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  8 years old
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  HERE I AM minding my own business, playing on my new Game Boy Color that my dad brought with him today when he picked me up. Another weekend-dad guilt gift. He must have won big, because, usually, it’s just a pack of baseball trading cards or candy my mom doesn’t allow me to have. I think I damaged his eardrum when he handed it to me once we got here. When his palm flew up to his ear I felt guilty, but come on, a blue Game Boy with a 007 Bond game is an eight-year-old’s dream. Especially when I’m stuck in the dingy basement of a ‘grocery store’ for a few hours so my dad can gamble. He’s been bringing me to these underground poker games all over town every other Saturday.


  So, I’m right in the middle of the game, with James Bond sneaking behind walls, killing the bad guys and stealing the jewelry, when a girl flops down next to me, huffing loudly. Not willing to lose my place in the game, since I’m about two rooms away from the next code, I ignore her.


  “What are you playing?” she asks, leaning over so her blonde hair falls right in front of my screen. You have got to be kidding me. Shifting my body, I move my Game Boy to the side, continuing to play. “Whatever.” She rolls her eyes, and I just shake my head.


  A few minutes go by and all she does is stand up, sit down, and shift her feet, moving them up on the chair, then down on the floor. She plays with her hair, twisting it around her finger and lifting it up off her neck. I swear, if her elbow jabs me one more time, I’m going to go crazy James Bond on her. I’m out of continues, and I’ll have to start all over again if I die because of her.


  Then she digs her hand into her pocket and pulls out whatever is so important that she elbows my arm again, making my fingers fly off of the A button, which, in turn, makes James Bond fall off a cliff and die. My teeth clenched, I turn off the game and glare over at her for the first time.


  “Can you please stop moving?” I ask as politely as I can to a girl who doesn’t care that I just lost and will have to replay the whole two levels over again.


  “Please,” she says as she rolls her eyes, “it’s a video game.”


  “Now I have to do two levels over again,” I whine, and she just glares at me. No blinking, no caring at all.


  “I’m pretty sure you have the time,” she says, and I hate to admit it, but she’s right. It’s only been an hour. I have at least four more, unless he loses it all in one shot. That’s only happened one weekend, and I had a huge smile when my dad came out only after a half hour. Unfortunately, the excitement quickly vanished when the rest of our day consisted of him reading over the paper and me wandering around the backyard, tossing a ball by myself.


  Turning around from her, I turn my game on again and begin playing. Without warning, she’s leaning over my shoulder, throwing tons of questions at me.


  “Stop it,” I demand, shifting my body away from her, but when I inevitably die, she’s right there.


  “You died. Can I play it now?” She puts her hand out, and I’m so annoyed, but then I look at her worn clothes. Her shoes have one small tear by the tip of her toe and jeans so thin at the knee that I can see through them.


  “Okay,” I say, handing her my new gift like my mom hands me her finest china during the holidays.


  She grabs it out of my hands and begins playing a whole lot better than me. She’s breezing past the level I was stuck on, igniting jealousy. Once she dies two levels up from where I did, she hands it back over to me.


  Gripping it in my hands, I stare at her in amazement that this girl who appears almost homeless just beat me on my own game. “I have a friend who has one,” she says, shrugging her shoulders. “I’m Chrissy by the way.”


  “Dex,” I tell her.


  


  10 years old
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  I BUCKLE MYSELF into our beat-up Chevy Caprice that shows more rust than paint. Not that I should complain, it gets us where we need to be. Driving away from our one-bedroom apartment, excitement churns inside of me with the thought that I’ll spend a few hours forgetting about my shitty life. With the fact that my mom left a month ago and hasn’t returned, I need the disruption more than my next meal. Especially since if we eat or not depends on how well my dad gambles today.


  His gambling is out of control, but I’ve learned my lesson on speaking my opinion on that topic. Two weeks ago, he purposely didn’t bring me, which was the harshest punishment he could have given. Hitting me would have been better, because the pain would have been brief compared to a whole afternoon thinking about what I could be doing if I would have kept my mouth shut. The funniest part about it is though, he has no idea I know where he went and what he did. He thought he was keeping it a secret that he went there, that I wouldn’t know he gambled our week’s rent away.


  We always park around the corner in some off chance the place gets busted. Up until two years ago, it was part of my nightly prayers that it would. But things changed when I turned that corner two years ago and found Dex sitting in that folding chair. Although I don’t pray for it to remain open, I just leave it out altogether. My eyes glance at the diner across the street, and I imagine all the delish foods they probably make every day while my stomach erupts with a growl sure to be heard from across town. That bowl of Fruit Loops not completely doing its job of filling my stomach as last night’s dinner.


  “Stop wasting time. Let’s go.” My dad’s voice booms over to me, and I start walking faster to not upset him.


  Weaving through the small ‘grocery store’, we wave to the usual knowing employees and walk down a series of steps to the underground level. Once we get to the stained linoleum hallway with two chairs set outside for the only two people that ever fill them, he knocks and is immediately let in. He never looks back at me or speaks a word. For the next four hours, I don’t exist in his mind and, truth is, we both prefer it that way. It’s like a mini vacation from our own hell.


  I’m not sure why my dad never shipped me off to my grandparents’ or just left me at one of the places that takes unwanted kids. The only humane thing he’s done with me since my mom left us to pursue her own dreams is keep me instead of turning me over to foster care. Not that she was much of a mother anyway. Neither of my parents have ever been very parental.


  Dex and his dad interrupt me just as I’m digging further in my mind that usually I try not to do. But I like to remind myself that I will not turn into him or the other kids that wander the streets. That I will get out of this one day and live a happy life with plenty of food and kids I will always tell how much I love them.


  “There she is,” Theo, Dex’s dad, says as the heels of his dress shoes click on the floor. He doesn’t fit the type from around here. Tall, blonde, scruff on his face with a muscular build. Always dressed in nice slacks, a button-down, and dress shoes. No one would ever assume he’s as messed up as my dad—well, I guess he’s not as bad, but they run in the same circles.


  “Hi, Mr. Prescott,” I answer, giving him a small wave. His large hand lays on top of my head, and he messes my hair up slightly before doing the same series of knocks my dad did ten minutes ago.


  “You two have fun. Love you, Edge,” Mr. Prescott says, using Dex’s nickname he earned last year when he made a pick that stuffed peoples’ pockets. Not sure why the guys trusted him for his input, but they all tossed him some bills after, which got him so excited, which, in turn, made me hate him a little.


  Soon Mr. Prescott’s gone and the smell of bubble gum and boy wafts under my nostrils. A wide smile instantly crosses my lips because I’ve been waiting for two weeks to see him. “What’s up, Chrissy?” he asks and hands me a Game Boy. I’m scrunching my eyes up, getting ready to ask him what’s this when he quickly remarks, “I borrowed my friend’s for the day,” answering my unasked question.


  “Thank you,” I genuinely say, and his shoulders rise and fall like he doesn’t care.


  Dex Prescott and I might not have the most stellar of conversations, but, for four hours every other Saturday, it’s just me and him. We play games, always ones he brings with him. He sneaks food away in his backpack that he shares with me. He’s fortunate to only live with his father every other weekend, while the rest of the time he lives with his mom. I can’t say I’m not jealous of his ‘normal’ childhood, except for when he’s with me, but I’m happy for him all at the same time. Not sure how I can be happy for someone I feel so much jealously toward, but I do. I wouldn’t wish any other person to have the life I have.


  “I have something for you,” I say, digging into my pocket. I pull out the small disk and Dex’s eyes light up, grabbing it out of my hand.


  “How did you get this?” he asks. “I’ve been saving, but my mom says no more games.” He holds the newest game of Mortal Kombat out in front of him like it’s a Babe Ruth rookie card. “You play it first.” He hands it back to me, thankful he didn’t ask me again how I got it. Especially since I kind of borrowed slash stole it from another kid. Not that I would usually ever steal. I’ve told myself a million times I’d never do it. But the kid called me a dirty piece of trash right in the middle of the playground. All his damn friends laughed and chanted it back. So, when I went in to go to the bathroom during recess, I played a payback that benefits Dex. The guilt resonates pretty hard within me, so I just replay the nightmare of the playground scene in my head to justify my actions.


  “No, Dex, you go first.” I push his hand closer to him, and, ultimately, he accepts it.


  “Thanks, Chrissy,” he says, giving me a huge smile before inserting it into the player.


  


  12 years old
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  “BYE, MOM,” I mutter while allowing her to still hug and kiss me goodbye for the weekend. My eyes find Ted’s right behind her, smiling at our affection. He’s been dating my mom for a year, and they seem to be really happy. Usually he’s still around when my dad drops me off on Sunday, so she really isn’t fooling me, thinking he doesn’t spend the night.


  “Call me if you need me,” she whispers in my ear. I’ve had a cell phone for three years because my mom wants to be able to text me and check up on me whenever I’m with my dad.


  “I will,” I agree, trying to get out of her tiger grips. My dad’s horn honks again and I slowly backstep, giving a quick wave to Ted.


  Running out the door, I climb into my dad’s new car. When I say new, I mean five-year-old used Cadillac, but new to him. He waves to my mom and I do the same.


  “Ready, Edge?” he asks me, and I cringe from the reference of my nickname. My reaction has done a one-eighty since he first referred to me as that. Remembering the happiness that swelled in me the day he called me Edge for the first time, only disgusts me now. He said it with pride, but mostly it was because of the joy I instilled in him by making him money. Now though, I wish he’d say my name at least a few times. Edge comes with an expectation that I’ll continue to make the picks that gain him money, but leaving me with the fear one day I won’t. That I’ll disappoint him and the name will be stripped from me. As well as maybe my father.


  “Yeah, Dad.” I sit in the car, listening to his rock ‘n’ roll music while watching his left foot tap to the beat of the music. The minutes ticking by until I see Chrissy. Since she doesn’t have a phone; I only have these four hours every other Saturday to spend with her. Although I’d never admit it to anyone, I love when our dads win big because they usually stay longer or the four of us do something together. She understands me, and we have a mutual understanding of our dads’ shitty recreational activities. “Dad?” I ask, and he turns his attention to me briefly before directing it toward the road again. “Do you mind if Chrissy and I go to the diner?”


  “No, you’re old enough. Shit, when I was your age, I went all over my town,” he agrees, and I’m glad because I saved the money my dad gave me last week so I could take her out.


  “Thanks,” I say and he just smiles over to me.


  Chrissy deserves so much more than her shitty life with her shitty father. In the four years I’ve known her, she’s never shown up with anything new. She puts on a good front with me, but it’s obvious they don’t have money; her clothes are always really worn and a little too small. After I heard her stomach growl that first day I met her, I made sure to grab some snacks from my mom’s before my dad picked me up the next time. Now four years later, it’s our routine. We eat, play games, and never talk about anything important, even though I’m sure we have plenty in common.


  When my dad parks his Cadillac behind Chrissy’s dad’s Caprice, my stomach gets this foreign, anxious feeling. I fear I’m getting sick, especially since the feeling grows more intense as we make our way through the run-down grocery store and down the steps. When we reach the bottom, I swear the fruit scent of her soap conceals the usual mold and sour food smell. My eyes find her sitting in the same chair every time, and my stomach bursts into a zillion little fireworks. She looks up at me, a smile already in place. “Hi, Mr. Prescott. Hi, Dex,” she greets us, and my dad says his usual while my voice embarrassingly cracks.


  “Um … hi … Chrissy,” I say, sounding like a complete moron. What the hell is wrong with me?


  Placing my backpack on the floor, I sit there facing the cracked cement wall, trying to calm myself before I puke all over the stained floor. “Hey, Dex.” She picks her head up so she can look at my face. I muster up a smile, which seems to make her own smile widen. “Are you feeling okay?” she asks, and then her hand touches my forehead and all those damn explosions go off in my stomach again.


  I inch away at her contact, and she drops her hand, a frown replacing her smile. “You don’t feel warm, but you’re kind of sweating.” She rubs her palm across her pants, causing my eyes to fixate on her bare knee peeping out from the tear on her jeans. For the first time, I itch curiosity about what it would be like to touch her.


  “I don’t know.” I wipe my forehead, and sure enough, my palm is now coated with wetness. “Do you want to go over to the diner?” I ask her, changing the topic to get away from the sudden uncomfortableness in the room.


  She bites the inside of her cheek and casts a glance at the locked door that we aren’t allowed to enter through. “It’s okay, I asked my dad,” I assure her and rise to my feet, shrugging my backpack over my shoulders.


  We hurry out of the grocery store as the attendant eyes us warily because, for the first time in four years, we’re without our dads. Crossing the street, we finally enter the small diner with vinyl seats and metal rimmed tables. I grab a booth in the back corner by the bathrooms. She slides in across from me and doesn’t pick up her menu.


  “Do you know what you want?” I ask her, flipping through the menu myself.


  “Um …” She stops and then inhales a hefty breath. “Dex, I don’t have any money.”


  “No need, I’m paying. The winnings from two weeks ago,” I explain and continue to study the burgers, milkshakes, and sandwiches the diner offers, like this isn’t anything unusual for us.


  Her fingers wrap along the top of my menu, and she pushes it down. “I won’t let you,” she informs me and the determination of Chrissy’s eyes shows her need to never want people to feel sorry for her.


  “Yes, you will.” She leans back, crossing her arms, and stares out the window.


  When the friendly middle-aged waitress wanders over in her frilly apron, she smiles and giggles before asking us what we want. I order two hamburgers with fries and milkshakes. Realizing I’m ordering for her regardless, Chrissy finally chimes in. “Not chocolate, strawberry, please.” The woman notes the change on her pad with a smile.


  I follow the waitress’s walk back behind the counter with my eyes, watching her whisper to another waitress, who glances our way with a small amused smirk. They probably think we’re on some kind of date.


  “Thank you, Dex.” Chrissy’s voice interrupts my thoughts and I turn her way. Again, Fourth of July booms in my stomach.


  “You’re welcome,” I mumble, and we sit there in silence again, watching the cars pass by the diner, probably on their way to somewhere that has nothing to do with the hidden life that Chrissy and I have experienced.


  We eat our lunch with barely any conversation between the two of us. For some reason, watching her eat brings a happiness to me that I can’t explain. At first she was slow, taking a fry, dipping it into ketchup, and then wiping her hands on the napkin, but once she witnessed my very caveman scarfing-down mechanics of eating, she changed her course to match mine.


  Sitting on the crappy, ripped, vinyl-covered benches, we watch what everyone believes is the grocery store across the street. Some men leave with their heads down and hands in their empty pockets, a sure sign that they lost. Others have wide and huge smiles showing they won.


  Eventually, we leave with the realization that our dads will be finished soon. We exit the restaurant and stand on the cracked-up sidewalk in the most rundown part of town. It’s a surprise everything isn’t boarded up by now. Her hand is on my forearm before I can react and then her lips are on my cheek even faster. “Thanks again,” she softly says before stepping back, leaving me in my own personal space.


  This time it’s not my stomach that’s exploding to life.
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  14 years old
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  “MIKE IS COMING with me,” I tell my friend, Heidi, who is currently packing for a trip to Cedar Point with her family. I’ll never understand why she befriended me earlier this year when we both were thrown into high school. She’s middle class; I’m poor. She’s pretty enough to be a model, and I’m girl-next-door-tomboy. The list could go on and on to our differences, but it’s nice having an escape when she invites me over to her house.


  My dad moved us for many reasons, one being an eviction notice from the one-bedroom place we’d called home for years. Lucky, though, I now have my own room, well, a curtained off section. But more privacy than the bed in the corner of the family room in our last place. Not that I have to worry too much, since my dad is rarely home. You know that goes along with actually being a parent.


  Since I’ve grown older, I rarely go with him to the Saturday games, and if I do, it’s with the chance that maybe Dex will be waiting there in one of our chairs. But usually a heaviness would take over my body if they were empty when I arrived because he doesn’t go much either. He has obligations like most kids our age. Sports and friends keep him busy in his big house on the opposite side of the world from me.


  Tonight his dad is throwing a party. Some celebration of a big windfall Mr. Prescott was blessed to win. I say blessed, because that’s what gambling is—luck or a blessing from the heavens above. Half of me wonders if it was Dex’s pick that gave him the windfall, but I’d never ask.


  Now I stand in my bathroom, applying the mascara I’ve only been using for a few months and I try to see if my butt looks big in the yellow sundress Heidi loaned me. Twisting and turning, I struggle to gather an accurate assessment in the mirror. Just as I’m about to put my lip gloss on, a knock at the door interrupts me.


  Peering out the peephole, my stomach clenches and a warmth spreads up and down my body. Mike stands on the other side, suave and confident like always. He’s from this side of the tracks, so there’s no feeling ashamed when he sees my apartment while picking me up. He’s two years older and drives, which is another plus for Mike. The only stipulation his mom puts on him is that he drives and picks up his siblings from school. Ever since he sauntered over to me down at the park while I was babysitting the kids next door, he’s been my own personal chauffeur.


  I open the door. His hands are tucked in his pockets, and he rolls back on his heels, that typical panty-dropping smirk across his face. His dark hair is gelled into some form of a messy look that fits him even more, while his tight grey t-shirt clings to his strong arms. “Hey, you ready?” he asks, pulling me into a hug. He’s a little handsy, but we haven’t gone further than second base. I’m pretty sure that’s because of me, not him, though.


  “Yep,” I respond and flick off the lights before we exit out the door. Securing the locks, Mike links his hands with mine, and we venture out of the apartment complex. The car beeps, signaling he’s unlocked it , and instead of coming to my side first, he walks to his own and slides in. Leaving me to open my door. Gentleman he is not.


  The blaring music pours out the windows of his black Nissan Altima. You’d think he was Eminem in some expensive Bentley the way he slouches back with one hand hung over the steering wheel as his head bops to the beat of the rap music. Not to say that my insides aren’t tingling, because Mike is the epitome of the hot, bad boy every girl dreams about and every dad fears. Every dad, but mine. He might have met Mike once, and Dad just nodded his head at him in the doorway.


  We drive up to Dex’s dad’s house, a modest two-story on the south side of the city. Mr. Prescott keeps it up surprisingly well, showing how much more ‘blessed’ he is than my dad. Spotting my dad’s Caprice in the driveway, I instruct Mike to park on the street, so we aren’t stuck waiting for other people to leave.


  Cars continue to line the street and familiar faces smile my way as they walk up to the door. I’m reminded again of this horrible life I normally don’t share with other people. I contemplated long and hard whether or not to bring Mike, but since he comes from the poverty stricken side similar to me, I figured he won’t judge. Plus, I hate being around all these men alone, but at least some brought their wives or girlfriends with them tonight.


  When the front door opens, it’s a pair of blue eyes that bring a sense of belonging over me. “Chrissy,” Dex says in a much deeper voice than I remember. He’s grown, not only in height but muscles have seemed to bulge out. My stomach swarms with butterflies as his eyes hold their steady focus on me.


  “Hi D–Dex,” I stutter. “This is Mike. Mike this is Dex.” I introduce the two boys, and Dex’s vision shifts to Mike. They shake hands, and we walk into the packed house full of people.


  “If you guys want, some of us are outside.” He nods his head toward the back of the house. I glance at Mike and he shrugs, so we follow Dex out the doors.


  A few other kids I remember from parties my dad would take me to sit in a circle around the fire pit in plastic lawn chairs. Mike sits down in the only unoccupied chair, leaving me no choice but to sit on his lap. “Take my spot, Chrissy,” Dex offers, standing, but I politely decline. Then he shifts his attention to Brenna, completely disregarding us.


  Mike strikes up some conversation with a kid to our right about cars and things I couldn’t care less about. Sitting there, I survey the yard, looking at the people I want to be nothing like. People that have embraced the high and low lifestyle their parents have raised them in. Mike’s hand inches up my thigh, taking my dress up with it, so his hand can lay on my knee. Dex turns his attention to me again, staring down at Mike’s hand and then stands up, disappearing inside.


  “Hi, Chrissy.” Brenna slides over, taking Dex’s seat.


  “Hi, Brenna,” I respond and prepare myself to be stuck in a conversation for at least twenty minutes. The girl never shuts the hell up.


  “Is that your boyfriend?” she whispers, pointing to Mike.


  I nod, and a huge smile forms on her face. Nodding her head slowly, her eyes suck him in as though she wouldn’t mind a taste.


  “Nice,” she mouths, and I smile back.


  Then the screen door slams, and Dex reappears, glancing at me first and then Brenna. Shaking his head, he plops down in her seat and concentrates on everyone and anything besides me. Brenna continues to talk my ear off about some guy she made out with last weekend during a game of spin the bottle. Delving in further, she goes a little too far, beginning to tell me how if there was privacy they would have gone up to the bedroom, which peeks Mike’s interest.


  His hand roams further up my leg, but I place my hand on his to stop him. He’s persistent and not stopping. Just as I press down as hard as I can, making his palm dig into my thigh, Dex’s vision locks with mine. Immediately, his eyes focus downward, glaring at Mike’s hand and he shakes his head. I stand up and Mike’s hand drops into his lap. “I’ll be right back,” I mumble, but Mike doesn’t say anything, much too interested in Brenna’s conversation.


  I’m not in the kitchen one second when Dex grabs my wrist and swings me around. “Why the hell are you with him?” he asks, and I stand there like a moron without a voice. “Chrissy, he clearly wants more than you’re ready to give,” Dex continues, and I feel like a statue because if I move a millimeter, I’ll breakdown.


  “He’s my boyfriend,” I murmur, and Dex steps closer, making my heart beat faster. “It was nothing.”


  “You don’t need this—” he begins, but I interrupt him.


  “What do you know about what I need? You don’t live my life. Two weekends a month doesn’t constitute living the hell I do every day. Just go back to your big house on the hill with your sweet-as-pie mom that makes your bed every morning, prepares your lunch, and buys you anything you want,” I ramble, unable to stop myself once I get going. I guess there’s always been some form of resentment hidden underneath our relationship.


  Dex steps back, but it’s not anger in his face, it’s sadness. His eyes show such an enormity of sympathy, I want to slap it off his face. “Don’t feel sorry for me. Don’t ever feel sorry for me.” I push past him, knocking my shoulder into his arm and out the screen door before my footsteps halt, making Dex stumble into my back.


  Mike isn’t sitting down in the chair and Brenna’s seat is empty as well. Scanning the small patio, I notice the looks of uneasiness in the other kids’ faces. Storming down the brick steps, it doesn’t take long to find them. Mike is pressing Brenna up against the brick wall with his hands up her shirt and his tongue occupying her mouth.


  “Mike?” I question as he’s lip-locked with Brenna.


  “You mother fucker,” Dex hollers from behind me before storming past.


  Taking a break from his game of swapping spit, Mike turns my way.


  “Come on, Chrissy. You and me both knew you weren’t giving it up. She’s willing, and I’m taking,” he says, and before I can respond, Dex’s fist smashes into Mike’s jaw.


  “Dex!” I scream, only bringing more attention to us.


  Mike’s hand touches his lip and finds blood when he pulls it back to inspect it. “You’re a complete dipshit, because you just fucked up,” Mike counters back while swinging a fist, but thankfully, Dex sidesteps it.


  The two cock their heads as their fists jab toward one another. Brenna cheers Mike on, and I scrunch my eyes on how she could be such a fair weather friend. “Just stop you two,” I scold them both, stepping in and out of their tight circle. Dex swings his arm up, and my hand flies off his flexed bicep while his cold eyes prod Mike.


  “Edge!” Mr. Prescott yells from across the yard, but he disregards it. “Dex!” he calls again and Dex turns, allowing Mike to nail him in the side of the head. Dex stumbles back on his feet, but quickly recovers. His fist makes contact with the side of Mike’s face, splitting open his eyebrow and blood pours like a broken faucet down his face, dribbling red dots to the concrete.


  Before the two can continue, my dad and Mr. Prescott separate them. “I think it’s time for you to leave, Mike.” My dad places his arms across his chest, intimidating as he stands two inches from Mike.


  “No way. That boy needs his ass kicked.” Mike swipes the blood from his mouth and spits a glob of red saliva on the pavement.


  “Now come on,” Mr. Prescott steps in, “you know as well as I do, my boy will just end up embarrassing you.” Dex’s head jolts up, intent on hearing the compliments coming from his dad’s mouth.


  “Whatever. Way to let a bunch of old men be your bodyguards,” Mike sneers, cocking his head to the side to egg on Dex.


  Dex pushes his body up against his dad’s back, but it’s my dad that punches Mike this time. Mike’s body crashes to the ground, and he quickly gets up and stumbles out of the backyard. A few minutes later, the sound of his tires screeching and his engine roaring down the street can be heard from the backyard.


  Knowing he’s gone, the two men and one bloody-faced Dex slowly twist their bodies in my direction, scowling at me, as though I’m the one who started this.


  “I can’t believe we’re already at this age.” Mr. Prescott shakes his head, laughing. My dad joins him, and they walk back up the steps. With the scene dissipated, the remaining spectators file back into the house.


  All of the young kids are fixated on us, but there’s no sign of Brenna. She probably went with Mike or found some other guy to get her off. Damn slut.


  “I’m sorry,” I whisper, and Dex steps up to me, still holding his hand to his chin. Pulling at my ponytail, my finger twists my hair around it.


  “You don’t have to be sorry. Just use your damn head, Chrissy. He’s a scumbag.” He scoots past me, and a few seconds later the screen door slams against the wooden frame.


  Wrapping my arms around my body, I sit on the brick steps, feeling more alone than I have in years. A few minutes go by as I listen to the others talk about the fight and complimenting Dex on his strength. Concentrating on the crickets chirping and the few lightening bugs flickering spontaneously in the yard, I try to remember that one day my life will be different. One day, I’ll escape and never return.


  “Sorry, I shouldn’t have talked to you like that.” Dex startles me, taking a seat on the stoop with an ice pack covering his knuckles.


  Pulling my dress down over my legs, I bring my knees up to my chest, able to see the damage I caused. “I deserve it. I’m not sure what I was thinking bringing him here.”


  “Hey.” He bends down to find my face. “You never deserve that, Chrissy,” he declares, and I turn my head and relax into a set of blue eyes that, if I’m honest, knows all of my secrets, even though I’ve never divulged them.


  “You didn’t deserve it either,” I repeat, my sympathies directed toward him this time.


  “Hey, these are like hero wounds. I’ll be the bad ass in my school until they heal.” He laughs, knocking shoulders with me. A small smile begins to form across my face, causing his to grow brighter and bigger. “Come on. Let’s go inside and get warm.” He stands up and holds his hand out to me. Taking it, he entwines our fingers, and those butterflies that filled my stomach with Mike earlier repeat their pattern, but this time it’s Dex’s touch wrestling them from slumber.


  Dex walks up the steps, going inside and bypassing the basement stairs, where smoke floats up in a continuous stream and men’s bantering voices boom. We enter his room and he sits on the bed, leaning against the headboard with his long legs spread out in front of him. Although it’s been years since I’ve stepped foot in here, that smell of him takes me back to every other time we escaped and watched movies or played games up here. A ping in my chest spurs the sadness of how much I miss it … him. Scooting over, he eyes the spot next to him, where he wants me to join, but weariness sets in with expectations I can’t fulfill.


  “Give me a break,” he teases, and I hesitantly match his position, leaving a few inches between us. Grabbing the remote from the nightstand, he turns on the flat-screen television. When the screen lights up the dark room, I can now say these televisions are as nice as I thought they were. “What do you want to watch?” he asks me, and I shrug, knotting my hands in my lap. “Will you relax? It’s me,” he says with a huff.


  With that one statement, it’s confirmed that these tingles and flutters in my stomach are one-sided … mine. So I inch my body closer, and we settle into an easy conversation about movies. He flips through the channels, eventually landing on Harold and Kumar Go To White Castle. I’m thankful it’s not some war movie or worse, science fiction.


  We laugh and eventually my eyes begin drooping. After my millionth yawn, Dex hands me a pillow and I scoot down on the bed, laying my head down while still watching the movie. Dex’s laughter shakes the mattress periodically. Hearing his amusement creates a smile on my face, putting me at ease that he’s right by my side.
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  DARKNESS STILL ENCOMPASSES the room when I stir awake. Feeling with my hand, I pat the bed but only find a thawed bag of ice cubes. Sitting up, I blink my eyes a few times, taking in Dex’s room. When I don’t hear the water from the bathroom next door or any movement of his return, I decide to seek him out.


  The door creaks open and I descend down the steps, following the shouting and calling of familiar voices echoing from somewhere in the house. Peering outside, I see no one there, so I’m guessing everyone has left except for the true gamblers. The ones that live and die for their easy money because a few times they actually were ‘blessed’.


  Once I’m at the bottom of the basement stairs, I scan the smoke-filled room with televisions lining the walls. Some men are cheering on a baseball team and others busy themselves at poker tables. Spotting Dex, my stomach hardens, all of those butterflies from earlier slowly dying and weighing it down. Standing in the middle of the room, Dex has a fist full of money, yelling at the television.


  The game ends and he screams, “YAY!” I glare as he walks around the room, grabbing money from men’s hands, bearing an arrogant smile. Some men pat his back, saying congratulations while others shake their head in annoyance.


  “You should stick with him. He’s one talented bastard.” My dad comes along side of me and my vision flickers to his face, wrinkled and weathered beyond his years, and then back to Dex’s younger face, full of life. That elated sense of like and security I felt when I looked at him earlier quickly gets replaced with the need to purge my stomach into the nearest trashcan.


  As though he hears my thoughts while his eyes scan the room, double-checking he collected all of his bets, the baby blues land on mine and his lips turn down as he lowers his hat to cover his eyes. Not willing to witness the unraveling of someone I believed was pure to this devil-infested life, I twist away from him and run.


  His big bare feet thump up the stairs after me. I swing the door closed as soon as I step into the kitchen, but his flat hand stops it from shutting in his face. “Chrissy,” he calls out after me, but I continue my way up to his room with him close behind. I bend down to grab my shoes, and when I stand, I stumble back from his closeness.


  “You’re no better than them,” I say, intently narrowing my eyes at the money still firmly clenched in his fist.


  “This is nothing. It’s fun for me. You think I’d ever live my life—”


  “Whatever, Dex,” I interrupt him and push by, disgusted that he gambles for entertainment. Doesn’t he realize everyone starts out that way and then the tide turns to a need basis? He grips my arm, twisting me around before sliding his hand down to join mine.


  “I’m sorry, Chrissy. I was just bored and thought I’d go down there. One thing lead to another,” he says, making excuses for his behavior.


  “I just think you should stay as far away as possible,” I advise and take in a breath. “I live the slippery slope first-hand.”


  “I know—I will.” We stand there with our eyes darting all over the room, and the warmth of his hand in mine. “Just stay. Your dad can’t drive.” He leads me back over to the bed.


  Sitting down, we find the same positions we were in hours ago. This time, the television remains turned off though. I roll over to face the wall and he rolls over on his side, facing the opposite direction.


  I lie awake most of the night, listening to Dex’s breathing pattern and light snores. Eventually, I succumb to sleep, because when I wake up, he’s gone again. Leaning over, I wrap my arms around his pillow and inhale the scent that’s left behind, allowing that feeling of loneliness to occupy me again. A small envelope rests in the heel of my shoe. When my shaking finger tears along the seam to open it, I automatically know what it contains. All the crinkled money he won last night overfills the envelope with a small note.
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  The last thing I want is gambling money, but thinking about how many times my hard-earned babysitting money was ‘blessed’ to someone else, I shove it into my purse. When I get downstairs, Mr. Prescott is up and sitting at the kitchen table.


  “Dex asked me to tell you goodbye for him. He had an early football practice this morning,” he informs me. “His mom picked him up.” He brings the cup to his lips.


  “Oh, yeah, okay.” I stand here awkwardly shifting back and forth.


  “Take a seat, Chrissy.” He motions toward the chair, and I hesitate before eventually sitting down.


  Mr. Prescott talks to me about nothing important, just how’s school and my teachers. He never mentions the fight or Dex at all. I’m thankful he doesn’t dig into where I slept last night or how I got Dex mixed-up in the fight. It’s embarrassing to always be the basket case his son needs to rescue. A half hour later, my dad joins us with his hair stuck up in every direction, smelling like a scotch distillery.
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  Dex: How are things there?


  Chrissy: Nothing different. On the plus side I made Dean’s list this semester.


  Dex: That’s awesome congratulations.


  Chrissy: If I can keep it up, hopefully I’ll get out of this hell hole. Have you ever wished for time to speed up?


  Dex: Honestly, not really. Maybe a few times on weekends with my dad.


  Chrissy: I can’t wait until I graduate and escape this life. Anyway, did you win your game last night? Sorry, I didn’t make it, but I just got this job and couldn’t get off.


  Dex: We won and went out to celebrate for pizza afterwards. No big deal, I understand work.


  Chrissy: You understand work? Dex, you’ve never had to work. LOL


  Dex: Yeah, well my mom makes me do a shitload around here. Especially lately with the wedding.


  Chrissy: When are the upcoming nuptials? Your cousin actually asked me to be her date.


  Dex: Six weeks. Hey, you should come?


  Chrissy: Um…I don’t know.


  Dex: Come on, it will be fun. A few of my friends are coming.


  Chrissy: Okay


  YOU’D THINK I’D know better by now than to mix my dad’s side with my mom’s. But no, here we go again. I stuck my foot in my mouth by pushing Chrissy to come to my mom’s wedding. I hate even the thought of introducing Chrissy to my friends, without even considering Tori, my girlfriend. I tried to keep it quiet, not allowing Tori to know the possibility of getting invited was even viable. Then two weeks ago my mom asked her if she was coming. I kind of had hoped to spend time with Chrissy; it’s been so distant between us lately. The few times Chrissy’s made it to my games, we chat for a few minutes after I head out of the locker room, which I always either make sure I’m last or first. It’s not that I’m ashamed of Chrissy, it’s the opposite, actually. I’m ashamed of who I become in front of my friends.


  Things between Chrissy and I are different. They’ll always be that way. Sometimes after I’m with her, my mind races through the thought of what we could be. If things were different, if I didn’t live with my mom, we’d be closer. Who knows, maybe in some alternate universe we’d be dating. The other night, my mom was watching some damn movie called Pretty in Pink, and all I could think about was Chrissy. Not that I’m super rich like that Blain dude and we don’t attend the same high school, but our drastic differences in life can’t be denied.


  Walking into my mom’s room, my Aunt Kim and my mom’s best friend, Diane, help Mom secure her veil. She’s so beautiful; no one would believe she has a sixteen-year-old son. Then again, when you get pregnant at nineteen, you’re destined to be a young mother. If I bet on how many times people thought she was my sister—well, I’d be my dad. My dad’s an asshole for letting her out of his grasp, and my step-dad hit the jackpot because of it.


  “Oh, Dexter, you look so handsome.” My aunt comes over and begins pinning a flower to the lapel of my tuxedo.


  “Dex,” I correct her, and she rolls her chestnut eyes.


  “Are you ready to walk your mom down the aisle, Dex?” She stresses my shortened name. “Although I guess it’s better than Edge,” she remarks, turning her head toward my mom, who nods and crinkles her nose.


  “Yeah,” I answer, trying to keep this conversation on course. If the topic veers in my father’s direction, we’ll never make it to the garden.


  My dad is okay. He paid his child support. He picked me up on weekends. He even made it to the majority of my junior varsity games, as long as they weren’t at night. Now that I’m on varsity football, I can already assume his spot will be vacant unless he loses his Friday night poker game.


  When my mom stands, her lips turn up slightly and her hands run down the sides of her white wedding dress. It’s a little poufy, but I guess she likes that fairy godmother kind of look. Swishing toward me, I lean down the twelve inches and kiss her on the cheek. “Ted’s going to be one happy man,” I remark, not wanting to get all gushy and sappy, even though I’m ecstatic she’s finally found love.


  “Thank you, honey,” she says, and my aunt hands Mom her bouquet of white lilies. Linking arms with me, I escort her out of her master bedroom that she’s been sharing with Ted for over a year. Stopping at the top of the staircase, I walk down first to wait for my mom as my aunt and Diane hold the train.


  Once we reach the bottom, the light elevator music can faintly be heard from outside. Finding our grandfather clock, I discover we’re about five minutes late. Not very characteristic of my mom, but it’s her day. Diane peeks her head out the side door and the soft lulling music halts before picking back up in the wedding march. My mom shoos Diane and Kim out the door after they each gush over her with kisses and hugs, already exclaiming their congratulations.


  “You like him, right?” her voice low and unsteady, as she examines a bead on her dress.


  “Yeah,” I answer, and her shaking hand grabs onto mine.


  “You’d tell me, right?” she continues to question, and I wonder if this is cold feet.


  “Yeah,” I say again.


  “I love you.”


  “I love you, too.”


  Enough with the sentimental crap, the song we rehearsed to last night commences and I open the door to exit first. She links her arm in mine and I guide her to the array of white folding chairs in front of a man-made arch that Ted’s sister decorated. All two hundred people stand and turn their sole attention to us. Women holding hands over their hearts with mouths slightly open and men’s hands clenched together in front of their waists.


  A few of my friends try to appear all proper, standing up straight in their suits. Tori is next to them, along with her best friend, Bree. She smiles to me, and I return it before the sight of Chrissy steals my attention away when I spot her the next row up with my cousin right beside her. Her blue dress clings against her newly developed chest and then flows out over her long lean legs. Man, I don’t remember those legs. It’s only been six months since I saw her at my dad’s party for his birthday. Chrissy’s eyes flicker with giddiness when she sees my mom, but when they veer over to me afterwards, they drop down to focus on the ground.


  I give my mom away to Ted and take a seat next to my grandparents in the front row. My uncle clasps his hand on my shoulder from the row behind us, congratulating me on a good job. Everyone sits quietly while my mom and Ted repeat their vows and claps explode when they’re presented as Mr. and Mrs. Ted Robinson.
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  SNEAKING THE ALCOHOL from the half-filled cups the guests left behind, my friends and I hide behind the bushes next to the garage. Tori won’t leave the dance floor with Bree, which allows me to have fun with my friends. I’m about to leave the safe and hidden confines behind the garage when I hear my mom calling me.


  “Dexter,” she calls out into the darkness.


  “Yeah, Mom,” I answer her, and she seems relieved when I reveal myself.


  “Come here.” She motions her finger toward her and from her raised eyebrows I know I’ve been caught. When I approach, I purposely stand five steps back, keeping a safe distance between us. I should have known she’d just close that gap. Reaching up on her tiptoes, she inhales and then her lips turn down. “I’m disappointed in you.”


  “Sorry,” I apologize, rubbing the back of my neck with my palm.


  “The rest of you come out here,” she hollers behind me and all my friends file out from our secret hideaway. “You boys know better. I’m tempted to call your mothers, but just go and join the party. NO MORE drinking. Do you hear me?” For only being five-foot-three, her voice carries a lot of menace. All my friends grumble their apologies and begin to walk past her with their heads hanging low. “Give me all your keys. You’ll be spending the night here tonight.” She holds out her small hand and each one digs in their pockets, fishing out their keys and placing them in her palm.


  Once they’re far enough way, she turns to me. “I’m not quite sure what you were thinking. I’m going to chalk this up to some attention stunt, but Dexter, don’t make me second guess my decision on letting you off the hook for this.”


  “You won’t, I promise.” I shake my head feverishly. She’s always had to take on the bad cop role between my parents. Suddenly, guilt that she’s had to take time from her special day to parent me rises. “I’m sorry,” I say sincerely.


  A long stream of breath flows out of her mouth. “Now, it’s time for you to dance with your mother.” She hooks her arm though my mine, and I escort her toward the wooden dance floor that is illuminated from the twinkling lights.


  “I’m not a very good dancer,” I softly say, not about to push my luck by flat out denying to do it.


  “You’ll be fine,” she encourages, tapping my hand with hers.


  When we enter the wedding again, guests begin to clear the floor and the DJ announces us. Great, not only is this humiliating enough, but everyone is going to be witness to my mom’s feet’s catastrophic death.


  “Everything” by Michael Bublé begins to play, and I hold my mom in my right arm while gripping her left hand just like we practiced every night this week. My feet grant me permission to start moving my mom around the makeshift dance floor. The smile across my mom’s face is enough to keep me going. “You’re doing fantastic, Dex,” she compliments, and I smile back, knowing she deserves this moment. Eventually I stop box stepping and change it up. Although I don’t want to see the video, in my head we’re elegantly gliding across this floor. At the end, I actually dip her small figure just like we rehearsed in the living room. Her proud delight that I actually completed something she worked so hard on is written all over her face. Her two hands come up and rest on either side of my face. “I love you, Dex.” Then her arms move down and she hugs me.


  “I love you too, Mom.”


  Applause abounds through all the guests, and we playfully bow. Well, Mom does, I nod my head instead. As we wander off the makeshift dance floor, Tori runs up to me, grabbing my hand to drag me back out to the floor when the DJ begins playing something more upbeat, but I shrug her off. Her shoulders fall, and she tilts her head in disappointment. Reluctantly, she continues on to her goal with Bree two steps behind. I don’t even give a second glance to watch her body most likely bending and twisting to the rhythm. It’s another girl that captures my sole attention. My heart picks up a beat faster watching her laughing with my cousin. I admire her confidence and assurance that I wish I had an ounce of. My teeth bite my lower lip as I hesitantly walk up to her. As usual, she senses me before I say her name, turning my way, bearing a smile that makes me have to inhale a deep breath to stabilize my hormones.


  “That was beautiful,” Chrissy says, wiping a lone tear lingering from her observation of the dance with my mom. My cousin Karen nods her head in agreement next to her. The two of them attend the same school, so Karen said Chrissy would be her date for the night. Bonus for me.


  “I’ll be right back,” Karen says, placing her hand on Chrissy’s arm before retreating away from us.


  “Yeah, well—it was very rehearsed.” I attempt to act indifferent when truth is, I enjoyed dancing with my mom. There aren’t many times it’s just the two of us anymore. I like Ted, and I’m happy for my mom, but before him I was her number one guy—the center of her world.


  “It showed with how well you did.” She stands there, her eyes on me while mine are on her newly developed chest. “So, is that your girlfriend?” she asks, nodding her head toward Tori.


  Following her vision, I take a glance at Tori and Bree laughing and smiling while dancing around the small square. “Yeah,” I answer.


  “She’s really pretty.” I wish I could tell Chrissy she’s pretty, but I bite the inside of my cheek instead.


  “Um … thanks,” I accept, unsure of what to say next. It feels awkward and uncomfortable standing by her. It’s been too long since we’ve seen each other, leaving us in that get to know each other area before things become casual again. “How have you been?” I ask, and her eyes dart to the crowd of people at the bar and then come back to me.


  “Same.” She shifts her stance, and I hate it that I have this life and she has hers. It’s so unfair that I’m allowed to distance myself from our dads’ fucked-up mess when she’s stuck living in it day after day. “Only a few more years, and I’ll be gone.” She smiles, almost as if she’s currently envisioning herself walking away with her suitcase in hand.


  I’m about to ask her if she has a boyfriend when my friend Gavin stumbles over. Obviously, my mom’s authoritative voice doesn’t have the same effect on him as it does me. Bumping into me, the drink spills a little onto the grass and Chrissy steps back, eyeing him wearily. “Who’s this, man?” He doesn’t address Chrissy, but only me.


  “Gavin, this is Chrissy. Chrissy, this is my friend, Gavin.” I introduce them and Chrissy politely puts her hand out while Gavin exaggeratedly shakes it up and down.


  “Where have you been hiding this one?” He steps forward and stands between us. Chrissy’s eyes look past him to me, scrunching her forehead.


  “It was nice meeting you, Gavin. Dex, I’m sure I’ll see you around.” She begins to walk away, and I place my hand on Gavin’s shoulder, pressing him down into a chair, which he happily does willingly before his head flops on the table.


  “Chrissy, wait!” I holler, jogging to catch up to her.


  By the time I reach her, she’s halfway across the dance floor. I grab her wrist and she turns, looking at my hand holding onto hers before her vision reaches my eyes. “Yeah?” she asks.


  Unsure of what to say, except I don’t want her to leave. I don’t even know if she is leaving, but for some reason, I want to spend more time with her. “Dance?” I ask, and she cocks her head.


  “You want to dance?” Her lips turn up and a small giggle escapes. “I’ve witnessed you dodging your girlfriend’s attempts all night, Dex.” I like it that she’s been watching me.


  Tugging her toward me, I surprise myself with my dominating actions when her hands land on my chest to stay upright. “I asked you,” I say, and she bites her lip.


  “Okay,” she agrees softly.


  Just then the song changes from fast to slow. “The One” by Static Cycle begins playing from the speakers, and I place her in my arms, similar to how I held my mom only a few minutes prior. At first we’re stiff, keeping our personal space in check as though there’s a balloon in between us. As the lyrics start resonating between us, our walls seem to crumble down with the meaning of the words. She closes her eyes and opens them, wetness surrounding her hazel irises. Without thinking of any consequences, I move my hand up from the small of her back to her hairline. Nudging her my way, she willingly sways into me and places her head on my chest. Her arms move to wrap around my waist while mine encase her body. One hand splayed in her hair and the other on her hip.


  Our feet shuffle back and forth, never truly leaving one spot—our spot. Her breathing seems to match mine in a slow and steady stream similar to our feet. I forgot how good I feel with her by me. How she brings out such a different Dex than others see. I’ve never put anyone in front of my own needs or wants … except for Chrissy. She’s the one who I’d give my last piece of food or clothing to if she needed it. But she’s so alone, and I’ve been such a shitty friend. Now that we’ve gotten older, we don’t have to go to the Saturday betting. Sports, school, and my friends have taken up all my time. As the word one continues to flow from the speakers, I can’t help but think Chrissy’s mine—my one.


  When the song begins to fade, her head comes back and we’re forced back to reality.. Staring down at Chrissy, I wish I had the guts to tell her everything I just felt. If we could only stay in this moment forever. Her eyes peer up at me proclaiming the same thought. Then my arm is torn away from her and the last thing I see is her eyes widen in fear.


  “Dex!” Tori screams, and I close my own eyes, wishing I would have remembered she was here, or, better yet, never had invited her. “What the hell?”


  “Tori,” I address her, hoping like hell I can think of something. Chrissy could be my cousin, maybe that will work.


  Tori’s eyes narrow at Chrissy, who begins to step back from the escalating situation. Shit, Tori is known to be the meanest bitch at the school, and I fear she’ll unleash a stream of venom on Chrissy if I don’t diffuse this immediately. When Bree comes over and stands next to her best friend, her eyes now focused on Chrissy as well, she’s no doubt ready to join in the cat fight if she needs to.


  Glancing back, I find Chrissy’s widened eyes and her teeth biting into her lip. Clearly, she’s getting ready to bolt. Wondering if it would be better for everyone if she did, I contemplate the cousin thing again, but I’m not sure that will fly.


  “Well … DEX!” Tori demands again, her heel slamming into the floor.


  “This is Chrissy.” I reach back and grab her hand. She stumbles forward, but when Tori’s eye’s land on our entwined fingers, she pulls it back. “My friend.” Didn’t Mom always say honesty is best?


  “Friends?” Tori questions, cocking her head to the side.


  “Yes, friends,” I answer, and Chrissy remains silent.


  “Are you guys really just friends?” she asks Chrissy directly, and Chrissy nods.


  “Yes, I’ve known him since we were young,” she adds. I’m pretty certain we both know whatever anyone witnessed did not resemble friends.


  “All right then.” Tori looks around the room. “Leo!” she screams to my friend and teammate. The big, burly guy comes over, unsure what exactly is going on.


  Tori grabs him and smacks her lips against his. Leo is shocked and confused, his bulging eyes peer my way while Tori tries to entice him to deepen the kiss. Eventually, not getting anywhere, she backs away. “Is that friendship?” Tori sarcastically asks, and I wish there was one ounce of jealousy from that act. Maybe then it would mean I’d feel guilt over what I did with Chrissy.


  “You think kissing my friend is going to prove some point? I don’t play games, Tori,” I seethe, stepping up, grabbing Chrissy’s hand again. “We are friends, I’m not lying. If we were more, you would have seen something more like this.” I grab Chrissy and my lips land on hers. Holding her up, she’s rigid as a board at first, but the more my lips remain on hers, she slowly eases and eventually joins the kiss. Our lips stay on the other’s for a few seconds while my stomach inflates with butterflies and my dick hardens. Once we separate from our own bubble, Chrissy inhales a deep breath, and I snap back to the reason I kissed Chrissy in the first place. “Don’t play games you can’t win,” I remark, and she runs off the floor and around the side of the house with Bree right behind her.


  Chrissy gasps, and my vision leaves the departing Tori to a displeased Chrissy. “Don’t you think that was kind of cruel?” she asks.


  “No, she fucking kissed my friend.”


  “Yeah, but—”


  “I was done with her anyway,” I inform Chrissy, but she only steps back.


  “Was I just a pawn in your game?” she asks, and I can’t believe I’m hearing those words. Didn’t she feel what I did during that dance?


  “No,” I honestly tell her, and she stands there, her eyes peering around the room.


  “That’s not what it felt like, Dex.” She begins to turn around.


  “Don’t you dare leave,” I demand, and she whips her head around.


  “Do you think you have any control over what I do?” she asks, her high heels click and stop when the toes touch mine. “Just because you think you’re better than me for some reason. Money doesn’t make someone better.”


  “You know I don’t feel that way,” I counter, knowing what she’s insinuating.


  “Well, I don’t want to be friends with someone who treats others like that,” she says, pointing to the side of the house where Tori disappeared.


  “Seriously? You know me, Chrissy,” I argue back and anger turns to hurt.


  Without saying another word, she spins around, the strands of her hair hitting my chest. I watch her say goodbye to my mom, who has her own silent conversation with me across the room. My vision never wavers from Chrissy. When she gets to the back door and her hand clasps onto the knob, she glances over her shoulder. For the first time in five minutes, I turn away from her. When I finally get the nerve to look again, she’s gone.
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  Dex: I’m sorry.


  Chrissy: For?


  Dex: Come on. It was an imbecile moment.


  Chrissy: For?


  Dex: For being an asshole.


  Chrissy: And?


  Dex: You can’t be serious?


  Chrissy: Yes I can and I am.


  Dex: Insensitive?


  Chrissy: On the right track.


  Dex: Prick? Jackass? Dufus? Moron? Dork? Should I go on??


  Chrissy: I think you about covered them. LOL…Now what are you going to do to make it up to me?


  Dex: Dinner?


  Chrissy: Hmm…


  Dex: What?


