    I look over at Jules in the passenger seat of my car. “They don’t have a fucking choice.”


    “Brian, I’m serious!” She is so damn cute when she gets mad. I swear if we weren’t already late I might turn around and drag her into my bed.


    “I am too.” She punches me in the arm and I fake the pain from the punch. “Babe, they will like you so stop stressing out.”


    I pull into a parking spot at the restaurant and go over to Jules’ side of the car opening the door for her. “I want you in my bed again tonight.”


    Something flashes in her eyes but I don’t catch it before it’s gone again. “I think I am going to stay at my place tonight.”


    “Why? We had such a good night. You seemed happy.” I feel like she is pushing me away again and that is the last thing that I want.


    She stands on her tiptoes and kisses me. “I did. I just need to get up early and don’t need you distracting me all night.” She begins to walk toward the restaurant but I grab her hand and pull her against my front.


    “Distracting you all night long is my favorite thing.” My dick is already hard and we haven’t even gone inside yet.


    “Exactly why I need to stay at my house.” She laughs before pulling me with her toward the building. I see the guys once we walk in and lead Jules over. After talking to her the night before, I grilled them all and warned them to be nice to her. Jake copped to being the one who went up to her in Cancun and I swear I almost clocked him for it.


    “Guys, this is Jules. Jules, this is Ryan, Hunter, Mason, and I think you already know Jake.” She waves and smiles clearly uncomfortable with the whole situation. That is just another thing that makes me feel like something is up. Jules has never been shy or unsure of herself around people, it just isn’t her.


    “So, I know you guys were all in the same unit, but what do you do now?” she looks around at the guys.


    I’m about to answer when Ryan speaks up. “Hunter does private security, Jake and Mason work on the houses with Brian, and I just joined the police force.”


    “You’re a cop?” she asks and the tone of her voice has me on edge.


    “Yea, so if you have any overdue parking tickets, I’m your man.” She gives him an uncomfortable laugh before looking down at the menu as a welcome distraction. The rest of dinner went okay, everyone made small talk and it was actually fun. We say our goodbyes to the guys before we leave and I hate knowing that she wants to go to her house.


    “They are all really great, Brian.” Her voice is so level that it makes me uneasy.


    “Please talk to me, Jules. I know something is wrong. Whatever it is I can help you. I just can’t take not knowing what it is.”


    “Nothing is wrong. I’m just really tired.”


    I pull into my driveway and sit there staring out of the window. “Bullshit. I know you too well. There is something wrong and for some reason you won’t tell me what it is.”


    “I don’t have the energy to do this with you, Brian.” She opens the door and quickly shuts it once she is out. I can see her walking home in my rearview mirror. I want to go after her and force her to be honest with me, but I don’t think it would make a difference. Whatever is upsetting her is not something she is willing to talk to me about.


    I hate that she doesn’t feel like she can talk to me. I would never judge her or make her feel bad about whatever it is, I just want to help her. If she can’t trust me, what does that say about our relationship? This thing will never work if all she is going to do is rely on herself and shut me out. I decide to go over there in the morning and force her to talk to me.


    ***


    I couldn’t sleep at all last night. All I could think of is what Jules is hiding. Thousands of scenarios played through my head and at this point it can’t be worse than what I’m already thinking.


    When I look across the street, I don’t see Jules’ car, but I do see her parents. The car is in the driveway and both of them are standing on the steps knocking repeatedly. I walk over to Jules’ house to let them know she isn’t home. Here we go.


    “She isn’t home.” I say a few steps away from them, hating that I need to have any interaction with them.


    “You!” her father points his finger at me. “You’re behind all of this aren’t you?”


    “Listen I don’t—“


    “No I know that it’s you. She hasn’t touched it in her entire life and now by chance she does?”


    What in the fuck is he talking about? “Touched what? I have no idea what you are talking about, Mr. Spencer.”


    “Her trust fund! The bank called us and told us that she withdrew hundreds of thousands of dollars. Was that what you were after all along? I bet you just—” I run bacl toward my car and pull out my phone calling Ryan. “I need you and all of the guys now. I’ll text the address once I have it.” My stomach dropped when her father mentioned the money.


    Did they find her? Did they hurt her? Is that why she was acting so off yesterday?


    Fear runs rampant through my body as I think of everything that could happen to her.


    I just got her back


    No one is taking her from me.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty Three


    Julia


    As I walk up to the old brick building, my heart starts to pound. The duffel bag I have weighing down my shoulder is full of money, and I don’t even know who I’m meeting. All the message had was an address and it said not to be late. I look down at my watch, exactly noon. I knock on the door feeling like I might pass out at any moment. My hands clench and unclench while I wait for whoever I am supposed to be meeting.


    The door opens but no one is standing there. I hesitate, feeling like I should have just told Brian. I didn’t want to risk him or Lacey getting hurt though.


    “Come in.”