  Chrissy: Debating if I should make you beg…


  Dex: PLEASE Chrissy, let me take you to dinner to make up for being an insensitive prick at my mom’s wedding.


  Chrissy: Well…


  Chrissy: Okay. Sunday at six.


  Dex: Sunday at two. We’re going somewhere first. I’ll pick you up.


  Chrissy: Sunday at three.


  Dex: Do you always have to have the last say?


  Chrissy: Yep.


  Dex: Fine, I’ll see you Sunday at three.


  Chrissy: See you then.


  TWO-THIRTY AND there’s a knock on my door. Damn Dex and making a smartass point to me about him not allowing me to have complete say. Since I won’t be able to meet him downstairs like I had planned, I grab my purse from the table and slither through the door, quickly shutting it behind me.


  “I guess I won’t come in then?” he asks rhetorically, chuckling to himself.


  Giving a tight smile across my shoulder, I lock the door and turn around. “I was going to meet you downstairs at three o’clock,” I say, raising my eyebrows only enticing more laughter out of him.


  “Yeah, well, I compromised.” He chuckles and then waits for me to lead the way down the hall.


  “I swear, Dex,” I comment, not finishing because Dex is Dex, and even his most annoying habits I wouldn’t want to change.


  Once we get downstairs, passing a zillion kids that run the halls every day with no parental supervision, Dex’s FJ Cruiser sits outside. It’s new and nice in that new graphite color that’s so popular. Not that there are a ton of brand new cars around my neighborhood. Being a gentleman, he opens the door for me and I step in, allowing him to shut it behind me. As he walks around, my heart flutters from being treated like a real date.


  He climbs in his own side and inserts the key into the ignition. Before turning it over, he looks my way. “Are you up for anything?” He stares over at my casual dress of shorts and a t-shirt with flip-flops.


  “Yeah,” I answer.


  “Let’s go then.” He turns the key over and the engine starts with a purr, instead of the usual backfire of the cars around here.


  He drives us out toward the highway and for some reason I realize where we’re going before we actually turn off the exit.


  “The Valley?” I ask, and he nods bearing his typical smirk.


  “The Valley,” he confirms.


  “I haven’t been there since your dad had that picnic on Memorial Day that one year. Remember everyone thought Gia and Kim got lost somewhere on the trail?” I laugh, remembering Dex and I finding them making out with each other behind some tree. Since we were so much younger, I think we were both confused about what they were up to at the time.


  “If I knew then what I know now, I would have thought it was hot as hell instead of the delusional idea they were practicing kissing on each other,” he reveals, and I nudge him in the arm.


  “You did? Why would they practice kissing?”


  “Isn’t that what you chicks do? You kiss each other so you’re prepared for your first kiss?” he questions and I cock my head over at him in disbelief.


  “Do you kiss your best friend to practice?”


  Dex squints over and coughs as though he may throw up in his mouth. “No,” he answers with a firm shake of his head.


  “Neither do we. It’s just normal trial and error when it actually happens. I swear, guys and their lesbian fantasies,” I remark, half-heartedly laughing at him.


  “Crap. All that useless material when I was younger, imagining you and your best friend practicing.” He snickers, and I push him again, making his body connect with the window before it bounces back in front of the steering wheel.


  He parks the truck between the angled lines, and I climb out to meet him around back. Once the back door opens, I jump up and down. “I knew I smelled it, but didn’t want to assume.”


  “It’s your favorite.” He shrugs, grabbing the bag of Chick-Fil-A from the back.


  “You’re my favorite,” I tell him, getting on my tiptoes and kissing his cheek. When my feet are flat on the ground again, Dex’s face is a little pinker than it had been a second before. Noticing his reaction to my lips on him makes my own stomach flutter a little.


  “Let’s go.” He motions with his head toward the rocks and after walking through the mowed field, dodging families tossing Frisbees and footballs around, we arrive safely on the other side. “Sit,” he commands, and I tilt my head. “Please,” he adds.


  “Gladly,” I respond after he asks me nicely.


  Sitting down on the rock with the bright sun facing us, I anxiously wait for him to get the fried chicken and waffle fries out of the bag. “Just hold on, Miss Antsy Pants,” he teases, and I giggle.


  Finally, a few minutes later, it’s all out in front of us. “Thanks,” I mumble around my first bite, and he chuckles.


  “No problem. It’s my apology,” Dex says before taking his own bite of sandwich.


  Swallowing and laying the sandwich down, I stare at him for a few seconds. “So? Did you have forgiving to do to anyone else?” I ask.


  “HELL NO! I told you, Chrissy, I’m done with her.” He turns away from me, looking out to the tree lined horizon in front of us. “She plays games, and I don’t do games.”


  “Oh.” I pop a fry in my mouth. “I’m sorry,” I say, and his head whips my way.


  “Don’t be.” He doesn’t add anything more and suddenly our usual casual and fun surroundings turn solemn and quiet. “Shit, the last thing I want to talk about today is Tori.” I can’t help but think he did have feelings for her because if he cared less about what went down, he wouldn’t be so distant when the topic is brought up.


  “Okay, what do you want to talk about?” I ask, sitting up a little straighter, showing he has my full attention.


  “You.” His eyes meet mine, and they are so piercing, I gulp the last drop of saliva in my mouth. “I mean what have you been up to?”


  “Nothing. School, keeping things going. My life is boring, especially to Mr. Football Star.” I pawn off the conversation to him like I always do. It’s easier to forget what I’ll go home to after he drops me off, as though I can live vicariously through him.


  “Your dad?” he asks, peeking up at me through his eyelashes.


  “Same. Slipping lower and lower every day. Is it bad I just wish he’d disappear? One day he may not come back.” Now it’s my turn to stare out at the horizon, but the heat of Dex’s eyes on me are felt the whole time.


  “I’m sorry,” he says in the most empathetic voice I’ve ever heard, and all it does is piss me off.


  “Stop it, please. I don’t want anyone’s sympathy or sad eyes. One day my life will be different.”


  “I’ll make sure of it,” Dex promises, and I spin my face his way.


  “No, you won’t. You have your own life to worry about. I’m not your responsibility.”


  He scoots closer to me, and I pull my knees to my chest in order to shelter myself from what he’s about to do.


  “I want to. Chrissy.” He places his finger under my chin and brings my face to his, “all you need to do is allow me to do it.”


  “I’m not sure I can,” I tell him.


  “Try.”
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  18 years old
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  MINDLESSLY TOSSING MY sweatshirt over my head and slipping my shoes on, I throw my phone in my purse and leave the safe confines of my apartment. Rubbing my eyes awake, I stumble down the first step before gripping the railing to keep myself from cracking my head open.


  Although darkness fills the night sky, people still mill about. In these parts of the city, some are just getting off work, some are on their way, and others haven’t gone to bed. The ones, like me, who were sleeping, are trying to make sure they’re at their best tomorrow morning for school. After all, there’s no other way I’ll get accepted into college otherwise.


  The biggest obstacle in achieving my dream is my dad, who I currently am on the way to pick up. I can only assume that Mr. Prescott isn’t there tonight because he usually drags my dad home, leaving him passed out on his bed. In the morning hours, I’ll peek in to make sure he’s sprawled out in his usual spot on top of his covers in his underwear. Yeah, not exactly a glamorous life I live.


  Tonight, however, my dad’s recent sidekick, Nico, called, and asked if I could come get him because he was starting to become unruly and if he didn’t stop spouting off his mouth, he’d be in a heap of trouble with the big guy. This all leads to me driving our beat up Buick LaCrosse to an even shittier part of town than where we reside.


  The usual cars line the street outside the ‘bakery’. You’d think the cops could figure this out, but most are paid-off to turn their eyes in another direction. Walking past the front entrance and detouring through the alley, my mouth sours when I spot Nico already waiting for me outside with his foot propped against the wall, taking a drag of his cigarette.


  “Hey sweetheart,” he says, and my insides recoil with bile at his words. “Your dad is passed out in my car.” Unsure why he wouldn’t have met me along the street, or at least driven my dad home, brings an uneasiness over me. Nico is one of the younger ones, the rising stars trying to make a name for themselves within the small group of fuck-ups. That’s why my dad is currently attached to his hip; he’s always trying to get ahead of someone else. The old belief, find new blood and ‘blessings’ will come your way. My dad seeks them out and attaches himself like Velcro.


  “Okay,” I say, beginning the walk down the dark and dingy alleyway.


  “Hold up.” He stops me by placing his hand on my shoulder and tugging me back a little too forcefully.


  I dig my hand into my purse from the abrupt behavior change, and he quickly removes his hand. “Why?” I’m really not in the mood, since I didn’t bother putting pants on. Standing there in pajama shorts and a sweatshirt that’s only covering up a camisole wasn’t my smartest decision.


  “Why don’t you come down for a while? You never know, maybe you’ll get lucky.” For some reason, I’m positive he’s suggesting getting lucky in more ways than one.


  “It’s not my thing.” I politely decline, and he slithers forward, forcing me to back-up.


  “I bet you’d love it.”


  “I bet I wouldn’t.”


  “Come on,” he continues, and I begin walking down the alley. “Sweetheart,” he says, quickly catching up.


  I stop and turn around. “The name is Chrissy,” I sneer. “Not sweetheart or baby or whatever other fake term of endearment. Just Chrissy.” Shaking my head, I turn around again and I’m almost to the end of the alley when my whole body flies back and rams against the brick.


  “You think you’re better than me?” His crooked teeth are the center of my tunnel vision as rains of saliva splash my face.


  “Honestly, I do.” I’m not about to bring my guard down.


  “You’re a bitch, you know that?” He reaches into his pocket and raises his hand filled with a wad of cash in front of me. “This is what I won tonight. And I’ll win it again tomorrow night. So, go on home with your pathetic father to your pathetic apartment and dream of ever having all this money in your possession because it will never happen.” Shoving it back in his pocket, he inches even closer to me.


  My heart races and scenarios of how this could go down flash through my mind. I’m worrying he is about to cross that line. Every defense mechanism I could use on him starts screaming through my brain. Feeling his hot breath on my neck, my whole body freezes, as though I’m just another brick on the wall. His fingers graze across my legs, getting closer to the hem of my shorts. Swallowing deep, his tongue swipes along my neck. “You’re nothing but a piece of shit. You should consider opening those legs because what else do you really have going for you?” He pushes back from me, but then he’s torn from my vision in a snap.


  Another body throws him against the wall and obscenities are screamed through the alley. All I see from the dim light above the bakery back door is an arm flying up and then slamming down. Scared to leave my spot, I remain pinned to the wall as though my feet are super glued to the ground. Once the one body is down, the larger one begins walking toward me. My heartbeat ramps up to an ungodly pace and my feet flee before he can reach me. I can barely breathe as I try to dig my car keys out of my purse while it sways left and right across my body. I manage to get them into my clutches when other items spill out onto the ground. Not wanting to chance being captured, I disregard them and continue to run like hell.


  “Chrissy!” the guy screams, and I’d know that voice in my next life. My feet stop, and I turn around only to stare into the bluest of eyes. “Hey, it’s me.”


  “Dex.” I sigh and fall into his arms. Sobs burst out of my mouth as tears fall from my eyes while he comforts me into his arms.


  “It’s okay. I’ve got you.” He rubs my back up and down. We stand there for a few minutes until my sobs turn to whimpers. “Nico is an ass,” he comments, and my head snaps back.


  “How do you know Nico?” I ask, swiping my tears.


  His brows furrow, and he cocks his head. “Why wouldn’t I know him?”


  “Why are you here, Dex?” I question, because he shouldn’t be. He should be at his mom’s studying for his SAT or something to secure the future he takes for granted.


  “I just got here.” Answering my questions, becoming more confused.


  “Is your dad here?”


  “No,” he answers, and his eyes widen, realizing the purpose of my twenty-questions. “Chrissy,” he pleads, but the vomit that almost escaped a few moments ago, churns in my stomach again.


  “Why would you ever want to be a part of this scene?” I ask, and he shoves his hands in his pockets.


  “I’m not. I just come down every once in a while when I’m bored.” He rolls back on his heels. “Let’s go get something to eat.” He reaches out to grab my hand, but I snap it back.


  “How could you be so stupid?” I ask him, and his head moves back in the audacity of my comment. “Yes, stupid, Dex. You have it all, and what? You’re going to throw it away for a few extra bucks when you’re bored?”


  “I don’t have a problem, Chrissy. Not everyone is like your dad,” he argues, and I shake my head.


  “You’re better than this, Dex. Better than this life. You have the opportunity to walk away and never come back,” I tell him, and now it’s him shaking his head.


  “Chrissy, give it a rest. I don’t need a fucking second mom. It’s nothing.”


  “It’s not nothing, Dex. It will suck you in and you’ll never get free. Don’t tempt yourself. There’s no such thing as easy money.”


  “Jesus, Chrissy. I don’t need to be lectured. Loosen up for once.”


  “Loosen up?” Our voices rise on the dark deserted streets.


  “Have fun. It’s not all seriousness.”


  “Take your wallet and toss it in the trash can, because if you continue to go down this path, that’s where it will end up.” Turning around, I find my way to the LaCrosse and climb in without ever looking back at him.


  Screw my dad, he’ll have to find his own way home. Fuck Dex for not being the guy I thought he was. Instead of driving home, I use the last few gallons of gas, driving around the streets of Akron.


  Doubts if Nico’s right bounce around my head. Should I embrace the life, since I see no hope in escaping it anytime soon? Should I really get on Dex for tempting himself in something that could diminish his whole future? When it comes down to it, I should only care about myself, screw everyone else, including my dad.
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  IT’S BEEN SIX months, and I’ve heard nothing from Dex since that night on the street. We used to text or Facebook message at least once a month, but it’s been quiet. That night changed me, in a way for the better. I no longer harp on getting out of this life, but strive to make sure it becomes a reality. Unable to go to college in a few months, like I’m sure Dex is, I’ve signed up for a few courses at the community college. I got a job at a retail store in the mall. I may not have gotten to where others are and where I want to be, but one day I will.


  Tonight I’m going to the county fair with friends from work. I’ve decided to have a relaxing summer before my classes start. After all, where did all that hard work at school get me? Right where I am. No scholarship, no grants … nothing.


  “Hi, Chrissy,” Camden greets me when I slide into the bench of his truck. He’s a nice guy who probably does have a crush on me, but for some reason I just don’t feel that excited, can’t get enough of you feeling when it comes to him. Even with his dark messy hair and bright green eyes, my body doesn’t respond.


  “Hey,” I greet him and turn around, smiling at Katie and Pete, my two other co-workers. Spending eight hours with someone folding and hanging clothes can bond you pretty fast. They’re all in similar positions as me. Not on the go away to college train. They’re all enrolled in community college, like me, and will live at home for the time being. Now, they don’t have a gambler for a father … Camden’s mom raised him by herself and works two jobs to keep a roof over them. Katie’s dad is disabled, and she never mentions her mom, but they have limited funds. And Pete, his mom got laid off last year and his dad struggles to remain employed. Since he’s the oldest of four, he helps them out with babysitting.


  “Who’s going to ride the Ferris wheel with me?” Katie asks, and Pete instantly accepts the invitation. Glancing back at her, I slyly smile and her eyes dart to the back of Camden’s head. Shaking my own, I turn around and focus on the road in front of me.


  Once we pull up, Camden parks on the grass field and we all emerge with a carefree and fun energy. I haven’t felt this way in a really long time. We pay our fee and begin walking the narrow dirt pathways, passing games, farm animals, and food vendors. The smell of the fried dough circles in the air, enticing my feet to automatically follow its scent.


  “Let me get it.” Camden pulls out his money after I order.


  “Get me one, too,” Katie calls out, and Pete rushes over to hand Camden money.


  “I got mine, guys,” I tell them, grabbing my wallet out of my purse.


  “Please,” Camden requests, and there’s something unfamiliar in his eyes.


  I begin to nod my head. “Okay,” I relent. Maybe I’m being too unfair to him. Maybe there could be something here if I would give it a chance.


  “You, though, pay for your girl,” Camden inadvertently reveals Pete’s feelings for Katie, and I raise my eyebrows his way.


  “Fucker.” Pete punches Camden’s arm, making Camden chuckle.


  “It’s okay, I won’t say anything.” I touch Pete’s arm, and his body slowly falls out of the tense-filled one a second ago.


  “Thanks, Chrissy.” I smile and walk over to join Katie at the picnic table with Camden joining me on my side while Pete takes a seat next to Katie.


  Suddenly, it’s beginning to feel like a double date, instead of four friends out for fun. Remnants of powdered sugar are on our fingers, our clothes, and the table by the time we finish. Piles of napkins on top of the paper plates with grease rings get tossed in the trashcan, and we find our way over to the Ferris wheel.


  Camden’s body inches closer to mine while we wait in line. His arm finding its way behind me, his fingers grazing the small of my back. Although it’s not making my stomach flip uncontrollably, it’s comforting. There’s something about him that may sway me to be more than friends. Who needs all those racing hearts or tingly touches?


  Getting on the Ferris wheel, it’s close quarters and Camden doesn’t mind closing the space between us. Swinging his arm around my shoulders, he slides closer so we’re thigh to thigh. My body seems to be warming up to him. No somersaults like Dex, but I’m getting a few light flutters.


  I enjoy my time with Camden. He tells me about some customer that came in last night, pulling uncontrolled laughter out of me at his impersonation. Pete keeps rocking their seat in front of us, and Katie continually screams at him. Eventually, my cheeks hurt from laughing so hard, and the thought that maybe this is where I belong arises. That this is where I fit in.


  The ride slows and our chair moves down stop by stop. We finally reach the bottom and Pete and Katie stand outside the gates waiting for us. Camden gets out first and holds his hand out for me. I catch his eyes roam up and down my legs as I climb out. Linking our hands together, he guides me through the make-shift metal fence. Opening it for me, he smiles down at me and the flutter picks up speed a little more.


  Paying attention to Camden, beginning to see something maybe I’ve been ignoring, I don’t hear another voice until Camden squeezes my hand tighter. When I look up, he nods his head and I follow his vision. Without warning, my stomach somersaults out of control and my heart picks up at a frantic pace. Those blue eyes entrance me just as they always have.


  Dex’s eyes glance down at my fingers locked within Camden’s, and I begin to relax my grip, but Camden clamps onto mine tighter. My vision wavers to Camden whose eyes are dead set on Dex. I wonder if he feels this electric current like I do and he’s acting territorial?


  Dex shoves his hands in his pockets when he reaches us. “Hey, Chrissy,” he softly says, obviously remembering our last encounter.


  “Hey, Dex.” Staring behind him, I find his group of friends. Even that Tori girl from his mom’s wedding a few years ago. They’re all put together in their new designer clothes and clean cut haircuts. “This is Camden, Pete, and Katie,” I introduce them, and everyone nods their heads toward one another.


  “Hi,” he says to them, but the only one who responds is Katie.


  “Well … hello to you … Dex,” she remarks, her voice etched with seduction. “Ouch,” she says, turning toward Pete who desperately tries to non-verbally tell her something.


  “Can I talk to you for a second?” he asks me, and I don’t even debate it in my head.


  “Yes,” I answer and pull away from Camden’s tight hold on my hand. “I’ll be right back,” I tell them, and Camden’s eyes fixate on Dex.


  We walk over to the benches, and I see sets of eyes from his group and mine on us the whole way. “I wanted to say, I’m sorry,” he says, his head hanging low.


  “Me too,” I tell him. “But, Dex—”


  “No, Chrissy. Please, don’t lecture me again,” he requests, and I quickly back down. “I just wanted to apologize, the things I said were shitty.”


  “Okay,” I mumble, “I’m sorry, too.”


  “How have things been?”


  “Busy. Graduation is next week. How about you?”


  “I graduated last week. I’m heading to Western in the fall. Are you going anywhere?” he asks, hesitantly. I’m sure amongst his friends, it’s as common of a question as a waitress taking a customer’s drink order. But out here, it’s not usually even brought into conversation.


  “I’m going to SCC, community,” I admit, and he nods his head slowly.


  “That’s good,” he says, although I know how lame it sounds to someone who gets to go to a university.


  “It is what it is.” My eyes shift to Camden, who tries to hold a conversation with Katie and Pete, but I catch him glancing over. I wish I wanted him half as much as my body’s desperate need for Dex.


  “Do you want to maybe get together for dinner or something?” He leans against the bench, propping one foot up. I can’t help but stare at his strong tanned legs, arms and just his overall amazing body. His blonde hair is a little spiked, and he’s become even manlier than six months ago.


  “Sure,” I answer, knowing full well it probably won’t happen, although, I kind of wish it will.


  “DEX!” one of the guys screams. When Dex glances back, the guy waves him over and points to the game area.


  “I guess I better get going,” he says and quickly wraps his arms around my body. He brings me to that warm, safe place my body craves, but before I can really relish the feeling, he’s backed up from me.


  “Okay, well, message me or something,” I instruct him, watching him back away toward his group of friends.


  “I will. Bye, Chrissy.” He waves his hand, flashing that wide smile my way before turning around and venturing back over to his friends.


  “Bye,” I respond, giving a small wave of my hand. Watching someone walk away that you care so much for, as a friend and maybe more, is harder than I thought. Our lives are too different, going in directions too opposite to ever remain on the same path. It was always inevitable, but this time, there’s more of a finality to our friendship. One problem is thinking that I’ll never see Dex again, and it pricks my heart a little more than I’d prefer.


  Fifteen minutes later my friends’ path crosses Dex and his. As his friends joke around with one another, girls screaming in laughter from the guys jokes, my vision is solely on him and his on mine. Automatically I want to run into his arms, have him hold me and let him take care of me. But his one friend pulls him away and our eyes unlock, and I’m thrown back to our reality. How do I love someone so much that I’d rather lose in order for them to gain more than I can give?


  He talks for a second and then looks our way again. Desperately wanting to tear my eyes from his, I excuse myself to go get a lemonade. As I’m pulling my money out, his hand stretches in front of me and I can feel his chest against my back. Closing my eyes to compose myself, and maybe calm my erratic heart before turning around, praying like hell I can keep it together.


  “You don’t have to do that,” I tell him.


  “I wanted to.” He shrugs, and a small smirk forms across his lips.


  “Thank you,” I say, taking a sip of my drink.


  “I miss you,” he says.


  “I know,” I respond, and his eyes falter slightly. “I miss you, too,” I say, and his eyes perk up.


  “Let’s go. I’ll take you home,” he says, motioning with his head to the side.


  I glance at a very interested Camden and then back to Dex. “Dex,” I sigh.


  “Come on, Chrissy,” he pleads, but I see Camden and think I should be with him. He’ll be here long after Dex leaves for school. I just wish my heart agreed with my brain.


  “I came here with them.” I nod my head toward my group of friends.


  “So what? I came with them, but I just want to spend some time with you.”


  “I can’t, Dex. I’m sorry.” Before I stop myself, I place my lemonade on the table and wrap my arms around him so tight I’m surprised he’s not suffocating. He holds me just as firm, and I try to commit the smell of Dex to memory as my face rests in the crook of his neck. “Good luck in school. You’ll do great.”


  Without looking him in the face, although I would love to be able to study his face for an hour just to burn the image into my head, I turn on my heels. Running around the opposite side of the stand, I hunch over and sob.


  Ranting to myself over and over again that it’s for the best. I would only bring him down. He can’t be worried about me when he has his whole future to figure out. Then I hear his friend come over and just the sound of his voice is enough for me to doubt my decision.


  “What are you doing with that girl? You have Bella over there waiting for a rematch from last week. Come on, man.” Dex must not move right away because his friend continues. “I know she was hot, but enough of the slumming it, man. Let’s go.” Then it’s silence except for the employee working the stand, the clinking of pans replacing the beating of my fast heartbeats Dex ignites. Repeating my mantra that he’s better off without me over and over until I compose myself enough to join my friends.
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  “HULK, LET’S GO, man,” Brady screams up the stairs. I can only imagine Sadie, tapping her foot. We’re due to meet up with Jessa and Grant in order to be on time to Trey’s parents’ house. My phone vibrates on the bed as I shrug my t-shirt over my body.


  Picking it up, still shaking in my hands, a number I don’t recognize crosses the screen. Wavering on whether or not I want to chance this being something at the house, I hit ignore because I don’t want to be bothered with my dad’s so-called “business” today. Then thoughts of someone raiding or maybe some loser found out where my dad’s operation is. Worse case, someone ratted him out. Figuring someone who I have programmed in my phone would have made the phone call to alert me, I wait to see if they leave a voicemail. Which they do—my phone vibrates a second later.


  Clicking speaker, I place the black rectangle on my dresser while I gel my hair. My fingers are manipulating each strand, placing it in the perfect spot when her voice comes across. My hands stop mid-air and I my eyes fixate on the phone. Closing my eyes, that sweet sound that’s only lived in my dreams the past years still unglues me to the core. “Um … Dex. I’m in town and … um … I was wondering … if maybe we could … um … talk.” Her voice is practically shaking from the awkwardness of the phone call.


  “HULK!” Brady screams again. Debating in my head what I should do. I could easily claim ignorance that I never got the call. Say that I was already out of town. Excuses run through my head as to why I would leave her wherever she is. Then the images of her alone, or worse, not. Knowing even with the distance that has formed between us over the years, I could never, would never not go to her if she needed me.


  Walking out my door, I peer over the railing to a sour Brady. “Man, I gotta do something. You guys go without me,” I shout down.


  “What is so damn important?” he asks, sensitive to the fact he can tell something’s off with me. Brady is like the father of our friends, protective of us all.


  “A friend needs me,” I say, remaining vague. If Brady knew the half of what I did when I leave this house, he’d probably have an anxiety attack.


  He stands there staring up at me and wavers at the door. Probably counting in his head how long he has before Sadie, his fiancé, comes in search of him. “What’s up, man?” he asks, stepping up a few stairs.


  “I’m not sure yet. I need to make a call.” I’m honest with him because Brady has a sense of comfort about him. Although, I’m fairly certain our secrets are shared with Sadie, he keeps things mostly to himself.


  “Do that, and we’ll wait.” He jogs back down the steps, and the front door shuts behind him.


  Sitting on my bed, I bite my lip. It’s been so long. Not that she hasn’t crossed my mind; I’m not sure a day goes by that I don’t wonder where she is and what’s she’s doing. I question why she left and never answered my calls. The guilt that I somehow left her behind always resonating inside somewhere within me, even when she’s the one who disappeared on me. The small piece of electronics sits in my hands like a ten pound weight. There’s no turning back, no erasing from my mind once I press that call icon.


  Pushing back my fear, I press the call button, release a deep breath and bring the phone up to my ear. She answers on the first ring, confirming something is seriously wrong. “Dex,” she answers. Another stab of the knife that she still has my number programmed, but I don’t have her obviously changed number.


  “Chrissy?” I say her name out loud for the first time in four years. How can her name seem foreign on my tongue?


  The line is quiet for a few seconds before she continues. “Hi. I’m in Western … at this place called The Loft. Could you come down here?” she asks.


  “What’s wrong?” My foot begins tapping on the floor.


  “I just need to talk. If you’re too busy—”


  “No—give me five,” I quickly tell her.


  “Okay.” Her voice is so shallow, I dread what I’m about to discover.


  Leaving the house, I lock it up and then walk over to Brady’s Camaro. Sadie rolls down the window. “I have to head to The Loft.” Sadie’s forehead wrinkles, and she turns to Brady, who takes a deep breath. “We’ll drop you off,” he says, nodding his head to the backseat. Sadie opens the door and gets out, allowing me to slide the seat up and fold my over six-foot frame into the back.


  We drive the familiar path in five minutes. A million thoughts about what I’m about to walk into stream through my mind. When we pull up outside the dingy college bar, Sadie climbs out of the car, pulling her seat forward to allow me access to exit. “We’ll wait,” Brady says, but I wave him off.


  “Don’t bother. Not sure I’ll make it to Trey’s parents’.”


  “We’ll wait,” he repeats, and Sadie smiles. Damn happy ass couple.


  The second I enter the bar, I spot her. Two booths to the right, sipping a glass of golden beer. My body hyper-aware of hers instantly responds with a warm current that travels from my stomach to my feet. She’s still gorgeous with her blonde hair highlighted from the lone stream of light through the back door that’s propped open.


  Taking the two steps, I give a wave at Pete, which makes Chrissy’s eyes tear from mine to veer his way. Sliding into the bench across from her, our eyes lock for a brief moment. Neither of us speaks a word while we take each other in for the first time in years. “How are you? It’s been a while.” I break the awkwardness, and she twirls her straw around her glass.


  “Okay.” Her shoulders rise and fall. “Just got back into town a few weeks ago.” She never looks up, and I can feel her leg anxiously bouncing up and down under the table.


  “Where were you?” I ask, and her eyes dart to mine. They’re distant and far away from me. Clearly something’s wrong.


  “Indiana. Away from here. Not sure why I decided to come back.” Her body shifts, and she gives me the fakest smile to appease me.


  “Well, I’m heading out of town. Do you want to join us?” Not sure why I ask, other than I’m thinking getting out of town is exactly what she may need.


  “Okay.” The fact she doesn’t ask normal questions, like why, where, and who with explains the whole phone call. Something is going down, and I need to figure out what the fuck it is.


  “Let’s go.” I slide out and stand up. She grabs her purse, wrapping it around her body and slides out of the booth. Digging in her purse she reaches for money, but I quickly throw down a five to cover her drink.


  “I’ve got it,” she says, picking it up and handing it back to me, replacing it with her own five. Rolling my eyes, I half chuckle that she hasn’t changed a bit. So, I allow her take the independence of buying her own drink.


  She follows me out, and when I find Brady and Sadie practically making out in the front seat, I shake my head at what has become my life. Clearing my throat, Sadie quickly backs away from Brady, her cheeks turning pink.


  Brady chuckles. “Ready?” he asks me through the open window. Then his eyes flick to Chrissy behind me. “Hi,” he says, greeting her like the polite guy he is.


  “Um … hi,” she responds. Sadie immediately opens her door and steps out.


  “I’m Sadie.” She beats me at the introductions. “This is Brady.” She takes the task for everyone I guess.


  “I’m—”


  “Chrissy.” I finish the meet and greet. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”


  Sadie narrows her eyes and tilts her head my way. “Chrissy and I can take the backseat. You take the front,” Sadie dictates and climbs in the back before I have a chance to argue.


  Chrissy glances at me and then to the car and back to me before following Sadie. A slow stream of air leaves my mouth as I climb in next to Brady. Anger at Sadie brews because, although I appreciate her being nice to Chrissy, I really wanted to just be near her again. Starting the ignition, he looks my way, raises his eyebrows, and then focuses his attention on the road in front of him.


  Thankfully, Sadie can talk about her wedding enough to divert the conversation away from Chrissy, me—or the worst—Chrissy and me together. Another saving grace happens when we pull up to Grant and Jessa’s. Jessa informs everyone we’re splitting up. Girls and guys. Chrissy bites her lip, anxious to separate, which makes me fear she’ll leave again before I can get the answers I need.


  Surprisingly, she gets out of the car without a look back to me. Grant scrunches his forehead and looks back and forth between the two of us, just as confused as everyone else. The questions swirl above his head as to who this girl is. Jessa introduces herself and squeezes Chrissy into a hug while Chrissy smiles back to her and slides into the back seat.
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  WHAT THE HELL am I doing? I’m so out of my element. I have nothing in common with any of these people, let alone the two girls chatting in the front seat. Although, hearing about weddings and pregnancies is a lot better than hunger and eviction.


  “So, Chrissy.” Jessa’s eye finds mine through the rearview mirror, “how do you know Dex?”


  My teeth find my lip, because I’m not quite sure how he would want me to answer this. What do these people know about the Dex Prescott I know? I heard someone call him Hulk earlier when the only nickname I’ve ever known is Edge. Would these girls understand the meaning of that nickname? “Our dads are friends,” I say, keeping it as simple as I’m able.


  “Oh, Ted’s great.” Sadie turns around, giving me that paid for smile. Seriously, could her teeth be more perfect and white? I doubt it.


  I don’t correct them that it’s actually Theo that bonds Dex and I together, just showing again how different of a life Dex lives than I do. To these two perfect girls, with perfect men, living the perfect life, I probably resemble their worst nightmare.


  The two attempt to engage me in more conversation, and I’m certain they think I’m a bitch from my one word answers or non-verbal nods. But what am I supposed to say, ‘Hi, I know you guys live in this perfect bubble of love and forever. You go to college, get a degree, and marry your perfect guy. As for me, though, I go to the few community college classes I can afford, work at a clothing store for barely more than minimum wage, and, oh yeah, my dad recently wagered me to some sleazebag for a one night lay.’ I’d like to see their cute and innocent jaws fall.


  Two nights ago, my dad hit an all time low. I returned from Indiana, where I had been making a new life for myself before getting laid off. I come back home only to find the apartment completely unlivable. There was a month’s worth of dirty dishes, garbage overflowing, and nothing edible in the fridge. Lucky enough my key worked in the lock, but I was there for three days before my dad even made his appearance. And when he did, I wish he hadn’t.


  His clothes were filthy, his hair unkempt and I’m surprised he was even able to afford the rent from appearances alone. He hugged me and for a brief second I thought he missed me. Until the next day I went to do a little grocery shopping and came home to find him searching through my belongings. I knew there was no way I could stay, it was a damn pipe dream to think things would be different.


  My one problem was, either I stay there, save some money in order to leave again, or I live in my car. Unfortunately, the decision was decided for me when Nico showed up at the door that evening.


  I had been finishing preparing dinner, packaging up a meal for my dad to eat whenever he returned from wherever he was. Now a days, I had no idea where he ventured to lose his money. The knock on the door was soft and courteous, so, I had thought it could be Mrs. Heinz from next door or one of her three kids. But when I opened the door, surprise found me in the form of Nico.


  He hasn’t changed in four years, the same gold chain hangs from his thicker neck. The slick gel still keeps his hair back. That damn over abundance of chest hair peeks through his silk shirt that has one too many buttons undone. I try to shut the door, but he shoves his foot in the small opening and his palm smacks the door to push it open.


  “Nico,” I said, trying to will my voice not to sound as panicked as I was. The first thing that crossed my mind was Dex and four years ago when he stopped Nico from god knows what his agenda was.


  “Chrissy,” he seductively said my name, sauntering into the apartment. My feet instinctively back up until my butt hits the table. My palms grip the edge as Nico stands chest to chest with me, my emotions bouncing everywhere … nervous to his intentions, but scared to what he’s capable of.


  “Oh, Chrissy. I’ve missed you.” He takes his finger to tuck away a loose strand from my ponytail. Smacking it away, I attempt to scoot an inch over, careful not to draw attention to my movements. “Come on. We could be good together. Obviously, where ever you went didn’t pan out. I can give you a lot of things, Chrissy, if you would just allow me.”


  My heart speeds up while think about all of the ways to get out and away, already regretting returning to this fucking place. “Nico,” I warn him with a stern voice.


  “No, Chrissy. See your dad really screwed up more than usual this time. He’s a cheat. Guess what he promised me in exchange to swipe that incident under the rug?” He places his hand on my hip, and I swallow the bile slowing rising in my throat. Shifting to the side, he places both hands on either side of my hips. “I’ll give you a hint, it’s something I’ve wanted for a really long time.”


  “He didn’t.” My shoulders deflate while my body goes numb. How could my dad actually put me, or my body up to settle a score?


  “Oh, but he did. Come on baby, I’ve been waiting a long time for this and I’m not really up for your hard-to-get act.” His face slowly starts coming my way as I back my head up further.


  Thinking of nothing better, my knee slams between his legs using as much force as I’m able. Nico bends down, his hands cupping himself while screaming obscenities at me. I’m glad I’ve never fully unpacked when I grab my one bag and purse leaving the apartment. My feet slip on the stairs from rushing so fast but I catch myself with my hands on the railings. Never looking back, I run onto a bus that’s picking people up. I scramble to find the money in my purse, the driver sensing something’s wrong, waits patiently for me and then pulls off the curb. And now here I am …


  I don’t even notice the vibrating in my purse until Sadie turns around and her eyes dart to my lap where my purse rests, clutched in my fists. Unzipping the top, I pull my phone out and Dex’s name appears.


  Dex: Everything okay?


  Me: Yeah.


  He probably wants to make sure I keep my mouth shut about his alternate life. It disappoints me that he allowed me to be shoved in the car with the girls. I had wanted to tell him what was going on. Explain the reason for my sudden reappearance after four years.


  Dex: We’ll be there soon.


  The thought that maybe he’s feeling guilty for deserting me with the two girls in the front seat puts a small smile on my face. Right before I realize it’s probably because he didn’t realize the conversation I could have had with them. Girls are nosey and usually dig until they reveal the truth. Which surprises me with these two, because they let it go fairly quick.
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  SOON, CITYSCAPE IS left behind when farms and countryside fill the windows of the car. Jessa follows Brady’s Camaro down a long driveway and parks in front of a four-car garage. If I thought I was out of my league before, I’m certain I am now. I had thought Dex’s mom’s house was enormous, but this one is on a whole other scale. A dark, almost old but modern house rests in the middle of open land. It resembles something an architect would design and definitely doesn’t fit the mold of the other farm houses we passed getting here.


  The girls step out of the car, giggling about something I never heard. All the guys wheel their expensive luggage while Dex swings my ripped duffle bag across his shoulder. He stays back with me, allowing the foursome to lead the way.


  When the door opens, a guy a little more like I’m used to smiles down at all of us. Here’s a guy like back home. Short dark hair, tattoos inked across his body, and small gages in his ears. They all shake hands or hug each other, showing how close friends they all are.


  After all the hellos to everyone he knows, his eyes find mine. “Hey, I’m Trey.” He introduces himself, holding his hand out for me to shake.


  Slowly untying my fingers from nervously playing with my purse strap, I hold my hand out. “Chrissy,” I answer, and Dex comes to my side. His hand rests on the small of my back igniting a surge of electricity shooting up my spine.


  “Sorry, Chrissy’s an old friend,” he adds.


  Trey gives me a welcoming smile. “Welcome,” he greets, and I actually calm a little bit from his gracious demeanor.


  Following everyone else into the kitchen, the girls take seats on the stools while the guys stand behind them. Something isn’t like the other rings in my head. Leaning against the counter to keep a distance, I silently listen to his friends catch up.


  “Hopefully that wide grin means you won her back?” Dex says, clasping his friend’s shoulder as beers and drinks slide around the kitchen island.


  “Yeah, she can’t deny this gorgeous face for that long,” Trey jokes and they all laugh.


  “Hmm … always conceited.” A shorter brunette walks in and everyone turns around to her voice. I, on the other hand, can’t take my eyes off of Trey. I’ve never in my life witnessed a man so elated from a girl’s appearance in a room. His eyes follow her around as she greets everyone, and his tongue licks his lips when she turns his way. When she wraps her arms around his waist, nuzzling into him more, he closes his eyes briefly, as though saying an extra prayer that she’s his.


  “I have to take it where I can. It’s hard not being the gorgeous one between us two,” he compliments her, and she shrugs it off. I’m not sure I’ve ever had anyone say something remotely romantic like that to me.


  “Good one,” she says, rolling her eyes and a pink flush stains her cheeks.


  “Let’s leave these guys and have some girl talk. I’m entirely pissed off at you for not waiting to get your nails done until we got here.” Jessa teases the brunette, pointing at her with her already polished nail. Glancing down at my own, I wince at my out grown cuticles and erratic chipped lines from my constant biting.


  “Come on, guys, we can go outside,” Trey says, waving them toward the screen door. “Where are the girls?” He peers down at her and asks. They have kids? Maybe I’m not so out of my league here.


  “Outside playing with your parents and Derek. Aunt Holly and Uncle Clyde are upstairs resting.” She raises her eyebrows multiple times.


  He bends down and whispers something in her ear, making her face light up like she’s seeing fireworks for the first time in her life.


  As the guys leave, Dex glances back one more time before following.


  “Later, Michaels.” Jessa tosses her hand in the air.


  “You must think I’m horrible.” The brunette rushes over to me. “I’m Kailey,” she introduces herself and wraps her arms around my shoulders. When I don’t reciprocate, but rather stand there stiff, she pulls back. “Sorry, I’m just really happy right now. I didn’t mean to overstep your personal space,” she practically whispers, and a small smile crosses my lips. She’s nice and kind. My shoulders relax a little with her presence. “Come on over to the island.”


  Kailey catches up with the two other girls, answering their stream of twenty questions. From what I can gather, she and Trey had recently split up. This is his parents’ house, he took her to some tree house last night and now they are happy again. Even with Jessa’s persistence, Kailey shyly shakes her head back and forth not giving any details.


  After the gossip session, Kailey shows us out to the porch that opens up to more open land. A swing set to the left, a fire pit to the right. Two little girls run around the yard, blowing bubbles while a smaller boy waddles around in the grass as a woman, I assume is Trey’s mom, follows closely behind. They have three kids? Shit, I can’t even imagine. No wonder they weren’t talking for a while.


  Leaning against the side of the pergola, the girls scream and cheer on at the two smaller girls tickling Dex. The sun streaming down on my face between the wooden slants, I watch Dex, so carefree and fun. Trey’s eyes veer to mine, and I instantly turn them back down to the ground. He jumps up, and the pit of my stomach fears he’ll come over and try to engage me, but instead he joins the masses. A few minutes go by with laughter shrieking throughout the yard. When everyone stands, Dex’s eyes find mine immediately and the smile falls from his face. That’s when I realize, this is the last place I should be. He has his life, and me showing up in his perfect shell is unfair.


  Already regretting my decision to call Dex in the first place, I keep my distance for the remainder of the night, allowing him to have fun with his friends. He doesn’t engage me very much, only telling me even more that he wishes I wouldn’t have invaded his perfect life. By the time we go to bed, we venture into the room that is reserved for the two of us. I guess when you come with so many couples, it negates the whole guys in this room, girls in the other equation.


  I escape into the bathroom and change my clothes. By the time I return, Dex is already in his pajama pants, digging in his bag. He drops his phone and bends down to retrieve it. As he steadily stands back up, his eyes roam up my body and a warm current in my blood swirls, following the path of his eyes. He bites his bottom lip and takes a deep breath. “I’ll be back,” he says with a husky voice.


  Once he rushes out, I climb under the covers to disengage any sexual urges neither one of us will entertain tonight. In this moment, I wish I could be one of those girls. The ones who could sleep with Dex only to feel the comforting arms of a man, but it’s the fear of after that keeps my hands pinned around my body. The fear that he slept with me out of pity, or worse, that he only did it for his own pleasure and release.


  He opens the door, and his blue eyes focus on the television and anywhere but at me. “I’ll sleep on the floor,” he murmurs, never casting a glance my way.


  “Don’t be silly. We’ve done this before.” I flip to my side.


  “When we were fourteen, Chris.” He grabs the pillow.


  “Really, Dex. I trust you,” I tell him, facing him head on, and oh my lord, his muscles are everywhere. He’s always been built, but holy mackerole, he’s insanely big now.


  He looks at me long and hard for a few seconds and then pulls back the covers. As he’s sliding under the crisp white linen sheets, the mattress dips next to me. I turn around so my back faces his. We both reach over and turn off the lights on our respective sides. The funny thing is if someone walked in right now, they’d think we were two elderly people, who have been married for years, instead of hot-blooded early twenty-somethings.


  Minutes of silence fill the room, and even with me shutting my eyes, visualizing what I imagine the beach must feel like, sleep won’t come. Dex’s close proximity has my body hyperaware of his breathing and his body. “Do you want to tell me?” he whispers.


  “I’m okay. Like I said, I just needed a break. Thank you for bringing me. I hope I wasn’t too much of an inconvenience for you,” I lie, and a huge breath releases from him.


  “You’re never an inconvenience to me. If you don’t tell me, I can’t help you,” he adds, and I roll over, although, he keeps his back to me.


  “Nothing. Like I said I needed a breather.” If I admit to Dex the real reason, he’ll try to fix it and save me like normal. Being here with his friends and the people that care about him, he deserves normality and that’s not in my life’s course.


  My hands itch to touch the grooves and contours of the muscles that spread across his back, displaying how hard he works out at the gym every day. “Just wanted to feel normal. So, thank you again.” The lies just continue to flow. He doesn’t need my drama in his life. He has his together, why should my fucked up past screw with it?


  The pillow shifts from his slow shake of his head. “You’re welcome,” he says, and the silence encompasses us once again. Eventually, the light whistling of his breathing signifies he’s fallen asleep. I lie awake, observing the rise and fall of his back until my eyes relent to the exhaustion of the day.


  Loud voices fill the hallway with doors slamming and kids’ laughter. Wrestling myself awake, I feel Dex’s warm leg over mine, and his one arm splayed across my chest. Relishing the warmth of his touch, I try not to move an inch, enjoying this for the short time it lasts. “Seriously?” he mumbles, and I shut my eyes automatically, pretending to be asleep.


  When he must feel our compromising entwinement, his head jolts and then his body relaxes once again on top of me. I swear his body inches a little closer, and I hear the softest inhale from his nose. Tearing away from me, he sits up and swings his legs over the bed. Peeking one eye up, I watch his head fill his hands while his back rises and falls. Murmuring under his breath, he quickly stands, shrugging a shirt on, and leaves the room.


  The door slowly shuts, and you can barely hear the click of the knob. I open my eyes and a huff releases from my own mouth. It was the first morning in a long time I felt safe before the breaking of dawn brought me back to my shitty reality.


  By the time we leave Trey’s, Dex asks Brady if he can borrow the Camaro. The good guy Brady appears to be answers yes. A few hours later, Dex parks outside my crappy apartment in my crappy neighborhood. Dex tried to convince me to go back to Western with him, but I declined the offer. He has his life and I have mine, unfortunately, they aren’t on the same path. His hand moves for the door handle, but I place my hand on his other one. “It’s okay, you go. Thank you for the ride.” I release him of my obligation, opening the door with my other.


  “Are you sure? I can walk you up.”


  “No, I’ve got it.” I turn around and step one foot out the door.


  “Chrissy, you’d tell me right?” he almost whispers, and I stop.


  “Of course,” I lie for the umpteenth time in twenty-four hours.


  He adds nothing else, so I continue my exit.


  “Call me if you need me, okay? The offer is always good. Call me and I’ll be here in a half hour.” He leans over the center console, and those blue eyes search mine.


  “Of course,” I say. “Bye, Dex. Thanks again.” I shut the door before he can even say his own goodbye.


  Waiting for him to drive away, I pretend to walk up to my old apartment, secretly praying my father’s not around and especially that Nico isn’t. Once I open the doors and walk in, smelling the stench of garbage, cigarettes, and piss in the entryway, I hear the muffler of the Camaro roar to life and I slowly exit. Peering down the road, the red taillights are only two specks in a sea of black. Taking a breath, I walk down the street and around the corner.


  Digging my keys out of my bag, I insert them into my now home. Climbing in and tossing my bag on the seat, something catches my eye. Something that I definitely didn’t pack a day ago when I used the last of my paycheck for the bus fare to Western.


  My fingers practically shake as they reach for it. Rolled up in a small rubber band are crisp twenty dollar bills. Slowly, I release it from the bands and three hundred in bills land in my lap. A long breath I was holding releases. “Damn him,” I mumble. I despise myself for his need to consistently save me.
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  Four Months Later
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  MY VOLKSWAGEN PIDDLES across the gravel parking lot, and I look down at the gas needle. Releasing an exhausted breath when I find the needle just below the red. Once I make my money back, it will at least get me to the gas station.


  I turn off the ignition and pull the key out. Clasping them in my lap, I stare up at the sign above the shack of a bar, reading Weddle’s in red neon. Sighing, I open my door before changing my mind. Squeaking, the rust bug cries for the attention it needs. The same as I need, someone to give a shit about us.


  Little bits of gravel fall into my sandals as I reluctantly do something I despise. Something I loathe. Something I hate as much as the people that are a part of it. Right before my hand reaches out for the door, I take a much-needed deep breath, allowing the fresh air to reach my lungs. Especially since it will be a while before it fills with outside air again, well, at least I hope.


  Hank spots me first, raising both eyebrows my way. I play the game by sitting down at the bar and grabbing a drink. Flirting with Hank a little, I pull the mask over my face, as though this is my life and I love it. While secretly, I’m hating myself a little more with every word.


  “Hey, Hank,” I flirtatiously greet, sitting down on the stool closest to the red door.


  “Chrissy,” he answers, nodding. A minute later, my usual Stoli and seven is placed in front of me. Twirling the small black straw around the glass, I wait for my invite just as I’ve been taught. I know the cameras are on me right now, Len most likely debating about letting me in. God knows I owe him money, but the one saving grace is that I can win it back plus some.


  I’ll be the first one to admit, I’ve played better, but that’s what happens when the pressure hits. When you know you have to win in order to eat, to clothe yourself, to survive, the stakes are higher. The need to win outweighing every other fight in you.


  It takes three drinks tonight, which kind of sucks because I like to play with only one drink in me. Enough to take the edge off and relax me, but not enough to make me sloppy. “Go on in,” Hank says, nodding toward the red door, and I reluctantly leave a twenty on the bar top. “No, Chrissy, I got you.” Hank pushes it back my way, and I give him a small smile for his kindness.


  Another long and deep breath later and I’m in the room. They should refer to it as the red room of death. Poker tables fill the rooms; poor and rich men seated next to one another. No doubt the rich thinking they have the poor, but I’ve seen those tables turn in one deal. Suddenly, the poor become more fortunate and the rich leave empty handed. Too bad it’s can’t be like that outside of the red room.


  Old vinyl chairs rest in the center of the room, strewn about around the round tables. Red … everything I see is red. Isn’t red for sexy? You’d think that it’s a strip club the way it’s decorated. But that has been tried before, failing miserably. The last thing you want around when someone begins losing all their money is to have a hooker to bury their sorrows in. To save those last few bills to sneak into the hands of a woman, who will make you forget you just lost your last buck.


  Just when I’m about to sit down in order to wait my turn, a man stumbles away from a table in front of me. Ivy, the dealer, waves me forward and motions toward the seat. She smiles at me and out of all the tables I could end up at, Ivy’s is the best. It has to mean a sign of good luck, right? Placing the chips I’d just cashed in when I walked in on the table, I patiently wait for my deal. My drink of choice quickly appears in front of me, and I nod a thank you to the waitress.


  It’s nice to have Ivy dealing me the cards, but my companions couldn’t be worse. Stench number one to my right keeps leaning my way, barely able to hold his body up. While Stench number two to my left keeps checking me out from the corner of his eye. I take a drink and wince at the enormous amount of alcohol burning down my throat. Hank was being easy on me out in the common bar.