    It’s all I hear and the voice sends chills down my spine. I don’t move. It’s like I’m frozen in place, paralyzed by the unknown waiting for me behind the door. A hand reaches out grabbing my arm and yanking me into the darkness. I scream and am instantly hit across the face. I fall to the floor the duffel bag sliding away from my body. Pain shoots through my head and I bring my hand to my cheek. It’s so dark in here that I can’t even see my own hand in front of my face.


    “You scream again bitch and I’ll knock you the fuck out.” The voice is so cold, distant, emotionless. I was stupid to think I could handle this on my own. That I could just walk in here, give them their money, and leave.


    A pair of hands grab my arms wrapping something around my wrists and securing them together. What feels like tape is placed over my mouth. “What do we do now?” I hear a voice from behind me say. It’s different than the one I heard before.


    “We wait for him.” For who? The guy in the suit?


    “What if he doesn’t come?” The voice behind me sounds worried, unsure, I can tell he is not the one spearheading this whole operation.


    “He will, because we have her.”


    The voices stop and I hear footsteps retreating. I start to cry feeling like there is no way I’m making it out of here at this point. I thought I could handle this shit and I was so wrong. I don’t know how long I sit here before I hear it. Tires screeching. Doors slamming. Pounding on the door. a small spotlight is turned on near the door illuminating only about an eight foot circle of the room.


    A laugh sounds from behind my ear making me jump. “Guess he does love you.” Who is he talking about? I would think that it might be Brian, but he has no idea where I am or what I’m doing.


    The door opens and I hear footsteps running into the room. When they step into the light I gasp. It’s Brian and the guys. “Where is the fucking light?”


    “This is no good, brother.” I think I hear Mason’s voice but I can’t be sure.


    “No shit, but she is here.” I want to scream that I’m right here. I want to yell for him to run, I know the other men are in here. He’s walking into a trap.


    “What are we doing, Brian?” I can’t figure outse voice yells next.


    “I don’t fucking know! We need to find her!” Brian’s voice is panicked as he frantically tries to scan the darkness around him.


    “If only that was all you needed to worry about.” It’s that voice again. The light above me turns on but again it’s only a small circle and everything behind me is still shrouded in darkness. They move to come to me but freeze. Their eyes are trained on something behind me and when I turn around I see the shadows of at least a dozen men. There isn’t much light behind me so I can’t see their faces. The one behind me has a gun pointed directly at my head.


    “Take one fucking step and you’ll be covered in her.”


    Brian looks at me and I want to cry. He looks frantic, and his body is so tight with tension that it seems like his muscles might snap at any moment. The rest of the guys are all standing behind him guns in hand but frozen in the same state.


    “Drop your guns or I’ll drop her.” The voice seethes with hate and violence. I look back needing to see his face. Put an image to the monster standing behind me. I can only see half of it though and it is covered in scars from what I assume is a really bad burn.


    “Who the fuck are you?” I turn my attention back to Brian as his voice fills the room. “She brought you the money that asshole owed you. Let her the fuck go.”


    “See it might have been that simple if you and I didn’t have some unfinished business.” I have so many questions running through my head. How does Brian know him? How did he know about the money Dan owed? How did he find me?


    “Listen, I don’t know what the fuck you are talking about. I have never gotten involved with this organization and I—“


    The figured steps forward so he is next to me and now fully engulfed in the light. Brian stops mid-sentence a look of disbelief and fear on his face. He is looking at the man next to me like he knows him. “What’s wrong? You look like you have seen a ghost, son.”


    Son? Brian said his dad died in a fire. Oh my God. I look up at the man and his partially burned face. This can’t be real. I remember all of the stories Brian used to tell about his dad. The way he beat him. When I look back at Brian, I swear I see a glimpse of a scared child.


    “How the fuck are you alive?” he almost whispers in disbelief.


    “Brian, what the fuck is going on?” Ryan says from behind him.


    “Ah, the cop. You know Brian at least when I told your bitch not to go to the police she fucking listened.” He raises his gun and quickly fires a shot. Ryan falls to the floor and I scream. Mason drops down to Ryan, strips his shirt off and holds it against his body.


    The other guys draw their guns once more and point them at Brian’s dad. He trains his gun on me once more. As I hear multiple clicks behind me. “Go ahead and shoot, pussies, one of us will hit her in the head.”


    “Put the fucking guns down!” Brian yells as he looks at me with a tormented expression on his face.


    “What the fuck is going on!” Jake yells next to him.


    “What’s going on is my son thought I was dead, and that he got away with murder.” Murder?


    “What is he talking about, Brian?” Hunter asks behind him.


    “You thought you won, you little shit, but you will never win against me. I told you that a thousand times. You are nothing compared to me. I have been waiting five years for you to find something that you cared about just so I could rip it the fuck away from you. Unfortunately, the first time you and your little slut were together I didn’t have the connections I do now. When you got involved with her again, it was like fucking Christmas.” He leans down his hand gripping a chunk of my hair and pulling me to my feet. “I’ll be nice and give you a choice. Do you want her or your friends to die first?”