  Ivy deals the cards and everyone antes up. The first couple hands come my way, ‘blessing’ me with a small windfall. Even though the guilt still remains, with the chips stacked in front of me, my lips begin turning up, over confidence building inside of me. Then jackass number two orders me another drink and begins chatting in my ear. Obviously, he’s a newbie because most people around here know my dad. No one messes with someone else’s child. Note to add, rule number three is you never lean into someone after the cards have been dealt.


  “Hey, why don’t we get out of here?” he whispers in my ear, nudging my drink closer to me.


  “Nah, I’m good right where I am.” I give Ivy a small smile, and she snidely raises her eyebrows.


  “Hey, Chuck, why don’t you take a break?” Ivy says to him dealing the cards out.


  “I’d love to, as long as this fine Sheila joins me.” His finger brushes along my leg, and I jerk it the other way.


  “Um … I wasn’t aware we’re in Australia,” I remark, and Ivy tightens her lips, withholding her laughter.


  Tossing my chips in, I attempt to disregard him, but the lingering scent of dime store cologne mixed with cinnamon brings an incredibly nauseous sensation to my stomach. Trying to appear unfazed, I drink my vodka with nothing but a splash of cranberry and focus on my cards.


  Five hands later, my chips are slowly disappearing into the hands of the others. My ‘blessings’ slowly blessing the tall lanky guy at the end of the table, who consistently mocks me by winking every time his hand slides the chips his direction. He’s kind of cute, college kid most likely. Hat on backwards, vibrant jade-colored eyes, t-shirt with some sarcastic comment too faded to read. You have to know someone to get into Len’s games, so the curiosity to who he knows keeps my eyes focused on him.


  An hour later, my last chip clinks into the center pile. It’s small, but I need it to stay in the game. It’s all about staying in the game, because once you’re out, you’re finished. Unfortunately for me, Len let me slide two nights ago with being short a couple hundred. Biting on my lip with my foot bobbing up and down under the table, I turn the corners of my cards one more time. Eyeing college stud, who glances down at the empty spot in front of me and then back to his cards. His lips slowly turn up into a Cheshire grin.


  “Fold,” he says, pushing his cards toward Ivy.


  I allow my eyes to narrow toward his as I grab my miniscule winnings. He gives me a full smile and winks again. If I wasn’t so desperate, I’d chuck them in his face. Thanks to good ole Dad, I’m as desperate as a life-sentenced prisoner in front of the parole board.


  “Glad to see you can continue playing.” Sleazebag next to me moves a little closer, his gold ringed hand placing another drink at my side.


  Giving him a small smile, I concentrate on Ivy. For the next two hours, I stay afloat barely. College stud throws me some bones, and I’m ashamed that I allow him to do it. I finally stop drinking, but it’s too late, the vodka weighs heavy in my bloodstream already.


  The flirtatiousness between college guy and myself begins becoming more heated and since the spot next to him just opened up, I debate changing seats. He nods his head, insinuating that I do just that before his eyes dart to the center of the room. Then as though I spit in his face, a sour look crosses his mouth and he sits up straighter in the chair. Confused on what happened, I play another hand in my current seat. Sleazy to the right leans in to me, his hot breathe connecting to my neck.


  Sliding my head away, I attempt to concentrate on Ivy, who looks up and behind me, placing the cards down on the table. Tilting my head to her in confusion, she says nothing, but then a firm grasp wraps around my upper arm and yanks me from the chair.


  Thrown off kilter, my eyes blink a few times before I’m out of the room and into the bar. The guy pushes me onto a bar stool and signals for Hank, the bartender. When I meet the pair of blue eyes that knows my complete past, I debate if I could outrun him.


  “What the hell? I had them.” I yank my arm away.


  “You didn’t have them. You’re under by over five bills. You’ll never make it up, and pretty soon Len will come in and stop it himself. Why the hell are you here, anyway? Aren’t you the one who hates this scene? Everything and everyone who’s involved?” He sneers my own heated words I spoke to him once upon a time.


  “I do. Just let me go back in there.” I start digging in my pockets, as if I actually have money in them.


  “Hell no, you stay here.” Dex signals to Hank again to get me a drink. Already feeling a little wobbly, I don’t really think it’s a good idea. But, hey, what else do I have going for me?


  “Give her a water, will you Hank?” Dex asks, but when Dex disappears through the red door, Hank places a shot and refill of my drink in front of me. Slamming the shot glass down on the bar top after I pour it down my throat, I quickly chase it with my Stoli and seven.


  Leaning my head in my hands, I figure Dex might be in there saving me from tonight, but he can’t save me from everything. Not that I would ever tell him exactly why I’m here.


  Then all the alcohol and exhaustion of my day overtakes me and my head falls to the hardwood before blackness surrounds my vision.
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  “DEX?” SHE WHISPERS staring at me standing in the doorframe.


  “Hey, Chrissy, it’s me. Sleep tight, I’ll just be next door.” When the door clicks, I take a deep breath and rub the back of my neck.


  Thankful the house is empty from my roommates’ interruptions, flicking the lights on in the kitchen, I make a beeline to the fridge to grab a beer. Although, it’s not nearly strong enough to calm the amount of anxiety currently raging through me, it will have to do. Trey was always the one keeping the hard stuff around. Inhaling and exhaling, I lean against the counter, debating all the questions I’ll have to answer when everyone returns home. There were enough inquisitive minds the last time she called and showed up out of the blue.


  I venture out to my truck, grab her suitcase of clothes from the back of her car, and think about her and I. Not seeing her for four years and now twice in four months, something isn’t right with her, and there’s only one person that would have more information. The problem is he could also be associated with the reason. I’ll wait to talk with Chrissy first when she wakes up in the morning.


  An hour later, I toss another beer bottle in the recycling bin and retreat back upstairs. Just as my foot hits the landing at the top of the stairs, a sudden urge to check on her comes over me. To double-check that nothing happened in the time I was downstairs. My hand lands on the doorknob at the same time my phone rings in my pocket. “Fuck,” I mumble to myself. Fumbling it in my hands until I have a solid grasp, Sam’s name shines across the screen.


  Sam is Jessa’s sister, and last spring break we started a friends-with-benefits relationship. Although we aren’t exclusive in any shape, or really much friends, the benefits are what we both enjoy.


  I press the answer button and scramble to my room. “A little early for you tonight,” I whisper into the phone while shutting my bedroom door and then walk over to do the same with my bathroom door.


  “Why are we whispering?” she quietly asks, and I chuckle lightly.


  “It’s late here,” I lie, and she probably knows it.


  “Ooookaaay,” she draws out. “Anyway, I skipped going out in order to stay in and watch a movie, but now I’m wishing I was in Western instead of alone in my bed.


  “I could go for another trip to Boulder,” I agree, as flashes of our naked bodies all over every square inch of the hotel room boom to mind. I’m pretty sure my dick has never been so sore, but Sam’s thirst never gets quenched.


  “Did I mention, I’m wearing those purple sheer panties and tank top?”


  “No you didn’t,” I remark, already kicking off my shoes. “Give me a sec,” I say, pulling my shirt over my head and tossing it to the floor. “All right.” My voice soft while positioning myself on the bed.


  “Dex, you have to talk louder. You know what gets me going.” I hear the muffling of her own bed. Squeaks I know all too well.


  “I’m pretty sure I can get you there whether I’m whispering or not.”


  “But I have the house to myself. I can be as loud as I want, and I know you like that,” she coyly says, making me shift my lower half. “Come on, Dex, make me come,” she begs in the most innocent school girl voice. My hand rushes to unbutton my jeans. Lowering my zipper, I stuff my hand in my pants, freeing junior for some playtime.


  “You know I love to hear you scream my name,” I tell her, keeping my voice low.


  “I’m not going to scream unless you at least talk in a normal voice, Dex,” she says, with frustration evident in her tone.


  Debating in my head, I contemplate if I should end the call or not. It seems—awkward with Chrissy right through the bathroom doors. But having her around and not being able to touch her has been frustrating, in more ways than one. Figuring she’s probably barely coherent with the amount of alcohol she consumed, I place my hand around myself and begin sliding it up and down.


  Clearing my throat, I begin talking normally. “All right, girl, let’s get this going. Stick that hand down those panties. Do not, and I say again, do not take them off. I want to imagine your hand buried in the between the wet fabric and your soaking pussy. It is soaking, right?” I ask her, getting only a moan back.


  “Yeah, my fingers are sliding,” she informs me, and my palm starts stroking faster.


  “Like a damn Slip ‘n Slide. Come on, Sam, stick those fingers inside. How warm are you?” I egg her on, and her heavy breathing muffles across the line.


  “I wish it was you that was feeling how warm I am.” She says the same things every time. Her wanting me there, but that lasts until my dick is out of her, then she’s onto something else.


  “Your fingers are me,” I command. “In and out, baby … in and out. Push up that tank top and show me your tits.” Her breathing hitches, and I hear the muffled movement of her body shifting. “Pinch those nipples and squeeze,” I instruct.


  “Dex,” she moans loudly over the phone, making my dick harder. My own arm quickens its movement as I close my eyes, imagining her naked body.


  “Do I feel good?” I ask her.


  “Always,” she stutters, and I swear I can envision her back arching up, pressing her tits into her hand.


  “Move your thumb and rub that swollen clit,” I say, and her erratic breathing flows over the phone. “Faster.” I use a more demanding tone that I’ve already discovered gets her off.


  “I am. God it feels so good.”


  “I feel so good,” I remind her.


  “Yes, you, Dex, always feel so god damn good.” Her words have me gripping harder at myself. “Fuck,” she moans. Crap, I may not last.


  “Come on … scream my name … make us come.” I keep her going through groans, grumbles, and moans on both sides of the receiver.


  “DEX!” she screams, and her voice begins to lower as one whimper squeaks out. “Fuck, you’re good.” My fist beats faster. She knows I hold out until she’s done. “Keep going. I’m so damn wet, you’d slide right in me,” she adds. “Come on, Dex, get in me. Feel how warm I am, touch my tits and feel how soft.” I can barely think of anything other than her naked body below me as I thrust into her. Pretty soon, I can’t hold it any longer.


  “Shit, Sam,” I say loudly, releasing all of that build up.


  “That a boy.” She laughs, and I chuckle back into the receiver. “God, I need to make a trip out there,” she remarks, and my whole body stiffens with the thought of Chrissy in the next room, leaving me with guilt of what I just did.


  “You coming when Jessa has the baby?” I ask, calculating the math in my head of how many weeks I may have to get this Chrissy thing handled.


  “You know it, and I only have two places I want to go. The hospital and your bed.” Her footsteps echo over the line, and I realize she’s already done like usual. She’s more of a get her pleasure and leave than I am. Before she says the words, I sit up to get myself together. “Well, big boy, I gotta go.”


  “Talk to you soon, Sam,” I say back, grabbing my towel.


  “Bye, Dex. It’s been fun as always,” she finishes, in a much more hyper mood now. I’m glad I can make her happy, but it’s odd being the one wanting a little more than a quickie phone sex call. Not to say that didn’t always fulfill my needs—it did, but now that Chrissy’s come back, somehow it all feels empty and senseless.


  The phone goes dead, and I place it on my nightstand. My time with Sam was a good distraction from the problem in the next room, but now that’s it over, it occupies me again. Shrugging off my jeans, I step out of them and into the bathroom. Turning on the water, I step in and allow the hot water to cascade down my body.


  Once I’m done, I wrap the towel around my waist and brush my teeth. Tossing a pair of basketball shorts on, I go downstairs and fold her laundry. Opening the door to Trey’s old room, Chrissy is curled up in the fetal position under the sheets. Hearing her light breathing assures me she’s okay, so I quietly place the stack of clothes on the chair and shut the door.


  Climbing into my own bed, I hear laughter from Sadie and Brady’s return home. I listen to their happiness and carrying on as they take each step to their bedroom. Then Sadie’s laugh somehow knocks me right in the heart. A sense of loneliness washes over me. Shaking my head from the absurd thought, I grab my ear buds and listen to music until I eventually fall asleep.
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  STRETCHING MY BODY, I scan around the foreign room that only consists of a bed, dresser, and nightstand. I’m surprised it has sheets and pillows because the rest of the room is bare as a jail cell. I swing my legs over the side of the bed and look at my horribly dirty feet. Then I spot my broken sandals by the door, I guess they’ll be tossed in the trash. Standing up, I open the door, revealing the empty hallway. Walking by a stack of my clothes neatly folded on the chair in the corner, I stop. I pick up a shirt and bring it up to my nose, smelling the fabric softener. “Dex,” I sigh, because the familiar scent of him is similar to a blanket warming me in the dead of winter. I could recognize that smell anywhere since the age of eight. I’m elated that he must have grabbed my clothes from my car and washed them for me last night.


  Venturing to the other door, I peek in through a sliver of an opening and spot the bathroom, jackpot! I do my business and then scour the drawers for toothpaste or anything to brush my teeth. Remembering my suitcase was in the room, I go back into the vacant room and grab my toiletries bag. After I floss and brush my teeth, I down two aspirin for the splitting headache and decide to take a shower. Before the scum of those pieces of shit last night and that crappy establishment are permanently embed in my skin.


  I lean my forearms against the tiled wall, so the water beats down my back. Flashes of last night go off in my head like booming fireworks from a dark sky. What the hell am I thinking by gambling with the little amount of money I had? Regardless of the consequences I left behind in Akron, I can’t do that. It’s everything I hate, everything I despise. Fast money isn’t the way to get what I need. A ‘blessing’ isn’t going to help me.


  As my plan slowly comes into shape, I turn off the water and begin drying the beads of water off my body. When the door flies open, I back up against the shower wall, throwing my arms over my personal parts.


  “Shit. Sorry, Chrissy,” Dex apologizes, retreating back the way he came. Right before he shuts the door, he pops his head in one more time. “Good morning.” Dex winks and then shuts the door.


  “Dex!” I screech, and I hear his chuckle as the door clicks shut.


  I step out so fast, my feet almost slip on the tile floor. Holding myself steady, I wrap the towel around my body and depart to my one night room. I scurry directly to the other door to make sure it’s locked, and then I notice the bathroom door has a hook on it, so I flip that over. Finally, feeling secure in the space, I drop the towel and dry myself off the rest of the way.


  “Crap,” I mumble, remembering my toiletries are back in the bathroom. The room I now hear water running in, meaning Dex is in there, naked with a soapy body. The image alone ignites a tingling sensation from my head to my toes and then back again. God help me.
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  FORGOING THE LOTION, I put on the most designer outfit I own. A skirt and a cotton peasant shirt. If memory serves me right, the girls Dex hangs out with are pretty trendy with their clothes that I’m positive cost a lot of money. Lucky for me, whoever occupied this room previous, left a mirror. I judge myself in front of it, positioning my clothes and finger combing my wet hair.


  A small knock on the door distracts me from critiquing every minor detail of my face, hair, and body. I reach over, unhook the latch, and open the door to the bathroom. Dex stands in the doorway in shorts and a navy t-shirt that has small wet circles indicating he didn’t dry himself completely off. Was he as anxious to see me as I was him? A clump of his longer, wavy, golden-blond hair lays just above his eyebrow.


  “Sorry about earlier,” he says, stepping into the room. I watch him make his way to the bed, and it sinks at the edge from the weight of his body. “Let’s talk.” He pats the spot next to him. A rush of regret that I’m here, causing more trouble in his life loathes inside of me. What did I think was going to happen?


  “There really isn’t much to say,” I tell him, keeping my distance across the room.


  “Why were you there? You hate that scene,” he continues, and my eyes roll up and around his head, not making any contact.


  “I made a mistake. Thought I could make a quick buck,” I lie.


  “Chris—you hate everything and everybody that gambles. Something more must be going on.” He leans forward, placing his elbows on his thighs and looks at me from the corner of his eye.


  “Can we please let it go? How much do I owe you?” He must have paid Len; otherwise, I’m pretty sure I’d still be there, passed out on some stool like the other fools.


  “It’s nothing. I took care of it, and I don’t want you to pay me back.” His blue eyes are filled with so much concern, I wonder if things could have been different for us. Could we have made a go of it? Then another memory of last night flickers to life. Him loudly making noises.


  “Was your girlfriend over last night?” I ask him, great defensive mechanism to veer away from the current conversation.


  “I don’t have a girlfriend,” he says, standing up.


  “I swear I heard you—”


  He places his palm on the back of his neck. “Let’s just go get breakfast.” He interrupts me and holds the door to the bedroom open for me to pass through first.


  “Dex, it’s okay, is she still here?” I press the subject even with the knots forming in my stomach, and he deeply sighs.


  “I told you, I don’t have a girlfriend.” The finality in his voice tells me there is or at least was someone. I think I may have gotten off by the sounds of his pleasure coming from his room last night. Drunk check. Horny check. Yep, I’m pretty sure I did.


  “Are your roommates home?” I ask, stepping into the hallway, like I’m checking the temperature of the pool before getting in.


  “Yeah. You’ve met them all back at Trey’s. Well, not Rob.” He places his hand on the small of my back, nudging me forward. My feet stumble slightly because I don’t really want to see his roommates. The thought of leaving the safe confines of a room I have no attachment to frightens me. His friends will judge and make assumptions, probably truthful assumptions, about me. “Come on,” he urges, grabbing my hand in his.


  We walk down the stairs, and as soon as my bare feet hit the hardwood floors, I can hear laughter mixed with pans and plates clanking on the stovetop and counter. My heart races, and I bite the inside of my cheek with the anticipation of all their eyes on me when they find us in the doorway. Quickly, I take my hand out of Dex’s, and he sharply turns in my direction with question.


  Ignoring him, I focus on my first obstacle. Get through breakfast, get my shit, and then get out. Plan noted. Dex saunters into the room without a care or worry, while I take a few steps and stop. He grabs the orange juice from the fridge and two glasses from the cabinet before anyone even notices I’m there.


  Sadie is the first. Dislodging her arms from Brady’s waist, who is at the stovetop flipping bacon, she begins to turn. “The grease is splattering,” she whines, shaking her one hand. Once her eyes meet mine, she stops mid shake. I avert my eyes to Dex and then the wall. “Hi, Chrissy.” My name slowly leaves her lips, making Brady’s head rotate toward me.


  “Hi, Sadie … Brady.” I give a shy wave.


  “Hi.” Brady greets me and then a huge pop from the bacon grease diverts his attention back to the stove.


  “Glad you all remember each other. Want some orange juice?” Dex interrupts the awkwardness of the situation.


  “Sure,” I accept and make my way to the vacant chair next to him.


  “Are you guys hungry? We’ll have plenty,” Sadie asks, placing paper plates and forks on the table before retreating back Brady’s way. I couldn’t be happier that my back is to them. I would never want to see the shared snide looks to my re-appearance.


  “That’s okay—” I begin, but Dex overrules me.


  “Sure,” he says standing up. Please don’t go. Coming back a second later, he hands me a piece of bacon. “Here. It does a hangover good,” he jokes, and I roll my eyes, snatching it from his hand.


  “Oh, did you have too much to drink last night?” My head rises up, finding Sadie sitting next to me.


  “Yeah,” I mention. “I popped some aspirin this morning though, so I’m feeling better.”


  “That’s good. Well, Brady’s breakfast will help.” She smiles, easing my anxiety a little.


  “It’s a miracle worker,” Brady adds, bringing over plates overfilled with food.


  “Do you always make this much?” I ask him while Dex grabs the plates, spooning piles of each food onto everyone’s plates. “Thank you,” I say, but Dex doesn’t respond. Instead, he picks up his fork and starts eating.


  “It’s either that, or I just end up making more if the guys are home,” Brady says, just as the back door swings open.


  The guy’s footsteps halt at the door and he peruses the scene in front of him. Mostly likely noticing someone isn’t like the others. He eyeballs me, and I keep my focus on him. He’s tall, lean and muscled with dark spiky hair. Tattoos cover the majority of his arms, leading up past the sleeves of his shirt. A creepy smirk crosses his lips once my eyes reach the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen. I always thought Dex’s were like glass, but this guy’s resemble the waves in an ocean. Where the tip of it is almost see-through, except for the smallest hue of blue.


  “Who’s this?” He nods his head in my direction and then officially enters the room. Flipping a chair around and swinging his legs over, sitting down, eyes on me while he shovels food onto his plate.


  “This is my friend, Chrissy.” Dex introduces me, and I wipe my hand on my napkin before holding it out to him. He shakes his head and picks up his fork.


  “Is that what we call it these days?” He cocks an eyebrow to Dex, who shakes his head.


  “It is possible to actually have friends of the opposite sex.” Sadie comes to our defense, although I don’t really care what he thinks.


  “No, it’s not,” he blatantly says, shaking his head while chewing his eggs.


  “Yes, it is,” Sadie continues, and Brady shakes his head at their banter.


  “If that was the case, I’d be friends with Jessa.” He cocks that eyebrow again.


  “That is completely different circumstances, Rob.” Oh, so this is Rob. I had assumed, but it was now confirmed.


  Then his eyes dart to Dex and I. “Have you guys ever hooked up?” he asks, and I itch my neck, trying to divert the topic.


  “No,” Dex answers.


  “Have you ever wanted to? You know one of those almost kiss moments the movies like to do so much.” He actually places his fork down and focus completely on us.


  “You going soft and watching romantic comedies now?” Brady asks, chuckling along with Sadie.


  “No, you watch enough of those for all of us. Pussy-whipped,” he coughs, and then his attention comes back to us. “So?”


  I concentrate on my meal, not wanting to be the one to answer. I’m not sure if I’ll be offended if Dex denies it, but, then again, if he admits it, it proves the asshole right.


  “No,” Dex answers again and then buries his head into his food.


  “Bullshit,” Rob says, and Dex’s head flies up. Their eyes peer into one another’s, until Rob gives a slow nod of his head and lets the whole subject go.


  “How long are you staying?” he asks me, and this is a question I can answer.


  “I’m leaving right after breakfast.”


  Dex’s eyes look at me from the corner and then back to his plate.


  “Why don’t you stay for a little while? It’s Sunday. Do you have to go to work?” Sadie asks me, and I can see Dex’s eyes land on me, anticipating my answer.


  “Um … no, but I should go home.” I fight every urge telling me to stay. Dex has his life and I’m not a part of it.


  “Brady and Sadie always take in the misfits,” Rob chimes in, and I narrow my eyes his way.


  “Come on. We were going to have a cook-out tonight. The weather is starting to change, and we want to use the grill before it turns cold outside. It will be fun,” Sadie begs me, and, for some reason, I agree. It’s only one night.


  “Okay, but I insist on making something,” I say, thinking about how on earth I’ll afford the ingredients. The two hundred dollars I have tucked away won’t last long.


  “Sure. What’s your favorite dish to prepare?” she asks, and I bite my lip thinking. Having a dad not around, I learned to fend for myself but it’s not like I make gourmet dishes.


  “Why don’t we make those hamburgers?” Dex peers over to me, raising his eyebrows.


  “Um … okay,” I agree, liking the use of we too much. I figure I’ll use the one recipe my dad taught me.


  “Awesome,” he speaks while still chewing. “You guys will love them.” He compliments the recipe and takes a gulp of his orange juice to wash down his mouth full of food.


  “Then we’ll go to the store after we finish here. Do you boys want to come?” Sadie asks, and they all groan, except Brady.


  “I have something to do. Do you mind if I catch up with you guys after?” Dex directs the question to me, and I nod in agreement, although it scares me. Sadie seems like an answer-seeker, and she’ll be firing question after question my way. Not noticing the anxiety in my eyes, he turns to Rob. “I need your help with something.”


  Rob gives him a slow nod. “All right. Let me shower,” he says.


  We all finish breakfast, and I help Sadie with the dishes while Rob takes a shower and the other guys bullshit about sports. If Brady hadn’t made breakfast, I’d think this house had morphed into the Leave It To Beaver show.


  Once everyone is ready, I walk upstairs to grab my shoes and purse. I’m about to go downstairs when I run into Dex in the doorway. “Here.” He hands me a few twenties.


  “I have money,” I say, walking past him.


  “Please, take it. I know you only have a few hundred,” he remarks, practically confirming he went through my stuff last night.


  “Listen. I appreciate it, but I’ll be fine,” I continue, folding his fingers up in a fist with the money in the middle. His chest rises and falls while his blue eyes stare into mine.


  “Always so stubborn.”


  “You saved me last night, so thank you. I refuse to take anymore, though,” I honestly say. The last thing I want is be more of a damsel in distress than I already am.


  “Look at this way. I want you to make the burgers. Shit, my stomach is full, but my mouth is watering just thinking about them.” He chuckles, and Rob comes out of his room.


  “Friends my ass,” he murmurs loud enough for us to hear it.


  Shaking his head, Dex opens my hand and places the money in it and then mimics my movement by folding my fingers over. “Please, just take it,” he insists.


  “Fine,” I relent. “Do you need anything?” I ask him, and he shakes his head.


  “No. Have fun with Sadie.” He goes to walk to his room, but stops when his shoulder brushes against mine. “Oh, and our conversation from earlier isn’t over yet,” he reminds me and continues on his way.


  My eyes close briefly at the thought of telling him about Nico and the incident, but it will only make him do something harsh.
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  SADIE SLIDES INTO her Honda Accord and backs out of the driveway. Stopping briefly to have words with the old lady across the street, she says she’ll bring her some baking soda. “Can you remember that?” Sadie asks me. “I’d hate to disappoint Mrs. Fletcher.” I pull out my phone, making a list in the notes section.


  “Baking soda, check,” I say.


  “Thanks. Mrs. Fletcher is so sweet and nice. She’s known Brady and Grant since they were boys. All the guys kind of look after her. She’s only here half of the year, the other half she stays with her brother up in Salt Fork Lake.” She brakes at the stop sign, looks both ways, and then continues on. “She would give the boys treats and lemonade in the summer. She sells her baked goods at the farmers market. Oh, which reminds me, next weekend is the last one and she asked me if I could do it because she wanted to head up to Salt Fork Lake before the weather turned. Brady has a work thing, and Jessa’s as big as a house.” She stops rambling and peers over to me for a second before focusing on the road again. “Do you think you could help me?”


  “Um …” I stagger because I had plans of leaving tonight.


  “Oh … do you have someone to get back to?” She keeps up the twenty questions, and I’m half-tempted to tell her about my shitty life, so that maybe I’ll get a reprieve from her inquisition.


  “No. It’s just, Dex—” she quickly interrupts me.


  “Dex had said something to Brady that you might stay for a while.” She pulls into the parking lot, parks, turns off the ignition, and stares over at me.


  “Really?” I cringe from the mere surprise of that confession.


  “Yeah. The room was empty anyway, it can be yours for however long you need it.” Sadie places her hand on my knee. “I understand the need to just run away sometimes.” I bite my lip; I hate taking hand outs. “Please, Brady nor I mind. Plus, it’d be nice to have another girl around again.” Then she pulls back, grabs her purse from the backseat and exits the car.


  She’s surprisingly super nice, and the fact she didn’t rush me into answering if I would stay has me wanting to stick around. If not to have some solitude, then from scraping by paycheck to paycheck.


  Sadie leads the way through produce and meat. Each of us grabbing the ingredients we need. She talks about herself, never directing a question my way. She says how she and Brady are engaged, which I already knew. If the huge rock on her finger didn’t clue me in, the incessant conversations four months ago at Trey’s did. How she just started her master’s this fall for psychology, which only worries me that she thinks maybe I’m her mental case project. By the time we make it to the check-out, I know everything there is to know about all of their friends. The only one she doesn’t say much about is Dex. I wonder if she thinks I already know everything there is to know about him, but I don’t. I’m not sure I’ve ever known the whole Dexter “Edge” Prescott. One thing I do know, though, is that these friends know nothing about the side of his life I’m familiar with.


  When we’re pulling into the driveway, my nerves have calmed and I’m beginning to feel comfortable with Sadie. What does alarm me is the fact that my car is now parked in the garage with two—scrap that—three guys glowering under the hood. My hands dig in my purse, quickly discovering my keys are no longer where I left them. “Well, that’s a nice scene,” Sadie comments at their three asses positioned right in our line of vision.


  “I’d say so,” I remark. We both pick up our jaws and open our doors, the noise making all of the boys turn around. Dex raises his eyes to meet mine. A small smirk begins to form as I shake my head in amusement, spurring a hearty laugh to bellow out of Dex.


  


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  


  CHRISSY AND SADIE meander up, holding the plastic bags heavy with the groceries. Grabbing them from her hands, I’m happy she’s wearing a smile on her face. She’s stubborn as an old man about his right to drive when it comes to certain things, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t think I may have overstepped my bounds. Whether she leaves tonight, or in a week, I can’t in good faith let her go in this piece of shit.


  “Thank you,” she graciously says in a low voice just for me to hear.


  “No problem.” I shrug off the imposition, as though we didn’t just figure out it needs a crap load of work.


  “How the hell has this thing been getting you anywhere?” Rob yells from under the car. He slides out and wipes his greasy hands on a towel.


  “It’s been touchy lately.” Chrissy bites her lower lip, and he tilts his head.


  “Touchy? You’re lucky you weren’t stranded on the side of the Ohio Turnpike somewhere.” Rob walks over to us. “I can get it fixed, but it will take a few days.” Chrissy’s eyes bulge, and Rob quickly replies back, giving an alternative that won’t happen.


  “Or, you can leave and you can call a tow truck once you hit I-77.” He raises both his eyebrows her way, looking at her like this should be a no-brainer.


  “This is perfect. You can stay in Trey’s old room.” Sadie ecstatically joins in, handing her bags to Brady.


  I glance over to Sadie in complete confusion as to why she wants to befriend Chrissy so bad. “Um …” Chrissy wavers, debating her alternatives, quickly figuring out there aren’t any.


  “Oh, come on,” Sadie consistently begs. Anyone who knows Chrissy knows she’s wary of anyone that shows instant niceness.


  “What choice do I have?” she questions, finally realizing without her car, she’s not very mobile.


  “YAY!” Sadie jumps and then places her hand in Chrissy’s, leading her into the house. Chrissy stumbles and glances at me like a doe in headlights. Probably curious about this instant friendship Sadie has developed with her.


  Brady and I follow with the bags and place them on the kitchen counter. “I’m um … going to help Rob outside,” I say and begin to turn around before ever getting a response.


  “You got this, babe? I’ll join the guys,” Brady asks, kissing her on the cheek before making his retreat too.


  “You okay with this man?” Brady pats his hand on my shoulder, coming along side of me as we head toward the garage.


  Rob’s leaning against the doorframe, gulping down a beer. “So?” His eyes stay on mine while taking another pull of his longneck beer.


  “What?” I’m trying to act impartial, like I don’t give a damn. If they know my past, they might assume my present and then predict my future. Not happening.


  “The girl? You pick her up, bring her back here. Do her laundry, fetch her car, ask me to fix it. Who is she?”


  “Just like I told you, an old friend,” I remind him, and he chuckles, kicking himself off the wall.


  “All right, keep going with that.” He lays back down and slides under the car.


  “So, you’re okay with her staying? Because you know Sadie, I’m pretty sure it will be longer than a few days,” Brady adds, bending over to take a look under the open hood.


  “If you don’t mind. I’ll pay the rent—”


  “You know I don’t want the money. I’m not going to pry into whatever it is with you and her. Just want to make sure you’re okay with this.”


  “I’m good.” I leave it at that, and the guys understand it’s the end of the conversation.


  The three of us end up working for the next hour, making more progress than I thought we would. An odd feeling of dread hits when Rob says he’ll probably be done earlier than expected. He’s secured a friend tomorrow to give him a hand.


  We all venture back into the house where the girls are seated around the table, knives in hand, chopping away on cutting boards. Laughter pouring out of each of them. It’s nice to see Chrissy like this. Although our relationship has been non-existent the past few years, I want nothing more than for her to be happy and secure in the future.


  Grabbing the other ingredients she needs for the burger meat, I walk over and place them on the table. She turns my way and throws me a heartwarming smile, causing my own lips to turn up. “Could you get me a wooden spoon?” she asks, and I fetch one, handing it over to her, earning another grateful smile. “You don’t have to help me.”


  “We offered to make the hamburgers, remember?” I dump some onions on the meat. Chrissy doesn’t say anything except a nice flush appears on her cheeks.


  Helping Chrissy make the hamburgers is like old times. She mixes it together and I form them into the patties. Rob saunters in and assesses the conversation from the corner of his eye, rushing upstairs. He’s probably assuming I’m halfway to marriedville like the rest of this group, but no way. I’m not meant to be tied down with someone. Especially not Chrissy, she’d never welcome certain aspects of my life.


  I grill while Brady and Sadie continue getting the salads together. Opening a bag of chips and a bottle of Miller Lite, I place it on the plastic table as I look into the garage at Chrissy’s car parts strewn around the floor. “You have really nice friends.” Chrissy startles me, sitting down in the chair at the table, snagging a chip.


  Her long blonde hair is pulled back now in a low ponytail, revealing her tempting elongated neck and visible collarbone. She’s thinner than I’ve seen her before, and I figure it’s because of whatever brought her here. “Yeah, I like them,” I say, holding out and offering her the extra beer. She takes it, untwists the top, and the light liquid flows into her mouth as she tips the bottle back.


  “You okay with me staying? I can leave as soon as my car is ready.” She crosses her legs, and her skirt rides up, allowing a glimpse of her upper thigh. The spatula twitches in my hand with the thought of the skirt rising farther.


  “Chrissy, I want you to stay as long as you need to. I’ve talked with Brady. You’re welcome for as long or little as you want.” I flip the burgers and rotate the hot dogs before shutting the lid to the grill again, trying anything to distract myself.


  “Thanks. It’s nice here. I wouldn’t mind a break, but the last thing I want is to intrude in your life.” She fiddles her finger in her ponytail, gazing out into a yard that’s more than she ever had growing up.


  “Then stay,” I tell her, smiling over when I sneak another chip. “It’s settled then, don’t worry about me.” When she doesn’t argue, a lightness lifts from my chest that I won’t have to tell her goodbye—at least for a while.


  “Hulk must be a better name than Edge, huh?” She asks me about my nickname the guys branded me with my freshman year. I don’t much care for that one either, but she’s right, it’s a hell of lot better than the nickname my dad and his buddies refer to me as. The name that continues to make me feel the pressure of earning it for some reason.


  “It is what it is. Not very original, but I didn’t choose it.” I take the burgers and hot dogs off the grill and turn off the burners. She gets up and grabs her beer off the table, situating the two of us centimeters away. Our chests brush lightly, and our breathing quickly matches an escalating pace.


  “I’ve always thought of you more of a Superman, you know, if we’re going with the whole super hero thing that is,” she says and then turns around back to the house.


  What the hell was that? Superman? She’s got one thing right. Superman lives two personas, and that, I definitely do.
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  CHRISSY’S UNWAVERING EYES are all that occupies my vision as I drive over to Ridgewood, guilt eating away with every mile I get closer. She knows something, maybe where I’m going or where she believes I’m headed. The image unbearable of what she would do to me if she found out where I earn my money. The money that just bought the groceries, the money that will fix her car. She’d probably throw it in my face and say the hell with you.


  Two cars line the road outside of the Ridgewood house, which brings the anger at myself out all the more. Pulling around to the alley, I park my truck in the garage right alongside my father’s and shut the door behind it. Using the side entrance, I take the short steps to the house, already hearing the cheering from outside the door. I guess the house is winning tonight.


  I’m able to sneak in without anyone hearing me over the noise because all of their eyes are glued to the four flat screen televisions mounted to the wall. Determined to find my dad, I escape to the back of the house that holds his office, and, just like I presumed, he’s behind his desk, on the phone.


  “Nope. Can’t happen.” Using his no-nonsense attitude as always. My dad is known for his all-business and lack of personal relationships. That’s probably why I began giving him bets when I was young, for him to relate to me somewhat.


  When he spots me in the doorway, he smiles as always and motions me with his hand to shut the door. Following his directions, I plop down in the chair in front of him and rest my ankle over my knee.


  “Well, figure it out.” He finishes the conversation with a demand and hangs up, concentrating on me in front of him. “Hey, Edge, how are things?” I debated in my head since last night if I should ask my dad. But, he’s my source of information, and I have no choice in the matter.


  “Chrissy’s back,” I start honestly, and the first thing that strikes me is he’s not shocked.


  “Has it got that bad?” he asks and leans back into his chair, a look of concern wrapping around every feature in his face.


  “You tell me. She isn’t talking.” I raise both eyebrows at my dad, who is agitating me since I now know he has been keeping stuff from me. Chrissy disappeared after graduation. After that night at the fair, she never answered her phone and pretty soon disconnected it all together. I’ve never been more destroyed in my whole life as those months I searched for any trace of where she went. Having to explain to my mom why I broke two phones wasn’t easy either. Moving out of her dad’s apartment without a forwarding address left me blind in any future of finding her. Since her father has been banished from many underground establishments, eventually getting blacklisted by my dad, too, by the time I went to college, I was so angry at her, I gave up.


  “He’s down, and I’m not sure he’ll recover.” My dad teepees his fingers to each other, focused on me.


  “How much does he owe?” I ask, my fist clenching and opening with the fulfilling fantasy of punching her dad.


  “Too much. It’s not only that, he’s burned bridges. Fuck, he burned this bridge four years ago,” he reminds me.


  “Why? How?” I need as much knowledge as I can get in order to figure out what exactly Chrissy’s running from. She’s always been able to handle her dad. That one time when he lost the apartment, she somehow scrambled to help him find another. Or the time he sold all the furniture and she babysat for a month before having a bed to sleep on again. If she’d stop being so damn stubborn and allow me to get her through this.


  “He’s started to become desperate and when people become desperate—” My dad leaves it open because he knows I understand.


  “They cheat,” I finish in a soft voice, because the chances of me fixing this are slim with this knowledge. I swallow the deepest gulp imagining what could have happened to her. Cheating is just beyond the realm of manageable situations because the people you cheat don’t second-guess going after your important possessions, which would be Chrissy.


  “Yeah. He’s been caught at five places all together. Last one was Nico’s. You know Nico?” He cocks his head to the side. The name alone boils my blood with visions of his hands on her that night.


  “I remember him from a few years back. Young punk.”


  “Young punk? Be careful, you’ve been called the same thing. That’s about all I know, but hearing she’s turning up after disappearing for four years, is odd. She called you?” he asks, cocking his head to the side. Everything in me wants to lie, to sweep her away and we both disappear forever.


  “No, Hank did. She was down at Weddle’s,” I inform him, remembering my dad is a trusted man, and he breathes a long deep breath.


  “That’s not like her,” he comments.


  “I know. The fact she’s trying to get money by gambling tells me something is majorly wrong. Can you find out?”


  “I’ll try. Let me make some phone calls.” He stands up and makes his way toward the door. “Just relax, Edge.” He places his hand on my shoulder.


  “What’s that look for?” I scrunch my eyebrows, curious to his instant easiness.


  “You and Chrissy, you guys have always—”


  “What?” I ask.


  “I don’t know, maybe there are feelings there.” He shrugs his shoulders and opens the door from his office. I wonder if I’m being that obvious that my dad can peek into my heart and see that soft spot for Chrissy.


  “Yeah, she’s like my sister or best friend,” I lie. “Not to mention, you kind of soured me from love.” I smirk back, and he pushes me forward a little bit.


  “Just because marriage isn’t for me, doesn’t mean it’s not for a lot of people.” Then he leans in to me. “And a lot of people marry their best friends,” he whispers.


  I mimic his motions by leaning in. “And a lot of people divorce their best friends,” I whisper back, and he laughs knowing I won that round. He and my mom were best friends, who married and then divorced. The last thing I can handle is losing Chrissy all together from my life. Now that she’s come back, I won’t risk it with some damn relationship that would never last.


  “I’ll give you that one,” he tells me, and then focuses out to the floor. “So, boys, how is business tonight?” he asks all the younger guys with charts in front of them and cups of energy drinks in their hands. All of the young and impressionable eyes look up to my dad as some sort of fucked up mentor. “Thanks for taking over tonight,” he comments.


  “You’re welcome.” I sit down in the recliner, and some new kid I don’t even know hands me the tablet with the spreads on it.


  “Here you go, Edge,” he says, and I narrow my eyes.


  “Call me, Dex,” I correct him, and he nods before going back to his spot in front of television number two.
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  BY THE TIME my dad returns to Ridgewood, my mind is already half out the door. I hate to admit it, but I probably made him no money tonight. Chrissy’s situation with her dad invaded through my thoughts. Trying to dissect how to alleviate the problem for her. The desperate demand on myself to guarantee she lives a happy life with someone who really loves her. Since I can’t give her what she deserves, I attempt to make it come true for her.


  When I return home and stroll through the kitchen, the glow of the television is the first thing I notice. Figuring Sadie and Brady are in there watching a movie, I creep quietly down the hall, hoping they don’t stop me.


  “Dex,” Chrissy calls out and, as much I hate to admit it, a small smile forms on my lips because she’s up. When I pass the archway, Chrissy is beginning to sit up on the couch. She’s still dressed in her skirt and shirt from earlier, and I overhear Andy Cohen from Bravo on the television along with a few women screaming. Living with Sadie and Jessa allowed me to have the useless knowledge of the Bravo network.


  “Hey,” I say, taking the seat next to her. Somehow thinking she’ll smell the guilt off of me, I stay as far down on the couch as possible.


  “Hi.” Her soft voice awakens my body like it did when I was fourteen. Her shyness is something that’s consistently turned me on.


  “How was tonight?” I ask, upset that I had to leave her somewhere where she knows no one.


  “It was good. Sadie and I went over to Jessa’s and helped her wash and fold some of the baby clothes. We came back here, but I just can’t sleep.” She shrugs her shoulders and I’m happy Sadie is being so nice. If Chrissy needs anything, it’s friends.


  “Jessa whining?” I ask, raising my eyebrow in question.


  “She’s eight and a half months pregnant, she deserves to be able to, but she didn’t at all. They’re a really happy couple.” She smiles, but it lacks something. Maybe there’s a twinge of envy in them.


  “Poor Grant,” I comment, and she tosses a pillow at me.


  “I hope when your wife is pregnant, you’re a lot nicer and accommodating.” She shakes her head back and forth in disgust.


  “No wife and definitely no kid,” I say, and her lips turn to a frown.


  “That’s upsetting, Dex, you should want to share your life with someone.” She scoots closer, and my eyes veer to her thighs like they did outside earlier. The thought of pushing them apart and wrapping them around me comes to mind.


  “Love is an unreal emotion. Not to mention, it’s impossible for someone to stay faithful to one person,” I continue, my thoughts of love warped. I know they suck and are more or less excuses. My friends are examples of love that can conquer, don’t get me wrong, but for me, it’s just not an option. I like my life, and I’m not ready to give it up.


  “Oh, Dex. Who hurt you so bad?” she asks and then turns around to face forward.


  I don’t answer, and she doesn’t delve into my psyche further. We watch television and, at points, I think I should get up and leave. But then her head starts to bob and eventually it lands on my shoulder. Positioning her under my arm, I smell the scent of my shampoo on her golden-blonde hair and, for the first time, an image of her always next to me warms me a little too much.


  


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  FOOTSTEPS POUNDING DOWN the stairs wake me up, and I feel the weight of a heavy arm laying on my shoulders. Squinting up, I discover my body is curled up into Dex’s. My legs scrunched up into his side with both his arms encasing me in his own. With the safest feeling I’ve ever come close to, I’m reluctant to leave the nest of Dex. That is until a shadow appears in the doorway.


  My eyes veer toward it, and those blue-glass eyes lock on mine. “Hi,” he says. “Friends, huh?” He cockily quirks his eyebrows at me before walking down the hall.


  Slowly and quietly, I inch away from Dex’s strong body. Placing his arm back down so it rests on his leg. I tiptoe out of the room, resembling the pink panther as I walk up the stairs, stopping at every creak, hoping it doesn’t wake him.


  “Hi, Chrissy.” Brady’s loud voice startles at the top of the stairs, and I almost lose my footing as my hand covers my heart.


  “Hi, Brady,” I whisper. “Dex is asleep on the couch,” I inform him with the hopes he’ll lower his voice.


  “Well, I guess he’ll be waking up.” He doesn’t change the tone of his voice. “What are you up to today?” he asks, and I’m a little uncomfortable making chitchat in my clothes from yesterday, with breath from hell, and the perception that maybe something happened with Dex and myself.


  “I’m going to try to find a job,” I admit, embarrassed in this crowd, since none of them seem to be hurting for money.


  “Good luck. Do you want a ride?”


  “No, I’ll walk. I know we aren’t far from Main Street.” I graciously decline.


  “Okay, well, I have to head to work. Try The Loft or maybe an office on campus. Not sure exactly what you’re looking for.” He smiles and then descends the stairs. When I don’t hear him wake Dex, I’m grateful. My only goal is to escape this house and find a job, so I can stand on my own again.


  I take a shower, dress in my sophisticated outfit—a pair of black slacks and a pink blouse with my black heels. My funeral, wedding, and now job search attire. By the time I get downstairs, I find an empty couch, and I realize Dex must have woken up at some point. Meaning that he’s either in his room or he’s left the house.


  Departing the back door, I lock the bottom lock on the door with the key Sadie gave me and pivot around toward the front of the house. There are a few girls outside the house next door, smoking. None of them wave, but inspect me through the corner of their eyes. The disapproving judgment can be felt from across their weed-infested lawn.


  My heels click on the sidewalk, and the downtown area of Western comes into view. Marching up to a bar and grill first, I figure my best shot at getting fast money is waitressing. Although, I’m a little worried how much college kids tip.


  Bustling all the courage I can muster, I open the doors to a dark and dingy rundown bar. The linoleum floors, fake wooden tables with napkins stuffed under a leg of each one with mismatched chairs tucked alongside them inhabit the center of the room. Booths line the wall, covered in black vinyl with rips and tears. “Welcome to Aces.” An older man with a grey beard and matching head of hair greets me from behind the bar.


  “Hi, I was wondering if you were looking for help,” I say, my timid voice trembling a little.


  “Sorry, darling, we aren’t.” He circles around and continues to fix a drink for someone, whom I assume is a regular, since the man actually never spoke to order one.


  “Okay, thank you anyway,” I say and walk out of the bar, feeling a tad dirtier from when I went in.


  Two more places, including a more uppity establishment, all with shakes of their heads before I can even get the words out if they’re hiring. Exhausted, I drop onto a park bench, feelings of being unwanted rise to the surface. Will my life ever turn around? Am I destined to a life of shittiness?


  Why am I here in Western? What am I here to accomplish? Why did I ever go back to that crappy town anyway? All my prospects of ever getting out drying up before my eyes. But then all I did was run to someone else to fix my problems. Dex. He can’t save me from my life or make it better somehow. From our conversation last night, he sure as hell isn’t looking for love. Not that I ever thought I was the one to give it to him.


  “You’d think you were trying to figure out world peace with the concentrated expression on your face,” a deep voice intones, its owner sitting next to me.


  When I look around, dark spiky hair and blue eyes shine at me. “Hi, Rob.”


  “Hey,” he answers and then crumbles up a receipt and tosses it into the trashcan next to him. “Have you eaten?” he asks me, standing up before I even answer.


  “No, but I’m good.” My low supply of money does not allow me to eat out.


  “My treat, come on.” His head jerks to the side in a let’s go motion.


  “Thank you, Rob, but I can’t let you do that.” I remain in my seat and cross my legs.


  “Don’t act like some independent girl. I’m buying you lunch, not a damn car.” He grabs my hand and yanks me forward. “And I’ll be ordering for you, so you can’t try any of that salad or bread shit,” he continues, dragging me forward.


  We enter a small café on the corner right across from the campus, called Lit’s. We’re seated outside at a table for two and a nice view of students coming and going off campus with their bags around their shoulders, conversing with others. I imagine intelligent conversations from lectures their professors embarked on.


  “Look at those people wasting their time and money,” Rob remarks, staring out into a lawn filled with college kids that I yearn to be.


  “Why do you say that?” I turn my attention to him, wanting to hear his perspective.


  “I was one of them for years. I didn’t learn anything except how to chug a beer, smoke pot and get laid.” His face bears no expression, and then he picks up the menu.


  “Did you already graduate?” I ask a more personal question, figuring he opened the conversation.


  “No. I’m a dropout. I’m just saying, your eyes were all lit up when you looked over there, and I’m here to tell you it’s not all it’s cracked up to be.” The menu rests in front of his face, so I can’t see his expression, but his tone is sourer than someone who truly believes that.


  “I’m a never been,” I add, and he drops the menu slightly, his lips turned up.


  “So, I actually have a leg up on you,” he jokes, and I kick him under the table. He feigns injured and chuckles, lightening up our lunch conversation.


  “What’s your story then?” I ask, and his eyes dart to the street and then down to the menu.


  “Not much. Guitarist, dropout. Went on tour with the Beatskulls and Krypto last year, but it was a fucking disaster.”


  “Why?” I ask, and then a little brunette bounces over and places two waters on our table.


  “Good afternoon. I’m Gretchen, and I’ll be your server.” She says her spiel, and then eyes Rob before throwing me a half-hearted glance.


  “Hi, Gretchen. We’ll each have your chicken sandwich with fries and coleslaw.” Rob hands her the menus, and her eyes dart to mine.


  “Oh and can I have a Diet Coke?” I stop her right before she leaves.


  “Yeah, sure. Would you like anything to drink?” she looks at Rob, and he just shakes his head. “Okay, great. I’ll be right back.” She bounces back through the doors.


  “So what were we talking about?” I ask him, and he quickly perks up.


  “You and Dex,” he says with a sly smile on his face.


  “Um … I’m pretty sure we weren’t.” I relax in my seat.


  “Seriously? Friends?” he asks me unbelievingly.


  “Yes … friends,” I confirm. “I’ve known him since we were eight.”


  “Huh? How come you’ve never been around before?” He maintains the questions.


  “Why so worried about it?” My voice a tad more curt than I intended it to be.


  “Just curious is all. He’s different when you’re around, so I’m just trying to figure it out,” he admits, and I’m not sure that’s a good or bad thing that Dex is different when I’m around.


  “Maybe more like brother-sister then?” I counter, since regardless of anything I do know, there is a level of deep caring we have for one another. Maybe because we’ve known each other for so long, or maybe because he has some hero complex to always save me.


  “That would be sick, because from the looks you two share it would be incestuous. Don’t get me wrong, I’m into kinky, but that’s a whole other dimension.” His eyes widen, and he adamantly shakes his head, as though trying to rid the thought.


  I laugh, watching his reaction to his own insane thoughts. “What about you? Any girlfriend?” I change the subject because let’s face it, Dex and I can’t occupy too much time, since nothing did, is, or will be happening between us.


  “Just the flavor of the night.” I roll my eyes. “Don’t even be like that. Believe me, they’re plenty satisfied in the morning.” He takes a sip out of his water.


  “Oh, how nice, you let them spend the night,” I sarcastically say, and he chuckles lightly.


  “What can I say, I’m a gentleman,” he jokes back, and I begin to giggle.


  Our food arrives, and we eat. Thanking Rob when he pays for the bill, we exit through the side gate and begin to walk back to the house. I’m not sure what everyone hates about Rob. To me, he’s been nothing short of polite and nice. Right as we are about to walk up the driveway, I’m still laughing at some story Rob’s telling me, about when a girl wouldn’t leave his room and the antics he had to pull off, when Dex’s truck turns in, almost running Rob over. Dex climbs out of his truck and glares over at us before retreating up the back steps.


  By the time we enter the kitchen, he’s nowhere to be found, and I’m confused why he wouldn’t just say hello.


  “If I didn’t know better, I’d say your brother might be a tad jealous,” Rob says, leaning in close to my ear. Then he heads down the hallway, laughing to himself.


  When I reach the top of the stairs, I glance at Dex’s door and then my own. Debating what is appropriate to do in my head for a few seconds, I decide to reach the bottom of whatever is wrong with him. Meandering the few steps, I knock lightly, but he doesn’t say anything. Then I hear his voice leaving a message for someone.


  “Hey, Sam. Give me a call.” His door opens right after and he looks at me. “What’s up?” His voice filled with chills.


  “Nothing. What did you do today?” I ask, still in the hallway as he remains in the doorway.


  “I went to the gym,” he answers, short and curt.


  “Oh, that’s good. I tried to find a job, but no luck. Then I ran into Rob—” I ramble on about my day’s activities due to the sheer uncomfortable vibe he’s putting off.


  “That’s nice. Well, not the whole not finding a job. I’ll look out for you, too,” he interrupts me.


  “Thanks. I just really want to …” Then I peer down the hall and back to him. “Do you mind if I come in?” I signal with my hand into his room.


  He steps out of the way, with a half-hearted invite. Once I intrude into his room, I sit on his unmade bed. “I don’t want to live off of Brady or you.”


  “Chrissy, we’ve been over this. It’s fine.” His exasperated annoyance clear in his words and deep release of breath.


  “I know that. It’s just I guess I’m trying to tell you why I woke up this morning and snuck off to find a job.” I’m not even sure why I think he cares that he woke up without me there.


  “We fell asleep on the couch. It’s not like I fucked you and poured my heart out to you or something,” he says, wheeling around to his dresser.


  “Yeah … well … um … I know. It’s just you looked upset when you came home.” I bite my lip, apprehensive to what’s wrong with him.


  “I’ve got a lot on my mind, Chrissy. But it’s got nothing to do with waking up this morning to an empty couch.” Dex kicks off his shoes and shrugs off his socks. His frigid tone and uncaring demeanor has me standing up, ready to flee the room.


  “Okay, well, I’ll leave you be then.” I begin to depart the room.


  “Wait,” Dex instructs, but before I give him my attention, Sadie’s in the doorway.


  “Hey, you two. We’re going to the drive-in tonight. Want to join us?” She bounces on her toes in excitement. “Don’t worry, Dex, it’s not a chick flick.” She smirks.


  “Eighties flick?” Dex inquires, still no change of inflection in his voice.


  “No. It’s a guys’ movie. G.I. Joe or something with that dose of testosterone level,” she confirms, and I take sanctuary in the doorframe with Sadie.


  “What about the second?” I softly ask Sadie, and she snickers.


  Glancing at a disinterested Dex and back to me. “50 First Dates,” she whispers, and I smile, shaking my head.


  “You know I’ll see what the second show is when we turn into the drive, right?” Dex hollers over his shoulder.


  “So that means you’re going?” Sadie asks, raising her eyebrows his way.


  He sharply turns around and fixes his gaze on me. “Yeah, we’ll go,” he answers for both of us, and I’m not sure if I like the fact he assumes I’ll go. But, a small of part me does like that he considers us a package deal.


  “Now, get the hell out of my room so I can shower.” He throws his sweaty shirt at us, and it drops right in front of our feet. While I’m admiring his bare back, Sadie’s smiling over at me. Dex glances over his shoulder, and I jerk my vision to Sadie, who begins giggling uncontrollably.


  “Going,” Sadie answers and pulls me out of the doorway, down the hall.
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  CHRISSY SHUTS MY door, and I berate myself for allowing my anger to show. I wish Sam had answered the phone, because I need to unleash this damn anger somehow and I was really hoping it would be by stroking instead of punching. Then Chrissy knocked on my door, and it confused me further. What the hell is happening to us? Why did I try to clip Rob when I pulled into the driveway? I need to get these feelings in check before something happens that I’ll regret. It’s been a fucking day, and already she’s occupying my mind, just like when I was fourteen.


  Getting out of the shower, I shrug on my jeans and a t-shirt, debating if I should cancel this night. Maybe Chrissy is about to get the wrong idea. Hell, maybe I’m getting the wrong idea.


  When I walk into the hallway, all those doubts are obliterated when Chrissy emerges out of her room in the shortest shorts I’ve ever seen, showing off one of her best features, long as hell legs.


  Turning around upon hearing me shutting my door, a smile creeps across her glossy lips. “Hey, you,” she says and stops at the top of the stairs.


  Walking toward her with my eyes seeing nothing but her gorgeous face, I stop right next to her. “Hey, you.” I copy her greeting.


  She hesitantly takes the first step down, allowing me a great visual of her ass. “Are we all driving together?” She glances over her shoulder and then abruptly stops. “Dex?” she questions, and my eyes fly up to meet hers. She has a small smirk across her face.


  “Sorry.” I apologize for devouring her body with my eyes, but she doesn’t seem to mind too much from the flirtatious smile across her face.


  “Do you think we’ll drive together?”


  “No way. There’s no way I’m going to be witness to Brady and Sadie spit swapping more than I have to.” I climb down the stairs to keep pace with her. “We’ll go in the truck,” I inform her.


  “Sounds good,” she says. “Should we ask Rob?” she asks, enticing an urge to pin her up against the wall to claim her with my mouth. What the hell? I’ve got to stop these feelings of ownership when it comes to her.


  “I’m sure he’s busy, but if you want.” I walk past her without regard, a little annoyed that she doesn’t want to just be with me.


  Of course, when we enter the kitchen, there’s Rob, sitting at the table reading a manual. Then the guilt that he’s fixing Chrissy’s car and here I am jealous of her admiration to him. I put them in that position, didn’t I?


  “Hi, Rob.” I swear Chrissy’s mood increases ten notches. She practically skips over to him, claiming the seat to his right.


  “Hey, beautiful,” he greets her, and my footsteps stop for a brief second until Rob eyes me. In order for him not to think he’s getting a rise out of me, I keep moving. “You do know your fuel gauge wasn’t working, right?” He briefly looks at Chrissy before burying his head in the book again.


  She giggles and crosses her legs toward him. Why doesn’t she just twirl her hair around her finger? “I know, I would try to keep track of the miles,” she responds.


  “Did that always work?” he asks, leaning back in his chair, placing the neck of his beer bottle to his lips.


  “Not always,” she giggles, sweeping her hair around the back of her neck to one side.


  “I can’t imagine you’d have a hard time finding someone to pick you up, though.” Rob smirks, his eyes flash to mine and then Chrissy again.


  She doesn’t respond, but just pushes him lightly on the shoulder, laughing. It’s like I’m in the middle of some first date, and I’m the third wheel. “Do you want to come to the drive-in with us?” she asks, and Rob’s line of sight turns to me. I shrug my shoulders, appearing indifferent, but his eyes laugh at my reaction.


  “Nah, I gotta get your car going. Would hate for you to be stuck here,” he tells her, standing up from the table. I scoot over when he places his hand on the fridge and then staring directly at me he continues, “I mean, unless there’s another reason you’re staying.” He fixates on me while reaching in to grab a beer.


  “Um … no.” She staggers because we both know she has nowhere to go. “As soon as you fix my car, I’ll be going.” Her voice shakes slightly as she rises to her own feet. That flirtatious side of her disappearing.


  “Well then, maybe I should take longer to get it fixed,” Rob slyly comments. “It’s nice having you around, isn’t it, Dex?” He concentrates on me, and I finally catch on to what he’s doing.


  “Let’s go, Chrissy,” I blurt out, throwing my empty water bottle in the recycling bin by the back door.


  “See you two friends later,” Rob sarcastically kids and pushes his way out the back screen door, retreating back to the garage.


  “Bye, Rob. Thank you again.” Chrissy follows him, calling out to him. Rob turns around to face her outside the garage doors.


  “It’s no problem.”


  Then a sharp pain hits my chest when she places her hand on his forearm, right by that damn guitar tattoo with Jessa’s lips. “Please, let me know how I can repay you,” she says.


  “No thanks or repayment needed. I like to do things with my hands and—”


  Before he can even finish, I grab Chrissy’s hand, spurring laughter from Rob. “We don’t want to be late to the movies,” I remind her, and she smiles at me, nodding her head.


  “See ya, Rob,” I say with a wave of my hand, as I guide Chrissy to my truck.


  Thank goodness, Brady and Sadie come out a second later, saying their own goodbyes to Rob before sliding into the Camaro. I insert the keys into the ignition and I hope it is my imagination that Chrissy’s quieter now, not around Rob.


  “So, I have some blankets in the back and if I know Brady, he’ll stash some food in too.” I try to pull her into a conversation.


  “Sounds awesome. I haven’t been to a drive-in for years. Of course, remember when boys only took girls to drive-ins to make those windows steam up?” She laughs.


  “Why did you think I agreed? Are you telling me you’re not down with some heavy making out and a little touch and feel?” I joke with her because I’ve got to lighten the mood up between us.


  “Sorry, bud, I don’t give it up on the first date,” she counters back, her own amusement in giggles.


  “Technically, our first date was when we were eight. So, I think we’re already in grand slam territory.” I leer her way and cock my eyebrow, inviting a head shake from her.


  “Then technically, you’ve never asked me on a date.” She raises her own eyebrows at me.


  I don’t respond because what can I say? I should have a long time ago, or how about now? If only our situation was different.


  We pull through the gates, and, although Chrissy tries to force money into my hand, I pay for the two of us, earning a huff of annoyance. Brady pulls in, and I back in so we can use the bed of the truck. Once I pull the keys out of the ignition, Chrissy’s out of the cab and climbing in the back.


  “Eager?” I ask her, and she laughs.


  “Kind of. I know it’s stupid and you probably do it all the time, but I always wanted to be in the bed of a truck at a drive-in,” she admits, and I climb in, laying the blanket down.


  “I’ve never been here with the truck, or ever for that matter,” I reveal.


  “Oh, well then it’s the first for both of us,” she says, straightening out the blanket and then sitting down cross-legged on it.


  “Hey, guys!” Sadie says, following suit and climbing up. She takes her position next to Chrissy and they begin talking about the movies.


  “I brought us some food.” Brady places a cooler down and positions himself next to Sadie. Since the sun has yet to fully set, we have a while before the movies will start.


  “Great, I’ll be right back,” I tell him, hopping down from the bed of the truck. Pulling my phone out, three missed phone calls are displayed on the screen. Sam, my dad, and then Sam again. Redialing Sam, I wait for her to answer as the gravel crunches on my feet, passing by kids running around and couples snuggled together.


  “Hey, sexy. Where have you been?” Sam answers, and her cheery mood is always nice to hear.


  “Busy. What’s up with you?” I ask in return.


  “Nothing really. I called earlier because I was reading this book and it got me all hot, but since you didn’t answer, my fingers had to do the walking all by their lonesome.” I can practically picture her fake pouting face. Like the time I told her there was no way I could do it again without having to seek medical attention.


  “Sorry, but I’m sure they do a fine job,” I joke.


  “Yeah, but they’re getting a little too used to you instructing them where to go,” she seductively whines. Silence fills the line because I’m not really into all this right now. For some reason I’m more eager to get back to the truck. “Anyway, Jessa’s almost ready to get that baby out, I’ll be there soon. Can’t wait to see you,” she continues. “I’d have you pick me up at the airport and maybe we could detour somewhere, but I’m flying in with my parents, boo.” She does that childlike voice with a small pout.


  “I guess it will have to wait until after then,” I comment.


  “Hmm. . .you’re grumpy. Thought you would be wanting to tear my clothes off,” she says, and a little guilt develops with the thought I’ve yet to tell her about Chrissy. Not that Sam and I are exclusive or that anything is going on with Chrissy. But, for some reason, I’m beginning to feel stuck in the middle of them.


  “I’m at the drive-in. Gotta go take a piss and then head back before the movie starts,” I inform her, and she huffs slightly.


  “Okay, well, have fun. Call me when you can,” she says and then hangs up. I’m relieved she’s so easy going with it all. Not like other psycho chicks I’ve actually dated, but maybe she’s cool because we aren’t dating.


  I go into the bathroom, two little squirts are messing around with the paper towels and water. When they see me, they run away with frightened expressions on their faces. Once I’m done, I call my dad, praying he doesn’t need me again tonight.


  Two seconds after I hang up from his unanswered call, I get a text message.


  Dad: No one knows where he is. I’m calling in some favors.


  Fuck, I wish I could have five minutes alone with her dad, because I’ve about had it with his shit. Show him how a real man should behave.


  By the time I reach the truck, the laughter of Chrissy and Sadie carries over two car lengths. Although I’m not sure what the commonality between the two are, it’s nice to hear Chrissy so happy. Pushing up on my arms, I jump on the truck bed and take a spot next to Chrissy. Not too close, but not too far away either.


  Sadie leans into Brady’s arms, like always, while he interests himself in looking around. The two girls are cracking up about an incident that happened over at Trey’s last week. Something about Drew and potty training, which I should probably know if I’ve been half a friend to Trey. He and Kailey have been so busy, I’ve barely had time to catch up with them. Me not being responsible for as much, I should really make more of an effort.


  “You okay?” Chrissy’s hand touches my arm, and my eyes sweep up to her intrigued look.


  “Hey … just thinking I need to get over to their house soon,” I remark, and Sadie nods her head.


  “We’re all going to lunch tomorrow. Why don’t you go over there and help Trey for a few hours while we steal Kailey?” Sadie suggests, and I nod.


  “Maybe,” I say, not committing myself.


  Eventually the sun sets and the screen flicks to life. I open up my back window and turn on the radio to the station marked on every post by the designated car spots. Sadie cuddles up to Brady, his arms wrapped tight around her. Chrissy leans against the back of the cab with her legs crossed over one another, while I stay a safe distance away. The fighting is pretty cool in the movie and distracts me from the neck cramp due to having my head turned in the direction of the screen the whole length of the movie.


  By the time the intermission comes and before the next movie starts, Sadie and Brady begin scooting down to exit the truck. “Where are you guys going?” I ask, cranking my head side to side to snap the cramp out.


  “Sadie’s cold and well …”


  “No need for details. Carry on.” I motion with my hand, and Chrissy giggles.


  “In case we don’t talk, tomorrow at noon, I’ll drive us over to Jessa’s and we’ll go from there.” Sadie reaches over and hugs Chrissy.


  “I can’t wait,” Chrissy exclaims, and I scrunch my forehead at her comment. I’m thinking she’ll never be moving out of the house at this rate. Not that I want her to.


  Just as Brady’s opening the door to his Camaro for Sadie, the screen flashes and 50 First Dates begins to play. “What the fuck?” I yell, and Sadie giggles with Chrissy joining in. “You knew?” I ask her, and she bites her lip like a school girl in trouble.


  “You know the drive-ins always show two opposite movies.” Chrissy pushes me with her hand on my arm, and I teeter a little to the right.


  “You girls lied. Let’s go.” I playfully begin to stand up, but Chrissy grabs my hand and tugs me back down.


  “Hey, I sat through a very unrealistic movie with no romance and a lot of violence. At least 50 First Dates is a comedy,” she says, leaning toward me.


  “Unrealistic? Every chick flick is unrealistic,” I remark, and she rolls her eyes at me.


  “I know you have a soft spot in there somewhere,” she pokes me in the chest, right by my heart. “One day, your heart will grow,” she teases me, and I chuckle.


  “I’m not the Grinch, Chrissy. I have a heart. Now scoot over, my neck is killing me.” I wiggle my way next to her and grab my second blanket to wrap around our legs. “You want my sweatshirt?” I hold up my Western sweatshirt to her, and she nods.


  “If you aren’t using it, that would be great,” she says with her arms wrapped around her chest, trying to warm herself up.


  “Even if I was, it’d be yours,” I say, and she smiles, taking it out of my hands.


  She pulls it over her head and rolls up the sleeves. As our arms touch each other, she scoots a little away. It never used to be like that with us, we’d always be okay with affection. I guess as we got older, things changed, and we didn’t want the other to think there was something more to it.


  “Aw … you do have a heart,” she sighs, and I knock my shoulder with hers. Instead of moving away, she stays near. Her knee and shoulder rest against mine. It’s cozy and comfortable.


  “Only certain people see it. Don’t say anything.” I kid with her, and she places her head on my shoulder, fluttering her eyelids a few times.


  “Why, Dex Prescott, you amaze me,” she says, an admiration in her eyes.


  “Pay attention to your chick flick.” I point to the screen, and she laughs.


  “Looks like we aren’t the only ones not paying attention.” I follow her line of vision to a steamy windowed Camaro.


  “I swear those two can’t go five minutes without some form of body contact,” I reply, annoyed. It just makes this whole situation uncomfortable.


  “I think it’s cute and romantic. They love each other.” She’s so sweet, and I hope she finds exactly that one day, if that’s what she wants.


  “Girls,” I sarcastically joke.


  Silence begins to overtake the parking lot. Families and couples have retreated to their cars for the warmth of the confines or each other. The crickets chirp back in the tree lines behind the screen while the moon plays hide and seek in the clouds. Curling up under the blanket, Chrissy’s body nudges into mine and instinctively, I wrap my arm around her shoulders. “Thank you, I’m so cold.” She shivers next to me, and I pull her closer trying to warm her up.


  Her lips inch closer to my neck, her hot breath enflaming goose bumps along my neckline. We’ve sat in this position when we were younger, but this is by far more intimate than any other moment we’ve shared. My face leans down closer to hers, and her moist lips graze my five o’clock shadow across my chin. Moving my one hand from the side of her waist up to her shoulders, lingering over her bare neck. I squash the nearly uncontrollable urge to allow my fingers to grab the elastic ponytail holder to free her hair, letting it tumble down to caress her shoulders. Instead, my palm cradles the back of her head and angles her face up to mine. In slow motion, our cheeks rub against one another, until our lips lightly brush against the other’s. I’m about to explore further and put more pressure against her mouth before the sounds of car engines starting loudly brings me back to reality.


  My hand releases her head, but her hand lingers on my stomach. Seconds pass by as our eyes focus on one another’s. Confusion to what just happened fills the space between us. I debate in my head, do I kiss her and care less about consequences? But how can I do that to her? Remembering that it’s friendship she needs from me right now and not complications of a relationship, I push back and her hand falls to her lap.


  Quickly standing up, I begin packing everything up while she sits there for a few moments as stunned as I am. Then she stands up and begins folding the blankets. She hands them to me and my heartbeat picks up when our fingertips brush during the exchange. Slowly, she gets down from the truck bed, and I follow her, both of us walking to our side.


  “See you guys back home,” Brady says through his rolled down window with a smiley Sadie peering over across him.


  “Yeah, see you there,” I answer. When I get into the cab, the silence is enough to deafen me further. The remorse that I should have just kissed her echoes through my mind.


  I follow the blue Camaro back through the streets of Western, the radio the only noise in my truck. We pull into the driveway and people holler to us from Bridgette and her roommates’ yard. I exit the truck, waving over to the guys I know. When I turn around, Chrissy’s already half up the driveway with Sadie right next to her. The guys start calling my name, so I hop over our fence line and join the party. One guy hands me a beer, and when I glance up, it’s Chrissy’s eyes at the backdoor that catch mine for the briefest moment. Then she enters the house.
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  I’M SURPRISED WITH how close I’ve grown to Sadie in only a few short days. I think she’s been starving for another girl in the house because even last night she tried to convince me to stay up and talk. When she started prying, asking more questions about Dex and our feelings, I had to call it a night. It’s embarrassing when you begin to like someone more than you should, especially when it’s only one-sided. Dex and I have come so close, so many times, but there are too many reasons to steer clear of crossing a boundary that we’ll never return back from.


  “Let’s go.” Sadie knocks and comes into my room.


  With one earring in and working on the other. “Give me a sec.” I finish putting my earring in and then flash her a smile. Grabbing my purse, I sling it across my body and walk toward her. “Ready,” I say, and she leads the way out of the room.


  “So, the boys are doing a show tomorrow night. They play at this bar called Aces.” Sadie drives us over to Jessa’s. “Grant won’t be playing, since Jessa’s so close to delivering, so Rob’s filling in for the first time in a while.”


  “Oh, Dex didn’t say anything.” I concentrate on the enormous amount of college students occupying the streets. The pit of my stomach filling with the yearning to be one.


  “You should definitely come. There’s a booth that we sit in, and I’m not sure Kailey can come, so you have to keep me company. Plus all these damn groupie girls try to grab our men. We have to stake our claim,” she begs, concentrating on the road ahead.


  “None of them are my man,” I remind her, and she giggles.


  “Well, Dex kind of is.” She stops at the light and winks. “Regardless you can help me fight them off Brady. I swear every time they play, some new girl tries to grab his attention after the show. I can get kind of territorial.” She giggles, and hearing her makes me start laughing too.


  A few minutes later, Sadie parks the car outside a small ranch and turns off the ignition. We both tread up the sidewalk, but before we reach the door, it swings open and Jessa’s hollering back into the house. “Grant, just fucking do it,” she yells, and when I see him appear in the doorway behind her, her shoulders slump and she grabs her belly. “Please, baby.” She sugarcoats her voice and snuggles up to him, wrapping her arms around him.


  He kisses the top of her head and winks at Sadie and me. Remaining quiet, we allow them to have their moment before letting our presence be known. But when Jessa continues apologizing and crying to Grant, Sadie rings the doorbell. Grant smiles and Jessa turns around with blood shot eyes.


  “Did you just hear that?” Jessa asks, her head hanging low.


  Sadie bites her lip and nods her head slowly.


  “I’m so emotional. Seriously, this damn high and low shit has got to stop. Why won’t she come out? I can’t be that pleasant to stay inside of,” she rambles, and Grant starts laughing.


  “I don’t know, baby, I love to be inside of you,” he jokes. I cough out a laugh, and Grant winks at me. Jessa soon begins calming down, and Sadie pulls her close.


  “Soon, just a little longer.” Sadie soothes her, and Jessa rolls her eyes.


  “Bishop, you won’t be inside of me for a hell of a long time after this.” She points her finger at him, and he just grabs her to pull her close.


  “Whatever you want, but I’m pretty sure I won’t be the one begging,” he says cockily, and she pushes him away. “I love you. Go have fun with your girls.” Then he sets his eyes to Sadie. “If anything happens, call my cell. I’ll have it on me at all times.”


  “I will. Don’t worry, I’ll take care of her.” Sadie tries to appease his concern, but it doesn’t change his solemn face.


  “Love you.” Jessa reaches up on her tiptoes and gives him a kiss.


  He places both hands on her face and peers down at her. “Don’t over do it, okay?” Jessa nods. “I love you,” he affectionately declares, and she’s ready to leave after one more kiss.


  The three of us pile into Sadie’s car. I take the backseat, so Jessa can get in and out as easily as possible. Once we park on Main Street, we stroll down a block to a restaurant. I squint up at the green sign with white lettering. It reads Zefer’s, an organic, vegan restaurant. What the hell am I supposed to eat here? I’m more of a fast food girl.


  I follow the two girls into the restaurant, and Kailey inches up off the seat and waves us over to her. “Hi, girls. Jeez, Jessa, you look so ready,” she says, hugging them both. “Hi, Chrissy, I’m glad you were able to make it.” She reaches over and wraps her arms around me as well. Not exactly comfortable with affection from people I barely know, I stiffen, and she steps back, but her smile doesn’t leave her face.


  A young waitress, more than likely a college student, comes over and Jessa orders some smoothie, Sadie gets a bottle of water, and Kailey orders a tea. Not sure who to follow, I decide on Sadie and order myself a water. The blonde waitress is about to grab them when Jessa stops her. “Oh, Nikki, can we get an order of hummus and veggies?”


  “Sure,” she says and starts to walk away.


  “The one with three,” Jessa calls out, and Nikki, the waitress, laughs.


  “So, thank goodness you got out. Trey have the kids?” Sadie asks Kailey, and she laughs.


  “Yeah, I told him that if he didn’t rearrange his schedule, he wouldn’t be playing tomorrow night.” She laughs and smiles over to me. I reciprocate with my own toward her.


  “Can you come too?” Sadie asks.


  “I’m so upset. I’m going to miss the show. Grant’s bummed because he can’t play.” Jessa purses her lips in a small pouty face.


  “Once the baby comes, you can get a babysitter and Grant can play with the guys again. Although their shows seem to be few and far between lately,” Sadie says, talking directly to me, since I’m the newbie.


  “I guess, but aren’t I going to be up to my elbows in bottles and diapers with no sleep?” Her eyes land on Kailey, the most experienced, who tries to hide her amusement from Jessa.


  Kailey shrugs, “Probably. But not forever. I mean, it all happens so fast.”


  “Do you and Trey think you’ll ever have any of your own?” Sadie asks, and Kailey laughs.


  “I’m not sure. Maybe someday, but I have to finish school.” Thank goodness, someone who hasn’t graduated yet.


  “So, Chrissy, how are things over at the house?” Kailey changes the subject, wanting to talk about anything but kids, I imagine. The girl is crazy busy every day with three kids under the age of six. If I was her, I’d be dying for a little girl talk occasionally.


  “They’re good. Sadie and Brady are so kind for letting me stay.” I glance Sadie’s way and smile.


  “In case you haven’t figured it out, they’re like the parents of the group. I mean, who else would ever let Rob move back in?” Jessa chimes in, and everyone at the table laughs.


  “I don’t know, Chrissy seems to like Rob.” Sadie divulges and raises her eyebrows my way, as though it would be for something more than friendship.


  “What?” Kailey and Jessa say at the exact same time.


  “Jinx,” Jessa says and points to Kailey, making her do a motion to zip her lips and throw away the key. I laugh at the adolescent behavior because these girls are nothing like I presumed. “He’s not the most dependable, Chrissy,” Jessa tells me, leaning as far as she can get over the table. “Stay, far, far away,” she continues, and I place my hands up in the air.


  “He’s bought me lunch, and he’s fixing my car. That’s all. Believe me, I have no interest in a guy who only sees women for a night of fun,” I answer honestly, and Jessa relaxes a bit while Kailey hits the table to draw attention to herself. Jessa giggles knowing exactly what Kailey wants.


  “Go ahead. Jinx cleared.” She obliges Kailey’s request to speak, as though she’s the master and Kailey’s the dog.


  “I have to say, he sent me a really nice card and arrangement after Jen passed.” She studies the table and then back up to us. “Maybe he’s changed.” She shrugs.


  “Rob? Change? I’m not so sure.” Jessa’s still the pessimistic one, but then again from the little bit that Sadie’s revealed to me, she deserves the right to be like that.


  “I agree. He’s not even going out all the time. Mostly, he’s been working on Chrissy’s car and before that he was working on his own. He wants us all to go to his race in two months.” Sadie amazes me that she sticks up for him.


  “Hmm … well, as you guys know, he and Grant will never be friends.” Jessa appears upset that maybe she hasn’t noticed the difference that everyone has in Rob. But then again, I assume maybe he hurt her more than the others.


  “Change of topic,” Kailey announces and we all sit up a little straighter, happy to make this a happy and fun time for Jessa.


  The hummus arrives, and Jessa digs in. We all order our variety of vegan dishes, meaning I’ll be trying a tofu burrito. The thought that I have little money and no job prospects makes the meal hard to swallow in more than one way.


  “So, my boss, Ryland, is beside himself that I’m going on maternity leave. It’s not like I didn’t give him six months’ notice, and this week he has me working like crazy because he’s so worried what he’ll do when I leave.” Jessa piles carrots and snap peas with mounds of hummus into her mouth.


  “That man, though, Jessa, how do you work with him every day and not just stare and drool?” Kailey asks, biting a piece of cauliflower.


  “Because I have my own hot bod at home. As do you,” Jessa mumbles while still chewing.


  “Don’t get me wrong, I’d never trade Trey. But Ryland Davis is gorgeous like a cover model. Like he’d wine and dine you and then pull your hair while in the bedroom,” Kailey continues, and I can barely contain my laughter.


  “Um … I think you’re reading too many books,” Sadie says, joining me in the humor.


  “Read? I never have time to read.” Kailey raises her shoulders and lets them fall. “Let’s remember, ladies, this is girl talk. Nothing leaves the table,” she reminds them with a pointed finger, and the two of them hold up three fingers. Then all of their heads turn my way, and I quickly mimic, although, whom would I tell?


  “So, he’s not going to replace you?” Sadie directs her question to Jessa.


  “Man, I wish I had the time. I’d be your replacement,” Kailey jokes and continues eating.


  “I’m not sure, but yesterday he told me that he put some ads out finally. Come on, like a week before this baby is gonna pop.” Jessa points to her belly.


  “Oh … Chrissy!” Sadie exclaims. Her head swiveling between Jessa and me at warp speed. “Chrissy’s looking for a job,” she tells Jessa.


  “Really?” Jessa asks me, and I nod my head.


  “I am, but I have no experience at an art gallery,” I divulge truthfully.


  “It’s okay. I’ll totally train you. The problem is, it’s only a fill in while I’m on leave.” She bites her lip, thinking I might not be interested.


  “That’s okay, anything is good right now.” Kailey and Sadie nod their heads in agreement.


  “Well, his studio is just a few blocks down. Let’s go after lunch and see what he says.” Jessa takes out her phone and starts texting, Mr. Davis, I assume.


  “Okay,” I say softly, taking a deep breath. Luckily, our food arrives, and the conversation turns back to boys, babies, and life in general. The three girls don’t pry into my life, which I appreciate. When Sadie first brought the lunch up, I thought I’d be in the middle of an inquisition right about now. Visions of me tied up in a chair with a spotlight above me and the three of them in the dark, hammering questions filled my thoughts before I fell asleep last night.


  We all eat our meals, and I’m actually surprised how much I enjoy my burrito. Outside the restaurant, Kailey is down in the dumps because she can’t join us to go to the gallery because the kids have swim lessons. “I can’t believe I have to miss seeing Mr. Hot Pants. Not that I’m not going to see an equally hot male specimen.”


  The girls laugh, as do I. “You come up with the worst nicknames,” Jessa teases her, and Kailey narrows her eyes in amusement.


  “No wonder you and Trey are best friends. You’re both mean.” She crosses her arms and Jessa rushes over as fast as she can waddle, giving her a great big hug.


  “It’s cute. I swear,” she tells her, and Kailey hugs her.


  “Whatever. I want a phone call as soon as you start leaking,” Kailey instructs, and then makes her way to Sadie. “Keep an eye on the boys for us,” she jokes. Lastly, she reaches me. “If you need anything, Chrissy, just give us a call.”


  “Thank you, I will,” I say, even though I won’t.


  Waving goodbye to Kailey, we turn around, allowing Jessa to lead the way down the sidewalk. I’m in awe of her confidence as she marches right into the stark white building, directly to Mr. Davis himself.


  He’s bent over, digging through a box when he hears us walk in. Standing up, he turns around, and I may have stopped walking, breathing, and thinking in that one moment. His dark brown eyes float from Jessa to Sadie to me, lingering a little longer on me. Probably since he’s never seen me before. I assume Sadie comes in quite often.


  “Hey, Ryland,” Jessa greets him, and Sadie and I stand at her side, waiting for her to initiate the conversation.


  “Hi, Jessa. Hi, Sadie.” He stops and stares at me, waiting for an introduction.


  Jessa moves over and squeezes between Sadie and myself. “This is Chrissy. She’s new in town.” She places her hand on my back, and my hand instantly flies out in front of me.


  “Does Chrissy have a last name?” Ryland asks, staring directly to me.


  “Dawson,” I answer. “Christine Dawson.”


  “Nice to meet you, Christine,” he says, shaking my hand. “Ryland Davis.” “Where did you move here from?” I swear Jessa and Sadie lean forward a bit to hear my answer.


  “Not far, Akron,” I reveal, and when I look to the girls, they share a look with one another. Where did they think I was from?


  “Not far at all. I may open a gallery there in a year or so. I’m waiting to see if the downtown area really does turn around like they say it’s going to.” He’s very open and friendly.


  “So, Ryland. I’m thinking maybe Chrissy can fill in for me while on maternity leave,” Jessa suggests directly. Arching his eyebrows, his eyes shoot to her and then back to me.


  “Do you have any experience?” he asks me, and I bite the inside of my cheek, thinking maybe I should just lie.


  “Honestly, not much. But, I’m a hard worker, and Jessa said she can probably train me.” There’s no way I would be able to start this job with a lie.


  “Hmm … Jessa may I have a word with you?” he asks her and instead of waiting for an answer, he departs into the back.


  Jessa gives me a thumbs up and then follows Ryland down the hall. Sadie steps up next to me and squeezes my arm. “I’m sure you’re going to get it,” she encourages me. I nod and decide to take the time to browse the pictures hanging on the wall.


  I’m shocked I didn’t notice these immediately when I walked in, because when my eyes land on the picture closest to us, tears practically fall from my eyes. Not that I’m a huge art person, but it shows so much love between the colors and lines. It’s a drawing of man holding a woman in his arms. She’s upset and crying. It’s the man’s expression that’s bringing so much to the surface for me. A variety of emotions from confusion to love crosses his face. That he’s holding his one true treasure, but he has no idea how to fix whatever is wrong.


  “Do you like it?” Ryland’s voice interrupts my studying of the painting.


  “I do.” Trying to hide my tears, I swipe my eyes and squint at the name. “Unfixable,” I whisper, and I wonder why he’s labeled it that.


  “If you like my work, you’re hired,” he says, and I can barely contain my excitement bubbling inside. When I turn around, Jessa and Sadie are both giving me two big thumbs up. My eyes divert to Ryland’s hand in front of me. Quickly placing mine in his, I shake it.


  “Thank you so much,” I tell him, and he nods.


  “I’ll see you at nine o’clock tomorrow. Jessa will train you until she has,” he looks over to her and then her belly, “her baby,” he finishes and then turns around to walk down the hall.


  “Okay, I’ll see you then,” I call out but Jessa grabs my hands, and I jump up and down. “Thank you, Jessa. You’ve made my day!”


  “I’m happy to do it. Just remember in three months, you’ll be kicked to the curb,” she kids, although serious.


  “I will.” Then I look at Sadie. “I’ll be out of your house in no time.”


  “No you won’t. Stay the three months, save your money, and then we’ll go from there.” She smiles and then hugs me. “Now let’s get Jessa home before Grant calls in S.W.A.T.” She swiftly puts her one arm through mine and her other through Jessa’s.


  Finally, things have taken a turn for the better. If I can work here, save some money, then I’ll be able to put my plan in motion. Leaving Akron far behind and living the life I want. The life I deserve.
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  I’M IN THE basement, tuning my bass, replacing the strings, when a bountiful amount of energy bounces down the stairs.


  “I got a job!” Chrissy exclaims, displaying a huge smile.


  Placing the bass down, I stand up and hug her tight in my arms. God, I love the smell of her. “That’s great. Where at?” I ask, sitting back down and placing the bass on my lap.


  “Ryland Davis’s studio.” She sits on the other stool and crosses her legs.


  “With Jessa?”


  “Yeah, it will only be while she’s on maternity leave. It gives me three months to save up and make a start fresh.” That whole secret she doesn’t want to tell me still lingers overhead.


  “Fresh start from what? And please, Chrissy, I’ve been patient, but I have to know.” I keep the details of my internal struggle about not knowing whether she’s safe or not when she leaves the house to myself.


  Her mood changes, and she pulls her legs tight into her body. She places her head down to her knees, and then looks up and pins me with her hazel eyes. “If I tell you, there’s no fixing it. You can’t do anything, okay?” When I keep quiet, she urges me again. “Promise, Dex.” She cocks her head to the side, showing me how serious she is.


  Placing my two fingers up, “Scouts honor,” I joke, and it eases the seriousness slightly.


  “Let’s just say, things didn’t pan out like I thought they would when I left after graduation. I went back to my dad’s four or so months ago. Anyway, Nico made a move and got a little forceful with me.” I stand up suddenly, and the stool crashes to the floor. Chrissy stands and places her hand on my chest to calm me. “Nothing happened, you know I can take care of myself. But that’s when I came up here to The Loft. But I just couldn’t throw all this on you. Especially after I …” She doesn’t finish what should be after she left my life. “I’ve been in my car, in and out of cheap hotels the last few months, trying to dig my way out of it. I’m so ashamed you found me at Weddle’s, drunk off my ass, owing money. Somehow I lost myself for a brief moment.” She swipes her finger along the bottom of her right eye. “But thank you for bringing me here.” She pauses, taking a deep breath. “I promise this is the last time you have to rescue me.” She lets out an empty and uncomfortable giggle.


  “Jesus, Chrissy. Why?” I ask, pulling her into me. “Why the fuck wouldn’t you call me?”


  “Because I needed to stand on my own and I did … I was. I had this job and an apartment on my own. It was a studio, but it was mine. I even took a few classes at community. But then the shop closed, and I couldn’t find anything else. My apartment got broken into. It was like one thing after another,” she says into my chest, which I feel starting to slowly get wet.


  “I would have helped you, you know that,” I continue to reassure her. I don’t know when I decided to be her protector, but all of a sudden I took that role. It’s crazy that this girl in my arms has no idea she’s number one in my life. Whatever she wants, I’d wrestle a lion for.


  “I know, Dex, but you had a life to live and didn’t need me there.” She pulls away from me, wiping the last of her tears. I watch as her shell veils her once again, and I know in an instant our conversation is over. She’s finished discussing anything further.


  Like fucking clockwork, Rob barrels down the stairs and stops in his tracks at the bottom of the stairs. “Hey, friends,” he sarcastically sneers, and I roll my eyes at him. “It’s practice time. You should stay down here, Chrissy,” he says directly to her.


  She doesn’t have the opportunity to answer before Sadie and Brady are behind Rob. Then Trey comes down, waiting behind all of them. “What’s the hold up? I’ve got about two hours, and then I’m outta here, so let’s get this practice going.”


  “You could have brought some of them with you,” Sadie comments and turns around.


  “Okay, then I’d have more like an hour to actually practice, because I wouldn’t be able to keep my focus purely on this. Anyway.” He nudges past them all to escape behind his drum set. “Hey, Chrissy, nice to see you again. Kailey said you were in town,” he says while grabbing his sticks, starting to pound out some beats.


  “Hi, Trey. Nice to see you, too,” Chrissy responds and quickly leaves the room, moving to the couches with Sadie. I watch the two of them sit down, and Sadie starts in on a conversation immediately, but Chrissy’s eyes veer to me every few words.


  “You better decide what the hell you’re doing with that one,” Rob says, squeezing by me to reach his guitar.


  Ignoring Rob, I pick up my stool and finish replacing the string on my bass. Brady gives us a list of songs we’re practicing, and when the music begins filtering out, I notice the girls are too enthralled into their own conversation to worry about us.
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  TOSSING ON A new shirt, I leave the confines of Ace’s bathroom to find we drew in a good crowd tonight. Mostly girls as usual. They all say hello to me as I walk down the hallway to The Invisibles’ usual booth. Giving a small wave to be pleasant, I steer clear from engaging because, let’s be honest, our fan base seems to be growing younger as we’re getting older. I mean, one of our members can’t even play because he’s married and his wife is about to pop a baby out any minute.


  Even our booth is getting crowded. I remember when Brady claimed it as ours the first time. Only the four of us sat there drinking and bullshitting. Then Brady invited Sadie, and it all slowly grew. Now as I walk up, after a pit stop at the bar, it’s Sadie, Brady, Kailey, Trey, Rob, Chrissy, and now, me.


  “Thanks for getting me one, dipshit,” Rob says, snapping his fingers to Veronica, the waitress.


  I slide in the booth and my knee brushes Chrissy’s, making her fidget slightly. My hand twitches with the thought of placing it on her bare knee. Downing my beer, I sit it down with a thud, and they all stare at me. Rounds of drinks are ordered as everyone tells stories that embarrass someone else. Everyone except for Rob, I doubt that guy could get embarrassed. Then Veronica says it’s time, and Brady’s the first to stand. He kisses his fiancé, and she lingers a little longer on his lips, like usual, to let the vultures know he’s taken. Likewise, Kailey does the same with Trey while I stand and Chrissy turns her attention to the girls. Rob hops over the booth wall and then on stage like some American ninja warrior. Girls clap, and I have to say ever since he returned, our crowd has increased.


  He playfully bows, and I catch Chrissy laughing at him. Jealousy of their friendship has been eating me alive lately and I’m not sure how much longer I can let it slide. Bending down, I ask one of our fans to go fetch me a beer and hand her a twenty. The hot, little brunette gladly does it, and when she returns to the edge of the stage, she holds it hostage until I kiss her on the cheek. When I rise to my feet, my eyes automatically go to Chrissy, who’s staring intently at the display in front of her, me kissing another girl on the cheek. Reminding me again, I’m an asshole and she should demand someone better.


  It’s like I can’t get enough alcohol in me tonight. During the gig, the brunette is my personal waitress, fetching me beers and shots anytime I request one. When the set ends, I have a really good buzz going. We put our instruments away, and before I even change my shirt, Trey and Kailey are halfway to the door.


  “Where are you guys going?” I scream after them, and Trey turns around, walking backwards.


  “We’ll be up at seven. Not everyone can sleep in,” he says over the crowd.


  Brady waits outside the booth for Sadie, who doesn’t really know what she wants to do at the moment. Her eyes shift between Chrissy and Brady until I sit down and place my arm around Chrissy’s shoulders. “We’ll be fine, go ahead, Sadie,” I permit her and she smiles while scooting out.


  “Okay, we’ll see you guys later,” Sadie says, and then she and Brady disappear as well.


  “You want a drink?” I ask Chrissy, and she nods. “Come on,” I grab her hand and lead her to the bar. “Shot?”


  “Sure. Whatever,” she yells over the next band’s song.


  I order us two Lemon Drop shots and then a beer for both of us. She downs it immediately and then chugs the beer. Since I’m already halfway to fucked-up, I want her to catch up, so I order her another. A half hour later, she’s giggling and touching me on the arm. When girls come up to me to talk, she turns the other way until I tell them I’m not interested, and then she’s back on me. Part of me wishes she’d claim me as hers, but that’s never been her style.


  The cute brunette saunters over with my beer of choice in her hand. Chrissy crosses her legs and swivels the bar stool to the bar top while I talk with the girl, whom I find out’s name is Cadence. She’s a junior and a big fan of our band. She even asks me about Grant and Jessa, a little creepy if you ask me. I buy her a drink and when I’m paying the bartender, I find Chrissy chatting it up with a tall frat guy. I think I know him from the Rugby team I played on freshman year.


  I give him the classic head nod, but he doesn’t back away from her. Instead, he whispers something in her ear, making her giggle and she pushes him slightly like she always does to me. Hey, that’s only for me, I think to myself. Then her hand is in his, and he’s leading her to the dance floor. She never looks over at me or even acknowledges my existence. What the fuck just happened? Cadence paws at my arm, but I shrug her off, too focused on Chrissy on the dance floor.


  Letting a song go by, I intensely watch his hands on Chrissy while finishing my beer. Two songs later, I’m barely able to stay in my seat as I observe her body sway into his. By the fourth song, I’m up on my feet, storming through the crowded dance floor. Just as her hand is about to clasp onto the other around his neck, I snatch it in mine.


  “If you’re going to dance, you’re dancing with me,” I demand.


  “I’m dancing with Quinton,” she says, displaying that defiance I enjoy so much when I tell her what to do.


  Quinton looks over, and I nod my head at him to leave. Of course he follows my instructions. The nickname Hulk has been earned not only from my looks, but maybe due to a slight rage at times.


  I tuck her hands around my neck while mine grab her small framed hips. “Dance with me?” I semi ask nicely.


  “Do I have a choice?” she asks, bearing a welcoming smile.


  “No,” I answer, and her body steps a little closer.


  “What about your groupie?” she questions as her head leans on my shoulder.


  “She’s not you,” I remark as our two drunken bodies make their way around the dance floor to, Bleed by Hot Chelle Rae.


  Remaining quiet, we both allow the music to lead us through stumbled steps and soon our hands begin roaming across one another’s bodies. Her fingertips, lazily playing with the back of my hairline while my own fingers slide under her shirt at her waistline. Rubbing back and forth, her skin is like damn silk. Our touches are purposeful, electrifying each other with every brush. Instinctively, I kiss her forehead and she presses it against my lips as her body flushes against mine. She picks up her head and those hazel eyes fixate up at me. All those years and feelings unveiled for me to see. She’s lifted that barrier to let me in, if only for tonight. Without thinking, I position her head so I can claim her lips. Bending down, I waste no time in clashing our lips together and inserting my tongue into her mouth.


  She joins me with no hesitation, and it’s all I can do not to take her into the back hallway by the bathroom. Breaking from the kiss, I suggest an alternative. “Let’s get out of here.” I entwine our fingers and guide her out of Aces. When the cooler air of fall hits our warm faces, I can’t wait to taste her again. Pushing her against the brick exterior wall, I cradle her face in my hands and kiss her a little softer than I did in there, but still as demanding.


  “Take me back to the house,” she says, and since we’re too drunk to drive, I have no idea how I’ll hold off for the fifteen minute walk.


  I practically drag her down the street and cross the intersection that separates the downtown from the residential. Stopping every few houses, our tongues take turns colliding into each other’s mouth. My hands fist because of what they want to touch or do to her. But if I don’t wait until we’re in a bedroom, I’ll end up screwing her on someone’s lawn and she’s not meant for that.


  It must be an act of God that we make it to the house. Bypassing any sign of Brady or Sadie, I pull her up the stairs and through the door of my room. Once the door is shut, I push her up against the back of it and position myself between her legs. Holding her hands above her head, my face nuzzles into her neck and I suck her earlobe into my mouth. I kiss my way down her jawline until I reach her lips. She squirms to free herself out of my grasp but I don’t let up. Her pelvis darts out from the door to meet my hardness that’s tightening my jeans. Thrusting forward, I lock her in place with my hips pressed up against hers while my lips demand her attention in a more seductive and slow torture.


  “Take me, Dex,” she says breathlessly.


  “I’ve never wanted to more,” I tell her, although I probably just lied because there were times when I thought about nothing else other than me inside of her.


  Letting go of her arms, my hands grip her ass and yank her up so that she can straddle me. She responds, wrapping her long legs around my waist. I sit down on the edge of my bed and push her away from me so one of my hands can travel down the top of her body. The tight t-shirt she’s wearing allows me to cup her breasts, feeling how they fill my hands. Not too much, but just enough to satisfy me. When I rub my thumb over her tight peaked nipples, she moans and closes her eyes. My dick jumps further to life with the mental image of what she’ll look like when I make her come.


  I flip us over, so I’m on top, and she screams and laughs at the quick movement. She grabs the hem of my shirt and I snatch it off my body. A small whimper flows from her mouth with appreciation before her fingers begin tracing the grooves of my muscles. “I’ve dreamed about this,” she reveals, and I allow her to do what she wants, because her hands on me feels fucking amazing. Rising up on my knees, my legs on either side of her, her fingers travel down my torso, following my happy trail until she finds the button on my jeans. Manipulating the button, she opens my pants and gets a peak of my black boxer briefs.


  “Stand up,” she instructs, and I happily back up off the bed and allow her to push my jeans down to my ankles before I take my time stepping out of them.


  Left in just my boxers, I grab both her hands and pull her up from the bed. Quickly disrobing her, first by yanking down her skirt and then flinging her shirt over my shoulder, leaving her in only her bra and underwear. Wishing I could snap a photo, I try to beg my drunk brain to remember this image just in case it never happens again.


  She stands there so confident in her body like she should be. Then I turn her around and push her head down to the bed, and my finger hooks on the side of her panties, dragging them down her legs until they slide over her ankles. “Spread your legs,” I tell her, and she does.


  My pointer finger starts at the top of her folds and works its way back, feeling her wetness. Pushing my own boxers down, I press against her ass and she pushes back against me, obviously enjoying the feeling. When I walk over to the nightstand to grab a condom, she turns around and lies down on the bed. Her eyes are drooping, showing she’s half coherent. Her bra is still fastened behind her, and she’s staring up at me like I’m her damn prince charming. Whenever the thought of Chrissy and I getting together crossed my mind, it was never like this. Not some damn drunken fuck that she’ll never remember in the morning. Closing my eyes, I lower my head knowing guilt will eat me alive if I continue for the pure fact she deserves different. She needs someone who will cherish her and love her.


  Tossing the condom on the bed, I crawl up and kiss her forehead. She never asks any questions or tries to further the touching, but instead I nudge her up to my pillow, and we both climb under the blankets. I wrap my hands around her body and bring it to mine, hoping my guy calms down soon.


  Lying awake with her body pressed against mine, I nuzzle my head in the crook of her neck. A calmness washes over me that I’ve never felt before and although it scares me, I selfishly don’t pull away because it’s too good of a damn feeling. Eventually, I hear her soft breathing and I follow suit, allowing the alcohol to do its thing.
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  “DEX!” SADIE SCREAMS while jiggling the doorknob. I bolt up and look down at my naked body. Dex begins to wrestle awake, and my only thought is getting the hell out of this room. Glancing back to his back, I scramble up and try to gather my clothes strewn around the room. With an armful of clothes, I take one last look at him sprawled out on the bed before sneaking out through the bathroom to my room.


  Once the door clicks shut, I flip the metal piece so he can’t come in. Taking a deep breath, I attempt to trigger my brain to remember everything that happened last night. Only bits and pieces come to mind. Drinking … lots of laughter … touching … dancing … kissing. Shit … kissing. Then I look down at my practically naked body minus my bra. No underwear, crap, did I sleep with Dex last night? No, No, I’d know if I did¸ right?


  “Jessa’s having the baby. She’s in labor,” she screams through the door, and then I hear Dex’s door creak open.