    I can see Brian’s chest rising and falling. His eyes are boring into his father’s. “You need to get your fucking hands off of her.”


    “You may have all these dip shits fooled but I know you’re still the same little bitch you were when you were younger. Now…” His fist tightens in my hair and I scream. “Who. Goes. First?” Tears start to fall from my eyes as I take in the sight of the men before me. They came here to save me from a stupid decision I made, and now I’ve possibly led them to their death.


    “Let her go, fucker.” Brian takes a step forward and the barrel of the gun is pressed into my temple. Pain shoots through my head eliciting another scream.


    “Back the fuck off.” Brian begrudgingly takes a step back. “Now like I said you can choose if you want. If not I’ll pick for you. 5…4…3…2…1…” A laugh sounds before a gunshot rings out and I drop to the floor.


    I curl into the fetal position not wanting to look up to see what happened. I feel arms circle me and I scream and kick. “Jules, it’s me stop.” Brian’s voice pleads with me and I freeze. His hands undo the material holding my wrists together and when I turn toward him he grips the end of the tape. “This is gonna hurt.” He yanks the tape off and I yelp.


    “Get up.” A voice demands.


    Brian stands his hands on my waist helping me up with him. Once I’m on my feet he moves me behind him and backs me toward his guys. I look over Brian’s shoulder to see his father lying on the floor blood pouring from a hole in his head.


    A man comes out from behind the darkness. It’s the guy in the suit, the one from my office yesterday. “Did you bring the money?” I know he is talking to me but I can’t bring myself to answer.


    “She did.” My hands tighten their grip on Brian’s arm.


    “I didn’t ask you, now did I? Move.” The man seems so polished and sophisticated, the expensive suit he is wearing is flawless, and his dark hair is slicked back. He talks like he is educated and elicits an air of power.


    “No.” Brian’s muscles tense under my hands.


    The man raises his gun at Brian’s head. “There are two ways you can move, by using your feet, or by a bullet.”


    I step to the side and Brian grips me keeping me in place. I push harder making my way around him. The man looks me up and down before smiling. “So sorry for my ex-associate. He has been with me for five years and this is the first time he has ever done anything to make me doubt his loyalty. I was unaware of his connection to you both.” Connection is putting it lightly. “Now, did you bring the money?”


    “Yes.” My voice is barely a whisper. I’m scared out of my mind and completely at the disposal of the man standing in front of me.


    “Get it.” I move toward the place I fell when I first came in, but Brian grabs my arm. “Let her go if you know what’s good for you.” Brian’s hand slowly lets my arm go, and I move toward the bag bringing it back to the man. “Is it all here?”


    “Yes.” My voice shakes as I answer him.


    “As long as you are true to your word, Miss Fisher, then we are done here.” He tosses the bag to a man standing behind him. “I didn’t intend for this to get so…” he looks behind me at Ryan on the floor, “messy.”


    Messy? An innocent man is shot and that’s “messy?”


    “You are all free to go. I don’t think I need to warn you about the repercussions of opening your mouths.”


    He walks away and chaos breaks out around me. The guys pick up Ryan and carry him outside.


    “Brian, call 911, tell them that there is an officer down!” Mason shouts his hand still pressing the shirt to what I think is Ryan’s chest.


    I want to help, to do something. Everything is just happening so fast and I feel like I can’t breathe. A hand wraps around me and I jump before realizing it’s Brian. He pulls me to him. “Are you okay?” I nod, not finding the words. He takes a deep breath, gives me a kiss on the forehead, and then goes to help the rest of the guys.


    I can hear the siren of the ambulance and within a minute, EMTs are jumping out of the truck and rushing over to Ryan. What the hell are they going to say happened to him? Brian comes up to me, takes my hand, and starts to lead me away toward one of the cars.


    “Where are we going? Aren’t you going with him to the hospital?” I look back as we are walking and see they are strapping Ryan to the gurney.


    “No, the guys and I agreed I needed to get you out of here before the cops show up and start questioning us.”


    He opens my door and I sit down in the car. Once he gets in, he speeds away not saying another word to me. I want to talk to him. To ask him all the questions on my mind. There is an air of uncertainty between us, and I have no idea why.


    When we pull up to Brian’s house, I get out and start to walk across the street.


    “Don’t even fucking think about it, Jules.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty Four


    I follow Brian into his house and quietly shut the door.


    “What were you thinking, Jules? Why would you not have come to me? Do you understand what could have happened to you?” His tone is harsh and his hands are clenched at his sides. I can tell that he is angry, and I understand because of how stupid my actions were.


    I start to cry as the gravity of the situation begins to settle over me. The adrenaline fading and the realism coming to light. “I’m sorry. He said he would kill you or Lacey. I didn’t know what to do!”


    “You fucking come to me! You don’t go to meet goddamn criminals to pay them off on your own!” His face is red with anger and the muscles in his neck strain with each word.


    I run my hands through my hair. I know meeting them was stupid. I know I should have asked him for help. That’s when all the questions I had come back. “How did you know about the money that Dan owed them?”


    His face drops. “It’s not important.”


    “The hell it isn’t! How did you know? And what was your father talking about when he said you got away with murder?” His voice still haunts me, the look on his face as he pointed the gun at me.


    Brian sits down on the couch and buries his face in his hands.


    “When I was eight years old, I woke up one night to get a drink of water. I saw the lit cigarette fall out of my mom’s hand and land on the carpet. I saw the few flames that started to rise and I thought about putting them out. Then I thought about what it might be like if they weren’t around anymore. If I didn’t have to live in constant fear and pain from their abuse. My father was passed out in the bedroom exhausted from beating the shit out of me earlier that night. Lying down on the floor by the door, I watched the fire grow. After it started to get bigger, I called 911. By the time they got there, the whole house was engulfed, I was lying on the floor when the fireman came in. He carried me outside but before he could go back in the roof collapsed. I let them die because I felt like if I didn’t they would eventually kill me.”


    I walk over to him, sit down and wrap my arms around him.


    “As far as I knew, my father died in that fire with my mother. I didn’t cry at all that night. Everyone said it was because I was in shock, but I wasn’t. In a way I was relieved. I escaped them.”


    We sit there in silence. I have no idea what to say to him. He has been through more than I could ever imagine. “Why didn’t you tell me that?”


    “I didn’t know what you would think of me, Jules. I killed them.”


    My hand touches his cheek and he looks up at me. “I would have thought that you were a scared kid who didn’t know what to do. Who had no one to stick up for him and chose the path he thought was best.” He kisses me and pulls me closer to him. I lay my head on his chest and run my hand over his stomach. “Thank you for saving me.”


    His hand tips my chin up so that I’m looking at him. “You saved me, babe, not the other way around. You saved me the first day I met you by showing me how amazing life could be if you let the right people in.”


    I kiss him once more before laying my head back down. “How did you know where to find me?”


    “I tracked your phone.”


    I sit up and look over at him. “How did you do that?”


    “Ryan ran a trace on it.”


    I shake my head. “I hope that he is gonna be okay. It’s my fault he got shot. If I didn’t go there alone. If I would have just told someone… how did you know about the money that Dan owed.” When I look over at Brian he won’t make eye contact with me. What is he hiding? “Brian?”


    “You need to drop the subject, Jules.” His voice is cold, and monotone as he responds to me.


    “No, I’m not just going to drop it. Tell me what is going on! Stop hiding shit from me!”


    He stands up and starts to pace the floor in front of me. “You shouldn’t ask questions that you don’t want the answer to.”


    “I do want the answer.” I look him in the eyes letting him know that I am not dropping the subject.


    “When I got back, I started to look into Dan. He was not the man you thought you knew.”


    “Obviously, considering he owed that money to those people! Stop dancing around the damn topic and just tell me what is going on!”


    “I found out that when he got out of college, he borrowed money from the Andre family, which is who you just paid. His parents were not as well-off as they wanted everyone to think and they couldn’t help him. He borrowed all that money to start his company, and to have money so that you didn’t get suspicious. The company struggled from the very first day and it went under about a month before he died. He was pretending to go to work each day while he tried to figure out how to fix the shit storm he created. Desperate times will cause people to do desperate things.” He looks up at me.


    “What the hell is that supposed to mean? Can you stop with the vague bullshit?” I’m really getting tired of the push and pull that he is trying to do with me.


    “It means that the day he was killed, your husband pulled your life insurance policy and your will. He took it to a fucking lawyer to see what he was entitled to. That night I waited for him to get home and went over to warn him that I knew what he was up to and there was no way I would let him fucking hurt you. When I walked in, he was getting his fucking gun. He was going to kill you and stage it as a home invasion!”


    I gasp. No. It’s not possible. Is it? Dan knew about the money my parents had for me, and when we got married I made him the sole beneficiary. “How do you know this?” I whisper in disbelief.


    “Because I confronted the mother fucker that night. He got cocky and started telling me his plan saying how I just made it even better because he would off me and make it look like I killed you.” Brian turns away from me. “He didn’t know that I grabbed my gun and tucked it into the back of my pants when I walked over. When he raised his at me, I shot him before he could follow through.”


    He turns back to me and I’m in shock. Brian shot Dan? How? Why wouldn’t he have just went to Ryan with all this stuff? “There is no way. What about the guy they caught?”


    “I had to throw suspicion at someone else. That guy is a damn pedophile who got off on a technicality. He deserves to be in jail.”


    “Are you kidding me? You killed my husband, and framed some other guy for it? And then you started a relationship with me built entirely on fucking lies? I can’t take this. I need to leave.” I walk away but he grabs my arm, I yank it away from him. “Keep your damn hands off of me.”


    “He was going to kill you, Jules! What was I supposed to do? I couldn’t just sit by and—“


    “You could have gone to the cops! God forbid, you could have come and talked to me! That’s a crazy suggestion though right? Why would you tell me about things that are happening in my own life?” I walk away and out of the door.