  “Jeez, Sadie, I don’t think Mrs. F heard you,” he says with a groggy voice.


  “You look like hell. Let’s go. Grant waited to call us until this morning, but it happened last night. He said she’s close.” Sadie’s footsteps start padding down the hall, and I hear them stop at the top of the stairs. “Should I wake Chrissy?”


  “Nah, let her sleep,” Dex responds. “I’ll meet you over there.”


  “Don’t be dilly dallying,” she instructs him, and he’s quiet for a second.


  “Your word usage needs improving. It’s not as though the baby is going anywhere.” The door clinks shut.


  I tiptoe over to the bed in order to be as quiet as possible. Sitting up against the headboard, I bring my knees to my chest, and I swear I’m breathing louder than normal.


  Hearing the water on the other side of the bathroom door, the image of Dex’s bare chest comes into view. I’m right back in that moment when my fingers traced his muscles last night and the look of pleasure that filled his eyes. The water shuts off, and I hear his every act of getting ready; the towel being hung on the rack, the drawer opening to grab toothpaste, and his electric toothbrush on for the two minutes to brush his teeth. When all movement stops and it’s silent, I’m positive he’s standing there debating in his head to come in or knock. Seconds later, my eyes close when I hear his bathroom door shut and lock behind him.


  Impatiently waiting, I scoot down and hold my breath to hear him leave. Five minutes go by and then his heavy steps appear and make their way down the hall. Stopping briefly outside my own door, my heart speeds anticipating his knock. What will we say to each other? Act like it never happened? Pretend it was a blackout drunken night? When no knock happens and his footsteps continue to the staircase, relief and sadness mix within me. Confirmation that he wants nothing more from me. I guess one positive is he considers me too good of a friend than to gain sexual benefits from it, but it crushes my heart a little bit.


  Once I hear the front door click shut and the lock slide over, I rise out of bed and go into the bathroom. I allow the cascade of water to cleanse me of the alcohol and the scent of Dex. I wish it could wash the visions of last night down the drain as well. Even after I’m finished getting ready, I’m positive I can smell his cologne on my skin.


  Happy not to have Rob around the house—I can only imagine he stayed in someone else’s bed last night—I trek to the gallery. My stomach is a ball of nerves, since Jessa was supposed to train me again today. Yesterday wasn’t nearly enough for me do the job I need to in order for Ryland to believe in my capabilities.


  The door chime rings when I enter, and Ryland has his keys in his hand, determined steps to the front door. He stops in his tracks when I enter, and he stares at me briefly and then closes the gap. “I assume you heard?” he asks me.


  “I did, but even though she hasn’t had the time, I swear—” I begin to beg for this job.


  “Relax, Chrissy, we’ll have to get through this together.” He chuckles. “I was just going to go over, but maybe since you’re here, I’ll wait and we can go together after work,” he offers, and my heartbeat slows back to normal.


  “Sure, that sounds good.” I take a swallow because I’m not sure a man is supposed to look this good. A pair of charcoal slacks and white polo shirt tucked in showing off strong tanned forearms. He’s the GQ magazine poster boy for how to pull off the pro golfer look. His hair gelled as though he took the time to mold each strand in just the right place. While my eyes travel his body, I purse my lips together to keep from laughing at his soccer slide sandals.


  Following my vision, he chuckles. “Just came from golfing. Had to take off my spikes.” He talks to me like I have an idea about golf and its attire.


  “Oh … how did you do?” I ask, hoping he tells me in layman’s terms.


  “Eight handicap,” he says, and, since I have no idea what it means, I smile and make my way to the desk.


  “You have no idea what that means, do you?” he laughingly questions.


  “Sorry … not much of a golfer,” I tell him, and he laughs more.


  “So, it means I shot eight over par. Par is the average for the course—” he continues, but I raise my hand.


  “Just tell me, is that a good score?” I interrupt him, because I’ll still have no idea once he finishes.


  “Yeah, I like to think I’m a pretty good player.” He shrugs his shoulders, meeting me over by the desk.


  Raising my eyebrow, he smiles and runs his fingers through his hair. “Golf player,” he clarifies, emphasizing golf.


  “Of course,” I smirk and he shakes his head in amusement.


  “Awe … Christine Dawson … I’m not sure about you,” he remarks with his back to me, finding his way to his office.


  I file what Jessa showed me yesterday, listen to the messages, forwarding some to Ryland and noting which ones need calls back. Firing up the computer, I begin entering the data from the show last week, just like Jessa had already begun doing. When the phone rings, I freeze, scared to what the person would want on the other end. What if I can’t answer their question?


  Hesitantly, I pick it up. “Good morning, Ryland Davis’s gallery. Chrissy speaking. How can I help you?” I give the rehearsed greeting we went over yesterday.


  “You sound awesome, so professional,” Sadie’s voice says on the other end.


  “Sadie,” I sigh.


  “Do you have your cell phone on? I tried to call you, but it went straight to voicemail.” I open the bottom drawer of the desk and fish my phone out of my purse. Black screen and when I press the button, nothing.


  “Crap, it must have died,” I say. “What’s up? Did she have the baby?” I ask.


  “She did. Baby girl. Adelaide Rose Bishop. She’s adorable.” She gives all of the specifics, and the hustle of everyone can be heard behind her.


  “Oh, please tell them congratulations,” I say quietly, since I’m not sure I should be on a personal phone call.


  “I will. Are you going to come up?”


  “After work, I’ll head over there. I think Ryland might give me a ride.”


  “Ohhh … nice. I’ll be here most of the day. Brady had to run to the office. Dex already left to pick up Jessa’s parents and Sam at the airport.” Silence fills the receiver. My stomach plummets with the memory of last night, thinking about those hands that explored with such precision, now on someone else.


  “That’s nice. Okay, well, I better get back to work.” I’m eager to end the conversation.


  “Chrissy?” Sadie draws my attention back. “Dex and Sam—they’re—” she starts, but the tears are already pricking behind my eyes.


  “It’s fine, Sadie. Dex and I are just friends. I really have to go. I’ll see you tonight.” I hang up the phone before she has a chance to respond.


  The small wheels slide on the wood floor when I push back on my chair. I walk quietly to the small bathroom and prop my hands on the sink counter, staring at myself in the mirror. My blonde hair needing a haircut, lack of make-up, and clothes that need updating. Who am I kidding? I’m nowhere near what Dex would want. Taking a deep breath, I leave the bathroom with no more self-assurance than when I entered and run smack into a muscled chest. “I’m sorry,” I murmur, and Ryland places his finger under my chin, lifting it up toward him.


  “Are you okay?” he asks, and I blink twice before I can answer.


  Burying all my emotions deep down, I gulp a swallow. “Jessa had the baby. It’s a girl.” I dig every ounce of excitement for Jessa and Grant I’m able, smacking a big ole smile on my face.


  He claps his hands together. “That’s wonderful. Let’s send them a boutique of flowers.” He begins walking over to my desk, and I follow.


  He stops short of my chair and sits down on the edge of my desk, swiveling my monitor so we can both see it. Hitting the internet, I begin searching the florist websites. Clicking on a few, Ryland shrugs not caring for any of the premade arrangements. “Hey, there’s a florist down the street, let’s go.” He stands up, his eyes gleam with excitement.


  Since he’s my boss, I don’t have much of a choice, so I pull my purse out of the drawer. I walk around the desk, and Ryland, always the gentleman, raises his hand for me to lead the way. We exit the gallery, and he locks it up. The sidewalk is filled with people, families, and students enjoying a nice day with the sun shining down.


  The smell of beautiful abounds from every angle when we step into the florist. Every flower imaginable sits in vases of water from tabletops to behind the glass. Balloons float in the air, anchored to teddy bears and baskets. I would love to work here, smiling is contagious from the moment you enter the room.


  A lovely middle-aged woman greets us. “Ryland. How are you?” She puts her hand out, and he shakes it.


  “It’s nice to see you, Lily.” He peers around the room, observing the array of floral and celebration items. “This is my temporary assistant, Christine Dawson.” He introduces me, and she bears a friendly smile, turning her attention to me.


  “Hi! I’m Lily. So, am I to assume Jessa’s off on leave?” she excitedly questions, and I nod my head with just as much enthusiasm.


  “She just had her baby today,” I inform Lily, and her face lights up like a Christmas tree.


  “Oh, good for her and Grant. I couldn’t be happier for them. Is it a boy or a girl?” she asks, biting her lip.


  “A girl. Adelaide Rose.”


  “What a beautiful name.” She places her hand over her heart.


  “Lily,” Ryland interrupts, and she shifts her concentration back to him. “We’d like to pick out a bouquet to send over to the hospital.


  “Sure. Right.” She composes herself and glances around the shop. “Let’s start over here.” She motions for us to follow.


  Ryland ushers me forward.


  “Jessa doesn’t scream super girly, so maybe we mix it up and do pink, white, and purple?”


  “Sure,” Ryland responds clearly disinterested. “Chrissy will take the lead on this.” He nods toward me.


  Lily smiles, and then we discuss the difference of flowers. Since I’ve never received even a single rose let alone a bouquet, I have no idea how to mix them together. She grabs a vase, and before I figure out what we should do, there are magenta roses, white lilies, and small purple and white daisies pouring out of it. Reaching over, she grabs a ribbon and twists it into a bow to position right in the middle.


  “Do you want a balloon?” she asks, and I glance over my shoulder to Ryland who just nods.


  “Yes, please,” I say. Lily reaches below a shelf and moves over to the helium tank.


  A huge Mylar balloon with ‘IT’S A GIRL’ outlined swells, and I can’t keep the smile off my face. “What an amazing job. You make people happy just by showing up at their door,” I remark, and Lily nods.


  “It’s pretty great, but flowers aren’t always used for happy times. She points to the small cards stacked in the plastic holders by the counter. Get Well and Our Sympathy triggering her meaning immediately.


  “Oh. That must be hard.” I empathize, and she nods in agreement.


  “I remember my florist opened right after Grant’s mother, Mindy, passed. He and his dad came in here to pick out the flowers for his mother’s casket. Although I didn’t know Mindy, my heart broke for the little, blond-haired boy that didn’t speak when his dad asked him to pick out some flowers for his mommy.” She glances over to the back of the store and then back to me. “Now I get to send them to him and his wife in congratulations on their baby. I was there for him in one of his darkest moments and now I’m able to be there for one of his happiest. It’s nice.”


  I wipe the few tears and stare in admiration at this woman. “That’s truly wonderful.” I’m otherwise speechless.


  She reaches over and pats my hand in a mom mannerism. “Oh, sweetie, you make me feel like a miracle worker or something.” She giggles, bringing Ryland’s attention back to us.


  “What did I miss?” he asks, putting his phone back in his pocket.


  “Nothing.” I quickly disregard our moment as Lily rings up the order.


  Ryland pulls his credit card out and slides it across the counter. “I’ll get it there this afternoon. Did you want to sign a card?” She points to a display I just observed a few moments ago. Ryland picks out a congratulations card and begins writing an inscription.


  I peek over his shoulder after he’s finished and notice my name on the card. “Why did you put my name on there?”


  “You’re part of Ryland Davis Gallery now,” he replies, and I guess he’s kind of right.


  Lily says her goodbye, and I push back my urge to hug her, but instead follow Ryland’s weaving path through the overfilled display tables with different bouquets. After we hit the sidewalk, he turns to me. “Lunch?”


  “That’s okay—” I politely decline.


  “I wasn’t asking if you wanted to go. I was asking where you wanted to go,” he clarifies, and I bite my lip. Swimming in my own thoughts of whether this is crossing a business to personal line, I remain quiet. An impatient Ryland breaks the silence. “Okay, I’ll decide. Let’s go.” He nods for me to start walking. Always the gentleman.
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  WE END UP at a nice restaurant called Filgree’s about five minutes later. The minute we step through the doors, I straighten my blouse down and smooth out my black slacks, as though my hands could iron out the wrinkles. This is by far the fanciest restaurant I’ve ever eaten at. White linen tablecloths with silverware stuffed in linen napkins dress the tables and small plates to the left, two forks, a knife, and a spoon. I silently pray I can get through this meal without embarrassing myself.


  The hostess leads us to a table overlooking the small river that runs through Western. Ryland pulls my chair out, and I take a deep inhale of nervous breath when he steps around to his seat across from me. Staring out at the water slowly rippling down the stream, I watch a few geese fly down to rest on the water and float along the low currents.


  “We could have gone to a sandwich place.” I follow his example in unwrapping the silverware and then placing the napkin in my lap. Then a guy comes around with a pitcher of water, filling up the glasses next to our plates. I quietly tell him thank you and his lips turn slightly.


  “It’s Saturday. I don’t have a showing tonight. It’s a leisurely day. Try the Chicken Fajita salad; it’s Jessa’s favorite.” The thought that he brings Jessa here, too, puts me to ease that he’s not thinking a fancy lunch means I’ll fancy him later. Not that he seems to flash that type of guy, but where I come from, not a lot of guys do nice things for girls without an expectation of more. Dex may be the only one I know.


  A waiter greets us and spouts off the specials with ingredients I’ve never heard of and positive I can’t pronounce. I order the Fajita salad with the house dressing, and Ryland orders a buffalo chicken sandwich with sweet potato fries.


  “Are you a student?” he tries to lure me into conversation while we wait for our food.


  “No. I had been taking a few classes at a community college, but I recently moved here.” I want to smack myself on the forehead for divulging unnecessary information. Sometimes being an open book isn’t the best.


  His head slowly moves up and down, I assume absorbing the fact that he hired a trashy girl with no education. “I dropped out. Went for a few years, got into an argument with my parents over my love for art,” he reveals, as though he’s letting me know he doesn’t care if I’m on my way to a degree or not.


  “What did they want you to do?”


  He stares up at the ceiling, “Lawyer, doctor, psychologist. Any job that gave you those extra letters after the name.” He makes eye contact with me.


  “Were your parents those? I mean, is that why they wanted you to become one?”


  He chuckles. “No. My dad works in a factory and my mom’s a cashier at a grocery store. It’s the classic case of wanting more for your children. They worked their asses off to send me, their only child, to college, and I failed them when I wanted to pursue art instead of something more ‘collegiate’.” He raises his fingers up in air quotes.


  “I can understand that. I want my kids to be so much more than me,” I blurt out, wishing I could take that back. I’m devaluing myself in front of my boss.


  “I’m lucky. When I dropped out to not ‘waste my parents money’, an art teacher I had, started teaching me after hours. She saw some sort of potential in me and wanted to be my mentor. I opened my gallery four years ago,” he admits.


  “How old are you?” I inch forward, showing an eagerness for the answer.


  He chuckles. “I’ll spare you the guessing game. I’m thirty-two.”


  “Oh,” I say, and he cocks his head to the side.


  “Younger or older? Do I dare ask?”


  “Younger,” I answer, and he laughs.


  “Good. Like you’d say older. I have to keep reminding myself you’re my employee.” He shakes his head with his smile getting wider.


  “No … really, I would have thought younger,” I plea to convince him, but he waves his hand.


  “I’d ask you how old you are, but my mom told me never to ask a woman her age.” He raises both eyebrows, as though he won’t ask but he’s curious.


  “Twenty-two,” I answer honestly because he’ll know as soon as I finish filling out the paperwork he gave me for employment.


  His head moves up and down slowly, and, as the lull happens in our conversation, our meals arrive. We both eat, minimally talking here or there, mostly about the food’s preparation and tastiness.


  Wiping my mouth, I place the napkin on the table when I finish, and he does the same. Raising his hand slightly so that the waiter comes over, and he hands him his credit card without ever looking at the bill.


  “Let me.” I reach down to retrieve my purse.


  “You’re my employee. I pay for lunches when we go out,” he says, and I happily accept because if memory serves, the salad was fifteen dollars alone.


  “Thank you,” I graciously accept.


  “You’re very nice company, Chrissy.” He positions his elbows on either end of the chair, linking his fingers together while he studies the river out the window. “Did you want to go to the hospital now?” He twists his head my way again.


  “Okay,” I answer.


  We stand up, and he places his hand on the small of my back to nudge me forward to the door. Walking the couple blocks to his car, I’m surprised to find it’s an SUV that beeps open when he clicks his remote. Opening the door for me, I climb in. I quickly snoop around before he joins me, finding his golf shoes behind the driver’s seat with a pair of socks shoved inside. He walks behind the SUV to the driver’s side, and as he turns the key in the ignition, his head shifts my way. “By the way, you’re off the clock now.”


  “Oh … okay,” I stutter, wondering if he’s just making it clear that I’m not being paid from this point forward, or that I don’t have to go back to the gallery after. I don’t ask any questions, and he doesn’t divulge any more information.
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  Sam: Coming in at twelve fifteen. Pick us up?


  FUCK, THE LAST thing I want is to see Sam right now. But how on earth do I leave her and her parents at the airport? Damn Jessa for having this baby early. Grant was supposed to pick them up today, so they’d all be here this week when she had the baby. That’s another thing, how did I let it slip my mind that Sam was coming to town today? Chrissy, that’s how, I think to myself.


  My truck pulls up by arrivals, and the Hamiltons are waiting at the curb with their luggage. I open my tailgate and Mr. Hamilton is the first to greet me.


  “Thank you for picking us up, Dex,” Mr. Hamilton says, and I grab his bag from his hands, lifting it into the truck bed. Spotting my sweatshirt, a vision of Chrissy and I triggers to life.


  “No problem,” I say, shaking my head to rid it of Chrissy.


  “Tell me, how cute is my granddaughter?” Mrs. Hamilton joins shortly after, smiling widely.


  “She’s pretty darn adorable,” I respond before she wraps her arms around my neck, squeezing me into a hug.


  “Thank you, Dex,” she says, and I roll her suitcase over and shove it in the back alongside her husband’s.


  “You’re welcome.” I reach in and move the bag with the blanket to make room for Sam’s. A light scent of Chrissy’s fruity smelling shampoo floats out and hits me square in the nostrils, flickering our almost kiss to the forefront of everything else. She and I with our backs against the window of the truck, her legs pressed against mine, and her hot breath tickling my neck.


  “Dex!” Sam screams and jumps into my unexpected arms. I’m able to catch her at the last minute, and she crushes me with a tight hug.


  “Hey, Sam,” I say, and when I place her feet back on the ground, Mr. and Mrs. Hamilton are smiling our way as though they enjoy seeing us together.


  With her arms still around me, she moves her lips to my ear. “God I’m so wet, I want you now,” she whispers, and I hate to admit it, but I have to shift slightly due to the excitement she evokes with her words. Guilt rises in me.


  I don’t respond, and she pushes back, her hands on my upper arms. Silently studying me for a few seconds and then she steps back and turns around. “Let’s go, I want to see my niece,” she hollers behind her, making her parents laugh.


  The ride to the hospital is mostly Sam talking to Jessa on the phone and relaying all the information to their parents. Not sure why they have a need to do this now when we’re only forty-five minutes from Western. Sam doesn’t touch me or say much. It could be because her parents don’t know much about our relationship, or lack of one I should say. She takes it upon herself to change the radio station, though. From my usual rock to her current hit preference, which irritates me, but I chalk it up to Chrissy invading my brain.


  We arrive at the hospital, and her parents eagerly walk in front of us as Sam eyes me a few times and then faces straight ahead. She bites the inside of her cheek in the elevator and stares up straight ahead, obviously something occupies her thoughts. When the sliding doors ding open, Jessa’s family rushes out, and I keep my distance a few feet back. Their excitement is apparent as her mom grips onto Jessa’s dad’s arm and Sam’s feet speed faster the closer we get.


  Jessa’s laughter can be heard from down the hall, and her parents recognize it immediately, laughing to themselves at the sound of their daughter. We enter the room, which his already becoming filled with flowers and well wishes from friends and family. Jessa lies on the bed with her short dark hair pulled away in a clip, and Grant sits on the recliner, staring down at his daughter as she grips his pointer finger. Sadie is on the edge of the bed, until she spots Jessa’s family.


  “Oh my god! Sorry, Grant, but give me her.” Sam rushes over and plops down right next to Grant, admiring her niece.


  “Hi, Sam,” Jessa teases, and Sam playfully tosses her hand in her direction.


  “My baby,” Mrs. Hamilton gushes over Jessa. Her hand smoothes over her daughter’s hair and kisses her on the cheek.


  “Hi, Mom,” Jessa greets her, and Mr. Hamilton grips his daughter’s hand.


  “You okay? Everything went well?” Her dad asks, and Jessa smiles, nodding.


  “I’m great. She’s great,” she looks over at Grant and they share a smile, “we’re great,” she finishes, and the cheerful atmosphere is enough to make me puke.


  I love Jessa and Grant, but I just want to go home. My phone is practically burning a hole into my pocket on whether to check up on Chrissy. I don’t even know if she had to go to work today or not. Regret that I should have taken the time to check in on her before leaving hasn’t left the whole morning.


  While the Hamilton’s get introduced to their granddaughter and fight over who holds her first, I peruse the flower arrangements lining the windowsill. My head jolts back when I get a glimpse of the card on a very elaborate pink and white bouquet. It’s not the message, but the signature that grips my heart with a damn torque wrench; Love, Ryland and Chrissy. What the fuck is that? She’s worked there, what, two days and suddenly there’s a Ryland and Chrissy?


  Completely flabbergasted, I leave the room to grab a hold of myself and somehow calm. Ryland and Chrissy repeats over and over in my head. My mind instantly shifts into overdrive thinking of other things with their names combined. Mr. and Mrs. Ryland Davis, Mrs. Chrissy Davis. My fist swings back and hits the hospital wall before I push off to get some air.


  I’m in the waiting room, pacing back and forth along the length of the window that overlooks nothing but woods. What have I been doing with Chrissy? What does she want? Fuck, what do I want? Mid crazy thought, a peppy Sam bounces into the room and stops when she sees me. “There you are,” she says, and I stop pacing and stare at her. She really is beautiful with her dark long hair. Always perfectly curled with every stitch of make-up you can find at those department stores. Jewelry that matches her expensive outfits. I’m not even sure I’ve seen her wear the same pair of shoes twice.


  “Hi,” I say, waving my hand in her direction.


  “Hi,” she mimics me, even giving me the hand wave.


  “I missed you,” she says, walking closer to me.


  “You did?” I ask for clarification because I’m positive it’s only one part of me that she missed.


  She jokingly pushes me against the wall and steps closer. Placing her hands on my face, she pulls it down so it’s within an inch or two of her face. “Didn’t you miss me?” she asks, and I nod unsure how to answer the question. I did until a week ago doesn’t seem right. I’m sure not what she imagined. “I’ve seen the baby, so why don’t you take me home.” She bites her bottom lip and seductively stares up at me.


  “Don’t you want to spend more time with Adelaide?”


  “We can come back afterwards. Hell, take me to your truck.” She presses on, her breasts brushing across my chest. Praying I would have worn a thicker t-shirt as her hand moves down along my body, and she grips my cock through my jeans.


  “Shit, Sam. What are you trying to do?”


  She looks around the room, noticing it’s empty. Eyeing the bathroom, she grabs my hand, tugging me forward. Before I fully gather what’s happening, I’m pinned against the bathroom wall, and I hear the lock click. This would have been my biggest fantasy, and Sam’s only worry right now would have been getting her hands dirty from being pressed against the bathroom floor.


  “Sam,” I sigh as her lips raise to mine. As much as my body is responding to her—damn, my dick’s already bulging in my pants—there’s no way I can go through with this when Chrissy’s here.


  “What the hell is wrong with you?” She backs up, finally questioning me. “We’ve done it in a bathroom before. Remember that airport in Denver?”


  “Your sister just had her baby. Come on, Sam.” I plead the family card, and she narrows her eyes at me.


  “Are you going soft on me, Dex? Trying to romance me? You know I don’t need that,” she counters.


  Unable to figure an excuse out, I grab her hands in mine. “Can we please just wait until later?” I ask, and she raises her eyebrows at me.


  “Okay … you have until tonight.” She takes her finger, and it travels down my chest. Gripping my waistband, she tugs me forward. “You better be worth my wait,” she says, and I chuckle uncomfortably.


  Sam still amazes me with how similar we are. Both wanting the easy lay with no attachments or strings. If that’s true, why didn’t I just take her in the bathroom? Except for not having a condom with me, but knowing Sam, she probably has her own. I watch her ass sway back and forth as she walks ahead of me back to Jessa’s room. My head’s so fucked up right now. What do I really owe Chrissy? Nothing. It’s not like she’s trying to track me down to talk. Or that she had the decency to stay in the bed this morning.


  I relax in the seat, giving Grant shit about being up all night and his party days gone. He only smiles and gazes at Jessa, who’s displaying the same cheesy smile. Sam hovers over her parents, desperate to have her turn at holding the baby while Jessa wolfs down her first meal in hours.


  Being the Hamilton’s chauffeur, I sit back and thumb through a Sports Illustrated magazine, biding my time until they’re ready to leave. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot a shadow of someone in the doorway. Shifting my vision, my heart drops when I find Chrissy with none other than Ryland Davis. Chrissy’s eyes dart away from mine to Jessa while a very suave Ryland enters the room right behind her.


  “Chrissy.” Sadie welcomes her and stands up from her seat. “Hi, Ryland,” she welcomes him.


  “Hi, Sadie.” He walks over to Jessa and gives her a small kiss on her cheek. “Congratulations.” Reaching across, he places his hand in front of Grant, who proudly smiles and shakes it.


  “Thank you, Ryland,” Grant says. “Thank you for the flowers, too,” he continues, and Ryland points to Chrissy.


  “Chrissy picked them out.” His lips turn up toward Chrissy, and I’m confused on the whole couple thing going on between them.


  “Ryland,” she flirtatiously lets out a breath and then walks over to peer at the baby. “She’s beautiful, like I knew she would be,” she remarks, and Grant sits on the bed next to Jessa, pulling his wife into him.


  “Oh, Ryland and Chrissy, these are my parents and my sister.” Jessa introduces them, and pleasantries are exchanged between them. As though I’m invisible, no one even acknowledges me, until Ryland turns around.


  “Hi, I’m Ryland Davis.” He sticks his hand out to me, and I want to spit in mine before shaking it.


  “Dex.” I give a lift with my head.


  Fifteen uncomfortable minutes pass by before Ryland looks at Chrissy. “Ready?” he asks her. What? Are they on some date that I have no idea about?


  “Yeah, I should probably get home,” she tells everyone. “Congratulations, again.”


  She glances at Sam, who’s only focus is Adelaide in her arms and then her dejected eyes turn to me. “See you later, Dex,” she says with a soft voice. A wave of guilt flows through me like a freight train. Sam’s eyes perk up, maybe sensing the tension between us and then she’s back to concentrating on Adelaide.


  Sadie decides to hitch a ride with them, so she urgently packs up her stuff, says goodbye and leaves with the two of them. Satisfaction that they won’t be alone now to do anything inappropriate brings relief to me.


  An hour later, I leave with the Hamiltons. Mr. Hamilton insists on buying me dinner and then I drop them back at Grant and Jessa’s while Sam stays planted in the front seat of my truck, informing them she’s staying at my house until Jessa is discharged. After a warning look from her dad and a smile from her mother, we pull away from the curb, leaving them at the Bishops’ house.


  Sam leans over to me and rests her hand on my thigh as I concentrate on the road ahead of me. Placing my hand down, I link mine with hers. I wish that excited tingling sensation occurred with our touch, but nothing happens. We drive the short distance between the two houses. I grab Sam’s bag from the bed of the truck once we park in the driveway behind Brady’s Camaro. Rob’s in the garage working on Chrissy’s car like usual when walk toward the back door.


  “Hi, Rob.” Sam flips him off, and he laughs. With the bad breakup between Jess and Rob, and Sam being Jessa’s sister, their relationship—well there isn’t one.


  “Sam.” He nods and then eyes me; question marks could be burned into his eyeballs as to why Sam is with me.


  “Is that your piece of shit?” she asks, and he cocks an eyebrow at me.


  “No,” he remarks, not divulging anything further.


  “Girlfriend’s?” she continues to question.


  “Maybe,” he shrugs, and I squint my eyes at him, but he laughs it off. “I’m just waiting for someone to open their eyes.” I release a huff of breath at his comment, making Sam turn to me.


  “Well … fuck off,” she says to him and heads for the door. Rob shakes his head at me before grabbing a rag and wiping his hands. Ignoring him, I follow Sam’s path because the guilt of my actions are only growing more intense with Rob.


  Sadie is stirring a pot of sauce that’s on the stove when we walk in the house, and Brady’s typing away on his computer. They both glance over and Sadie’s spoon stops circling and Brady’s fingers hover over the keyboard before they look at one another. “Hi, Brady,” Sam says, walking over and bending to wrap her arms around his shoulders.


  “Hi ya, Sam,” he replies and hugs her back while eyeing me over her shoulder.


  “Are you guys hungry?” Sadie turns and concentrates on the spoon, facing away from us while asking the question.


  “No, we had dinner with my parents,” Sam says. “Now I want my dessert.” She giggles, but no one says anything or chimes in. “Man, what has happened to all of you?”


  “Sorry. I’m tired.” Sadie talks first.


  “Long day,” Brady adds.


  “Let’s go,” Sam poises her head to the hallway and begins walking to the front of the house. I hear the back screen door open and slam shut when we get to the staircase. I don’t have to assume who just entered or the talk of the gossip in the kitchen.


  We’re about to reach the top of the stairs when Chrissy’s bedroom door opens. She emerges and then stops, standing still outside her door. She’s dressed in her tight yoga pants with a tank top showing the lines of her curves and breasts for everyone to admire. Her hair is pinned to the top of her head in a messy ponytail. I love it when she’s dressed down, unwinding from the day. It only makes me want to yank her toward me and wrap my arms around her body.


  “Hi, Chrissy.” Sam’s head inches back from the surprise of seeing her.


  “Hi … Sam,” Chrissy stutters, just as taken aback as Sam. “Dex.” She says my name, but her eyes remain anywhere but on me.


  All three of us stand there in silence until Chrissy speaks. “Well,” she inhales a deep breath, “have a good night,” she finishes, and walks past us. Her shoulder brushes along mine and I instinctively close my eyes from our touch.


  Sam turns around to me and shrugs her shoulders, continuing her goal toward my bedroom. The guilt starts inside me again, churning over and over. Mindlessly, I enter my room and Sam’s already splayed across my bed within one second of us entering. “You promised,” she winks, and I plaster myself against my closed bedroom door, as though my hands are glued to it.


  Fuck this, I think to myself. Chrissy left me back at that fair four years ago. She does everything to stay away from me and here, on my bed, is a girl who tells me. A girl not afraid to show me what she wants. Walking toward Sam, a slow smile forms on her lips, figuring she’s getting what she’s been waiting for. Her hands reach for the hem of her shirt, inching it up her body. I remind myself, this is the guy I am. A one night at a time with no commitment guy. But if that’s true, then how come every night it’s Chrissy that occupies my dreams? Her that I want on my bed, begging me to take her.


  


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  THE SMELL OF her expensive perfume overtakes my nostrils as soon as I leave the confines of my bedroom. She’s gorgeous, even after a plane ride and a day at the hospital. No wonder Dex likes her so much. The awkwardness encompasses the entire second floor so I flee as soon as I spot an opening. It’s clear Sam has no idea who I am, but that’s okay. What was Dex to say?


  The problem is my insides are slowly crumbling as I push the hardened shell of an exterior to keep others from realizing how much seeing him with someone else affects me, especially after last night. Maybe he doesn’t remember, maybe he was that drunk and thought I was someone else. Maybe even her.


  Walking past Sadie and Brady in the kitchen, I give a wave over my shoulder when they each call out to me. Heading right to Rob, I plop down on the chair beside my car, open his cooler, and grab a beer. Twisting the cap and tossing it in the trashcan, I allow the entire bottle of cool liquid to flow down my throat and hopefully calm my sadness.


  “Whoa there,” he comments, sliding out from under my piece of shit car.


  “I don’t have work tomorrow,” I mention, as though that’s a reason to get hammered. When I first got home, I figured I’d lie around and maybe watch a movie. How fast things changed.


  “Do you need to go out?” he asks and leans against the edge of the garage, crossing his arms against his chest.


  “Yeah, but I really don’t want to enter that house again to change.” I glance down at my very casual outfit.


  “Let’s go. Just give me a second to grab my keys.” He jogs over to the screen door and enters the house. With his departure, I ponder if I should go or not. Dex’s clear jealously of my friendship with Rob is evident with the mere casualness of his name from my lips. Then visions of Dex slamming Sam against his bedroom door overtake and I can give a shit what he thinks.


  Not a second later, Sadie emerges. “Chrissy?” she questions, and I shake my head because if I talk to her about this, I’ll break.


  “I’m going out with Rob for a bit,” I tell her, and her hand rests on my arm, igniting the start of a stumbled breath.


  “Stay, we can talk,” she says, concern laced in her eyes.


  “I appreciate it, Sadie, but I just can’t be here.” I don’t move my arm, and she doesn’t remove her hand.


  “Chrissy, they’re—”


  “It’s fine, Sadie, really. I want to unwind.” I’ve never wanted to escape Sadie more than at this moment.


  She doesn’t know what happened last night. How close Dex and I came to changing our relationship forever.


  Rob jumps off the steps and disengages Sadie. “I got this one, Sadie, go spend some quality time with Brady,” he jokes and grabs my hand, leading me to his Mustang. Over my shoulder, I glance at a very anxiety-ridden Sadie, biting her lip and watching us leave. Rob’s a complete gentleman, opening the door and shutting it behind me. He jogs in front of the car and slides in next to me. For the first time, I wish all of those feelings for Dex would transfer to Rob. “Are you a risk taker?” he asks, and, although I usually run on the side of caution, tonight I want to be someone different.


  “Uh huh,” I answer. He smirks and his muffler roars to life, peeling out of the driveway.


  Linkin Park, Papa Roach, Soundgarden, and a varied array of rock music carries the conversation on the way to wherever he’s taking me. The same music as Dex listens to usually, so I’m familiar with the majority of the bands. I remember when we were younger, he’d tell me a song he really liked, and I’d listen to it over and over again, allowing me to feel closer to him in a way.


  A half hour passes, and we pull into a drive with a sign reading, Paintball. I scrunch my forehead at him, and he laughs. “It’s great for letting out stress.”


  “I thought it was done in the woods during the day? In case you didn’t notice your headlights were on when you drove here,” I point out, and he turns off the engine and gets out of the car without a response.


  I open my own door and exit the car while Rob waits at the front of the car for me. “It’s inside a warehouse. They’re open late.” He walks me in, and a guy, who appears like he hasn’t showered in a week or so, welcomes him by name then eyes me.


  “Brought someone with you?” he asks, his eyes roaming up and down my body.


  “This is Chrissy, and she needs to have fun.” He claps me on the back, making my body stumble forward. I give the guy a tight smile, and he starts grabbing things from the shelves.


  Ten minutes later, I’m fitted with a suit, a gun, and little colorful balls to shoot at people. Rob laughs when he notices me look at the goggles with trepidation. I place them over my head, resting them on my forehead. “You’re not going to protect your eyes like that.” He points to my goggles, and I giggle.


  “Don’t worry about me,” I kid, making him smile.


  We both make our way over to the entry area, that’s occupied with a bunch of high school kids geared up and egging each other on. When they spot us, a few laugh to themselves while obviously the most outspoken one sets his attention on Rob. “You brought your girlfriend?” he huffs, and I’m holding a laugh inside because he has no idea who he’s messing with.


  “I bet she can shoot better than your ass.”


  “I can guarantee you she’ll be the first one out.” I stay silent, and Rob should too. I’ve never even shot a Nerf gun, so I’m pretty sure the cocky kid is accurate in his assessment. I’ll be on the sidelines most of this game.


  “Okaaayyy.” Rob draws the word out nice and slow, appearing cool and calm. “If she stays in longer than you, I want your gun,” he wagers, and I pull on Rob’s sleeve, but he only looks down at me briefly before back to the kid.


  “What do I get when she’s walking to the sidelines a second after the horn?”


  “I’ll buy you an equivalent at the shop out front.” Rob finalizes the bet, and, while everyone is getting ready, I pull him aside.


  “Are you nuts? There’s no way I can beat that kid. He must come here every weekend. Look at his gear, his friends stuff. I’m standing here with a gun that will probably jam in two seconds while he’s got reserves of balls strapped to his belt.”


  Rob’s boisterous laugh brings us attention but they turn away. “All you have to do is get him first. Stay by my side, and I’ll guarantee it.” He places his hand on my shoulder, and somehow self-confidence washes over me that maybe I can do it. “The kid is cocky and arrogant. Traits I know too well. When you’re in high school though, those too sure of themselves guys don’t think everything through, they just react. We got this, Chris, don’t worry,” he tells me, and the fact he called me Chris has me trusting him. Not many people refer to me by that name. My mind wanders to thinking about Dex, who was the first to shorten my name, and how I hated it at first because it sounded like a boy’s name. It clarified that that’s how Dex saw me … as though I was just another friend, like the abundance of boys he hung around with. “You still with me?” Rob asks, and I nod as my head continues to swim in the thoughts of Dex.


  A few minutes later, the same guy that got us fitted, climbs up on top of a perch with a microphone in his hand. “You all ready?” The boys all scream, some even make ear-screeching animal sounds. One acting out, fisting his chest like an ape. Oh, to be young again. Soon, everyone quiets and the man begins his instructions. “You have two minutes to find your spot, but when the horn blows, firing can begin. You get shot, you immediately need to exit through the doors. Everyone got it?” Once again, the high school boys scream their affirmations. Rob and the guy share a smirk, and then Rob’s grabbing my hand and tugging me into the warehouse situated with wooden barriers. We hide behind a plywood partition, and Rob places his finger over his lips, like I wouldn’t figure out we need to be quiet. The horn blows, and the scrambling of bodies ping around us in every direction.


  While Rob’s intent on watching from around the edge, my eyes dart in the direction of every noise with my gun poised out in front of me. I don’t even know if I’d have the nerve to shoot or not if I had the opportunity. He hits me on the shin, so that I crouch down similar to him. “Rob,” I whisper, and he firmly shakes his head, bringing his hand around my waist, forcing me to crouch down in front of him. He steadies my shaking gun and positions it to face forward. The cocky ass rolls from shield to shield in an attempt to find us … or rather, me.


  Suddenly, I muster all my courage, and when he runs to slide behind another obstacle, I shoot, knocking me back in Rob’s chest from the force of the gun. Rob nudges me forward, and when I peer over the side of the plywood, the kid’s swearing up a storm. “Mother fucker,” he exclaims, and Rob uncontrollably laughs.


  “Way to go, Rambo,” he compliments me. “Now you’re on your own.” He sprints across the concrete and hides behind a set of tires.


  When I’d hear about paintball or watch people playing it on television, I thought it looked pointless, but I loved every aspect of it; the hiding, the sneaking up, the shooting. What kind of person does that make me? The worst part was when I did finally get shot, it was so gut-clenching painful that I’ll never participate in paintball again.


  Sitting on the sideline bench, I watch the boys and Rob finding and shooting one another. Rob fails to be the winner, but he comes close. When he walks off the play course toward me, the cocky kid hands Rob his gun. “I don’t want it,” Rob tells him quickly, placing his hand on the gun and pushing it away. “But taper down your arrogance a bit, okay? Trust me when I say no one likes an asshole.” He doesn’t wait for a response, but smirks on his way over to me. “Now we eat,” he instructs, ushering me off the bench with his hand.


  Rob drives us to a diner off the freeway that’s open late at night. Once we’re seated in a booth in the corner with the small jukebox that maybe worked back in the day pushed against the window, I begin thanking him for occupying my mind tonight.


  “Seriously, Rob, that was awesome. Other than the getting shot part,” I continue, rubbing my arm where one of those pricks got me. “Thank you.”


  “It takes a while to get used to it. I mean, it always hurts like a mother fucker, but you know what to expect.” We’re interrupted when the waitress comes over.


  “Hey, Rob.” She greets him by name and then her eyes veer to me. “Do you guys need menus?”


  “I don’t, but she might.” He points over at me, and I shake my head. Figuring it’s a diner, I can assume what they serve and what I’ll order. “I guess we’re ready, Jackie,” he informs her, and I feel as though I should be introduced, since they’re on first name bases with one another.


  Rob orders a Reuben sandwich, and I order a hamburger. We sit and wait while the food is prepared, neither of us talking about anything of consequence. My mind drifts back to Dex and him inside of Sam at the moment. The image of his sweating body slipping along hers while he thrusts in and out burns my thoughts. Her screams of ecstasy and him groaning, practically a soundtrack in my ears. There’s no way I’ll ever be able to sleep in my room with the two of them next door. My only hope is she vanishes somewhere else tonight, but even I know there’s a slim chance of that.


  We eat our meals, talking mostly about Rob’s last tour and music. He never asks me about Dex, and I try not to bring his name up. I’m not oblivious that the guy sitting across from me knows more about the Dex Prescott of the last four years than I do. Is Dex’s bedroom a revolving door of girls? Did he ever have a serious relationship? I don’t even know if I want those details to be embedded in my mind to obsess about over and over again. Especially, since Sam has been enough to occupy most of my thoughts so far.


  Later, when we return home and walk through the backdoor, I’m thankful Rob was able to distract me for a few hours. But as soon as we left the diner, my stomach tightened with the thought of Dex and Sam together. I almost asked Rob to trade bedrooms with me for the night for the assurance of silence.


  The whole house is dark except for a light flickering in the living room. Sadie and Brady and their late night movies. I stop Rob in the kitchen because I want to be alone when I thank him. In the past week, I’ve noticed Rob puts up a show in front of others, and I want us both to be genuine in this moment. I have no idea what he did in the past, but in my opinion, he’s selfless and put my needs before his own tonight.


  “Thank you, Rob.” I inch up so that my lips can reach his cheek.


  “You’re welcome,” he murmurs, and then I wrap my arms around his neck. Pressing myself against him, he in turn places his hands on my hips and we hug one another.


  “You should let people see this side of you,” I whisper softly, and his body jiggles from a small laugh.


  “Don’t tell anyone,” he says. “Can’t let my image be tainted.” I laugh.


  There in the kitchen, with only the glow of a light from the living room streaming in, I figured out why Jessa ever dated Rob in the first place. Behind that asshole shield is a caring guy who sees things around him others don’t. I assume he might have known from our first meeting that Dex holds a place inside my heart.


  Lights flick on, and I squint to see the person responsible for it. When I push away from Rob, my eyes find Dex standing in the doorway, his jaw clenched, his chest rising and falling with both hands gripping the sides of the frame. “What the fuck is going on here?”


  “Nothing,” I say and touch Rob’s forearm, staring up at him with appreciation. Not able to look at Dex, I begin to leave the confines of the kitchen when Dex grabs my wrist.


  “Chrissy?” He cocks his head to the side in a give me a break, you were about to fuck him act.


  “You think you have a say in who I go out with?” I defiantly ask him, yanking my arm out of his grip.


  “It definitely won’t be him,” he sneers, and Rob steps up.


  “Why the hell not? I’m a hell of a better guy than you,” Rob spats back, and I rush to step in between them.


  “You have to be shittin’ me,” Dex continues, and I kind of want to agree with Rob on this one.


  “Do you even realize what an asshole you are? How can you be so fucking blind?” Rob yells, and I press my hands down to get them to quiet down. The last thing we need is the whole house to wake up.


  “Why don’t you enlighten me, Rob.” Dex eggs him on, crossing his arms on his chest.


  “Rob, just let this go,” I insist, but he takes his hand and gently nudges me to the side. “I can’t handle this right now.” I escape down the hall, stopping at the stairs to overhear.


  Rob continues talking. “You two walk around referring to each other as friends. Let me tell you something, friends don’t look at each other every time the other walks in like no one else is in the room. Friends don’t dance close at a bar and make-out in front of a group of people like they want to fuck each other’s brains out,” Rob says, revealing he saw us last night.


  “We were drunk,” Dex throws back, and my misery comes to the surface that all I was to him was a drunken fuck. Well, almost a drunken fuck.


  “That makes it worse. You want to know why I’ve befriended Chrissy?”


  “Go for it,” Dex grits out through clenched teeth.


  “She needs someone, and you’re so fucking twisted up, you can’t decide whether to be with her or not. Then you bring Sam back here? What the hell were you thinking? That you could just fuck her with Chrissy next door? You say Chrissy’s just your friend while everyone else around you knows better. If you can’t admit your feelings for her, at least actually be a friend and be considerate of her feelings.”


  “You’re actually giving me advice on how to be a friend?” Dex hammers back.


  Rob laughs. “Yeah, I guess I am,” he arrogantly says, and the next thing I hear is a hard smash from what I assume is a fist to the wall.


  “You’re the worst friend,” Dex says, and I can’t help but feel I’m overhearing grade-schoolers arguing on a playground.


  “Sorry to tell you, buddy, you took the cake on that title tonight.” The back door opens and slams shut. Not knowing if it was Dex or Rob, I walk up the stairs, scrambling into the safe confines of my room.


  Lying in bed, I wait for the footsteps to come, telling me that Dex has gone back to bed with Sam or that Rob went into his room. But they never come, and the silence eventually relaxes me slightly. Hope that maybe I am more to Dex than he admits. Putting my headphones in, I allow the music to soothe me to sleep so I won’t be woken up by noises of lust from Dex and Sam.
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  THE CLOCK ON my dashboard glares that it’s after three in the morning by the time I pull back into the driveway. Grabbing my envelope from the passenger seat, I stuff it under my shirt and tuck it in my waistband just in case anyone’s up. The guilt from Rob’s words sent me to my dad’s. Nothing like a few bets and wins to lift my mood and distract from my overworking mind that’s plagued me for the past week. Some days, I wonder why I even bother with school when I could easily earn my living gambling.


  The stairs creak and shift as my heavy footsteps rise to the top. Stopping at Chrissy’s door, I place my palm against it, wanting nothing more than to retreat in and climb under her blankets. But with doubt too high, I lower it back down and make the way to my room. Sam’s light snores echo in the room, bringing the anxiety of my situation to the surface. I use the flashlight on my phone to light my way to the safe in the closet and stuff the envelope in there as fast as I can. Like a damn stalker, I stand over Sam and for a second I debate in my head to either climb in next to her or sleep down the hall. Rob’s words ring in my ears, reminding me what a shit move it was bringing her back here in the first place. Then thinking of Chrissy asleep right next door makes me feel like even lower of a person.


  Shaking my head, I turn around and leave the room. Once in the hallway, my breathing returns back to normal slightly after having made a decision one way or the other. Finding the comfort of our old-ass couch in the family room, I click on the television and wait until the infomercials bore me enough to sleep.
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  “DEX,” I’M SHAKEN awake by Sam.


  “Yeah,” I half coherently answer.


  “I need you to take me to Jessa and Grant’s.” I pry one eye open and find an already made up Sam in front of me. Seriously, her make-up is already on and her hair done up. What the fuck time is it?


  “What time is it?” I ask, and she laughs.


  “Eleven,” she says. It’s Sunday, so I guess everyone is sleeping in. “Jessa’s coming home today.”


  “Okay—give me a sec.” I sit up and place my elbows on my knees, my head in my hands. Blinking a few times, I give an internal pep talk to get up. I stand up and dig in my pockets for my keys.


  “You could have slept with me last night, I don’t bite,” she jokes, and I give her a little laugh to show her I heard it, but I know I made the right decision.


  “I just couldn’t sleep,” I lie.


  Her eyes focus on mine, and then she turns away. “Well, let’s go.” She walks into the kitchen, and I notice her bag is already placed by the back door. Being the gentleman, I pick it up and we leave the house.


  We’re about three minutes from Jessa and Grant’s when Sam reaches over and turns down the music. “Who is she?” she asks.


  A groan escapes my lips. Why does everyone think Chrissy and I are their business? “A friend.” I keep up my usual reference to Chrissy.


  “Are you sure there isn’t something more?” she presses, and I bring the heel of my palm to my eye, wishing this conversation could end.


  “I’m not sure,” I honestly answer because Sam and I have always been truthful. Our agreement was that if we were serious about someone else, this ended between us. I probably should have put an end to it when Chrissy returned and definitely yesterday when I picked Sam up. I pull along the curb and place the truck in park. The lift of my chest to finally admit to someone my feelings for Chrissy is liberating.


  “That’s what I thought.” She unclicks her seatbelt and faces me. “You could have told me. I’d have understood.” She nicely lets me off the hook.


  “I’m not quite sure it matters now. I’m sorry, Sam.”


  “Oh, Dex. Don’t apologize for falling in love with someone.” She places her hand on the door handle ready to flee the truck.


  “No one said anything about love,” I remind her, and she smirks over to me and then steps down from truck. Before shutting the door, she leans in, bending over the seat.


  “Nothing has to be said. Anyone can see it when the two of you are in the same space.” She shuts the door, and I sit there wondering what the fuck is wrong with people. First Rob, and now Sam. Chrissy and I have a deep friendship and maybe her return has caused some feelings to resurface. But I’m not sure we could ever cross the invisible line due to the fear it would ruin everything we have.


  My mind drowns in doubt as I drive back to the house until my phone rings in the center console.


  “Yeah,” I answer.


  “Hey, Edge. You available to come on over?” my dad asks, “I have some news.” “Come to the house, though.” He hangs up without an answer, and I place it back down, wishing I had showered before I left this morning.


  Twenty minutes later, I’m circling around the driveway of my dad’s house. The place I spent two weekends out of a month. The place I spent the most time with Chrissy. Walking in, silence fills the living room. “Dad?” I scream.


  “Out here, Edge,” he calls out from the patio, and I follow the path of discolored carpeting.


  My dad sits outside with the newspaper in his hands, sports section of course. I wonder if he even toys with the thought of checking the front page for more important news. “Heard you won big last night.” He dips the corner of the newspaper down and arches his eyebrows, questioning why I didn’t share my tip with him.


  “Sorry,” I mumble, “it was last minute.” The chair scraps along the concrete as I pull it out to join him.


  “Next time, share with your dad,” he kids.


  “Will do. So, what’s up?”


  “I found Zeke. It’s bad.” He places the newspaper down on the table and grabs his coffee mug. “Man, you look like shit.”


  Throwing my hands up in the air as though saying what-the-fuck, I shake my head in disbelief. Is it everyone against Dex day? “Thanks. Anyway, back to the topic. What do we do now?”


  “Nothing,” he deadpans, and I wait for more, but he offers nothing.


  “And?”


  “Nothing. He can’t be saved, and Chrissy sure as hell doesn’t need him in her life.”


  “Wait—”


  “Edge, I know it sucks, but it’s the way it needs to be. She’s better off without him. Look what he’s done to her. She leaves town and then comes back, and the asshole puts up her body to pay a debt he can’t make good on.”


  “Fucker,” I counter, sulking down in the chair. I can’t imagine being so alone in the world. I have my friends, my mom, my dad, Ted. All people that would rally around me if something happened. Who does Chrissy have? I wish I could hunt her dad down and beat the shit out of him for everything he’s put her through. But hell if he’d even care. If he gave two shits about her, he wouldn’t have been an asshole to her all her life.


  “She has you … and me. Just because blood connects two people doesn’t mean they’re better for you than friends. That’s what’s so great about marriage. You can pick your family.” He shocks me actually supporting marriage.


  “Should I tell her about her dad?”


  “Absolutely not. You know Chrissy, Edge. She’ll want to fix it somehow, nurse him back. She’s done it long enough. I wish she would have never surfaced again.” His wish would have been my worst nightmare. I was out of my mind those summer months when she wouldn’t answer her phone. “Keep her as far away as you can from anywhere he might be.”


  “Okay,” I agree.


  Leaving ten minutes later, I drive around as my mind fills with thoughts of Chrissy and what I want compared to what she needs. Unfortunately, they don’t match. She needs my friendship instead of any half-hearted love. What kind of boyfriend would I be, anyway? What if I get her, only to fuck it up somehow? Remembering she has no one else besides me in her life sobers me. At least no one that cares about her close to the amount I do.


  When my truck tires hit the asphalt of our driveway, my mind is made up. I’ll continue to be her friend and never cross the line. In order to do that, though, girls coming back to the house are off limits as well. If Rob’s right and she does want more from me, those actions will only hurt her.


  I’m disrupted from my thoughts to find Brady, Sadie and Chrissy shuffling food containers to and from the house. Peering through my windshield, Chrissy exits with a tray as if I had conjured her up. Stopping for a second to reposition her hands, she blows a stream of air from her mouth to move the lose strand of hair from her face. Her long, lean legs look longer if it’s possible, and her shirt contours to the curves of her body. She smiles, handing the tray to Brady, who positions it in the trunk. When she looks up, she sees me staring and maintains eye contact with me. Her lust, hurt, love, and disappointment revealed from that one lone stare. She breaks the eye lock, and I shuffle out of the truck to help.


  “What’s all the food for?” I ask Brady, and he stands up, peering over to me. Showing his own apparent displeasure with me, or my actions. Same difference.


  “Grant’s. Bar-B-Que. Sam didn’t tell you?” He crosses his arms across his chest and leans against his car.


  “No, I’ve been out all day,” I reply, and he nods his head.


  “Did you want to come?” he asks me, and I’m not even sure if I do. Usually, it’s a no brainer to hang around my friends especially now after they have a baby. But, Sam will be there. Chrissy will be there, and I’ll be stuck somewhere in the middle between the two.


  “Sure,” I agree, because I can’t deny myself from being around Chrissy.


  “Good, now go get the rest of the shit from the house. The three of us have been slaving all day.” He claps me on the back, and I step forward.


  At the backdoor, Chrissy’s coming through with another bowl in her hands when I open the screen door. She waits on the other side for me to enter, but I usher her through with a wave of my hand. Once she exits, I take the bowl from her grip to shuffle and place it in Brady’s car. Working like an assembly line, we complete loading the car in a few minutes. “I’m going to hop in the shower. Did you want to wait and go with me?” I ask Chrissy, unsure of where we start to become normal again, but I would love her in the passenger seat of my truck where she belongs.


  “Nah, I’ll go with them.” She acts casual in her answer even with her eyes darting in a million different directions, never once landing on me. A sign of how much I’ve hurt her.


  “All right. I’ll see you over there,” I reply, trying to match her careless attitude. Damn, this is going to be harder than I’d wished.


  Separating from her, I retreat into the house, and she walks down the drive to Brady’s car. From the kitchen window, I can’t help but watch her go. Sadie pushes the seat up and rests her hand on Chrissy’s arm. The two of them sharing a look before Chrissy climbs in the back. Brady backs out, and I catch Chrissy’s eyes glancing over to the house while the car inches away. I can’t remember a time I wished I was somewhere else more than right now.


  I jog up the stairs, stripping as I go. Jumping into the shower, I quickly shampoo my hair and soap up my body. When I exit, I catch a glimpse of myself, thinking I need to get my ass to the gym. I swear I’m losing muscle. Tossing on some clothes, I grab my keys and wallet to head over to the cookout. No idea why I feel the urge to rush, especially since I’m almost positive no one cares if I show up or not.
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  THE CARS OF my friends are scattered around Grant and Jessa’s. Pink balloons fly high in the air, anchored down to their mailbox. A giant stork staked in their small well-manicured lawn with a great big It’s a Girl written on a pink star. Parking behind the Michaels’ minivan, I get out and hear the laughter flowing from the backyard. Knocking first and then entering, Chloe’s the first one I find.


  “Hey, girl,” I say, picking her up and tossing her over my shoulder.


  “Dex!” she yells, hitting my back, “let me down.”


  “Magic word?” I joke with her, and she continues to beat my back. For a six-year-old, she’s pretty damn strong. “Damn, girl.” I place her down before my back is full of bruises.


  “You said a bad word,” she says, inching close to my face, pointing her finger at me.


  “Sorry.” I place my hands out to the side. “Let’s keep it between us.” I crouch to her level.


  “Hmm …” she taps her foot and places her finger to her lips.


  “You’re watching way too much television. Who taught you that move?” I ask.


  “I did.” Kailey walks into the living room, placing her hand over Chloe’s head. “Of course that was before Jen …”


  She doesn’t finish, and I don’t expect her to. We all know how Kailey’s role in her nieces and nephew’s lives has shifted over the months. “I think she was ready to blackmail me there for a second.” I laugh, and Kailey joins.


  “You should have seen what she used to get from Trey when we started dating. A stash of candy under her bed that would last her a month.” She waves it off, though. “How are you, Dex? Stirring up trouble I hear.” She closes the gap between us and embraces me in a hug.


  Placing my hands in my pockets, my eyes shift from side to side before relaxing on Kailey. “I’ve never been good on the girl front.” I give the first excuse that comes to mind.


  “Oh, Dex, I’m pretty sure that’s not true.” She smirks and then bends down to Chloe, whispering something into her ear.


  “Let’s go, Dex.” Chloe comes over and grabs my hand, tugging me to the back.


  “Take my turn at cornhole. I gotta help them with the food,” Kailey calls out to me.


  When Chloe opens the patio door, the guys are tossing the beanbags toward opposite boards. Brady, Grant, and Trey in a small circle, chatting with each other while the girls mingle together on the patio furniture. The first set of eyes I find are hazel, and I’m not surprised that they’re focused on me. Taking her in at a table with my friends, my heart beats faster. In my environment, she’s fitting in better than me. Her legs up against her chest with her arms wound tightly around them. She turns her attention back to the conversation without acknowledging me, and my eyes circle around, coming across Sam, who obviously witnessed the exchange between us. She too ignores me, quickly rattling off a joke, making everyone at the table erupt in laughter.


  “Come on. You’re so slow.” Chloe tugs harder, and I pretend she has the strength of a man, propelling me to the yard. She laughs. “I’m not that strong.”


  Taking the last steps to my friends, they all focus on my fake act for Chloe. “Hey, she’s getting too old for stunts like that,” Trey tells me, shaking my hand and then pulling me into a hug. “You’re the talk of the group. Sorry, man,” he sympathizes for me.


  “It is what it is,” I mumble back.


  “So, are we still going with the whole ‘friends’ thing?” Grant tilts his head with a grin splashed across his face.


  “Smartass,” I cough out, but they stand there, staring at me, waiting for me to divulge some super-secret. “I’m not getting into this.” I pick up a beanbag, tossing it up and down in the air. “Kailey says to take her place.” None of them say a word or move an inch.


  “You can tell us. We’ve all been there.” Trey’s the first one to speak. “You saw firsthand between Kailey and me.”


  “Jessa and I didn’t exactly fall instantly in love. Sometimes, it’s a difficult road,” Grant chimes in. But, he’s wrong, I’m pretty sure I fell for Chrissy the first time I saw her.


  “Sadie and I were perfect, and we never let shit get between us,” Brady shrugs his shoulders, portraying a sarcastic smile I’d like to punch off his face.


  “Not everyone can be so perfect,” I sneer, and he shrugs a second time.


  “Fucking talk to each other,” Brady adds. “Tell her how you feel, because we all know, and I’m fairly certain she does too.”


  “Ugh.” I take my hands and link them behind my neck. “She needs me as a friend a lot more than she needs me as a fucked-up boyfriend.”


  “I don’t agree,” Trey adds, but he doesn’t know. None of them do. They don’t know anything about her family or my dad for that matter. The fact she deserves someone who will better her life not make it worse.


  “Can we please just play?” I beg, and they each slowly nod their heads, retreating back to their positions.


  I try to remain focused on the game. Toss the beanbag, sip a beer, raz the guys … repeat. But, every so often, my eyes unconsciously veer her way. Each time I do, as though she senses me, her vision follows her instinct, meeting my gaze. A silent understanding takes place between us.
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  EVERY SO OFTEN, that sense that someone’s watching me has me seeking out the source. I never have to search far, because it’s Dex’s eyes that I discover fixed on me each time. Not sure what the hell he expects me to do. His girlfriend is two seats over, carrying most of the conversation at our table. She’s friendly and out-going, but the way she talks about sex and guys, I’m positive she’s never had a true relationship. I can’t say much, though, I haven’t either. The closest thing was Logan last year, but that was a disaster from the very beginning. Clues I should have figured out well before it got to where it did.


  “You should have heard Grant when the doctor told him six weeks with no sex.” Jessa giggles, holding her daughter close to her body.


  “Are you sure that wasn’t you crying?” Sam jokes, and Jessa throws a death glare only sisters cannot be offended by.


  “I’m not a nympho like you,” Jessa teases back, and Sam shrugs her shoulders.


  “You’re missing out.” Sam’s indifference makes me wonder why she’s with Dex to begin with. “I mean guys like Dex—” She stops and the table silences. Trying to appear unfazed, I smile through the constriction in my chest.


  “Grant asked the doctor if it was a suggestion or a necessity.” Jessa tries to veer the conversation back to her and Grant.


  It reminds me again, one isn’t the same as the others. It’s me, so I excuse myself from the table. Walking through the house, I bypass the kitchen where Jessa’s parents are busying themselves with the food. Through the living room and out the front door, taking a seat on the front step. Staring out to the street, I admire where Jessa and Grant picked to raise their daughter. Well-kept houses with parents outside with their kids, tossing balls and riding bikes. The same I wish for my own future: to be a mom, who shuttles her kids to and from an array of activities, until my husband comes home, and we eat dinner together at the table. Ending the day with a bedtime story. I guess it’s the classic dream every girl imagines from an early age.


  The screen door closes, and I peer up to Sam. “Do you mind if I sit down?” she asks, and I scoot over, silently permitting her. “Can we talk?”


  Unconsciously, my legs pull up against myself. It’s been a defense mechanism for so long. As if I can protect my body from the hurtful things people spout.


  She stares out to the streets I was admiring moments ago. “This is awkward,” she starts. “I didn’t know who you were … I never would have.”


  I place my hand on her arm. “Sam, I’m not with Dex,” I inform her. “We’re only friends.”


  “I think you’re wrong, Chrissy. I’ve been a part of Dex’s life for a few months, and he’s never mentioned you.” She stabs me right in the heart. Noticing my despair, she quickly tries to change her words. “But,” she bends down to meet my eyes, “he’s never, ever looked at me the same way he does you. When your eyes meet, whether it’s two feet or twenty yards, no one else is around.”


  Every vibe I’ve gotten this past week says she’s right. Something shifted between Dex and me, and I’m not sure how long I can claim ignorance to it. “Thank you, Sam.” I decide on not doubting her words but thanking her for them instead.


  “I’m not sure this will make it better or worse but you deserve to know. Dex and I have only ever been—sexual.”


  I let out a hollow laugh.


  “I mean … there’s no feelings there.” She stands up, and a relief she’s leaving me alone is all I feel in the moment.


  “Thank you for your honesty,” I tell her.


  “You’re welcome.” I wait to hear her shut the screen door before I relax my legs, stretching them out.


  Contemplating my own life decisions in my head, I stay out there for close to a half hour. Not sure what Dex prefers me to do, but the last thing I want is to throw myself at him. Anger starts slowly wrapping around me like layers of Saran Wrap. Anger that he watches my every move, his eyes finding me from across the room in every instance. The intense stares and pinning glances packed with so many emotions you’d need a wheel barrel to haul them away. If he wants me, why won’t he confess? Or why would he screw Sam last night? I need to embrace this time in my life. Save the money, get my own place, and secure myself a future.


  When the screen opens again, I deny the drive to turn around and scream at whoever it is. Then the large pair of sandals rest on the ground to my right, and I can’t help but look up, finding my favorite set of blue eyes.


  “We’re leaving,” he says, venturing down the sidewalk. Not about to follow his commands, he peeks over his shoulder. “I said we.” I stay seated. “Please,” he relents, and I stand up. “Stubborn,” he mumbles, though the smirk he’s hiding is clear.


  A half hour and a stop at a drive-thru later, I have an idea of where he’s taking me. The signs read closed at dusk on the metal gates as his truck turns into the drive. Parking in the angled spots, I wait for him to open my door this time, and he links his hand with mine, while carrying the white and red bag that contains my favorite food.


  Finding our usual spot on the rocks, the glowing orange sun is quickly fading from the sky, hiding behind the tree line. He organizes the food just like six years prior.


  “It always seems like I’m apologizing to you up here, but I brought you here because I am sorry. I should have never let the line blur between us.” I’m thankful he’s the one who begins talking.


  “Dex, I’m not sorry,” I say, and his head pops up.


  “What do you mean?”


  The sun dips lower, and I throw my head back to admire the sky, wondering if I’m about to make the worst mistake in my life. “I’ve wanted to erase that line between friendship and more for a long time. I don’t regret that at all.” I inhale a deep breath and a slow smile appears on his face before it vanishes too fast.


  “We can’t, Chrissy.” He violently shakes his head. “I’ll be your rock, your best friend, but it ends there. You’re way too important of a person.”


  “Can I ask you a question?” I grab a chicken nugget and hold it in my hand.


  “Yeah.”


  “What’s your relationship with Sam?” A loud and steady stream of air exhales from his lungs while his palms incase his head.


  “Friends … with some benefits mixed in,” he admits, and while the admission stings me, I’m elated he hasn’t given his heart away yet.


  “So, last night was part of the usual benefits?” I ask, not even positive I can handle the answer. From the corner of my eye, I see him glance up and release another breath of air. Here we go, I tell myself. It’s not like you thought he was a virgin.


  “No,” he answers and brings his knees up to rest his elbows on.


  “No?” I question again to double check I’m not hearing things.


  “No. We didn’t,” he further clarifies, and I struggle to not allow my lips to show how happy I am inside.


  “Why?”


  “Nothing, Chrissy. Can we please talk about something else?” He runs his hand through his hair.


  “Don’t you feel it?” I whisper.


  “It doesn’t matter.” He gazes out at the horizon.


  “Dex,” I sigh, but he shakes his head.


  “Just stop!” he yells.


  I slide closer to him, pushing the food to the side. Kneeling on the hard rock in front of him, I place my hands on either side of his cheeks, and he looks at me with scared and frightened eyes. “I want you, Dex. Why should we continue to deny our feelings for one another?”


  “Because, if it goes south, it’s over. We’ll have no relationship, instead of a friendship that drives to the core like we have now.”


  “That won’t work for me.” I sit back and cross my arms. Since the kind act didn’t work, I figure I’ll go for the pouty teenager one.


  “It has to. It’s the only option we have.” He continues his argument while leaning back on his hands.


  Climbing up on his lap, I allow either side of my legs to encase his waist, pressing my body against his. “Tell me you don’t want to kiss me right now.”


  He shifts his head away. “I don’t want to kiss you,” he says straight-faced.


  Inching forward, my lips only mere millimeters away. “Are you sure?” I ask, pushing my chest against him, enticing him. His chest rises and falls in rapid breaths.


  “Yes.” He gulps deeply, and I giggle at his attempt to be so disregarding to my advances.


  I move my mouth closer to his ear and whisper, “So, you’re telling me if I pressed my lips to yours right now, you wouldn’t reciprocate?”


  “That’s right. I’m telling you, Chrissy,” he argues, and sick of the back and forth bullshit, I place my hands on either side of his face and smash my lips to his.


  He keeps them tight for a few seconds, almost sucking his lips into his mouth. But the harder I press, the more his restraint diminishes. Without any indication he’s about to relent, I sit back and bite my lip. Our eyes focus on each other for a few seconds until he grabs my face, bringing it toward him, allowing our lips to collide. He positions me exactly where he wants me and claims my whole mouth with his. Inserting his tongue, I match the speed, darting so fast, it’s as if we’re unable to wait for one another. Pressing into him further, the desperate necessity to feel him, to affirm the excitement I may be evoking from him. He grabs my ass, squeezing and molding it with his hands.


  His hand travels up my spine. Shivers rising with every inch until his fingers splay in my hair and then he abruptly tears my face away from his. He stands up, and I fall hard onto the rock. My ass is sure to be bruised. Pacing, his hands fly through his short hair and back down. Shaking his head from side to side, never even acknowledging my presence.


  “Dex,” I sigh, exasperated with his ridiculous reasons we can’t be together.


  Stopping, he crouches down. “Chrissy, what would you do if we don’t make it? Because, in order to still have one another in our lives, we have to make it all the way. No half-way. It’s either we win the Super Bowl or never get drafted.”


  “Why are you worried about that?” I ask him, inching forward and placing my hand on his propped up knee.


  “I don’t want to live without you in my life anymore. I’ve missed you the past years and I need you as much as air or food. I could fuck it all up in a matter of minutes.”


  “Dex, stop worrying and enjoy this,” I coax, but he stands, shaking his head and continuing to pace back and forth.


  “No, Chrissy. It can’t happen.” His feet stop, and he glares down at me. “It won’t happen,” he insists, his harsh tone pulling me back.


  Crossing my legs, I place my head in my hands, shaking it back and forth. “I don’t understand, Dex. You just practically devoured me. You can’t deny the chemistry between us.” I’m a fool for ever believing he’d see me as someone for his future.


  Crouching down, he grabs my hands from my face. “Because, you have no one but me in your life. I’m your family, and, in order to always remain that, we can’t be involved—” My heart sinks into the deepest part of my stomach with the knowledge that he’s drawn that line with a permanent marker.


  “But.”


  “EVER, Chrissy,” he finishes, with finality to the topic and it is no longer up for discussion.


  “Why can’t you just love me? Stop worrying about saving me or protecting me! Just fucking love me, God damn it,” I scream, rising to my feet.


  “Why don’t you get it? I’m doing this because I love you.” His head lifts, soft eyes focusing on mine. “I’m giving up my own happiness for yours. Why don’t you understand that?” His shoulders fall, and he turns around staring out into the horizon.


  “No one asked you too, Dex. Stop thinking you know what’s best for me,” I whisper, but he never turns around.


  Knowing it’s the end of the discussion, I begin walking back to the truck. With families already packing up their cars as dusk falls, I stand by the truck, waiting for Dex. A few minutes go by, and I catch a glimpse of him weaving through kids crying and parents’ slumped shoulders, his hat pushed down over his eyes and his hands in his pockets.


  We don’t speak as he opens my door, continuing to be a gentleman. Silence carries over to the drive home, and when he pulls into the driveway, I’m thankful all the lights are turned off. He hasn’t fully stopped when I shuffle out of the truck, through the back door and up the stairs.


  Locking myself in the bathroom, I strip off my clothes and sit down in the shower. Bringing my knees up to my chest, I bury my head against my legs and cry for everything I’ll never have.
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  A MONTH HAS passed since I climbed out of Dex’s truck, shattered and broken. The lingering doubt that I’m not good enough is confirmed in not just his words but his actions as well. He’s gone more than he’s here lately, and every time I do see him, he displays the forced smile or tries tossing a joke out to diffuse the tension. He’s yet to figure out that by pushing me away, our friendship has suffered a devastating blow and is already fading down to roommates that will gradually dwindle to acquaintances.


  With Rob having fixed my car, at least I have transportation and am no longer indebted to anyone for rides. Sadie and Brady are more than welcoming, insisting I stay until I’ve saved enough. Brady jokes that Sadie would throw herself in front of the door, but, with their wedding coming up, I need to start considering finding a place of my own.


  When I walk into the gallery, Ryland is behind my desk, a conspicuous grin plastered on his face. “You caught me,” he says, standing up and walking along the side.


  “Caught you?” I tilt my head in confusion.


  “Listen, I have to go to Akron. Remember when I said I was considering opening another gallery?” I nod. “My realtor just called with an amazing deal on a space.” He has a realtor?


  “Okay. I’ll see you in a bit.” I walk behind my desk, depositing my purse in the drawer and sliding forward, resting my elbows on my desk. Ryland stands there, leaning over, his dimples in pure sight. “What are you so happy about?” I ask, and he laughs.


  “Nothing. I guess I’m just excited for new possibilities,” he comments, with his back to me while withdrawing to his office.


  I boot up my computer and venture into the kitchen to start the coffee. But, I’m surprised to find it already brewing. “Ryland, you actually started the coffee maker?” I holler out the door, and he chuckles.


  “I am self-sufficient, you know?” he jokes, appearing in the doorway. Leaning against the counter, I place my palms on the edge, and Ryland’s eyes rake my body before coming back to my eyes. I’ve caught him staring at my ass when I’m bent over a few times, or when I lean forward, his eyes dart back from peeking down my blouse. It’s always been a compliment to me, made me feel confident in my looks. I enjoyed the glances here or there. That’s where it stayed, though, and I like it there. Tucked away in a box. I mean, I can’t say I don’t admire his looks from time to time too, but Dex is the one who fills my dreams. A sadness flickers inside of me with the realization that I must love Dex a lot more then he does me, because I’d never be able to push him away like he is me.


  This time, my breathing ups a few notches and my heart beats a tinge faster with his eyes on me. A churning excitement or anticipation of his next move brings the arrival of flutters in my stomach. “I’ll be back in a bit. Maybe pick us up some lunch.” The one corner of his lip turns up, and then he’s gone, and I’m stuck gripping the counter so hard my palm aches from the edge digging into my skin.


  “All right,” I choke out, before I bury my head in my hands. Shaking it back and forth, embarrassment at my actions overtakes my mind. Could you imagine the women he must go for … definitely not a broke twenty-something with no education or family.


  Waiting for the coffee to finish, I pull my mug from the sink rack and set it on the counter to be filled with the caffeine I’ve become addicted to in only months. A packet of Splenda and a spoon rests next to the pot. Did Ryland place that there for me? He probably was going to do it for himself, but then it dawns on me he takes his black. I smile at the sweet gesture.


  Sitting back at my desk, I move my mouse to get my screen to pop on. My usual serene beach scene isn’t there to greet me behind the few icons I have on my desktop. It’s a black screen with words in a white script font. My hand shakes, barely able to place my coffee down on my desk when I read them out loud, “Tonight, seven o’clock? ~Ryland.” My hand flies to my open mouth. Confusion that he is, in fact, asking me out rushes to the surface.


  I yank my drawer open, desperately digging for my phone. There’s only one person to talk to this about. When the rectangle piece of electronics is in my hands, the screen flashes and knowing her schedule by heart, she’s on her way to class. My fingers fly across the screen, hammering out a text all while praying she receives it before her class starts. The thought of waiting an excruciating hour would be atrocious.


  Me: Ryland just asked me out? What do I do?


  Tapping my fingers on the desk while my foot fidgets back and forth, the seconds seem like years before the swoosh of sound bings from my phone.


  Sadie: I knew he had a thing for you. The first time he saw you, I sensed this tension.


  Me: What do I do?


  I type faster, my heartbeat panicked with the expectations of a date.


  Sadie: Go.


  Me: I can’t. He’s my boss.


  Sadie: Is that the real reason you don’t want to go?


  Pausing, I contemplate why this has brought such alarming emotions from me. I begin to calm as I try to weave my way through them.


  Me: Probably not


  I answer honestly because Sadie has been my shoulder for the array of emotions Dex pulls out of me.


  Sadie: You can’t wait around for him to come around, Chrissy.


  I can almost hear her sorrowful voice through the text. That Dex won’t be coming around for me anytime soon. That I need to move forward.


  Me: I’m not…it’s just…I don’t know.


  Sadie: Go out and have fun. Who knows what will happen. Maybe it won’t even be anything.


  Me: True


  Sadie: Hey, Dex wants you to find happiness. You have to put yourself out there in order to get it.


  Her words are true, but the thought of Ryland picking me up at the house and the off chance Dex could be there is enough for me to run to the bathroom.


  Me: Maybe I’ll tell him I’ll meet him at the restaurant.


  Sadie: NO. Absolutely NOT! He picks you up at the house. We’ll raid my closet when you get home.


  Me: I haven’t decided yet…LOL


  Sadie: Yes you have. Class is starting, I’ll call you once I get out.


  Me: Okay.


  I put my phone on the desk and stare at the screen a few more minutes, but it’s Dex’s face occupying my vision. Not wanting to hurt him, but also comprehending I have to move on. It’s been thirty days, and if anything, we’re further apart than before. Just as I’m already coming to my answer, my email dings and a smile confirms my answer.


  


  
    
      To: Christine Dawson


      From: Ryland Davis


      Subject: Nervous


      If you’re the assistant I think you are, I’m fairly certain you’ve seen my question. So, will you be my date for dinner tonight?

    

  


  


  My hand palms the mouse, my right pointer finger on the clicker. Moving it over, I click reply.


  


  
    
      To: Ryland Davis


      From: Christine Dawson


      RE: Nervous


      Yes

    

  


  


  I keep it simple, because I don’t have it in me to be funny with my reply. How can my acceptance to his date bring excitement and gut-wrenching pain all in one? I can’t help but feel guilty that I’m using Ryland to forget Dex. What if something comes of me and Ryland, how would I ever tell Dex? Lucky for me, my computer dings immediately so I can stop overanalyzing my decision.


  


  
    
      To: Christine Dawson


      From: Ryland Davis


      RE: RE: Nervous


      Huge smile across my face. Casual attire…jeans and a t-shirt.

    

  


  


  Reading that he’s smiling, I envision those dimples piercing the heart of every other woman around him at the moment. The fact that they’re displayed because of me has my insides tingling with the excitement.
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  SIX FORTY-FIVE, and I’m upstairs in Sadie’s bathroom. A hot chunk of my blonde hair falls out of the curling iron alongside my heavily made up face. I’ve never worn this many layers of make-up, and I keep wondering if I took my nail and dug it down my cheek, would a white line of my skin appear?


  “Why jeans and t-shirt? I wanted to have you borrow something of mine. You’d think Ryland Davis would take you to a five-star restaurant.”


  “I don’t know,” I say, because that low self-esteem surfaces and has me thinking he’d be embarrassed to waste such money on me. Or worse, that I’m not worth spending money on with an elaborate meal.


  “I’m sure he has a great date planned though,” she assures me, as if she witnessed my lips turn down with the thought.


  “Sadie, I don’t think I can …” I pull my legs up to my chest, my usual defense mechanism to keep others out.


  She places the curling iron on the counter and crouches down in front of me, her hand resting on my linked ones. “Listen to me, Chrissy. You can and you will go on this date. Do it for yourself.”


  I peek up at her, and her sincerity is palpable. I want to believe her. Believe that someone would want me, but what happens when the one you are certain should be yours, doesn’t feel the same?


  “You have to let Dex go. If he can’t see what’s in front of him, or he’s too scared, there’s nothing you can do to change it. Go out with Ryland for no one else but yourself,” she continues and then pats my arm until she pries a smile out of me.


  “All right,” I say, and she smiles back at me.


  “Good. Now, beautiful, you’re ready for your date.” She unplugs the curling iron and leans her hip on the counter, staring over at me. Waiting for me to see the magic she did on such a plain Jane.


  “Oh, Sadie. I want to screw myself,” I joke, and she cracks up.


  “Glad you like it. But it’s easy to make beautiful, more beautiful.” Her hand touches my arm, and she leaves the room.


  I stare at myself in the mirror, knowing I’m somewhere under the lines and layers of paint. Touching my curls, I admire the look that took an hour to accomplish. My usual is getting out of the shower and tossing my wet hair in a ponytail. On a good day, I do a half blow-dry and a quick touch of eyeliner and mascara and I’m out the door.


  Sadie and I stomp downstairs as Dex is just coming out of his room. We both stop, and Sadie ping pongs between the two of us before resorting to the next set of stairs.


  All of these wishes that I did this for him swim around in my head. Why won’t he admit to what we both know? “Hi,” I speak first, and he stands there staring at me with his backpack swung around his back.


  “Hi,” he replies.


  He’s wearing a pair of jeans and a hoodie, since the weather has turned colder the last few weeks. His hat forward like most days lately, concealing his eyes and facial features from prying gaze.


  I begin to close the gap toward my room, and he steps up to meet me. With my hand on the doorknob, he comes a few inches away from me, and my heart picks up speed while shivers rise up my back. “You look better without all that shit on your face,” he whispers, and I shake my head and turn his way.


  All the warmth that had just spread across my body vanishes, leaving a rush of cold in its departure. “I guess it’s too much to say I look beautiful.” I turn the knob but am unable to push the door open due to my body being right where it wants to be—close to Dex.


  “I never said you weren’t beautiful.” He finishes the two steps to the stairs and jogs down them.


  “You never said I was,” I whisper to myself in an empty hallway.


  Pushing my door open, I shut it behind me, collapsing to the floor with my back against it. Tears prick, desperate to escape my eyes. For some reason, they don’t fall and I wonder am I finally getting rid of Dex Prescott’s hold on me?


  Not willing to allow Dex to ruin my date with someone who actually wants my company, I rise to my feet, push my shoulders back and grab my purse. Exiting my room, I walk down the stairs just as Sadie’s opening the door to a very handsome Ryland.


  “Hi, Ryland,” Sadie greets him, and, when he enters through the doorway, I’m glad I took Sadie’s advice.


  A slow smile creeps across Ryland’s lips when he spots me on the stairs. Stopping briefly, I admire him. The nice, barely worn jeans, casual Western t-shirt untucked with a pair of slip-on canvas shoes. His sunglasses rest in his wavy dark strands while his finger is wrapped in his key ring.


  “Have a good time, you two.” Sadie dismisses herself, and I give her a small wave.


  “Bye, Sadie. Nice seeing you again.” Ryland’s polite demeanor shines through.


  When I reach the bottom of the stairs, he links my hand in his. “You make every other woman doubt themselves,” he compliments me, it’s so much more than merely saying beautiful or gorgeous.


  “Thank you.” A slow heat rises up my neck. His kind words reiterate that Dex may not be the one for me anymore.


  “Let’s get out of here.” He puts his elbow out for me, and I wrap my arm through it.


  I’m not one step down the stoop when a familiar sensation of someone watching me prompts me to look around. My teeth slide on my over lip glossed lip when they catch Dex’s eyes fixated on me from his truck that’s resting idle in the middle of the street. My arm relaxes, drooping in Ryland’s arm hold. Even though he’s yards away, his eyes are wrenched with dejection right before they smolder with rage.


  Ryland looks my way and back to the truck at the same time Dex’s tires squeal. The truck peels down the street, not even bothering to break at the stop sign. “Am I missing something?” Ryland turns back to me after Dex’s taillights disappear.


  I deflect the loaded question, because how am I supposed to answer that? Oh, that’s just the guy I wish my arm was entwined with, but, hey, he doesn’t want me, so I’m trying to allow you to make me forget. Probably not a very pleasant first date conversation.


  Instead, I smile and pat his hand with my free hand. “He’s just having a bad day.” I try to force my voice to sound nonchalant, not to release the small notes of anguish.
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  FIVE MINUTES LATER, we pull into another driveway in a residential area. A house not as big as the Carsens’, but just as nice. Flowers planted in the front along a laid brick sidewalk up to a door with a silver knocker inscribed The Davis’. Curiosity if I’m about to walk into his parents’ house from the whole aura of family etched in every personal touch from the potted plants to the small white fence lining the yard.


  The gut feeling that there’s more to Ryland than I know increases when I step into the newly remodeled house. My feet step on almost-black wood floors with hues of blues, silvers, and white on the walls and fabrics lining the furniture.


  “Please, come in. I was thinking I’d cook for you.” He shrugs his shoulders lowly as though he’s asking permission. Little does he realize there’s no need to impress me. He could have taken me back to that restaurant Filgree’s, and it would have been my best ‘date’ ever.


  “Sounds great.” I press on with a cheerful voice that strains every time I speak.


  My mind tainted with images of Dex speeding down the streets of Western, maybe he jumped onto the highway to press the accelerator to the max. What if he’s punching something or someone? I’ve been witness to his rage too many times for me to think otherwise.


  A part of me is relieved that Ryland being with me inspired the reaction it did. Confirms to me that I’m not alone in this draw to one another. The fire that singes me from the smallest touch or the warm beating of home when his arms swarm me into his body.


  Ryland places a glass in front of me filled with red wine. I’m not a huge wine drinker and have no idea between the different kinds. Merlot and Cabernet are the extent of my knowledge, and if I was asked the difference, I wouldn’t be able to answer. Smiling, I bring the glass to my lips, and the strong aroma pushes me to shut off my sense of smell while I drink. I take a tentative sip while Ryland consumes his all while intently watching me for my reaction.


  “Do you like it?” he asks, and I nod my head, plastering a fake smile.


  Once I swallow, I wouldn’t mind a sip of water, but I grin over to him, assuring him I do.


  Pulling fish out of the fridge, with a lemon on top, I admire his skills in the kitchen. Expertly, he cuts the fish open, whose eyeballs I swear are inspecting me the entire time. Taking some seasoning, he douses a hefty amount of green herbs in the slit he cut and then carries the fish to the stove.


  I admire his muscular back. His t-shirt pulls across his shoulders as it tapers down to jeans that appear new, as if he purchased them today. Crossing my legs, I lean forward on my stool, elbows resting on the island in the middle of the room. His kitchen is just as perfect as the rest of the house. Stainless steel appliances and white cabinets with black marble counters. You’d think I’d arrived on the set of a home interior magazine shoot with how beautifully decorated this house is.


  Tossing a glance over his shoulder, he begins the conversation. “So, tell me something about you I don’t know.” I’m glad his back is to me, because I begin to fidget while racking my brain to figure something to share that’s not pitiful.


  “There’s not much.” I stall.


  Taking another peek, he smirks. “If you went to school, what would you have liked to do?” he asks, and luckily, that’s an easy one for me.


  “I would love to be a school counselor,” I answer. “Junior High level,” I clarify.


  “Why that age? All those hormones going crazy, drama. I hated those years,” he comments, and I laugh, remembering how much I needed someone at that time rushes to mind, wishing my mom wouldn’t have deserted me. The confusion of what a girl’s body is going through and the security they desperately craved. So many girls I saw gave into temptation from a boy’s peer pressure or the pressure of her friends.


  “Adolescence is so confusing and exciting at the same time. In my mind, it’s the most crucial time for development on who you’ll be when you grow up.” I’m not sure I’ve ever revealed that to anyone before.


  He twists his attention my way, and his strong hand grips his glass, bringing it to his lips. I watch as he opens slightly and the fluid streams in and he licks his lips right after, enjoying every drop. One side of his lips turns up slightly, and he leans across the counter, his body weight on his forearms crossed in front of him. “I’m pretty sure if I was a thirteen-year-old boy, I’d want you to be my counselor. You do realize what swarms in a boys mind at that age?” He winks, and I giggle, rolling my eyes.


  “Sex, sex, sex,” I kid, and he nods.


  “I swear, I think I only identified girls by their developed chests, ass, or legs at that age. The face was second,” he jokes.


  “Third or fourth,” I add, and he laughs harder.


  “About right.” He nods in humored agreement.


  When he finishes preparing our meal, I help him carry everything to the table, and I sit down while he lights the candles. It’s the most romantic evening I’ve ever experienced. I eat the fish, asparagus, and salad, dotting my lips with the cloth napkin after every bite. Our conversation is light, humorous, and casual throughout dinner. Dex remains in a distant corner of my mind, but it hurts that Ryland was able to so easily occupy me. Does that mean my feelings are waning for Dex? Guilt began to form by the time dessert makes its way to the table, when a flash of my life here, in this house, with Ryland becomes visible in my mind. Dismayed that, for the first time, when I imagined my future, Dex wasn’t the one sitting across from me at the dinner table.


  I oblige in the dessert that Ryland shamefully divulged he bought instead of preparing. As if that would blemish our date in some way. We sit on his couch with a roaring fire in the gas fireplace, talking about his childhood. How different of a person he’s become than his parents. With no pictures adorning the walls or propped on the mantle, I have no one to picture, except for my imagination of how he describes them.


  Two hours later, my cheeks are sore from laughing at Ryland’s funny stories. It’s been a nice reprieve from the weeks of Dex overriding my thoughts. His sleek white car turns into the driveway and stops at the sidewalk that paves the way to the front door. A relieved breath leaves my lungs when Dex’s truck is parked behind Brady’s Camaro. He didn’t wrap it around a pole in an uncontrolled anger rage.


  My lungs constrict again, desperately wishing it wouldn’t have released that amount of air. Dex stands in the garage, leaning over my car with his head facing the driveway. Rob glances over, the unfamiliar car’s headlights grabbing his attention, causing the tightness in my chest to deepen. When Ryland exits his side, I watch the two guys stand to attention and walk to the edge of the opening and my stomach weighs down like a ten-pound weight just landed on it. From the passenger seat, I silently beg to whoever is listening that the awkwardness that’s unfolding will end soon. Ryland raises his hand in the air in the form of a greeting with no response except a nod from Rob because Dex’s eyes are glued to mine, unnerving me with guilt.


  Ryland opens my door, holding his hand out for me to take. My hand grips his as he helps me climb out of his car. I divert all of my attention away from the two in the garage as Ryland links his fingers around mine. Now comes the weird part, kiss or no kiss? Is Dex going to be peeking around the corner, or Sadie in the window? Maybe Ryland doesn’t even want to end our date with any intimacy.


  At the welcome mat, we turn to face one another. “I had a really nice time, thank you.” I speak first.


  “I did, too. I’m glad you accepted.” He releases my hand, but cradles my cheek in his palm. A small flutter begins, but the thought of Dex just around the corner squashes them immediately. Why are feelings of betrayal washing over me when I did nothing of the sort? “Can I take you out again?” He steps forward, our chests brushing along one another.


  “Yes,” I answer.


  “Next Saturday. Dress required.” He smiles, enticing my own to come out.


  “Okay,” I accept.


  He begins leaning close and my heart picks up pace a little, but he detours just as I’m about to close my eyes and wait for his moist lips to grace mine. “I’d kiss you, but I feel like we’re being watched. This will have to do until next week.” His lips press against my cheek and he backs up. “See you Monday.” He winks and then descends the steps to walk down the sidewalk to his car.


  After I wave to Ryland, I turn the knob and step inside, shutting the door behind me. Releasing a tense breath that Dex didn’t barrel down the driveway, hauling off and hitting Ryland, I double-time it up the stairs to the solitude of my room. Tossing my body on the bed, it bounces up, and I throw my arm over my eyes, trying to compartmentalize Dex and Ryland in my brain. Ryland is so great and I wish I could demand my heart to veer to him, but hard as I might try, Dex’s hurt face standing in the garage is all my mind envisions.
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  WHEN I’D EXITED the house, the white car was foreign, but we’ve had wedding people in and out of the house since Brady asked Sadie to marry him, so I didn’t over think it. Why I didn’t figure out leaving a very made-up Chrissy upstairs and then a new car in the driveway meant a date, I have no fucking clue. A date … she’s accepted an invitation to be in the presence of another man. It shouldn’t pain me the way it did when I glanced over after pulling out.


  There in the middle of the street, my eyes saw her smiling over as they left the house. The happiness I want for her, evident on her face at that moment, tormented me like a knife slowly piercing the skin. I felt every millimeter of the sharp device breaching my skin. Doing what I do best when it comes to Chrissy, I sped off. Left her instead of the obvious alternative of jumping out of my truck and claiming her as mine.


  Toying with going to my dad’s and drowning it all in numbers to win some money, I couldn’t do it. Something felt so wrong with gambling away my jealousy of Chrissy moving on. As if that would confirm my deepest fear that I’m not the best guy for her. Strange, because I’ve been on a roll lately. Spending most of my time there in order to forget her; however, it’s done the opposite. Maybe because she’s too close to it, and her disapproval in my involvement has always spoken volumes.


  So, I do the next best thing besides gambling. I jump onto the highway and accelerate, weaving in and out of cars. My truck’s engine practically smoking by the time I pull off and park on the side of the road. I slam my fist into the steering wheel and sit there, dissecting Chrissy and me, our friendship, and when did my heart begin wanting her for more? When did my imagination become overrun with visions of her below me? My lips brushing along hers, tasting her.


  When I couldn’t think any more about ‘what if’s’ and maybe ‘could be’s’, I resorted to my friends and went home. I find Rob hunched over in the garage, socket wrench in his hand, his forearm flexing and releasing with every twist. He sees me immediately, a smirk indicating he had.


  “You want me to break something else?” Rob asks me when I stagger up to the garage.


  Pushing my palm over my head, I release a breath. “Why would you do that?” I ask him.


  “I’m just doing an oil change for her. I could accidentally break a part. A really tough part that is hard to get,” he remarks, and it’s the first time I thought about that. If it continues to be awkward, she’ll leave. My gut constricts with the mere thought of not seeing her face or hearing her laughter with Sadie late at night. I’ve grown used to her shampoo in the shower, her toothbrush next to her sink. The flowery scent that lingers in the bathroom long after she’s finished getting ready.


  “She can leave whenever,” I say offhand. I’m not like the other guys with their whole let’s talk about our feelings shit.


  Rob eyes me from the cooler, pursing his lips together. “All right, man,” he says, not believing a word that I’m uttering. Since we’re so similar, he’s happy to play my game.


  Not sure why I torture myself by staying in the garage, waiting for that white car to return. She wouldn’t sleep with him, right? What if he makes a move on her? Worse, what if she accepts? The nightmare of the white car never coming back tonight has murderous scenes flashing in my mind.


  After hours of me checking my phone for the time, Rob’s snide remarks, and a case of beer between us, the car pulls up. The quiet purr of his engine turning into the driveway and stopping by the walkway, where he turns off the car. Crap, he’s actually going to walk her to the door.


  “Who’s this?” Rob walks to the edge of the garage, his arms stretched above, gripping the frame.


  I keep the answer to myself, because the sentence can’t escape my lips without a stutter. Ryland Davis exits the confines of his car with a wave to us. My eyes fixate on Chrissy’s troubled hazel gaze staring right back at me through the window of the passenger side. Crossing my arms over my body, I watch another man open her door, offer her his hand, and her accept. All the while, my heart aches with the impact of the weight piling onto it, and I fight every impulse to run and capture her.


  “Date?” Rob questions, not really looking for an answer. He turns around and busies himself with the car.


  Standing there, I look out to the driveway finding all of our friends’ cars along with the guy who will steal her from my grasp if I don’t do something. The torment of letting her live the dream life she’s always wanted: the caring husband with three kids in a nice neighborhood and good schools; never a care for money or want for anything; a guy who can allow her to forget her past and her upbringing, instead of the constant reminder I would be for her.


  “Will you fucking just go?” Rob nudges me forward like the good friend he’s shockingly been this whole time.


  “I’m not sure I can.” My feet remain planted on the cement. When Ryland doesn’t return to his car a minute later, my fists clench with the thought that his lips are on her beautiful mouth. That he’s requesting access to her, and she’s allowing him in.


  “When did you become such a pussy?” Rob asks me, lighting a cigarette. I watch the slow stream of smoke flow out of his mouth, wondering the same thing. “You’re just going to sit here and let that douchebag,” he tilts his head to a smug Ryland pulling out of the driveway, “take what’s yours?”


  “She’s not mine,” I say, and he shrugs.


  “She sure as shit isn’t his. How’s the saving the friendship thing going for you?” he asks, and the answer would be shitty, crappy, and lately non-existent.


  Rubbing my head with my hand, I drag it down my face with the hope some sense surfaces in the next few minutes because my feet are already gearing up. I’m losing the battle within myself to stay away.


  “She deserves so much better,” I finally admit to someone other than myself. “I can’t make sure she gets that life when her happiness is dependent on me.”


  “You’re getting a little deep now, don’t you think? Do you love her?” he asks, tossing his cigarette down and smashing it with his boot. When I shrug, he asks again. “Do you love her, Hulk?”


  “Yeah.” A huge relief emerges with the admission.


  “Do you want other girls?” My head bolts up, barely able to swallow the thought because I haven’t even been with anyone since she came into town.


  My face must amuse Rob, because he roars with laughter. “Sam?” he clarifies.


  “No, you know that was casual, and it was over the minute Chrissy reappeared.” I shake my head, not only for Rob but also because I was so stupid to ever bring Sam back to the house that night.


  “Took you long enough to realize it though.” He cranks the wrench while throwing a proverbial dart right at my chest.


  “I don’t want to hurt her.” I plop down on the lawn chair next to the cooler, revealing my biggest obstacle in this whole mess, to my only friend who hasn’t found the girl of his dreams.


  “Aren’t you just hurting both of you right now?” he says, lifting his head up to glue me with his eyes. I can’t believe Rob, of all people, just singed my feelings together.


  “Maybe now, but it will be better in the long run,” I counter again, standing up while he shakes his head in annoyance. Walking over to the edge of the garage, I hang my arms from the top and stare over to the house.


  “You are driving me fucking bat-shit crazy. Get your ass up to that room and nail the woman you love.” He points to the house. “Seriously, Dex, get the fuck out of here,” he demands, and I laugh, but Rob doesn’t.


  Waving my hand above my head, my feet jog to the back door. Passing Sadie and Brady in the kitchen, I continue to my goal. My heart races with every footstep on the stairs, and when I throw open the door and find her lying on the bed, everything rights in my head.


  She props up on her elbows, peering over at me, layers of make-up covering up her beautiful face. Not being able to look at her like that, as though that’s the version of Chrissy for Ryland Davis, I walk over and tug her hand. Yanking her to her feet, her hands steady on my chest, shock on her face. My fingers immediately find the button of her jeans.


  “Dex,” she sighs, but doesn’t back away, even with the hesitation in her eyes.


  “Please,” I beg, and she appears satisfied with that, allowing me to disrobe her. My fingers grip the edge of her shirt and pull it over her head, satisfyingly messing the overdone curls in the process. Another fakeness for Ryland, she doesn’t need all this, she’s beautiful the way she is. Unzipping her pants, I bend down on my knees and pull them from her perfect hips down her sleek legs, waiting for her step out of them. God, she’s so gorgeous and I could stab myself for not doing this sooner. My hands travel on either side of her legs, over her ass and I smile when I feel goosebumps on her skin from my touch. Pushing my fingers under the lacy edge of her panties, I mold her ass cheeks in my hand, not wanting to pull away. Then I turn my hands to grab the fabric and wrench them down, disposing her of them and almost lose my breath from admiring her there, half-naked in front of me. All of those visions, all of those dreams, and I have to take a moment to realize it’s real— this is real. My heart rate steadily climbs with the thoughts that Chrissy will be mine tonight.


  It takes all my willpower to deny myself the opportunity to rain kisses up her stomach while I rise to my feet. She shivers when my fingertips brush her shoulders, down her arms, bringing the straps of her bra down with them. I stare into her eyes as she helps me by sliding her arms out and the swell of her breasts overfill her matching satin and lace bra. Pulling her close, our chests touch and the mere brush of our skins meeting almost breaks that wall of willpower down. Reaching behind her, my fingers shake as I unhook her bra, revealing her naked body for my viewing. I’m barely able to hold my shit together, because my mind is screaming to throw her on this bed and take her now. But she needs more from me, deserves more from me.


  “Your turn,” she quietly says, not knowing what I have in mind. I yank my shirt off, unable to wait much longer before I can feel her body under me. Her fingers tremble as they unbutton my jeans. The hold out straining, my hand splays on her back, and I push her body against mine. Her peaked nipples creating tantalizing shivers across my chest. Unzipping my pants, they fall to the floor, and I take over, pushing my boxers to the pile of clothes. Grabbing her ass, I thrust her into my arms, allowing her to wrap her legs around my waist. I kick off my shoes, stepping out of my pants and boxers and walk us into the shower. Her hands cradle my cheeks and, as we get to the bathroom door, she raises them up my face, and pushes my hat off of my head.


  I turn the water on and step in, keeping her against the opposite wall until the water warms. I refuse to give in to my impulses and kiss her. When the warm water streams across my back, I carry us into the cascading showers, allowing the pellets to rain down on our entwined bodies. Grabbing her washcloth, I let her go, and her feet find the slippery shower floor. Not being able to stare at this faux Chrissy any longer, I take ahold of the washcloth. “This isn’t the Chrissy I love.” I drag the washcloth down her cheek, slowly wiping off her makeup. Streaks of black, red, brown, and pink combine with the water to run down her face and body, leaving residue of false beauty on the washcloth, beauty she doesn’t need. She stands there, allowing me to free her of the cosmetic shell surrounding her, revealing the beautiful pearl she is. Once I have every trace gone, I toss the washcloth in the corner and caress my hands across her face and up over her hair. With my hand resting on her neck, I intently gaze into her eyes. “This is the Chrissy I love,” I proclaim.


  Tears build up in her eyes, and she peers up at me in disbelief. “Dex,” she whispers.


  Placing my finger to her lips, I quiet her. “I’m sorry, Chrissy. I shouldn’t have denied us this.” I beg her forgiveness, and my heart shatters watching tears escape her eyes. I’ve put her through so much crap, I try to excuse my behavior. “I was so worried about keeping our friendship intact, to be there for you in any capacity, I couldn’t see that I was just hurting both of us. That regardless, I’m your family and you’re mine.” She says nothing, staring at me and then eyes the ground. Panic quickly rises in me that I ruined this. That she won’t accept my apology and I’m too late to claim what’s supposed to be mine. “Please, say something.”


  “I need to ask you one thing.” She takes a deep breath and continues to fixate on our feet.


  “Why now?” she softly asks, and my stomach twists in knots that she’s not one hundred percent sure how much I love her and want her in my future.