    “Jules!” I stop in the driveway and turn to him. “Please don’t go. I love you.”


    I walk closer to him. “Love can’t live when it’s built on lies, Brian. You should have told me this, you should have trusted me enough to let me know. I can’t trust you. No matter how much I love you, it doesn’t mean anything without trust.”


    I walk away and run to my house before the tears start to fall.


    I pick up the phone. “Lacey, I need you to come pick me up.”


    I can’t believe how badly Dan betrayed me and lied to me. He was going to kill me for money I would have given him had I known anything that was going on. Brian decided instead of coming to talk to me he would take the law into his own hands and kill my husband.


    The pain is so bad that it’s like I can feel myself breaking apart. Each lie, each deception, each betrayal shattering a different part of my soul and my heart.


    I survived this once.


    I’m not sure I will this time.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty Five


    Brian


    I watch the door to her house close as I slam the front door to mine. “Fuck!” I knew that when she found out she would leave. That there would be no way in hell she would stay with me after knowing what I did. Am I proud of my actions? No. But I sure as hell don’t regret them. I would rather have that asshole dead and Jules pissed off at me, than have let him hurt her.


    I thought about going to her when I found out about his debt and his company, but I didn’t think she would believe me. We weren’t on the best terms and I doubt the conversation would have gone any better than the one we just had. The look of betrayal in her eyes got to me. The look of sadness when she walked away broke me.


    This can’t be the end. I won’t let it be. I just got her back, we were in a good place. I hear a car outside and look to see Lacey at Jules’ door. She is holding onto her as they walk out to Lacey’s waiting car. Her face is red and blotchy, and I can see her shoulders shaking from the force of the tears still falling from her eyes. I caused that. I am the one who did that to her, again.


    I know that Dan broke us up the first time, but if I wasn’t such a damn idiot, his plan would have never worked. He knew how much of a hot head I was and that seeing what I did would send me spinning. I played right into his hands and hurt Jules and myself in the process.


    I grab my keys and get into the car needing to go to the hospital and see what’s going on with Ryan. I can’t believe my asshole father shot him. My father. When I saw him step into the light holding the gun to Jules’ head, I thought I was dreaming. Never in my life did I even consider the fact that he might have made it out of that fire. I have so many unanswered questions for him. Did he get out before the firemen came? Did he try to save my mother or even bother to look for me? I hate him.


    If he wasn’t already dead that would be my first fucking stop. He targeted Jules because of me and when his hands were on her I swear I wanted to rip them off. I pull into the hospital lot praying that Ryan is going to be okay. He wanted to call for back up and I refused. Knowing what Jules was doing with the Andre family, there was no way I wanted to show up there with the cops.


    When I walk into the waiting room, I see Hunter, Jake, and Mason. Mason is wearing a scrub top the hospital must have given him since he used his shirt on Ryan. “How is he?”


    “He’s still in surgery. We don’t know anything yet and they really don’t want to talk to us. His parents are on the way.” Jake looks over at me. “What happened with Jules? I thought she would be here with you.”


    I take a deep breath. “She left me when I told her what I told you guys on the way over. She basically said that she can’t trust me when all I’ve done is lie to her. Which I guess she is right, but I love that girl so damn much.”


    He nods his head. “So what are you gonna do about it?”


    “What do you mean?”


    He stands up and walks over to me. “I mean we all put our asses on the line for her today. Ryan got fucking shot and you two are just gonna decide to call it quits now?”


    “Jake, I’m not deciding anything, and even if I wasn’t with Jules I would have still gone after her today.”


    He walks away from me without another word and while he is pissing me off I understand where he is coming from. All of the guys voiced their concerns when we were on our way to Jules. I didn’t listen to anyone though, all I could think of was getting to her. She blinds me from seeing anything but her. She always has.


    “I don’t know if she is gonna be able to move past all the shit I laid on her today.”


    “Yea, well Ryan isn’t here to baby your ass if that’s what you’re looking for.” Mason mumbles from one of the chairs. “You got two options, brother. You can sit here like a bitch and whine about what happened or you can fucking try to do something about it. If you pick the first option just go somewhere else so none of us have to listen to you.” Mason never sugar coats anything and he’s usually right.


    I turn to Jake. “Call me as soon as you hear anything.”


    I get in the car and track down Lacey’s address knowing that’s where they are. When I am standing in front of the door to the apartment, I knock hoping and praying that I can get Jules to talk to me. The door open and Lacey is standing in front of me.


    “Now is not the time.” She starts to close the door but I catch it.


    “Please just let me talk to her.”


    She looks at me takes and step outside and closes the door. “First of all, she just passed out, cried herself to sleep is more like it. You need to give her time, Brian. She isn’t ready to see you.”


    “How long? I need to be able to talk to her. To explain to her that everything I did was for her.”