  “I thought I could remove you from my mind, but when it came down to it, I couldn’t. Seeing you with another man, thinking of him escorting you through life tore me to shreds.” I grip her arms with my hands, wanting to shake the doubt from her, but her eyes remain down. “Chrissy,” I plea, my voice angrier than I’d prefer, but fear that I took too long or that she won’t give me a chance grows with every passing second she doesn’t look up to my eyes that I’m certain are portraying how much I love her in them.


  “Okay,” she says.


  “Okay, what?” I bend down to look into her eyes, seeing every bit of emotion that she feels but that I never allowed her to express. Picking up her head, those hazel eyes I love meet mine. Placing her hands on my cheeks, she pulls me down to her. “You are mine now. You got that?” She smiles, and I pull her toward me.


  Releasing a huge breath while the fear slowly leaves my body. “I think I’ve always been yours,” I chuckle, “ever since you stole my Game Boy.”


  “Kiss me,” she demands, and I gingerly bring her head in my hands.


  Drawing her in, I close my eyes and plunge into the one thing I’ve denied myself from being all mine—the sweetness of Chrissy. Our lips brush a few times, and I hear her breath hitch as I press a little firmer. I deepen the kiss and my tongue dives into her welcoming mouth. She meets my thrusting tongue immediately, quickly increasing to a feverish pace. Unable to hold my urges back, my hand fists a chunk of her hair, holding her firm for me to devour the one temptation I’ve desperately craved.


  She pushes her body flush against mine, close enough for me to feel the pounding of her heartbeat. Tilting her head back, I allow my lips to travel down her jaw until I reach the neck that beckons me each time her hair is pulled back. I lick the soft skin, just as delicious as I imagined, all the way up to her ear lobe. “I need you tonight,” I whisper to her, and her body shivers in my arms. I pull back and look into her eyes, but there’s no apprehension, just pure love and want.


  I turn off the water and grab her ass so she climbs into my arms again. She giggles, and I stop to kiss her one more time. I’m not sure I’ll ever have enough from her. “Take me to your bed, Dex,” she demands, and I step out of the shower with her in my arms, water dripping off our bodies onto the tile floor. “Don’t slip,” she says, her hands behind my head, gripping me tightly.


  Opening my door, I walk us over and lay her down on my bed. My whole body at peace with her there. The feeling of rightness in the moment can’t be denied. Half kicking myself for denying the two of us this for so long, I use the other half to make it up to her. “You’re so damn beautiful,” I say, crawling my way up her body. I lean down to her, and she whimpers, arching her back to me, and I draw her red, pebbled nipple into my mouth, sucking and licking. Her consistent moans, causing me to become harder. “Don’t stop,” she tells me in a low wispy voice, and it’s all I can do not to flip her over and take her quick and fast. But I’ve made us wait so long, I need to make this the moment she always remembers, because I know I’ll never forget it. My goal is to erase our drunken moment from weeks ago and instill this memory as our first time together. The time we came together, putting trust in the other to hold our future within their hands.


  Moving over the valley of her breasts, I twirl my tongue over her nipple, swirling like licking an ice cream cone, before sucking it deep into my mouth, enticing her hands to grasps at the hair at my neckline, holding me close. “I need you inside of me,” she pleads, and I look up at her through my eyelashes, a teasing smirk splashed across my face that she wants me just as bad as my body is desperate for hers.


  My body creeps up hers, the now pebbled nubs rubbing against my bare chest as I stretch out on top of her. “I need to see you move,” I instruct her, grabbing her hips and flipping us both over on the bed. She squeals and presses her hands on my chest, gaining her balance quickly.


  “Condoms?” she questions.


  “In the drawer,” I tell her, and she bends over to grab one while my hands slowly explore the curves I had imagined feeling all those years. She turns back, the foil packet already opened, and the ring of latex in her hands. Scooting down, she takes my tip and I buck when her fingers gingerly touch my cock in order to cover it.


  She bites her lip and looks down at me. It’s the most beautiful sight I’ve beheld. Her on top of me. Rising a little, my heart picks up a beat and my stomach clenches with the longing to be inside of her. Feeling her wetness from wanting me.


  She sinks down on top of me, taking all of me in one push, and stills her hands pressed to my chest. My fingers dig into her hips, rocking her a little to gain the momentum, because I need to feel all of her and hear those sounds that she releases, revealing how much she loves what I do to her.


  Her hips circle, teasing me. She lifts and then sinks back down. The slow rhythm she’s setting is gradually making me come unglued with the heated desire to take over. My hands reach up, squeezing and molding her naked tits in my hands. Pushing her chest out, she leans back, her hands rest on my thighs as she rocks back and forth. Eyes shut, teeth clamped on her bottom lip, the array of moans escaping her mouth brings an uncontrollable drive through me, and I flip us, reversing our positions.


  Her knees spread farther apart, heels pressing into the bed, and I ram into her, making her yelp. “Dex,” she sighs. Staring down at her soft and loving eyes, instantly slowing my pace. Thrusting in and out while my hands grip her shoulders, pulling her down to me at the exact time I push into her. “You feel so good,” she continues in a quiet welcoming tone, keeping her animalistic mannerisms at bay.


  “Chrissy.” I call her name out because for the first time during sex, there’s not one dirty thought filling my head. There’s only my heart soaring toward how much I love this girl under me and praying I don’t fuck it up beyond belief and lose her. Going down on my forearms, I lock her head between them and claim her lips as I continue making love for the first time in my life. Pulling back, my eyes lock with hers and I see the love shining back, confirming that her feelings are just as strong as mine.


  She raises her legs, locking my hips to hers. Clenching around me, her breath shutters, and I allow myself to finally release the buildup in me. My finger brushes the hair from around her face, and I bend down, my lips meeting hers, pouring every ounce of love that’s swirling inside of me to her.


  I roll over and get off the bed to clean myself up. When I return from the bathroom, she’s there, cozied up under my sheets smack dab in the middle of the bed. My bed. A gleam of happiness in her eyes I’m not sure I’ve ever seen in all the years I’ve known her. Everything in my life seems to fit in this moment. She grabs the edge of the sheet and lifts it up, inviting me to join her. Not about to hesitate, I climb in and wrap her in my arms. A safe and love-filled motion that brings warmth to every bone in my body. My head in the crook of her neck, the scent of us together still lingering, I close my eyes in peace. “I love you, Chrissy Dawson,” I tell her for the first time, secretly enjoying how the words sound leaving my mouth.


  Her hand rises, and she places it on the back of my head, keeping my face exactly where it is. “I love you, too,” she says softly, and I swear my heart really does grow ten times its size with her words.
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  I LOVE LAZY Sunday’s in the Carsen household. Brady cooks us breakfast as we stay in our pajamas until the afternoon, some nursing hangovers, some just recouping on sleep. Since we’re in the throes of football season, we mostly lie around the family room, eating, cheering or booing, depending on what teams are playing, and bullshitting with each other. But this Sunday has been the best so far, because as the quiet house begins to come to life with shuffled footsteps and low talking, I’m in the arms of the man I’ve loved a majority of my life. The guy who filled my dreams and fantasies since I was fourteen years old.


  Trying to wiggle out of Dex’s childlike death grip, he wraps his arms around my waist, yanking me back. I don’t fight his motives, but rather enjoy the loving behavior I’ve only dreamed of until now. “Where do you think you’re going?” His groggy voice etched with humor. He buries his head in the crook of my neck, kissing the shiver-inducing spot right under my ear, hitting his mark as though he’s done it for years.


  Giggling like a groupie, I scoot my body closer to his. Matching my motions, he splays his hand on my bare stomach, locking me firmer against him and enabling me to feel his morning excitement. “Starting my day,” I tell him, not really wanting to leave his hold.


  “I’ll start your day,” he jokes, his lips traveling down my neck. Inching forward, I tilt my head, and he slides my hair off my neck, pecking short kisses along my hairline. If I thought I was going to die from my heart exploding last night from the amount of love Dex displayed, I’m certain it will erupt from his morning-after enjoyment of me.


  “I’m sure you would.” I roll over, caressing his cheeks. “No regrets?” I hastily ask. When his eyes fall and lips turn down, I regret asking immediately, but it’s still hard to believe from his instant turnaround.


  “No.” His body sits up, his elbows on his knees and head in his hands. “Jesus, Chrissy, I know I’ve been stupid, but this,” he picks up his head, the sadness in his eyes boring into me, motioning his finger between us, “is it.” Scooting closer to me again, he grabs my waist and tugs so that I’m on his lap. Drawing me to him, closing any space between us, his hands rest on the small of my back, my breasts out for his viewing. “No regrets—ever.” His lips suck my bottom lip into his mouth, and I grind my pelvis into him, loving his body’s response to my movement. Closing the kiss, he backs his head up. “Never ask me again, okay?” he requests, and I nod, feeling more secure in that instant. It may have taken Dex awhile to come around, but now that he has, I’m positive his love won’t waver.


  A slow smile creeps across his face, and then his lips come back to my mouth, still sore from last night’s make-out marathon. I swear we took turns waking each other up in order to satisfy our need for the other. Just as my breathing picks up with the anticipation that he’s about to round second, his door swings open and Dex tosses me on my back and throws the sheet over my body. Through the sliver of space between Dex’s back and the pillows, I see it’s Trey who’s interrupted my fun.


  “Get the hell up. The Dog Pound is in full effect,” Trey screams, and I can hear the kids downstairs running and laughing. “Shit,” he covers his eyes, “cover that thing up.” He laughs.


  “Turn around and shut the door,” Dex says through clenched teeth. Trey laughs and then examines the situation. Feeling the chill on my feet, I slowly curl them under the covers to hide from his sight.


  “All right, I’m leaving.” He raises his hands, and I allow my breath to stream out of my mouth. “Browns are on in fifteen, so hurry up and get your ass downstairs,” he finishes. His image remains by the door, and my heart slows seeing his departure. “Oh, and one more thing.” Trey’s humor-filled voice floats back into the room.


  “What jackass?” Dex asks exasperated.


  “Good morning, Chrissy.” Trey laughs and shuts the door. His bellowing laugh can still be heard all the way down the hall until it fades down the staircase.


  I bolt up, the sheet falling to my waist, and Dex shakes his head, smiling ear to ear. “What?” I ask, grabbing the edge of the sheet to cover myself.


  Dex’s hand touches mine, nudging the sheet back down and then his body rests on top of mine as he seductively kisses my collarbone. “We have about five minutes before one of those girls barges in.” I’m relieved that he’s okay with everyone knowing about us, it shows how much he really does love me.


  I giggle and rub my hands up and down his back. “How’d he know it was me?”


  Dex doesn’t get up but continues his exploration of my body. “I’m not sure, but I’m thankful he didn’t see any inch of you. Sorry for the ninja move.” I feel his lips turn up as they move on my skin.


  Playfully, I smack his shoulder to move forward and scoot out from under his large body. “Shower time. Obviously, our day of exploration is over,” I toss over my shoulder.


  He sits up so his back rests along the headboard, his bare chest covered in tattoos I traced with my fingers last night. Him explaining the times he had them done and the deep meaning behind each one, some easier than others to figure out.


  “What are you doing?” I ask him, shaking my head at his sly smile.


  “Watching you,” he says, shifting his feet. “I may need to have a half time show. I’m not sure I can go the whole day without being inside of you.” His eyes burn, gazing at my skin as they follow me around the room, capturing the butterflies that swarm in my stomach with anticipation of more than his eyes on me.


  Seductively crawling up the bed, I give him a quick kiss on his lips. “Just give me a signal, and I’ll be up here waiting,” I say and then slide off his body.


  “Tease,” he jokes, and I wave my hand at him while walking into the bathroom, reveling in the heat of his eyes on me.
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  FINALLY, I MAKE it downstairs, but the game is already in the first quarter. Dex, Brady, and Rob sit on the couch, and Trey bounces Drew on his lap in the chair. Eyeing him from the hallway, Dex’s vision is already focused my way. The thought that maybe he’s been waiting for me brings a tingling sensation streaming through my veins.


  Entering the kitchen, I dread the twenty questions that are about to come my way from Sadie or Kailey. I release the built up anxiety at seeing Chloe and Tara coloring at the table. Kailey sits on the counter and Sadie flits around the kitchen, putting a few snacks together for the guys. Noticing the pans from breakfast in the sink, I’m bummed I missed Brady’s cooking, but then flashes of Dex’s arms wrapped around me tight this morning flicker to life and the sadness vanishes as fast as it appeared.


  “What’s the cheesy grin about?” Kailey raises her eyebrows in a knowing sign. My eyes dart to the girls and then back to her. “Hi, girls.” I wave.


  Both turning their attention to me, they wave back. “Hi, Chrissy.”


  “Give it up. I doubt Trey kept the secret,” I say softly when I approach her and Sadie a safe distance from Chloe and Tara.


  They both laugh. “It’s about time anyway.” Sadie turns her attention to me and wraps her arms around my shoulders. “I’m so happy for you.” A warmth spreads through my blood, because I not only have Dex, but the friendships of amazing girls as well.


  “What a waste of Ryland Davis, though.” I push Kailey lightly, and she falls into the cabinets a little and then steadies herself. “Just kidding.” She hops down and hugs me as well.


  “How did Trey even know it was me?” I ask her, pouring chips into a bowl.


  “We got our pedicures together last week, and then he came to pick me up, remember? We showed him our toes with that flowery nail art. The guy has the memory of an elephant.” She humorously shakes her head and then takes a seat at the table with the girls, pulling out a crayon and helping Tara.


  “I’d say. What kind of a guy pays attention to that much detail?” I ask.


  “My guy does.” Her smile shining, purely elated that Trey is hers.


  “I’ll be right back,” I tell them and venture into the living room. Unsure of how this whole thing with Dex and I will be received, I go the long way. Down the hallway by the front door and then behind the couch. Leaning over, I hand the bowl of chips to Dex, and he pulls my arm down so my face is right by his. “You’re beautiful,” he whispers in my ear and kisses the corner of my lips. To think not even twenty-four hours ago I was desperate to hear those words leave his mouth. Hearing them now brings a smile to my face that I’m certain no one could shatter.


  I’m surprised the guys remain silent, as though they missed the whole kiss and closeness of Dex and me. Feeling more at ease with the situation, I confidently strut across the room, back to the confines of the kitchen to hang out with the girls. “So you nailed her, right?” Rob asks Dex, and I’m about to turn around until, “OUCH! Hey, I deserve some fucking credit,” he adds and a smile turns up my lips as I disappear through the doorway.


  “Girls, why don’t you go show the boys your drawings,” Kailey suggests. Chloe and Tara jump out of their chairs and rush into the room, right as the boys roar to life. “You,” she points to me, “sit and talk,” she demands, and Sadie smirks up at me while cutting a brick of cheese.


  “Does Brady have a reprieve today?” I tease.


  “When the Browns play, he does nothing but sit on that couch the entire game. I made breakfast this morning.”


  “So, I made the right decision in staying in bed?” I joke, and she throws a piece of cheese at me.


  Then her shoulders shrug. “Probably though. Even Rob passed,” she comments and begins positioning it all on the tray. “Stop avoiding the conversation. Let’s hear it.” She leans back in her chair, giving me all of her attention.


  “The big man finally came around to his senses, huh?” Kailey adds, mimicking Sadie’s position in the chair. I bite my lip, not wanting to give every moment of my alone time with Dex, but excitement to share my happiness boils inside of me at the same time.


  “I guess so. I’m pretty sure I have Ryland Davis to thank.” My stomach clinches, thinking how I have to tell him that our date for Saturday night is off.


  “Whatever worked, hallelujah! That boy couldn’t figure out which way was up lately. He came over to the house every day last week. He and Trey would talk for a bit, nothing important. He’d spin the girls around and then leave.”


  “Huh?” I question. “I wonder why?”


  She shrugs. “I have no idea. Trey said he didn’t bring anything up. Just asked Trey how life was for us.”


  “I think Dex has a hard time with fully committing,” Sadie adds, and Kailey tosses a chip at her. “I mean before. Like he had a hard time figuring out how to accept his feelings—”


  “Stop, Sadie. I understand what you’re saying.” Truth is, I do. It’s hard to accept the turnaround Dex has done in such a small amount of time. But, I’ve always trusted Dex, and this time is no different. For some reason, in my bones, I know he’s ready. He’s accepted his feelings, and a selfish part of me believes he’s enjoying the excitement I bring to his life.


  “Yeah, I didn’t mean that he doesn’t love—have you guys said it yet?” Sadie leans forward, her eyes bulging with curiosity.


  I nod, and they gush, both moving forward in their chairs, eager for the nitty-gritty details. I feel like a fog has come over me because I’m finally able to share with my friends that the one thing I’ve dreamed of for years came true last night.


  “Who said it first?” Kailey asks.


  “Did he?” Sadie chimes in before I can even answer.


  “He did,” I confirm, and they both ohh and awe over my answer.


  “We’ll be right back,” Brady screams from the front door, and we all stand.


  Trey walks in, hands Drew to Kailey, and the girls stand by her legs. “What’s going on?” she asks him when his lips peck her cheek.


  “Mrs. Fletcher needs our help for a second,” he informs her and jogs down the hall.


  All of us girls look out the window and admire the boys helping their elderly neighbor by putting garbage bags over her plants and flowers, protecting them from the frost that’s due in tonight. My heart bursts for Dex a little more, if that’s possible, when I see him giving her some extra attention. A half hour later, the boys are jogging back over, and we all sigh at the sight of our knights in shining armor. The same guys who are willing to miss their football game to help their elderly neighbor.
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  THE NEXT MORNING, I climb out of the happy restraints of Dex’s sheets. His light snores continue as I wander into the bathroom to start my day. Awoken from sleep two hours prior, I lay in bed, debating on how I would break the news to Ryland. I hate that the anxiety of what I have to do overtakes my time with Dex. He hasn’t asked me any questions, and I haven’t divulged that I had agreed on another date. I guess there’s no need to either worry or bring out alpha Dex when I’m squashing it today.


  A heavy weight sits in my stomach the whole time I take a shower, blow dry my hair, and put on my make-up. I leave the bathroom after a pep talk to myself on what I would tell Ryland. He’ll have to understand, after all, he saw Dex’s reaction. “Ready?” I jolt, noticing Dex standing in his doorway in a pair of jogging pants and a sweatshirt.


  I smile and tilt my head. Walking toward him, my hands land on his shoulders and then slowly lower until I grab both strings of his hoodie and pull down. His face meets mine, and I kiss his lips. “What are you doing up?” I ask.


  “I’m always up for you,” he jokes, and I laugh, rolling my eyes. “Seriously, though, boyfriends drive their girlfriends to work.” He smirks, and I wrap my arms around his waist. The fact he’s trying so hard to please me, confirms I’m making the right decision today.


  “You don’t have to. I know you have class.” I give him an out.


  “Nah, I only have one, and then I’ll go work out and be primped and ready to pick you up.” He chuckles lightly. This more carefree side of Dex is nice; it reminds me of a younger side of him, when I knew him best.


  I inch up on my toes and allow my lips to press against his for a second before starting to pull back.


  “Too short,” he says, his hand cradling my head in his palm to keep me where I am. His tongue sneaks in, and I open with a tongue waiting to mingle together in the wet and warmth of our mouths. Abruptly, he ends the kiss by letting my hair out of his grip and then closing his mouth. Leaving me craving more, like always. I can guarantee there may never be a time that my thirst for Dex will be quenched.


  As I turn on my heels, he smacks my ass, and I venture across the bathroom tile floor into my room. “God, I love that ass,” he says, and I giggle the most flirtatious sound.
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  DEX PULLS UP to the curb. The bakery has already been open for a few hours, but the insurance company, Lily’s florist, the bank, and other shops around this strip of downtown are all just now unlocking their doors and flipping their closed signs to open. “I’ll pick you up at five,” he informs me, and I have no idea how I’ll make it through eight hours without his hands, his lips, and his embrace. “It will go by fast,” he says, as though he heard my thoughts. I guess he has always been able to read my facial expressions.


  “All right, if I don’t get out of this truck now, I never will.” I laugh, and he places his finger under my chin, forcing me over to his side of the truck. Leaning as far as I can over the center console, he inches his mouth closer and kisses me. Gentle and loving without an ounce of his usual possessiveness.


  “Go break it off with Mr. Suave,” he says and winks. My shoulders slump, and my heart races with the thought Dex knew this whole time. “He’d be crazy not to ask you for a second date.” He raises his eyebrows in question.


  “I already had plans to do it,” rushes out of me before he can doubt.


  “I’m not worried, Chrissy. I mean come on, look at me,” he kids, his hands descending his body.


  I laugh. “Modest, huh?” I tease him, and he joins in the laughter.


  “Go. I want him to know you’re mine.” A quick peck on the lips, leaving me with the taste of his minty toothpaste to remember him by for the next several hours.


  I reluctantly stumble out of the truck and give Dex a wave before sneaking into the gallery. The smell of coffee already brewing fills the air, but there’s no sign of Ryland. Since he’d be the only one to open the door, I take another look, but he’s nowhere to be seen. Even the bathrooms are empty. Then the back door swings open and a gush of cool air wafts through the space. In walks a smiling Ryland easily holding a box in his arms.


  The door shuts, and he begins to walk my way. Dropping the box to the side, he doesn’t skip a step before closing the gap between us. “Good morning,” he says softly, leaning against the wall. The smell of his expensive cologne floats around the two of us, and that weight sinks deeper in my belly.


  “Good morning,” I reply, and he tilts his head at my demeanor, his smile faltering.


  “You okay?” he asks, giving me an opening.


  “Something kind of happened after you dropped me off the other night.” I begin to break whatever this was off.


  He nods his head slowly, a smirk forming across his lips. “Okay,” he rolls it off his tongue, waiting for more information.


  “Remember the guy in the truck?” My eyes divert to my shuffling feet, anxiety slowly building inside of me. I play with my fingers, pushing myself to spit it out. He’s a grown man, and it’s not like I’m much of a girl.


  “Yeah.” He pushes himself off the wall.


  “Well, um … I’ve known him a long time and um.” Why won’t the words come out?


  “Chrissy.” He places his finger under my chin, raising my face to meet his. A reminder of Dex’s movements only minutes earlier and courage snaps in me.


  “He’s my boyfriend now,” I spit out and cringe, luring laughter from him.


  “You should look a lot happier about that,” he jokes, and the weight lifts in my stomach a little.


  “Oh, I am. It’s just I feel bad. I never meant to steer you wrong or —” I ramble. Honestly, I did enjoy my date, and I may have been using him as a distraction to my problems with Dex, but I didn’t do it expecting Dex to come around like he did.


  He shakes his head, a grin splashing across his face. “I didn’t think that. You don’t really seem like the manipulative type. I completely understand, Chrissy, and I wish you both luck. That’s not to say, I’m not a little disappointed because I did enjoy our date.” He pats my shoulder and begins to walk down the hall. My shoulders fall in relief, and the pounds disperse in my stomach. I’m finally able to truly enjoy the fact that this thing with Dex and me is real. “Oh, and he better not try to make you quit because you’re here until Jessa returns.” He laughs.


  “NO! He would never,” I shout, but bite my lip, because it’s something I could definitely see Dex doing. Then again, wouldn’t he have suggested that this morning?


  Ryland’s laugh bounces off the walls of the hallway. “Hmm … I’m pretty sure if you were mine, I would.” Then he retreats to his office, and I rush over to my desk to start the day, relieved the dread has been lifted. Ryland would make a great boyfriend to anyone, but to me, only one could hold that place and sadly it wasn’t him.
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  AFTER MY CLASS, in which I didn’t accomplish much, since I mostly leaned back in my seat with a blank screen on my laptop, my eyes looking out to the room, with visions of Chrissy dancing through my head. The ones where she’s naked, lying in my bed. Her tits, ass, and every damn curve of her body I’ve committed to memory the first night. God, she gorgeous, and now that I stopped being a lame ass and have admitted my feelings, I can honestly say, I’m different. It’s not just Chrissy’s body that has me wrapped so tight, it’s the whole package of Chrissy Dawson. It’s just a bonus that her kind-hearted, smart and funny self is wrapped in a hot-ass package.


  It’s an odd encompassing feeling of security, or safety, that overcame me that night. I was going to wait, not divulge my love for at least a month. Isn’t that the norm? Hell if I know, but I couldn’t stop the words. Her body molded to mine, the smell of her new fruity shampoo tingling my nose. A frightened sense took over me, and I had to tell her how I felt. How much I’ve always loved her before she left or doubted me.


  That protective part of me that has always shined through when it came to her told me to tell her, to put her fears at ease that I really did have an epiphany. That I do love her and always have. But that didn’t even compare to when she spoke them back to me. Just like that, I understood all of my friends. With those four words, I love you, too, I’d empty pockets, I’d give her my keys … everything of mine was instantly hers. Most importantly, she owned my heart. She held the one part of myself I kept hidden from most people. My friends, the only ones who truly saw any redeeming caring quality of mine, weren’t even aware of that part of me.


  With her, though, I wanted to be that guy. Brady, Grant, and Trey’s sudden personality shift; choosing to spend a night in with their girlfriend, cancelling shows, and ditching out on guys’ night out all made sense in that instant. I finally understood why they left after the shows to hold their girls in their arms rather than get drunk and screw a random chick.


  The shuffling of bodies jerks me out of my daydreaming and I scramble to grab my things. Swinging my backpack over my shoulder, I file out of the room. A few girls and guys I know from almost five years of school, saying pleasantries to pass the time until we reach the door.


  A half hour later, I’m jogging on the treadmill at Barbells when Grant walks up. “So, rumors are flying.” He leans against the vacant machine next to me. “You’ve jumped.” His cocky grin plastered on his exhausted face.


  “Man, you look like shit,” I comment, glancing over for a second before grabbing my water bottle.


  He laughs and nods his head. “I don’t disagree. I’ve been working a little too much because of the second location we’re opening. Jessa’s exhausted when I get home, but I try to take over some feedings so she can rest.” He palms his face, dragging it down past his chin.


  “Yeah, I’ve heard those babies are exhausting.” I chuckle.


  “You think it’s funny, huh? You could be next.” He cocks his eyebrows up at me, and I shake my head because that’s not happening for a long time.


  “You’re insane,” I laugh him off, but his face is serious.


  “You already made the first step.” He pushes his body off the arm of the treadmill at hearing his name being beckoned over the speaker. I’d be lying if his words didn’t scare me a little. That is until the thought of Chrissy holding our baby creeps into my visual, calming me instantly.


  “That I did,” I say, not an ashamed bone in my body.


  “Felt good, right?” He smirks, and I nod. “Now you just have to try not to fuck it up.” With that, he leaves and the fear that held me back for so long roars back to life inside of me. Sweat pours out of every pore in my body, but my finger pushes down on the incline and speed. Pushing the doubt that I’ll inevitably screw it up as far away as I can squash it, I give myself one option: to only focus on staying on this damn machine.


  


  [image: ]


  


  SITTING OUTSIDE THE gallery, I debate on going in. Show Ryland that she’s mine—claim her. Every ounce of restraint kept me from demanding she quit this morning. But how can I do that to her? The image of her face burns in my memory of when she came barreling into the studio and told me she got a job. She was so elated and excited. I’d never take that away from her, especially since I know her true dream is to go to college. I wish there was some way I could make it happen. With graduation still months off and no real job in the future, I can’t swing it. Then my mind rattles into thought, and I’m like a damn hamster wheel unable to stop it. Nodding my head, I figure there is a way I could get her the money. Shaking it off just as fast as it appeared, because she’d never accept it if she knew where it came from. Then again, what if she didn’t know?


  The door of the passenger side swings opens, and she climbs in. “Shit, I’m sorry. I would have gotten out and opened the door.” I apologize for the lack of chivalry I currently displayed.


  “That’s okay.” She smiles and leans over the console. “I missed you,” she murmurs before our lips collide. I fist her hair in my palm, and she whimpers into my mouth as our tongues dance together like they’ve become accustomed to.


  “You hungry?” I ask her when we part, and she nods.


  “Yeah,” she sighs, placing her hand on her stomach. Grant’s words resurface in my head, ‘you could be next’. Damn him because it’s only been a couple of days. Although I’m all right with us having a baby, I would prefer us to be married first and maybe me graduating.


  “Where do you want to go?” I choke out, trying to appear as though my heart didn’t just stop for a second.


  “Home. I want to cook for you tonight.” She bites her lip, and I peer out of the corner of my eye.


  “Chrissy, you don’t cook,” I remind her, and she swats my arm.


  “I looked up some recipes at work. We just need to stop at the grocery store.” She pulls a piece of paper out of her purse. “I can do this,” she encourages herself. I wouldn’t be able to fight the cheesy grin from being plastered on my face because I love the fact she’s trying to please me with a home cooked meal.


  We stop at a light, and I turn her way, my hand caressing her cheek. “Of course you can,” I confirm, and her lips turn. “With my help,” I tease, and another swat at my arm has me chuckling.


  Pulling into the grocery store, I place my hand on her leg to keep her in place. Exiting the truck, I jog around and open her door, holding my hand out for her to take. I sneak another taste of her lips when her feet touch the asphalt. We enter the grocery store, and I grab us a cart while she ventures into the produce area. Not once did we bump into each other, or walk different ways, as though we are already naturally falling into a comfort zone with one another.


  She stands in front of an array of green, narrowing her eyes at the small signs identifying the items below the markings. “The lettuce is right there,” I point to a head of lettuce, and she turns around, those narrowing eyes now focused on me.


  “I need parsley.” Then her head falls back. “Aye … there it is.” She grabs a bag from the top and places a bunch in the bag.


  She peruses over the recipe in her hand. “Where to next, Rachel Ray?” I tease.


  “Seafood.” Then she turns to me, panic filling her eyes. “You aren’t allergic are you?”


  “Yeah, I’ll welt up within a second of eating shelled fish,” I lie, and her face falls. Not able to keep up the act, I close the distance. “I’m kidding.” I bend down to smile at her, earning myself another swat. “You’re going to start leaving marks,” I tell her, jokingly because I love eliciting any emotion from her.


  Walking ahead of me, her head shaking in front of me. “They’re deserved,” she jokes back.


  As we walk down the aisles, I push myself up on the cart, riding it down the nearly empty lanes. Throwing things here and there in the cart, Chrissy concentrates on her list, studying it at every turn. When we get to the checkout, she peers in the filled cart and then back to the list, checking off items in her head. “Ready.” She gives one firm nod.


  We place the items on the conveyer, and when we get the total, I swipe my credit card in the machine before Chrissy can pay the cashier the money. “Dex,” she warns with clenched teeth.


  “Not a chance, baby,” I say, her hand freezing in motion, and I turn around. “What?” She’s just standing there and staring over at me. The cashier peers from the corner of her eye, trying to appear as though she’s not eavesdropping on our exchange.


  “Nothing.” She shakes her head as though clearing the thoughts from it. Fear rings that I did something wrong, but I rack my brain to the last five minutes—nothing.


  The cashier hands me the receipt, and I finish grabbing all the bags, placing them in the cart. Chrissy mindlessly walks in front of me, and when we get in front of the scratch-off lottery area, I place my hand on her arm to stop her. “What’s wrong?” I ask, and she turns around with wetness filling her eyes. “Chrissy?” I panic.


  Her fingers fly to her eyes, swiping the tears away. “It’s nothing, really … it’s just.”


  “What?” my voice more urgent and demanding, baffled to what just happened.


  “You’ve never referred to me as baby before. I don’t know why, but it just kind of felt nice.” She turns around and walks through the automatic doors, leaving me in the same spot, alone and confused to the exchange we just had.


  Looking side to side, as though anyone else would be just as confused by her reaction to something I said. I rush my steps, pushing the cart faster to catch up. When I end up at her side, I ask, “Isn’t that a good thing?”


  She nods. “It is. I was just taken by surprise at my own reaction to the word.” She helps me pack the bags in the truck, and then I open the door for her.


  Once in the truck, I turn her way, not ready to sweep this subject under the rug. “Chrissy, is there more than that?” I ask, and she turns her body to mine. The love for me still clear in her hazel eyes, but she’s unsure about something, I just don’t know what.


  “I don’t know. It scares me. The excitement for a future is a foreign feeling for me. I’ve never had a lot to look forward to since I’ve mostly concentrated on surviving day to day. It’s only been three days, and I’m just scared. It’s my own insecurity.” She shakes her head and then reaches for her seatbelt, but I halt her movement with my hand.


  “Chrissy, I’m just as scared. Worried I’ll fuck this up. That one day you’ll realize I’m not that guy.” I admit my own insecurity to our new found relationship without trudging up nightmares of me coming home one day and finding empty drawers and a note on my pillow.


  “What guy?” she asks, cocking her head to the side.


  “The guy that can put you before everything else in his life. That one day, I’ll fail you in some way.” I stare down at the console, concentrating on my pack of gum resting in the cup holder because it hurts so much to admit it verbally, there’s no way I can look at her when I say it.


  “God, Dex. Don’t you realize,” she waits for my eyes to reach hers before she finishes, “you’ve put me first your whole life. Unconsciously, you’ve always worried about me and my needs before your own.” Thinking about her words for a second, I’m thankful that they are true and she’s sure of how far I would go for her. Somehow, some way, she’s eased my nerves with her confirmation.


  Unable to hold myself back from this girl who knows me better than myself, I grab her by the neck and yank her to me. Our lips smashing together in a frenzy of heat, tongues twining, saliva mixing, and teeth knocking. Pulling her away from me, my eyes notice her red, swollen, moist lips. “God, I love you,” I mumble, “baby,” I add, and a smile begins to form on her lips.


  “I love you, too,” she replies.


  “And?” I coax, and she giggles, creating deep ecstasy inside of me.


  “Baby,” she finishes, and I kiss her one more time before starting the truck to drive us home.
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  CHRISSY DID A great job at cooking dinner. Actually, everyone had some as they filtered into the kitchen and Chrissy would shove a spoon or fork to their mouth, asking them to try it. Laughing at the table, I tried to concentrate on economics when I couldn’t stop admiring her ass when she bent over. Or when I sensed her eyes on me, briefly waiting for something to finish cooking. The anticipation level increased with every glance, building to when I would spread those legs open tonight and thrust into her over and over again.


  I should have known it wouldn’t be that easy. Because as we’re washing the dishes and loading the dishwasher, my phone vibrates in my pocket. Chrissy bumps me with her hip as payback for flicking water to her face. Pulling it out of my jeans, my dad’s name flashes across the screen.


  Chrissy’s eyes glance over when she hears me answer. “Hey, Dad, what’s up?” I grab her and encase her in my arms. She rains sweet kisses over my Adam’s apple and neck, gaining a huge smile from me.


  “Hey, Edge. I hate to ask, but I need you tonight. Pete started his own business, taking some of my clients. I’m trying to do some damage control with odds and things. The fucking asshole,” he yells, and Chrissy’s eyes pull back, wondering why my dad is so angry.


  “All right. Give me a half hour,” I tell him and press the end button, agitated from the obligation to help him that nags at me every time he’s desperate.


  “You’re leaving,” Chrissy whines, and my heart shutters with the sound of her voice.


  “Can I talk to you for a second?” I guide her to the kitchen table. “My dad needs me to go to his place. Help him out,” I don’t flat out lie, but the untruths singe my tongue as the words leave my mouth.


  “I’ll go with you.” She’s eagerly ready to leave with me.


  “You can’t. Plus I won’t be long, I swear.”


  “Okay.” Her voice low and unsure of what is really going on.


  Standing up, I bring her to her feet and wrap my arms around her waist. “Be ready when I return, because I’ll be stripping my clothes off as I walk up the stairs to my room.”


  She giggles, and I smile down at her. “Love you.” I bend down and kiss her. “Thank you for dinner. It was great,” I compliment her, and she nuzzles into my chest a little before I ultimately have to put an end to it.


  I fist the wheel when I’m halfway to my dad’s. Chrissy’s unsure yet unwavering eyes following me the whole time as I got my wallet and keys only angered me more toward my dad. I swear she knows I just lied, but she didn’t call me out on it, and I’m wondering why she didn’t. She’s not someone to keep her feelings hidden from others. I’m pissed at myself, at my dad, and a little at Chrissy for not calling me out as the loser I am right now.


  It turns out my dad needed my help more than I thought. I had to contact a couple bigger clients, promising tickets to shows, entertainment, kegs of beer to the college kids. You’d be amazed how many kids pay their college tuition by betting odds on sports.


  “Edge, grab the tablet. Use those great instincts and find me some damn pearl to save us.” The fact he uses me twists my stomach, guilt slowly taking over the swarms of butterflies Chrissy ignited only a half hour ago.


  Scanning, I try to turn off the pressure. Allowing myself to feel it, opening myself to the one odds that flash out in front of the others. I attempt to push Chrissy out of it and do this one thing for my dad. The sooner I figure one out, the faster I’ll be in her arms. The problem is I’ll be lying to her while I’m there, separating us by omissions, cheating us of a real chance to a future. Guilt from her words a few hours earlier, her confirmation I wouldn’t ruin this, but it’s only been seventy-two hours, and I’ve already screwed with us.


  Like someone was shining down, a simple game listed, and the anchorman’s voice from two nights ago resonate in my head. An underdog hockey team that may just be able to pull off a win because of injuries on the other team. My gut signals me this is the one, so I tell my dad, and he wearily grips his neck with his locked fingers. “This is aggressive, Edge. You sure?” he questions, and I nod my head feverishly.


  “It’s the one, Dad.” I divulge the inside scoop I heard on ESPN, and he agrees. The game starts in an hour, and my dad makes the call into Vegas to his own bookie.


  Me: Sorry, baby. I’m caught up. Go to bed and I’ll be back soon.


  I text Chrissy, two hours later when I’m still stuck in the family room, watching the game with my dad.


  Chrissy: Okay. Miss you


  Guilt … fucking guilt


  Me: You too. I love you.


  Chrissy: Love you. Hurry up.


  Me: I promise


  How on earth can I promise her anything at this point? Look what I’m fucking doing here.


  An hour or so later, my dad’s screaming at the television and my knee is bouncing up and down out of control, distressed that maybe I made the wrong choice. Shit, maybe it was another calling out to me from that damn tablet. I’m glued to my dad’s leather chair, watching a small black puck shoot from one side to the other. The two teams tied with only twenty seconds to go. I bite at my fingernails, my heart races, and this is the part I hate most. The uncertainty if you’ll win. Taking big chances that could bankrupt you. If I’m wrong and this team doesn’t pull it off, that’s exactly what I’ve done to my dad, ruined him. He’s worked years to get his client list and this betting ring going, and one game is his deciding fate.


  Finally, a player swings around the goal and sneaks the puck into the net, and my dad roars so loud, I swear the walls shake. “Shit, Edge. You did it again.” He grabs my hand, yanking to my feet, and they stumble before going steady. “Gotta love that adrenaline rush,” he says, and I silence my disagreement. “Come with me.” He motions with his hand, and I follow him back to the basement.


  He opens a door that I’ve been forbidden from touching, and there stands two safes side by side. Turning the knobs and pressing his hand under an illuminated light, it clicks. Piles of green fill it, the smell of filth filtering out. My dad always said there was nothing better than the smell of money, but it’s another thing I completely disagree with. Thumbing up the piles he hands me three stacks of money. “College tuition,” He smiles, and I add the amount in my head.


  “Dad, this is thirty grand.” I hold it up and shake my head.


  “You have no idea how much money you just made me, do you? It’s your cut.” He shuts the safe, ushers me out of the room, and then shuts and locks the door.


  Debating in my head what the hell to do, the money just confirms the guilt of what I’ve done. “I’m not sure I can do much more of this,” I honestly say, and he clasps his hand on my back. That affirmation, he’s proud of me. The sole reason I’ve done it this long—getting praise from him.


  “Oh, Edge, when you’re out of college, you can just dabble into it. I’m not asking you to take over the business.” He laughs, and I hang my head down; the money in my hand burning my flesh.


  When I arrive at the door that I unconsciously walked to, I turn around to find a very satisfied dad. He’s on his high—high of winning. “You did good tonight, kid,” he says, and my stomach churns. “Now go find some girl to celebrate with.” Chrissy’s face floats to mind, weighing my stomach down. He opens his door, an invitation to leave.


  “See ya, Dad,” I say, leaving the house I spent two weekends a month in for so many years. The place I witnessed men lose everything and temporarily gain something from poker parties my dad threw. Here I was leaving with a temporary gain, and I’m not elated like the usual men, instead I’m disheartened at my own actions. I’ve betrayed the one I love, the one I promised I wouldn’t fuck this up.
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  DEX SNUGGLES INTO me, his cold hands brushing against my shoulder when he pulls the blanket over us. It’s been two days, and, although I’m happy, something shifted that night I made him dinner, and I’m not sure what it was. He’s still attentive, driving me to work on the days he has late class. It’s hard to describe, but there’s this little wedge between us that wasn’t there before that night.


  I felt it when he returned to his room. Just like tonight, his cold body slid against mine, nuzzling into my neck. I heard his inhales and sighs. The only difference between that night and this one is I had turned around. I had asked him what was wrong, what had happened at his dad’s. He just shook his head and said nothing, but there in those eyes that shined so bright the two days earlier, were a little dimmer, a little removed from us. He distracted me with his roaming hands, and his lips maneuvering over my body. I allowed him to lie to me, deceive me from whatever it was he felt he had to hide. Although it scared me to my core, somehow I believed he’d divulge it to me. I was sure in time, Dex would come clean, and my only fear was it could be something we couldn’t get through together.


  The charade hasn’t stopped, but instead of asking or demanding he share, I act as though I’m asleep when he slips into bed with me tonight. Forcing my body to stay limp and my eyes to remain shut while the despair of what we are slowly becoming stays constant under my skin with every touch of his hand. As always, he nuzzles and inhales. Sighing. This time, however, he speaks. “Please don’t hate me,” he whispers. That’s when I know, I can’t let this go on further.


  I gradually turn around, wiggling my body out of his embrace. Then repositioning myself to lie facing him, I allow his hand to cup my face and his thumb to mindlessly glide back and forth along my cheek. “Why would I hate you?” I ask him, and his eyes never leave mine.


  I watch him swallow a huge gulp and then maintaining eye contact, he reveals the big secret. “I made a bet.” I bite my lower lip, waiting for more because I can guarantee there is. “I still gamble, Chris,” he admits, and hearing the truth, my heart sinks with what I had already suspected.


  “Why?” I ask, trying to remain calmer than I did all those years back.


  He shrugs his one shoulder. “It’s easy money to me. Makes my dad happy.”


  “Does it make you happy?”


  “I’m not going to lie, it did at one time, but now—with you, it just feels wrong.” He moves his hand to my hip and tugs me a little closer. “I’m sorry, I should have told you sooner, but I’m done.”


  “Is that where you went on Monday night?” I clarify.


  “Yeah. My dad dug into sports betting when he got laid off back when I was in high school. It wasn’t until my sophomore year of college that he told me about it and asked for my help with clients.”


  “Oh, Dex,” I sigh. I had always thought Mr. Prescott was so much better of a father than to get his kid mixed up in the twisted life of gambling. Fear rises that Dex is like my father, but I have to remind myself how much more Dex has ever done for me than my father.


  “At first, I loved it. Kids were eager to make a quick buck, and I was some big man around the house. My dad was always praising me and telling me how much he loved me.” His eyes shift down and then back up. Now they’re filled with sorrow and sadness. “By junior year of college, the pressure increased. I told him I had to take a step back and concentrate on my classes. It was going pretty good so he said okay. He got this Pete guy to take over. I did still bet but only on the games I wanted to and I was fairly positive I would win. It was nice being a college student, playing in the band and just having a good time.”


  “So, how come you’re back helping your dad?”


  “Because Pete left and confiscated a ton of clients. My dad called me over to woo them back. Then he asked for the first time in two years to pick a bet.” His shoulder falls into the pillow, and my pulse beats fast with the expectation he’s going to tell me he lost all of his money. “We won, but I’ve never not enjoyed a win or even the game like this time. This whole betrayal to you made me feel guilty.”


  “Oh, sorry to be the party pooper,” I tease and a small smile begins to form.


  “That’s not what I meant—” he argues.


  “Dex?”


  “Yeah?” I tuck my hands under my head and admire him for being so honest with me. It’s refreshing to anything previous I’ve experienced with my dad.


  “Do you want to quit?”


  “Chris—” he begins to plead his case, but I hold my hand up for him to stop.


  “Hear me out, Dex. Take me out of the equation. Do you really want to stop the betting?” I scoot to the headboard, and he follows my movement, but sits up in front of me.


  “That’s impossible. I can’t take you out. You’re the reason I want to quit.”


  “Then I don’t want you to,” I say, and his forehead scrunches, and he cocks his head to the side.


  “What the hell are you talking about?”


  I shake my head. “I don’t want you to resent me someday, but I’m not sure I can stick around if you continue to gamble either.”


  Inching forward, he grabs my hands. “That’s what you aren’t hearing. Maybe I would have continued if you wouldn’t have come back. I don’t know. But, because you did, you make me want to stop. It’s an easy choice, Chrissy. You’re an easy choice.” He smiles, and I bite the inside of my cheek.


  My heart flutters because no one has ever chosen me over something else. “Dex, I don’t know.”


  “Chris, I would never resent you. As long as you’re in my life, I don’t need anything else.” Tears prick my eyes, because no one has ever said they needed me, let alone felt that way about me. “Why are you crying?” He comes closer, but I scoot back, my head hitting the headboard.


  “Don’t say anything else.” I wave my hand in front of my face to dry the tears.


  “Why? Chris?” he continues pushing for me to confess.


  I sit there trying to collect my thoughts as the world around me shifts. As though I feel the axis positioning me on a better course. That course being Dex. I wish I could leap on to it and allow it to take me where I want to go, but what if it doesn’t? What if I end up crushed?


  “You’re words scare me,” I admit, and this time he doesn’t accept the distance. Grabbing me by my hips, he raises me up and then seats me on his lap.


  “They’re supposed to make you happy. I’m supposed to make you happy,” he says.


  “You do. But what—”


  “Stop it, Chrissy. I’ve done enough ‘what if’s’ to last us until our dying days. We’re done with that shit. Now it’s I love you, kiss me, hug me, and your mine time. Got it?” He winks, his eyes void of the guilt from the past two days, being replaced with the love he’s so willing to give me.


  I smile, and he takes his fingers pushing my lips further. Once I’m almost laughing, he smiles. “Better,” he remarks. “So what will it be first?”


  I tilt my head to the side. “Kiss me, hug me, f—” he begins suggesting.


  “Let’s start with hug,” I direct him, and he wraps his arms around my waist, tugging me close, securing me into the warmth of my home.


  His head nuzzles in the crook of my neck, exactly where he likes it. “Come with me tomorrow?” he murmurs in such a low voice, I barely hear him.


  Pulling back from him, I keep my arms linked around his neck. “My dad’s. I have to tell him.” His body deflates, and I massage the back of his head.


  “Always, Dex … I’ll always be here for you.”


  “Thank you for not blowing a gasket. I was terrified you were going to go all ballistic and leave me.” He kisses the corner of my mouth.


  “Well …” I joke, and he shakes his head.


  “No, Chrissy. I seriously thought I was going to lose you.” He pulls me into him again, a little tighter this time. “The thought of losing you again was gut-wrenching.”


  “You’ll never lose me, Dex.” I grip him tighter, because his honesty and my acceptance to his secret shows how deeply we do care about one another.
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  THE NEXT MORNING, Dex drops me off, a little quieter than previous mornings. I don’t say much, because I know he’s struggling with telling his dad. Like a robot, he opens my door, I slide in, and he walks to his side. He leans over, and his lips peck mine, but I grab his head, holding it there. I sneak my tongue into his mouth, and, for a while, he doesn’t reciprocate. A minute later, it’s his hand on my neck, claiming my mouth, and, as always, he makes me feel utterly and completely wanted.


  Tearing away, he kisses my forehead. “Have a good day. We’ll continue that tonight.” He winks, but there’s not as much of a punch as before. He’s hurting, so I’m hurting.


  Ryland’s been in his studio for the past week, working on some new pieces, which leaves me alone with myself. Locking up the door, I walk down the block to grab some lunch. Lily’s in the window of her florist shop, putting together a display, so I decide I need some cheer in my life and walk in.


  “Good afternoon,” Lily’s voice rings out from the display window area.


  “Hi, Lily. How are things?” I ask her, bending down to smell the different scents of flowers.


  “Busy. The holidays always increase business, and then I have to prepare for Valentine’s Day.” Her hands reaching for flowers out of big buckets to position in other arrangements for display.


  “How do you know what looks good with what?” I ask her, because her arrangements are so beautiful, I wonder where she finds her inspiration.


  “Hmm … I’m not sure.” She shrugs. “Years of experience, I suppose.” She giggles.


  “I love them—” I look around the small store, “all,” I finish, and she turns around, smiling with gratitude.


  “Come here,” she says, motioning me toward the counter with long green stems that have been cut from their beauty.


  Following her, she pulls a few buckets up from below the table and sets them on top. “Pick the flower you like the most,” she prompts me.


  Bending down and inhaling the different fragrances each emits. Picking a Dahlia pom pom, I offer it to Lily, who shakes her head and hands me a pair of scissors. Demonstrating how to cut the stem, I snap the excess green and place it in a vase. “Now, you go ahead and finish it up,” she instructs. “Use anything you want.” I check my watch, finding I have a half hour left for lunch.


  Taking flowers out and comparing to those already in the vase, I go back and forth, indecisive to my core showing its mark in this task. Once I’m done, I can’t stop fixating on it. To me, it’s beautiful, and I can almost see a little of myself in it. Deep pink Dahlia pom poms, white daisies, purple gallants, and a couple light pink roses sprinkled around. A few green sprigs fill the voids. Lily ventures back my way when she hears the clap of my hands when I’m finished.


  “See, it’s beautiful, Chrissy,” she compliments my mediocre, compared to hers, arrangement.


  “Thank you, Lily, it was a lot of fun.” I appreciate her allowing me to explore a little creativity during my break, and I wish I could stay to do ten more.


  “You’re welcome. Why don’t you take it with you,” she offers, but I immediately shake my head. I’ve never even bought a single stemmed rose for myself. For some silly reason, I’m holding out on one day a delivery man shows up at my door.


  “Okay, well, I’ll let you know when it sells because I’m positive it will.” She places her hand on my shoulder, and warmth, like a mother’s touch vibrates through my fabric.


  “You’re very optimistic,” I say, beginning to make my exit from the heaven a few doors down from where I work.