    “Listen, I get that.” Lacey has never been my biggest fan so this definitely comes as a shock. “But forcing yourself down her throat is not going to get you what you want. Nothing you say right now will get through to her.


    I nod my head. “Will you keep me posted on how she is?”


    “Sure.” I start to walk away and head back to my car. “Brian?” I turn around to see Lacey walking toward me. She gives me a hug and I have no idea why. “Thank you for saving her, for protecting her from him.”


    “I love her. Always have, always will.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty Six


    Julia


    I sit on Lacey’s couch feeling like a zombie. It’s been a week since I last saw Brian. He has been calling and texting me almost every hour on the hour. He must have tracked down Lacey’s address because he has shown up here for the last three days.


    I just don’t know what to say to him. I’ve been trying to talk to Lacey about everything and sort my head out, but it isn’t working. I will never be able to thank him enough for saving me that day but also from Dan. The problem is that he was okay with never telling me, with building our relationship on lies and deceit. He killed a man and framed another then seemed to go on with his life like nothing happened. I don’t hold anything he did when he was younger against him. I know how bad things were for him in that house and he was just a scared kid that night that finally saw a way out.


    I don’t know that I can trust him though. That I can jump once again with him, for a third time. The day I found out everything I was a mess. I cried the entire night. All I could feel was pain, and loss. Just like eight years ago.


    I went to see Ryan a couple days ago. The entire time I was praying that Brian wouldn’t show up. Ryan was in surgery for six hours but they were able to remove the bullet and luckily it missed his heart and lungs. I felt horrible knowing that I was the reason he was hurt. That if it hadn’t been for me, nothing would have ever happened to him.


    There’s a knock at the door but I don’t move to answer it. Lacey is at work and if I’m being honest I already know who it is, Brian. “Open the door, Jules!” I sigh laying down on the couch and waiting out his visit. He bangs a few more times before the silence is back. I hug the pillow against my chest imagining for a minute that it’s him. That things aren’t so royally fucked up and that none of that shit ever happened.


    “We need to talk.” I hear Brian’s voice from behind me and I jump.


    “What are you doing in here? How did you get in here?” I stand up keeping the couch between us and not wanting to give him a chance to close the distance.


    “I picked the lock, which I wouldn’t have had to do if you weren’t acting like such a damn brat.”


    Is he serious? A brat? “I am not acting like a brat. I just don’t want to see you. I thought you might have caught onto that by now.”


    “I caught onto the fact that you won’t even let me explain myself or talk to you. Which whether you want to hear it or not is pretty fucking bratty.” He takes a step toward me but I take the same step back and we being to circle the couch. “Will you just fucking stop for a minute?”


    That’s just it. I can’t give him a minute. Brian has this way of making me forget why I’m mad at him and distracting me. I don’t want to be distracted. “Just say what you need to say.”


    “I’m sorry.” I look up at him and he’s sitting down on the couch now. “I never wanted to hurt you, Jules. Everything I did, everything I have always done is to protect you. You are my whole fucking life—the only thing I think about day in and day out. You’re the only person who knows every inch of me. The only one I have ever let in and allowed myself to love. I know I’m far from perfect and I’m gonna fuck up a lot, but I want to be a better man for you. I want to be the kind of man that you deserve and the kind of man that you can love. I’m sorry I lied to you and I swear to God if you give me another chance I will never do it again. You are everything to me.”


    A tear rolls down my cheek as I walk over to him. He is staring at the floor and completely still.


    “Please don’t let this be the end. Don’t throw away everything that we could be. I know it might take time for you to get over everything and I told you before that I’m willing to wait. I just need to know that there is something to wait for. That at some point in the future you will be able to move past everything with me. That’s all I want. You.”


    I don’t know how to respond to him. Everything is in shambles around me. Nothing makes sense. Nothing seems right, except when I’m near him. This week I have constantly felt unsure, unbalanced, and just unlike myself. When he is here though it’s like everything evens out. Like there is nothing that I can’t deal with as long as he is with me. “I’m not in any way ready to be with you again. Maybe later on down the road, but not now. There is just too much that we need to move past. Too much that is still unsaid and unaddressed.”


    He looks over at me and the sadness in his eyes makes me want to cave. To tell him everything he wants to hear, but I can’t because that wouldn’t be fair to either of us. He nods as he seems to take in what I just told him. “As long as there’s hope that’s all I needed to hear.”


    He stands up and leaves without another word, without a goodbye. Lacey walks in the door a few minutes later and I’m still in the same place on the couch trying to work through what just happened with Brian.


    “So, you finally let him in?”


    I look over at her realizing she must have seen him leaving. “Yea. I don’t know what to do, Lace. I still love him with every inch of my heart, but is love enough? I just don’t know if I can move past all the other stuff that has happened. Everything I found out, everything he hid from me, the things he has done.”


    “To answer your question, love is only enough when it is strong. That isn’t something I can tell you, only you know how strong and resilient your feelings are. As for the other stuff I don’t know what to say. When you look at his intentions, they were obviously good he just wanted to protect you. I don’t even want to think about how that night would have ended if Brian hadn’t been there. You might not be here, Julia.” She sits down next to me. “None of us saw Dan for what he was and I know that is haunting you. You’re thinking that maybe there is a part of Brian that you can’t see, in my opinion there isn’t. He may not have told you what happened, and he should have, but I couldn’t ever imagine that man hurting you in any way. It’s easy for anyone around the two of you to see how much you love each other.”


    “I’m scared.” I let my admission set in. “I’m scared that he is still hiding things from me, that I’ll always feel like this. I’m scared that he has such a huge power over me that, no matter what, I can’t resist him when he is around. I’m scared to commit myself to someone again after everything that happened with Dan. I’m scared that even after everything, even after trying to distance myself from him, that all I want to do is be in his arms.”


    “Maybe you need to listen to your heart, girl. When he first came back I would have never said those words to you, but I think that you guys belong together. Just watching the two of you when he first came back into town, anyone could see your connection even though you were constantly fighting. Some things in life are just undeniable and no matter how much you fight them, it’s meant to be.”


    I stand up and grab the keys to my car. “I’m going to go see him.”


    Lacey stands up, walks over, and gives me a hug. “Good luck.”


    The drive to Brian’s is short and I am completely overcome with nervousness the entire time. When I pull into the driveway, I can’t bring myself to open the door. Taking a deep breath, I try to calm the emotions raging through me and get out of the car. I knock on the door and when he answers I can tell I was the last person he expected to see.


    Now that I’m here, standing in front of him, I have no idea what to say. Instead, I decide maybe it’s better to say nothing at all. I walk into the house and once he closes the door I wrap my arms around his waist. I just need to be close to him right now. To feel the comfort that only he has ever been able to really provide me. After a few seconds, his arms wrap around me and I get the feeling I had been searching for all week.


    Peace.


    


    

  


  
    Epilogue


    Two months later


    Julia


    I follow my GPS to the address Brian texted me and end up in a residential neighborhood. I guess I assumed that it was a restaurant or something and that I was meeting him for lunch. He messaged me earlier and said that he wanted to meet me to celebrate last night.


    After two months of this awkward, back and forth, half relationship, half friendship I told him I was ready. It’s been hard for me to get past everything. The fact that he killed Dan, no matter what his intentions were, still gets to me. I think it’s more the fact that he killed someone. I’m sure in the time that he and the guys served that there were numerous casualties but this isn’t war, and murder isn’t really something that is easily accepted.


    I have been spending more time with him and the guys lately. Luckily, Ryan made a full recovery. I asked him once if he told his chief about what really happened that day and he just kind of brushed me off and changed the subject. I haven’t had any contact with those people since that day, and I hope it stays like that for the rest of my life.


    I’ve been having nightmares of that day, of Brian’s dad shooting him instead of Ryan, of losing him. I haven’t told Brian about them because I knew he would insist on me staying with him. I have been sleeping at Lacey’s house because I didn’t want to jump into things too quick with Brian. As hard as it’s been I’ve been determined to take things slow. He fought me at first but after realizing it was that or nothing he came around.


    Brian’s biggest supporter came from an unexpected source: Lacey. She is half of the reason that I took the leap that I did with Brian. Every night that I came home doubting him, doubting us, she was there. She has helped me work past my relationship with Dan, or what I thought was a relationship. In all reality it was just a huge web of lies.


    My parents and I haven’t spoken in over a month. I told them in no uncertain terms that if they couldn’t deal with me being involved with Brian, I didn’t want to be involved with them. I needed to eliminate the negativity from my life and they are a huge source of it. They blamed him for me taking the money from my trust, which I never really explained what it was for. They just automatically assumed that I gave it to him because he is some sort of con artist, when really the golden boy they loved was.


    As for my trust, I donated what was left of it to charity. I never wanted that money and if it hadn’t been for Dan’s debt I would have never touched it. After Dan died, I really neglected the bakery and have been working overtime to try and catch up on everything I had been pushing to the side those couple months. My first task was to check the books to make sure Dan didn’t scam me there as well, thankfully he didn’t. I finally have things back on track there and Brian comes in everyday around lunchtime to visit me.


    Brian couldn’t let go of the fact that someone had to have known his dad was alive and never told him. He called his aunt and in the few words she gave him she said that they told her. She figured since his dad never came for him that it made no difference to tell him that he was actually still alive.


    I pull up to a two story brick house with a white porch that seems to wrap around the back of the house. I check the text with the address on the house and get out of the car once I realize I’m in the right place. I raise my hand to knock on the door when I see a note.


    Come in


    I open the door stepping into the house and looking around to see another note hanging from the doorway.


    Follow the trail…


    On the floor is a line of white roses. They lead into the living room and I see another note on the floor. My heart speeds up realizing the game that Brian has set up. Each note a clue.


    I can see us watching TV in here, you yelling at me for hanging a picture crooked, and sitting by the fire to get warm on cold nights.


    I smile at the note and notice another trail of roses. I follow them turning the corner and walking into a massive kitchen. On the counter I spy another piece of paper and practically run to it.


    This is where I’ll be making you breakfast in bed to show you how special you are to me. And where you will be fixing all of the screw ups I make when I try to cook.


    I smile thinking about yesterday morning when I woke up at Lacey’s and Brian was there cooking breakfast for me. There are more roses on the floor leading out to the backyard. There is a stone patio surrounded by a wall that’s about two feet tall. I pick up the note sitting on the ledge.


    This is where we will have friends over for barbecues and hopefully in a few years birthday parties.


    Birthday parties? Is he hinting at kids? I take a deep breath and follow the next trail which leads back into the house to what looks like it would be the dining room.


    This is where I will sit down with you each night and ask you about your day. I want to know every single part of you that I don’t already.


    I can’t believe he set all of this up. I rarely see this side of Brian and it is only showing me that I made the right decision last night. I follow the petals up the stairs and see that they disappear behind a door. There is a note taped to the door.
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    When I open the door there are hundreds of candles lit all along the floor and Brian is standing in the middle of the room. He has on a black button up shirt, dress pants and is holding a single white rose. I walk up to him wrapping my arms around him. After a minute he pushes me away and gets down on one knee. No.


    “Julia Fisher, I have loved you since the day that I first saw you. I didn’t know why, or how it was possible, but I did. You are the only person who has ever made me feel like I was good enough. I know that we have had our problems, but no matter what, every time we have found each other again. That to me is a sign that we are meant to be. When I am not with you, a piece of me is missing and I don’t feel complete until you’re near me again. I lived six years of my life feeling lost and alone without you and I don’t want to spend another day like that. I know this is fast and that you probably think I’m crazy but I want you to be mine forever. I promise to cherish you every minute that I am lucky enough to have you. I will make you feel loved every day. I bought this house for us but that’s all it is right now. It needs love to become a home. I love you and will spend forever making you happy if you will have me.”


    I look at him completely speechless. My heart is screaming at me to tell him yes, but my head is telling me this is too soon. I just agreed to be with him again and then he does this? That’s when I remember what Lacey said to me before I left this morning when I was talking to her about last night, “If you never jump you’ll never have the chance to fly.”


    “Yes.”


    He looks at me surprise evident in his face. He opens up the small box in his hand that I didn’t see before and slips it onto my finger. Brian stands up and places a kiss on my lips and his smile is so big that I can feel it against my face.


    I pull away from him and look into his eyes. “I love you, Brian Evans.”


    Today I have finally made the decision to jump without the fear of falling.


    And it feels fucking fantastic.


    


    

  


  
    



    If you enjoyed this book please consider leaving a review.


    Also check out other books by Alexis Noelle


    


    Playing With Fire (Guarded Hearts Series #1)


    http://amzn.to/1qvaCYn


    Breaking Through The Wall(Guarded Hearts Series#2)


    http://amzn.to/1CQGGHs


    Fighting To Survive (Guarded Hearts Series #3)


    http://amzn.to/15AaRbv


    


    Surrender To Me (Surrender #1)


    http://amzn.to/XSy1oP


    


    Breaking Free


    http://amzn.to/15Aay0g


    


    Shattered Innocence (Shattered #1)


    http://amzn.to/1m8hOqK


    Shattered Lives (Shattered #2)


    http://amzn.to/1wp8zRF


    


    Fractured Volume One


    Amazon - http://amzn.to/1CHZV81


    Fractured Volume Two


    Amazon - http://bit.ly/1Dh2n72


    Fractured Volume Three


    Amazon: http://amzn.to/1AysQWQ


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    



    About The Author:


    I love reading romance books! I feel like being able to lose yourself in a book in one of the more exciting aspects. The books I love to read and write will be ones that make you feel for the characters. You should have an opinion on every character in a book. Whether you love them, hate them, or think they are up to something.


    


    I live in Philadelphia Pennsylvania with my husband, and three kids. On top of starting a writing career I am a full time student, and a full time mom. I love spending time with my kids, although I have to hide the computer from them when I am writing! I love being active and being able to do any activity outdoors.


    


    I have always thought as an author the most important critic is your reader, so I would love to hear from you. If you read the book and loved it or hated it, tell me. As long as it is in a constructive way I will always answer and interact with you. I want fans to feel free to tell me what they want for the characters in the story and what they want to see happen.


    


    Amazon Author Page - http://amzn.to/1D7JIHb


    Event Pre-order Form - http://bit.ly/15B6oEG


    Paperback Order Form - http://bit.ly/1GVHkcD


    Facebook - http://on.fb.me/1zdctEN


    Newsletter - http://eepurl.com/Vgqer


    Email - alexisnoelleauthor@gmail.com


    Website - http://alexisnoelleauthor.blogspot.com


    Goodreads - http://bit.ly/1vW0nib


    Instagram - _alexisnoelle_


    Snapchat - alexisnoelle01
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