  “I only speak the truth, sweetie.” She remarks and I laugh as the door chime rings above my head, announcing my departure.
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  THE REST OF the afternoon, I research flowers and their meanings. Finding such an array of beauty in each one of them. I get nothing done, not that Ryland has much for me to do these days. Just the scheduling of shows and arranging drivers for delivery of purchased pieces. Ryland recently opened a small area in the back of the gallery for up and coming artists. Many having small shows on Friday or Saturday nights.


  Dex arrives right at five o’clock. I’m surprised he actually comes in to get me. “Hey. I’ll just be a second.” I raise my finger in the air and finish shutting my computer down.


  “Okay,” he says, walking around the room. “The guy’s pretty talented, huh?” he remarks, staring at the same piece I did the first time I came here. The Unfixable one that always has me pondering what Ryland’s inspiration was for that specific piece.


  Walking up beside him, I shrug my purse over my shoulder and he takes my hand in his immediately. Even with his quiet demeanor, and occupied mind, Dex still shows me affection. “Isn’t this one amazing?” I comment, and his head swivels to me.


  “What do you think it means? The woman’s face is so—”


  “Sad,” I finish, and he nods his head. “Lost,” I continue. “I know.”


  “It’s a little hard to look at actually.”


  “Maybe that’s why it hasn’t sold,” I say, debating those words in my head. As though the painting scares people because the woman portrayed is a little too close to their comfort level.


  He shrugs and turns my way. “You ready to hit it?” he asks, and I nod my head.
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  MY STOMACH CHURNS, my fingers drum, and my knee bobs. All day, I’ve gone hot and cold on this conversation with my dad. I think he’ll understand. I hope he’ll see how I need to leave. After Chrissy fell asleep last night, I dissected my love-hate relationship with betting. Finally realizing I love the part of my dad’s praise and accolades, but hated most everything else. Except for the money, who would hate that? But, since I’ve never gotten in too deep, I’ve never truly lost like others.


  That thirty grand my dad handed me a few nights ago sits in my safe with maybe a few other thousand, but it’s the biggest amount I’ve ever received. Ted and my mom pay my tuition, my room and board, and give me an allowance. They have no idea about the bets I make, and I’m positive they wouldn’t be happy about it. That’s why I’ve already decided the thirty g’s are Chrissy’s. For her to go back to school.


  I just need to find a way to tell her and pray she’ll accept it. She’s so stubborn I could see her not accepting it from me.


  The closer we come to my dad’s, the more deep breaths I’m taking. My heart races, but Chrissy reaches over and links my hand that’s currently tapping on my knee. Glancing over at her, she smiles and slowly my reflexive body movements calm down.


  “It will be okay,” she reconfirms, and I pray she’s right, because I’m scared I’m going to lose my dad tonight. That he’ll no longer want me if I can’t win him money or help him out at the house when he needs me.


  Pulling in the circle drive, we walk up to the door, and I walk in with Chrissy’s hand in mine. “Dad!” I yell, and the smell of his spaghetti sauce greets us.


  “In here,” my dad calls out from the kitchen. Chrissy tugs my arm, and I peer down at her smiling, encouraging face. Bending down, I sneak a kiss and bring her my way.


  My dad’s in the kitchen with a pot on the stove, and his reading glasses on while he measures some form of herbs. “Hey, Edge,” he says, never looking over. Chrissy releases a small huff upon hearing my nickname. It clearly disgusts her the same amount as me.


  “Dad,” I repeat, and he glances from the corner of his eye and then turns all the way around. His eyes dart to our tangled hands and then up to our faces.


  “Well … it’s nice to see you, Chrissy.” He slyly tries to raise his eyebrows my way, but it doesn’t work, because Chrissy giggles under her breath a little. “What brings you two here?” He drops the herbs into the sauce and mixes it around with a spoon.


  We take a seat at the table. “I need to talk to you,” I say, my knee bouncing until Chrissy places her hand on me to quiet the nerves.


  “Okay.” My dad takes off his reading glasses, placing them on the counter, and then sits down at the table.


  “Dad, I can’t help anymore.” I spit it out, and Chrissy squeezes my hand in encouragement. This is why I needed her here, because I’d never have the balls otherwise.


  “Chrissy, do you mind giving us a minute?” My dad stares her way, and she begins to stand up, but I grab her hand.


  “She stays, Dad,” I say.


  “Edge,” he warns with a cocked head and piercing eyes.


  “She stays.” I remain firm, and Chrissy sits down again.


  “Mr. Prescott, Dex told me, and you know you don’t have to worry.” She starts speaking and that’s the last thing I need right now unfortunately. Her to fight my battles with my dad.


  “Oh, did he?” my dad comments, nodding to himself.


  “I don’t enjoy it, Dad.” I stare over at Chrissy and back to my dad. “I just won’t put us in jeopardy anymore.”


  My dad relaxes a little and leans back in his chair. Pointing between us, he says, “You two are together?”


  I look at Chrissy, our eyes connect, and we smile at one another. Our love too strong to not be leaking out from our eyes. “Yeah,” I tell him.


  He stands up and walks to the pot on the stove. Chrissy continues to dart her eyes between him and me. The silence of what he’s thinking or how he’ll react inducing anxiety. “Okay, Edge.” He never turns around, but continues stirring the pot. Then he gives his attention to Chrissy. “Can I steal him for just a moment, Chrissy?” She nods of course. “Would you watch the sauce so it doesn’t boil over?”


  “Sure, Mr. Prescott.” She stands, and I kiss her forehead before following my dad downstairs to the basement.


  At the bottom, he leads me over to the table, and I take a seat in the chair while he deals me some cards for blackjack. Who else can say any conversation with their father usually happens while playing a card game? He deals the cards, and, as I give him the hit-me motion, he asks the question I figured he would pick first. “You love her?”


  Placing my hand out to stay, I answer, “Yeah. I do.”


  He deals himself two more cards before standing. We flip, and I win. Re-shuffling, he deals them again. “You’re positive?”


  “Yeah,” I answer, and this time he wins when I bust.


  “That’s all I need to know. This life isn’t for everyone, and I know you’ve always been hot and cold with it. You’ll be getting your degree soon.” He puts the cards away and comes around clapping me on the back. Conversation over and he’s accepted it, the weight that’s been pounding in my stomach all day let’s up. “You have options I never did.”


  When we ascend the stairs, Chrissy’s shutting the lid on the pot. When her gaze finds us, I give her a small nod, and she smiles, just as happy as me that it’s over and my dad has accepted the news. “The sauce smells amazing, Mr. Prescott,” she compliments him.


  Going over, he puts his arm around her shoulders. “Take care of my boy.” She leans into his side, and he kisses the top of her head. “I always had a feeling about you two.”


  “Thanks, Mr. Prescott.” She beams over to me, and I walk over to drag her away.


  “She’s mine,” I joke, and my dad laughs.


  “She always has been,” he murmurs and goes back to his simmering sauce. “You two going to stay for dinner?” he asks, and I glance to Chrissy for the answer.


  “If you’ll have us,” she remarks, and the word us brings warmth to my body, that I have my dad and my girl.
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  AFTER THE USUAL amazing meal of Dex’s dad’s spaghetti sauce and pasta, Dex and I leave hand and hand. I’m still shocked that we’re a couple, something I had wished for but that I never expected to come true.


  “So, we’ll see you later. Don’t be strangers you two.” Mr. Prescott embraces me and I’m reminded how he was more of a fatherly figure to me than my own too many times in my life.


  “We won’t,” Dex tells him and shakes his dad’s hand after I’m released.


  “Thank you for dinner,” I graciously say and he swipes his hand through the air.


  “You’re welcome anytime.” He smiles but something catches his attention behind me and a sour look quickly replaces his content one. “What are you doing here?” That sweet, calmed male voice turns harsh and curt.


  Dex and I flip our heads around at the same time before Dex shuffles me behind him, blocking me from his vision. The vision of the man who completely messed up my life. As angry as I feel, it saddens me witnessing him so disheveled—greasy hair, wrinkled clothes, bearded unkempt facial hair. It may be the worst I’ve ever encountered him.


  “You need to leave.” Dex’s one hand is placed on my hip to keep me protected behind him.


  “Chrissy,” my dad’s meekly voice pleads to me, but I’m unsure how to react. A part of me wants nothing more than to take him and fix him back up like I have my whole life. Try to make him better, get clean. But I remind myself, it will only be temporary.


  “Don’t,” Dex warns him, backing us up further away from him.


  “She’s my daughter,” my dad counters, but Dex shakes his head.


  “Stay the fuck away from her. What you did? I swear—”


  “Calm down, Dex.” Mr. Prescott steps forward, sandwiching my father between the two of us. “Zeke, what are you doing here, man?” My dad twists his head to Mr. Prescott’s voice.


  Ignoring us, he gives Dex’s dad his sole attention. “I need your help, Theo.”


  “I can’t help you. It’s time you do something for yourself.” He crosses his arms and widens his stance. Dex still won’t let me by him, but his arm has dropped from my hip.


  “I’m ruined. No one will even give me a chance to win anything to pay back what I owe. Nico won’t stop coming after me—”


  “You gave up your own damn daughter. What the hell is wrong with you?” Mr. Prescott yells and my dad hangs his head down low. I cringe at the words spoken out loud. My face reddens from embarrassment for myself.


  “I know. It was a moment of weakness—” my dad tries to spit out, but Mr. Prescott grabs him by his shirt and yanks him so they are mere inches apart.


  “I don’t give a fuck. She’s your God damn daughter for fuck’s sake. There’s no excuse for what you did.” Mr. Prescott releases his grip and my dad falls to the ground. I fight the urge to run to him and pick him up.


  “I’m sorry. He offered it up and I agreed.” My dad turns to me with pleading eyes. Pleading for what I’m not sure. Help maybe, but one thing is for sure, I don’t see much of a plea for forgiveness in them.


  I slide to the side of Dex but he holds his arm around the front of my body as though he’s my own gate to get through. “I need to do this,” I whisper and wait for his eyes to look down at mine. After a few seconds he nods, but with every step I make, he matches it.


  “Dad,” I say, alerting his attention and he stands up to his feet. Wobbling to the side, I instinctively offer a hand and he takes it as always.


  “Chrissy, listen to me. I’m sorry. If I had any other choice.” He continues his ridiculous excuse of why he would offer my body as payment of a debt.


  I hold my hand up in the air. “Just stop, Dad. For once, just admit it. Admit you’re wrong. That what you did is inexcusable.” Dex’s arms cross against his body again and I’m desperate to feel the security of them again because it’s confirmed my dad doesn’t give a shit about me.


  “It was inexcusable. I’m sorry.” His apology doesn’t quite reach his eyes as he makes no attempt at physical contact. “Where have you been anyway?” he asks and I’m reluctant to tell him. He’ll just want something from me, and as anger mixes with shame that I never saw how uncaring he was earlier, I’m glad Dex takes over so I can grab a hold of these feelings inside me.


  “None of your business.” Dex steps forward again, easily situating himself into the protective stance.


  “Edge,” my dad begs and Dex’s head automatically shakes side to side.


  “How much total to clear you out of danger?” Mr. Prescott asks my dad, and he whips his head around.


  “Shit, I don’t know, Theo.” His palm rubs across his face, dragging down to his jaw. “Twenty? Twenty-five?” He acts obtuse, although we all know he knows the number. He’s not some twenty-something newbie that just entered the games.


  We all cock our heads and his eyes close, exasperated by our questions. “Twenty-eight,” he finally confesses.


  “How could you, dad? Get it that high? Who allowed you?” I yell and Dex places his hand on my arm. My eyes dart to his and I take a deep breath.


  “He cheated,” Dex mumbles and every puff of air deflates from me. Cheating is another realm completely. I’m surprised my dad’s still here after that. “Different people are looking for him,” Dex admits and I’m saddened that he kept that secret to himself. But I understand why he might have. Dex may have felt that I was finally free of my dad and didn’t want me to get sucked in. Which I’m afraid, by my heart pulling toward my dad’s situation, is going to happen.


  “Oh, God.” I sigh, biting the side of my lip.


  “Please, Chrissy. I need your help.” My dad steps forward, but Dex pulls me back.


  Once he distances us from our dads, he places his hands on both of my shoulders. “I see you fighting yourself.” His eyes aren’t angry, but only filled with concern. In this moment, the warm loving feeling wraps around me. The safety of a new life with Dex—someone who would never hurt me the way my dad has. “I have some money, that I won. If you want to give it to him, it’s yours. But Chrissy, eventually you’ll have to walk away. You can’t save him.” Dex reasons with me, with the truth that my dad needs the will to change. I can’t do it for him.


  “I know. It’s just, cheating? I mean you know what it means, Dex.” I leave it at that because we don’t need to inform the other of the harm my dad is probably in. Could he get out of it? Maybe. “I won’t take your money though.” I stand there and stare up into the dark sky with the few stars out for viewing tonight, as images of my dad’s swollen face or dead body lying in an alley flash across my mind. I can practically hear the morgue calling me to claim his body after whoever he cheated gets their revenge. This one decision could seal his fate and I’m not sure I have the strength to make it.


  “If it makes you feel better this time, go ahead,” Dex wraps his arms around my body and I bury my head into his chest. Fighting the tears from tumbling down, I lean back and glance over to my dad one more time.


  He sits on the steps with his head in his hands while Mr. Prescott’s finger points, lecturing him. “He’ll only do it again. You know as well as I do.” I grip Dex tighter, wanting the comfort of the one who does love me because my dad definitely does not. Pushing back from him slightly, I allow his heartfelt blue eyes to give me the courage and support to take this step for myself. “I have no choice,” I tell him and his lips turn at the corners a little because he agrees, but wishes it was different.


  Placing his hands on either side of my face, he makes sure never to break contact. “I’ll always be here for you, no matter what you choose.”


  My hands cover his and I take the deepest breath of my life. His unwavering, caring eyes bring an appreciation that I have such a wonderful man that won’t leave me, no matter what I choose. “Thank you.”


  “You never have to thank me. You have me by your side forever.” He bends down and kisses me short and sweet.


  “You two a couple now?” my dad yells over to us and our faces tear apart, giving him our attention.


  “They are.” Mr. Prescott widens his stance in front of my dad while crossing his arms.


  “About damn time,” he says, springing up from his seated position, flashing a I just won the lottery grin. “Edge, can I talk to you?” He hooks his finger and motions for Dex to come to him. Dex’s eyes peer down to me, unsure, and an annoyed huff leaves my lips.


  Figuring out my dad’s plan of attack, I take the five steps over the cement driveway to face my dad once and for all. “So, you’re happy about me and Dex?” I ask, displaying a concerned daughter act.


  “Why would I not? I’ve thought for years you two should be together.” My dad leisurely places his hands in his pockets and raises his shoulders up and down.


  “What did you need with Dex, then?” I ask, and Dex’s heavy steps can be heard behind me before his hand reaches my hip, wrapping me in the comfort of his presence.


  “I thought since he’s practically family, we could work something out.” He turns to Dex, whose hand tightens around me. “I promise I’ll make good.” He dishes out those empty filled guarantees and the urge to slap him twitches in my hand.


  My fists tighten next to my thighs and heat rushes up to my face. “Absolutely NOT!” I scream. Lowering my voice after realizing the quiet streets of Mr. Prescott’s neighborhood, I continue, “Will you ever change?” On the brink of tears from his careless attitude toward what he’s done makes me frustrated beyond belief. He’ll never truly love me and consistently put me in bad positions, leaving me to never have a life of my own.


  “Chrissy, listen to me. This is perfect. Edge can help me with some sure things and then I’ll be out—” He holds his hands up in the air in defense.


  “Save it. I’m done. I love you, Dad, but I can’t live like this anymore. I can’t allow your life to dictate mine.” Taking Dex’s hand in mine, I tighten my hold and allow his blue eyes to ease me. “My future is a good one now and I’m taking my life in my own hands.” Dex’s lips turn up at my confession. Then I whip my head to my dad’s direction again. “Unfortunately, if you can’t clean up your act, there’s no room for you. So, good luck, Dad. I hope you can figure something out.” Leaning into Dex’s muscled chest, I whisper, “Take me home, please.”


  Dex remains silent and walks me to his truck. My dad remains planted on the driveway, stunned to discover I won’t help him and neither will Dex. My body begins to slowly crumble as though I chipped off an edge of a cake where the frosting was holding it all together. Doubting my decision every mile, it took all of my self-control not to ask Dex to turn around. Take him up on that offer of the money and save my dad one last time. By the time we get home, tears threaten in my eyes with nightmare thoughts of what will happen to my dad.


  The house is dark and empty of our roommates when the truck pulls in the driveway. I patiently wait for Dex to open my passenger door for me and when he sees my face, he yanks me into his body. The strong arms secure me that I indeed did make the right decision. My arms wrapped around his neck, he carries me into the house bride style. He doesn’t flick a light on, leaving the darkness to consume us. When we reach his bedroom, he takes off my clothes and then his own before laying us down in his bed. “I promise to always take care of you, Chrissy.” I tug on his hands and bring them up to my chest.


  “I promise the same. Thank you,” I manage to tell him before tears overflow and the dam I’ve built tumbles.


  Dex holds me tight into him, whispering his love for me and the future he guarantees we have. It comforts and secures me, but the heartbreak of losing my dad can’t be shaken just yet. The whole night, I fall in and out of sleep, but Dex’s embrace never falters. By morning, I’m in a melancholy mood, but I muster a smile for Dex.


  “Feeling any better?” he asks, while his fingers outline figure eights on my bare stomach.


  “A little,” I lie.


  “Probably with time.” His moist lips hit my neck and a zing rapidly shoots through my body.


  “Can I ask you a question?” He picks up his head and his hand stops moving.


  “Anything.”


  “The money you were talking about last night with my dad,” I mention, not really asking a full question.


  “You want it? Did you change your mind?” His face genuine, no alarm in his actions.


  “No. You got it from gambling, right?” I ask and his eyes slowly close and his chest rises and falls deeply.


  “Yeah,” he confirms, guilt still residing in his demeanor. “I want to talk to you about it.”


  I scoot up on the bed, my back arches from the cold iron headboard and then relaxes back down. “What about?”


  “I want you to have it for school.” He grabs both of my hands and huddles them together as though we’re in the middle of a snowstorm.


  “No, Dex. It’s your money. I don’t want it.” My head quickly shaking back and forth.


  “Come on, Chris—”


  “End of discussion, Dex.” I release my hands and his jaw drops. I swing my legs over the bed, but his muscled arms wrap around my stomach.


  “Okay … okay. You win,” he says in my ear, “now come back down and lay with me for a bit.”


  I allowed Dex to coax me back into the warmth of the bed, nuzzling up to my own personal heater. “One day though, Chrissy … you’ll be enrolling at Western.”


  As much as I want my dream of becoming a college student one day to reach true, I hate owing anyone to obtain it.
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  IT’S BEEN A month and the thirty thousand has been burning a damn hole in my safe. I need something unique to make sure she doesn’t decline it or can’t refuse. Everyday I give her some explanation why she should use it, that I’ll never do anything with the money. Her resolve is wearing, I can tell. Sadie and Brady went up to Niagara Falls to celebrate their anniversary, and I asked Rob to disappear for tonight, so it’s just me and Chrissy.


  I drop Chrissy at work as usual and I walk down to Lily’s Florist. The minute I enter, the fragrant smell overwhelms my senses, and I have no idea what people love about them. A middle-aged woman peers up and smiles before placing a pen down and emerging from behind the counter. “Hello. How can I help you?” she asks, and I spot this pink flower arrangement that Chrissy described to me last night. She’s been coming here twice a week, putting them together on her lunch hour.


  “Hi, Lily?” I question, and she tilts her, wondering if she should know me.


  “My name is Dex Prescott. I’m Chrissy Dawson’s boyfriend.” I introduce myself, and she smiles wider.


  “Oh,” she says, “what a lucky guy you are.” She smirks.


  “That I am,” I agree.


  “So, what brings you in?”


  “I need to buy a few arrangements. Her arrangements.”


  “You don’t have to buy them. I offer them to Chrissy each time, but she declines.” I know why she declines because Sadie filled me in on the fact that Chrissy has never received even one flower from someone, let alone a bouquet.


  “Yeah, I know. But I insist on paying.” I dig my hand in my pocket, but she places her hand on my arm.


  “No, if they’re for her, you take them,” she insists.


  Relenting, I nod my head. “Okay then, I need to buy a few single ones as well.”


  “That we can do,” she tells me and walks over to the glass case that holds white buckets filled with roses.


  A few minutes later, I have Chrissy’s last two bouquets and an array of roses.
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  HAVING SOME TIME to kill, I walk around the gallery and admire Ryland’s paintings. Ryland busies himself, sorting through some new framed ones that he just completed.


  “I can’t believe this one hasn’t sold,” I say, pointing to ‘Unfixable’. I love everything it portrays so much, I’d contemplated making an offer.


  His head raises, and then he gets to his feet. Meeting me in front the painting, he rubs the back of his head and then gazes at for a few seconds. “That’s my wife,” he reveals.


  “Oh, Ryland, I had no idea you were divorced.”


  “Widower,” he clarifies, his eyes still fixed on the painting. My heart plummets that he’s so young to lose someone he obviously loved from the way his eyes stare at the painting with so much affection. “I’ve had offers, but I just can’t part with it.”


  “I’m sorry,” I apologize for his loss and for embarrassingly prying into his life by asking about it.


  “She suffered,” he pauses. “I’m glad she’s no longer in pain.” He turns to me, giving me a tight smile that never reaches his eyes. It’s the first time I’ve seen Ryland so melancholy and sadness washes through me that I brought up the subject that elicited his mood.


  I touch his shoulder, and he steps a little closer. “Never take a day for granted, Chrissy.” He turns around and disappears behind his office door.


  Fifteen minutes later, Dex strolls in with low slung jeans, his heavier jacket, and hat flipped backwards. I’m not sure I’ll ever get tired of ogling his body. “Keep looking, baby. I don’t mind,” he cockily spouts, and I roll my eyes.


  Closing the distance, he kisses me hello. “Let’s go,” he urges, nodding his head toward the door.


  “Hold on.” I open the drawer to retrieve my purse, and hem and haw if I should tell Ryland I’m leaving. The way he left, I feel like he needs his space. “Give me a sec,” I hold my finger up to Dex and steadily walk to Ryland’s office. Giving a quick knock, I quickly say, “I’m leaving, Ryland. Have a good night.”


  “Good night, Chrissy. See you Monday,” he hollers through the door, and my shoulders slump a little, wishing I never would have said anything.


  Coming back out, Dex is mindlessly picking up pens and putting them down in the holder, stopping as soon as I turn the corner. “Ready, baby?” he asks, straightening up and holding his hand out for me.


  Dex is unusually giddy the whole ride home, and I keep looking out the corner of my eye at him, wondering what’s so great. He parks the truck, and I wait until he comes around to open my door. I begin to walk to the back door and he follows a few steps behind. “What do you want to have for dinner?” I ask him, tossing a glance over my shoulder.


  “I don’t care. I’ll order something in,” he casually answers.


  Unlocking the door, Dex holds the screen door open for me. We walk through, and I drop my purse on the table, continuing my way to the stairs. “Let me just get out of these clothes.” I start jogging up the stairs. My feet stop at the sight of a single yellow rose on the landing with a note attached to it with a ribbon. “Dex!” I call out, but he doesn’t answer. Unfolding the card, I find his handwritten inscription.
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  I hold it to my chest, my heart growing for Dex that he was the first to give me a flower. I’m about to walk downstairs when I catch a pink rose lying at the top of the landing. Quickly stomping up the steps, I grab it and flip the card open.
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  I clasp the two roses in my hand, my heart fluttering everywhere. Eager to see if there’s more, I search out a purple rose hanging from above my door. Untying it from the ribbon, I inspect the card.
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  My hand cups my mouth, and my heart soars with a little more love for him, if that’s possible. I open my door and lying on my bed is an orange rose. Jumping on the bed, I grasp it and fling the paper open.
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  Tingles ignite, thinking about Dex and I in the bedroom. The bathroom door is open, and I spot a trail of white rose petals along the floor. Flicking the light on, I discover a note in the middle of the floor with one rose. Picking it up, I read the note.
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  Looking down, I take a deep breath and find the path turns red. Hanging on Dex’s bathroom door, a red one is positioned similar to the purple one on mine. Itching to reach him, my feet race to the door, taking it down, I go to the note.
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  All of the roses bundled in my hand, I turn the knob, anxious to see his face. When I open the door, “The One” by Static Cycle begins playing, and Dex starts walking toward me. It was the first song we ever danced to, at his mom’s wedding. Two of the bouquets I made at Lily’s this week sit on the nightstands.


  Tears break through and I wipe them from my face, waiting for him to reach me. With every step he takes, my heart expands for this boy-turned-man in all the years I’ve known him. “Thank you,” I say softly.


  “One more gift.” He pulls a box from behind his back. A large, rectangular box wrapped in silver paper with a white ribbon and bow tied around it. My mouth dries as he leads me over to the edge of the bed. Nodding his head for me to open it, he turns down the music slightly.


  My fingers slip under the tape and lift the paper up. Discarding the lid, I place it on the bed and tear through the tissue paper. Dex at my side, I give him one more glance before finishing. Finding a Western t-shirt, I smile. Picking it up, I hang it across my chest. An envelope at the bottom of the box alarms me. Staring over at Dex, he only nods his head at me. My hands shake as I pick it up and cross my finger over the seam. I pull a slip of paper out of the envelope and read Cashier’s Check, and then my eyes flicker to the amount. It drops out of my hand.


  “Dex,” I sigh and shake my head, “I can’t.”


  He bends down, picks it up off the floor and then places it in my hands. “You can, and you will.” Placing my hand over my mouth, tears stream down my face, and I shake my head. He’s already given me more than I could ever give back, I can’t accept his money as well. “We’ll figure out the rest after this runs out.” He presses it into my hands.


  “But—” I argue.


  “But nothing. Chrissy, this is your money as well as mine. Gambling took so much away from you; allow it to give back in some way. You deserve it.” I sit for a few silent seconds debating it in my head. “Say something,” he urges.


  Realizing this is my time to thank him and stop pushing him. “Dex! I love you.” I crawl over and straddle his body on the bed. “Thank you so much.” I bend down and kiss him on the lips. “I’ll pay you back as soon as I graduate,” I say.


  Shaking his head amused by me, he places his hands on either side of my face, holding me steady for a second. Staring into my eyes, that love I’ve become so familiar with boring into my own, he breaths in and out. “Marry me?” he asks. “I’m not asking for today or tomorrow, but just someday.”


  “YES!” I exclaim and sprinkle kisses across his face.


  


  A Month Later …
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  SITTING IN THE white folding chair with kids running around the tables screaming, “You’re it.” Adjusting my tie, I loosen it from around my neck and unbutton the top button of my shirt. With my jacket long gone already, I’m finally more relaxed.


  Chloe stops at my table and sits down next to me. “So, Uncle Dex?” she questions, and I give her my full attention.


  “Yeah, Chloe?”


  “When will you have a baby?” she asks, and I cock my eyebrow at her question.


  “I don’t know. Probably not for a while,” I tell her, and she frowns.


  “Why so sad?” I ask, and she shrugs.


  She leans in, and I follow suit. “I don’t know, I overheard Kailey talking about someone having a baby in their belly,” she whispers.


  “What?” My body straightens in my chair from her peeking my interest.


  “Yep. But I guess it’s not you, so I’m on to my next suspect.” She hops off and runs across the yard to Grant, who’s holding Addy in his arms. I practically spit out my beer when his eyes bulge and his mouth gaps open with Chloe’s question. Then his head adamantly shakes back and forth.


  “What’s so funny?” I feel her hand on my shoulder, and she squeezes. Grabbing her hand, I swing her around and position her on my lap, where she belongs.


  She has no idea how my body reacts every time she comes into my sight. She’s gorgeous in her silver, satin gown that flows over her body. Her hair pulled up off of her neck. I place my lips on the back of it, and she melds into me a little more. “Are you pregnant?” I whisper, and she turns around, narrowing her eyes.


  “Shut your mouth. Don’t wish that on us.” She pushes her head back, and then returns. “Yet,” she corrects, and I laugh, happy I’m not the only one that sees a little one in our future.


  “Okay, so I’ll take that as a no,” I clarify and she nods her head up and down fast a few times.


  “Definitely … nooo.” She makes it abundantly clear. “Why are you asking?” She swings her arm around my shoulder, and her breasts push against my chest, making me want to go try for a baby right now, or at least practice.


  “Chloe said she overheard Kailey talking about someone having a baby in their belly,” I divulge, and her eyes pop out and she shrugs.


  “Really? I haven’t heard anything.”


  We look out to our friends. Brady and Sadie wrapped in each other’s arms while he feeds her a piece of cake. Grant and Jessa, peering over at the stroller with their arms around each other’s backs. Lastly, Trey and Kailey. Her dress swishing side to side as she makes her way to her groom. He takes her in his arms, and she laughs when he dips her and then plants a kiss to her lips.


  “Huh … I wonder who it is then?”


  “Me too. But, I assure you Mr. Prescott, it’s not us.” She kisses my lips, igniting the fire that only she can put out.


  “Whenever you’re ready, just let me know.” I wink, and she slaps my arm.


  “You just want to practice,” she infers, and I tug her closer.


  “Let’s go now. It’s not our wedding,” I whisper, and she shakes her head, but I tap her ass to get up. She stands, and we’re about to escape when we hear a guy scream. “No? Serious?”


  Both of us turn our heads around and then amusedly look at each other. “I guess we know who’s going to be a daddy,” I say, and our eyebrows raise at one another.


  


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  


  MY ARMS OVERFLOWING with plastic bags of groceries, I sigh at the sight of Chrissy straddling Dex in the kitchen chair. Their lips locked and his hands half way to her tits. “Have some respect, this is Mrs. Fletcher’s home,” I interrupt them, and Chrissy laughs, pushing back from Dex’s embrace.


  “Do you need some help?” Chrissy swings her legs from across his lap, earning a groan from Dex. When she wipes her mouth of his left over saliva, I debate if moving my ass in with them was a huge mistake.


  “Nah, I got it.” The jars and boxes slam on the table when I release them from my grasp.


  “Sounds like it,” Dex comments and grabs a beer from the fridge. Twisting it open, he returns to his seat, watching Chrissy and I unpack the bags and put the food away.


  “You could help,” Chrissy says, but Dex shrugs.


  We moved out of Brady’s two weeks ago when Mrs. Fletcher offered us her place. She was looking for renters, since her new permanent residence would be in Salt Fork Lake, and offered it to us. With Brady and Sadie’s upcoming nuptials, we all knew it was time to part ways, if even just across the street. It’s bad enough that Sadie and Chrissy both teared-up when Dex walked the last box over. Chrissy’s phone and our doorbell ring incessantly, although, I’m fairly certain Sadie has a key, even with my persistent disagreement on that topic.


  When I leave Chrissy to cook dinner since it’s her turn, I disappear into the garage. I have a race tomorrow night to prepare my Mustang for. Once in the silence of the garage, I absorb the melancholy feeling that usually overtakes me when I start working on the car. The memories of times long gone, too hard to forget. The laughs, the razzing, the companionship that was built alongside souping up cars when I was younger. Then it abruptly stopped and I couldn’t pick up a wrench without flinging it into the drywall. The heart wrenching and loneliness suddenly replaced the self-fulfillment of it all.


  When I received that call while on the road with the Beatskulls and Krypto, it was the second call in my life that veered me down a different path. The difference with this one was, it was a better one. A brighter one that held a future with it.


  Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t get some calling from God and I’m not becoming a monk, but it had been a long time since I felt cared for. That she wanted to see my face, wanted to hear my voice. Wanted us to mend our relationship and forge ahead after everything that happened. That I wasn’t the forgotten one left behind to fend for myself.


  Cutting my ties with Beatskulls and Krypto fueled the rumor mill and since my reputation wasn’t stellar, people chose to believe what they did. Not like other people’s impression of me has ever mattered, well, not since everyone turned their backs on me years ago.


  Shoving my phone into the iPhone player, “In the End” by Linkin Park blares from the speakers and I slide under my car to tweak the throttle, remembering my first race. How intimidated I felt, but instantly faked my confidence and learned how quickly people believe the persona you portray. Have I taken it over the top over the years? Maybe.


  The music lulls and my phone dings from a text message. Sliding out, I wipe my greasy hands on a towel and toss it on the chair. My thumb swipes across my screen and a small smile crosses my lips.


  Mom: You’ll be there tomorrow, right?


  Me: Yeah. Ten o’clock.


  Mom: See you then. Love you.


  Me: Love you too.


  It’s short and sweet, but more than we’ve had over the years so I’ll take it. Just as I’m about to put my phone back into the player, a black Infiniti pulls up the driveway. Cocking my head, I leave the safe confines of my garage to see who’s visiting. Figuring it’s one of Mrs. F’s friends, I wait patiently for them to climb out of the vehicle. What I don’t expect is a pair of long legs to step out first.


  Eager to see the rest of the body attached, I cross my arms and plaster my cocky grin in place. By the time she fully divulges herself, I’m staring at what might be the hottest piece of ass I’ve seen in a long time. Skin tight jeans and snug t-shirt cover up a body I’d love to reveal in the naked form for my hands to manipulate. Her hair a wild mess of brown curls, and her face so adorable and innocent, I curse myself for the dirty thoughts that just crossed my mind.


  “Hi,” she says.


  “Hi,” I respond, giving her a head nod, always remaining my arrogant self.


  “Is Chrissy here?” she asks and I wonder if this is some school friend of hers.


  “Yeah. Is she expecting you?” I ask, not moving from my stance and I can see her shuffling her feet and biting her lip, obliviously uncomfortable.


  “Um … yeah,” she answers.


  “Right this way,” I swing my arm over to lead her to the back door. “Are you in a class with her?” For a reason I don’t even know, I make conversation to make her feel welcomed.


  “Yes.” She answers and from how near her voice is, she’s right at my heels.


  “So, you guys are studying or something?” I ask, keeping the conversation going.


  “Um … no … I’m here to take the spare room,” she admits and I spin around, causing her to run smack into my chest. My hands fly out to grip her arms and I hold her firm a few inches away. Her eyes blink a few times, gaining her balance before stepping back away from me.


  “Roommate?” I question because we had talked about not being able to afford the house, but no one had actually said for sure we were getting another roommate, let alone a girl … a girl that I’ll want to fuck every time I see her.


  “Um … yeah,” she says and my heart beats faster with the thought of seeing her in skimpy pajamas or better yet catching her out of the shower. Her wet skin as the water droplets fall down her body. Damn, get yourself together.


  I’m positive she’s freaked out by my imagination of her naked body for my taking that thankfully, Chrissy emerges out the door. “Paige!” she exclaims and I allow this gorgeous creature’s name to roll off my tongue. “This is Rob.” Chrissy gives me a thumb motion and then grabs her hand and swipes her away from me.


  Venturing into the kitchen, I try to appear as though I’m just here for a beer. The footsteps upstairs igniting an urge to follow, if only to stare at her ass while she walks in front of me. Dex saunters into the kitchen, smirk in place. “What’s up man?” He grabs a beer and twists it open, flinging the top into the trashcan.


  “I didn’t know we were getting a roommate.” I mention and he shrugs.


  “You knew we couldn’t afford it. We have the space so might as well get a few more.” He’s right on one account, especially if it’s Paige.


  “I could have gotten a guy or two,” I remark and Dex laughs.


  “Hell no. I’m getting too damn old for a bachelor party, not to mention, I don’t need Chrissy yelling every time your friend leaves the toilet seat up.” He laughs because Chrissy’s the coolest chick I’ve ever known and I’m pretty sure she’d never do that. But my friends would cause rifts for sure if they moved in. “This one seems nice,” he says, flipping through his phone. “Oh, dinners in the fridge. Chrissy made you a plate,” he reminds me.


  “Thanks.” I stand back up and pull out the foil-covered plate Chrissy left for me. Opening the drawer, I pull out a fork and venture back to the table. “What do you mean this one? Have there been more?” I can’t help but feel out of the loop.


  “Yeah, Chrissy’s had a few come and look all week. Some don’t want a co-ed situation, others she’s not so hot on.” He never glances up from his phone.


  “When do we get a say?” I ask, piling a fork full of food into my mouth.


  Dex chuckles. “We don’t man.” He confirms my suspicions.


  “I like this one,” I tell him and he raises his eyes to me and arches an eyebrow. “What?” I ask.


  “If you like her, she’s off the list. We don’t need any complications here.” His attention focused back to his phone.


  Chrissy comes down with Paige five minutes later and I lean back in my chair with my beer in my hand, as though she might be more compelled to take the room if I come with it. Chrissy scrunches her eyes at me and Paige glances but disregards me immediately.


  “So, are you interested?” Chrissy asks Paige and her vision darts to me and Dex before looking at Chrissy.


  “Um … yeah I think I am,” she answers and I sit up a little straighter.


  “Okay, we’ll let you know then.” Chrissy shuts her down and I tilt my head. What is she thinking?


  I stand and spot Chrissy’s eyes on me the whole five steps it takes me to reach them. “If you like the room, it’s yours Paige,” I tell her and Chrissy’s shoulders deflate and Dex swings around in his chair, shocked by my actions.


  “Really?” Paige excitedly asks, looking at Chrissy whose mouth is ajar and currently giving me a death stare.


  “Sure,” Chrissy agrees and Paige hugs her.


  “Thank you so much.” She digs in her purse and pulls out a checkbook. Scribbling a few things, she tears it off and hands it to Chrissy. “Here’s the first month’s rent and security deposit you mentioned.”


  Chrissy takes the check from her hand and stands there speechless.


  I go to the drawer and take the extra key out of the drawer. “Here you go, Paige.” I hand it to her and she grabs it from my grip.


  “Thank you.”


  “Move in whenever you want,” I tell her and Chrissy moves to say something, but I cut her off. “We’re all happy to have you,” I say, wrapping my arm around Chrissy’s shoulders.


  Chrissy pinches my back and I squirm to the side. “Yeah, welcome Paige,” she says.


  We wait for Paige to leave after discussing she’ll move in tomorrow at some point. I curse myself since I won’t be around, but happy to know she’ll be nice to come home to.


  “What the fuck, Rob?” Chrissy swears and I laugh because it doesn’t happen very often.


  “Why weren’t you guys consulting me?” I ask, washing my dish off in the sink.


  “Because of what just happened. You only selected her because of her looks,” Chrissy argues and Dex watches the show from the table.


  “So?” I ask.


  “So, we need someone long term, not for you to fuck them and then they move. I don’t want a revolving door of roommates.” Chrissy continues her rant as I place my plate in the dishwasher.


  “It won’t be. She’ll want me again after she’s had me once,” I assure her, but she smacks me across the back of the head.


  “Hey now,” I warn and face her, noticing how upset she really is. “All right, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have made the decision for all of us. But you seemed excited for her to be here,” I comment and she cocks her head.


  “I am. I like Paige … A LOT. She overheard me talking about needing a roommate and asked, otherwise I never would have offered. I want to keep her as a friend and I have a feeling if she moves in here, that won’t happen.”


  I grab her and wrap my arms around her, earning a disgusted look from Dex. “Don’t worry, I’ll be a complete gentleman,” I assure her.


  “Doubtful,” she murmurs and shakes her head. She knows me all too well.
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  Rob’s Story - Let Me Go (The Invisibles #5) COMING Winter 2015


  GOODREADS LINK FOR LET ME GO


  


  


  More From The Invisibles


  


  Can’t Let Go playlist on Spotify


  Join The Invisibles Discussion Group on Facebook


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  DO NOT read if you haven’t read LET ME LOVE yet.
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  Trey and Kailey’s Wedding


  [image: ]


  


  “WE’RE GOING TO be here all damn day. She’s so indecisive,” Jessa whispers to me as we flip through the row of dresses wrapped in plastic.


  “I can hear you,” Sadie says from the next row over.


  “It’s nothing I wouldn’t say to your face.” Jessa giggles and playfully rolls her eyes.


  “Stop fooling around and search,” Sadie yells over the sea of white.


  “Brady doesn’t care if the dress isn’t perfect,” Jessa adds, and I hear a long sigh from Sadie.


  “He’d probably prefer if I was naked,” Sadie jokes.


  “Awe, Sadie, you made a joke. See, you still have your sense of humor, even if you’re turning into a bridezilla,” Jessa continues, picking on her.


  “JESSA!” Sadie exclaims, clearly annoyed.


  I let the two best friends bicker back and forth, while I admire the beautiful dresses. The memory of shopping for Jen’s wedding dress comes to mind. The fact we spent all day at a bridal shop similar to this one, only for Jen to decide she didn’t want any of them. We left, and she drove us to the mall. Grabbing the second white sundress she found on the rack, she bought her wedding dress for less than fifty dollars. My lips turn up remembering how we gorged ourselves on mall fries, pretzels, and Coke before getting our nails done.


  The image of the one dress I remember seeing her in comes to mind. She was so gorgeous and elegant looking she could’ve been Cinderella. A form-fitting strapless beaded bodice that puffed out into layers of tulle and satin. When Jen stood on that center block in front of those three long mirrors, I was in complete awe. From that day forward, I dreamed of my wedding day. Not the church, the people, or big reception. I couldn’t wait to stand at the end of an aisle, wearing the princess dress and staring down at the man who would be my husband. The man who’d captured my heart and intended to keep it safe.


  As Sadie ventures back into the fitting room with six new dresses to try on, I continue to search for a dress matching Sadie’s criteria while daydreaming about a dress most likely not in style anymore. I mean, Jen and Caden got married eight years ago and trends have changed. I need to focus on helping Sadie, so I push my dream dress back into its mental closet and keep skimming though the dresses.


  Then about ten dresses later my jaw drops open. There it is, not the exact one, but almost identical. Too excited to think about anything else, I hurriedly unzip the bag and allow my fingers to brush against the elaborate beaded design.


  “Try it on,” Jessa says, nudging me with her shoulder.


  Snapping back to reality, I answer, “No, this is Sadie’s day.” My eyes fixate on the dress in my hands. My body is practically itching with the thought of slipping into it.


  “She doesn’t care. You know you and Trey will be getting hitched sometime soon anyway.” She takes it from the rack and begins walking to the fitting rooms.


  “Jessa!” I say, following after her.


  “Excuse me,” Jessa taps the woman on the shoulder. The pleasant-as-pie assistant smiles nicely at her. “We need another fitting room.” She nods her head in my direction.


  “No, we don’t really,” I argue back. The lady peers over at me and then back to Jessa.


  “I’m terribly sorry, but it’s by appointment only. Those fitting rooms are reserved for other brides or bridesmaids coming in shortly.” Anyone can hear her curt and displeased meaning under her high pitched fake reply.


  “It will only take a second. It’s one dress, one girl,” Jessa attempts to persuade her, but the lady shakes her head and apologizes. “All right then,” she says, grabbing my hand and leading me down the hall anyway. “Sadie!” She knocks on Sadie’s fitting room door.


  “What?” Sadie calls out from the other side. You can tell she’s already expecting the worst from Jessa.


  “Open the door.”


  Sadie inches it open, half wrapped in a dress with her assigned assistant helping her button it up. “I already told you, I want something more sleek.” She points to the dress.


  “It’s not for you, it’s for Kailey. You should have seen her eyes light up when she was staring at it.” Jessa pushes her way through the door with me in tow.


  “I’m sorry, Sadie. I told her no.” I shake my head. The last thing I would want to do is take over a bride’s day. The way Sadie is with this wedding, she’ll hate me for it.


  “You should know her by now, she doesn’t accept the word no.” Sadie laughs, scooting over. “It’s more than fine, Kailey. It’s gorgeous,” she remarks, looking at it through the mirror.


  “Oh, Serena can be such a pest at times. She should have let you use one of the other fitting rooms,” Lily, Sadie’s sales assistant, whispers. “But, there’s more than enough room in here for all of us.” She genuinely smiles at us and continues buttoning Sadie up in a beautiful, flowing silk dress with buttons up the back.


  “Strip,” Jessa says, and my shoulders slump.


  “You sound like Trey,” I tease.


  “Romance gone already,” she counters back and we all laugh.


  “No, it’s just …” I don’t finish, but start taking off my clothes.


  “You have a killer body, I’m so jealous,” Jessa remarks, blatantly staring at my almost naked body only covered up by my mismatched bra and underwear. If I would’ve known I would be getting naked in front of anyone but Trey, I would have put on my best matching satin set. Now a days, Trey probably doesn’t even see what kind of bra I’m wearing. With three kids under five, there’s limited time, so the motive is really just to remove it from my body.


  “You’ll get your figure back,” Sadie says.


  “Just wait, they do irreversible damage to your body,” Jessa jokes.


  “I’m sure Grant loves you even more.” I place my hand on her arm.


  “Yeah, Kailey, with every new stretchmark, leaking boobs, and circles under my eyes, he just adores me a little more,” she sarcastically replies. Sadie raises her eyebrows at me through the mirror, and we silently agree to let it go for now. “Now let’s get your drop-dead toned body into this dress.”


  Once I have it on, I can’t look in the mirror yet, but I’m hoping it suits me the way Jessa, Sadie, and Lily are all lit up. “Go outside to the three way mirror.” Lily nudges her head the direction of the fitting room door. Jessa holds the train in the back, pretty much shoving me out the door. Holding the front up so I don’t trip, I make my way down the hall, keeping my eyes on my feet. I hear Sadie and Lily file out behind me, Sadie swishing in her own dress.


  “Oh, Kailey,” Sadie gushes. “You look like a fairy princess,” she continues awing.


  “Look up, beautiful.” Jessa places her hands on my shoulders and whispers in my ear.


  I slowly raise my head, my eyes taking in the tulle skirt, the tight bodice against my skin. Finally, I stare at myself in the mirror, the almost complete picture of me as a bride and I’m instantly speechless. Jessa unhooks my ponytail, and my chestnut hair falls past my shoulders. Lily rushes over with a veil and pins the front of my hair back. A tear escapes my eyes when I imagine Trey waiting for me at the end of the aisle. Even with remembrance of Jen and sadness she isn’t here to see me, the happiness of my future with Trey takes over.


  “I’ll take it,” I say softly.
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  ONCE WE’RE AT the register, the snotty associate, Serena, is completing the sale, since Lily is still assisting Sadie. She’s steadily punching numbers in the computer when she informs me, “This is a sample dress. Because it’s been discontinued it has a ‘sold as is, no return’ policy. Did you inspect the dress for flaws, rips, tears, or missing beading?”


  Jeez you would think buying a six thousand dollar ‘sample dress’ would rate a little friendliness. “That’s fine. Does the store manager happen to be available?” After another eye roll, she picks up the phone and immediately her voice changes as she describes a ‘drop in client’ would like to speak with the manager.


  A few moments later a little slip of a woman comes hurrying over. She looks a little like Edith Head ready to go off to war. “Serena, catch me up on where we are.” Serena immediately starts on how I didn’t have an appointment, but is quickly interrupted by General Head. “I don’t care about that. What does the client need—oh never mind.” Turning my way she says, “Now, honey, how can I help you?”


  “Well, ummm … I came here with a friend of mine, who had an appointment, and I happened to stumble across a dress that I’d been dreaming of—”


  “Oh, those are the best kind.” She claps her hands in front of her chest and does some kind of a little jig. “That’s when you know you’ve found the right one. Now, did you get everything to go with it?”


  “Not yet, I just wanted to let you know how helpful Lily was. She’s the consultant helping my friend, and she was nice enough to let me ‘drop in’ during the appointment to try on the dress and—”


  “Oh yes, dear, when these moments of kismet happen, we must be prepared. I’ve been in the office arranging for the next season’s gowns, but we simply must make sure you have everything you need to compliment your dream dress. Oh, you don’t want to find out what wearing the wrong undergarments can do to the perfect dress. It can just be a travesty, I tell you.”


  Before I know what is happening, I find myself being directed back to a fitting room by General Head, who is probably a foot shorter than me and carrying a dress that is most likely four feet taller than her. She barks orders at her assistant and with the precision of a pit crew at the Indy 500, I’m outfitted in the ‘proper undergarments’, shoes, veil, and any other accessory I could never dream of. My dress is gone over with a fine-tooth-comb, and I’m assured the dress will be pressed and ready for pick-up in two hours.


  All the while, she’s asking me questions and pulling my life story from me. I don’t really think about it until she rings up the purchases. I’m beginning to worry about all of the extras. The dress is going to be a stretch financially as it is. I brace myself when she finishes keying everything in and take a deep breath.


  “Okay, dear, you’re total is $2,348.94,” General Head says without blinking an eye.


  “Ummm—” Oh shit, I forgot her name. Somehow I don’t think calling her General Head will go over well. “Ma’am, I think the total is wrong. The ticket on the dress said six thousand.”


  “Well, this is going to sound really bad, but I honestly don’t know why that dress was still on the rack. It’s years out of season and should have been pulled long ago. It must have been there waiting for you all this time.” She looks a little chagrined to admit the dress was still there.


  But, I know in my heart that it is a little more than forgetfulness when a snippet of conversation pops into my head.


  “One day, when I get married, I’m going to wear a dress just like the one you tried on,” I inform Jen.


  “Which one? I tried on at least a hundred.” She laughs, so I went on to describe it in great detail. “Well, I’ll make sure you have your dream dress when the time comes. But, let’s hope that’s not for a long time to come.”


  Once again my sister came through on a promise. Right there, in this moment, I know she’s giving me her blessing.
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  THAT NIGHT, TREY and I are lying on the couch watching Wahlburgers while he teases me for being attracted to Marky Mark. I counter with he’s a movie star now, so obviously my taste isn’t that bad.


  “You have the best taste, you picked me,” Trey responds, kissing me on the top of the head.


  I turn to look up and place my hand on his chest, staring up into his caramel eyes. “That I did.” I inch up to kiss his lips. After a brief meeting of our lips, he pulls back. This comfortable life we’ve made, into such a great routine, settles me into our future even more.


  “You want to seal it in ink?”


  “A tattoo?” I question, obviously pretending I don’t know exactly what he’s talking about. The marriage topic has been brought up in conversation around our house for some time, but we’ve had so much to do, it gets pushed back. “Whenever you’re ready, I’m there.” I smile up at him, and he captures my mouth. I’m not about to mention, I have a dress hanging in Jessa’s spare closet.
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  MY MIND STARTED racing as soon as she said she was ready. Everything I’ve been waiting for with her is finally becoming reality. Prior to this point, every time I brought it up, she would shrug her shoulders or tell me we’ll talk about it later. The problem is we don’t have the funds or the time to plan some elaborate wedding like Brady and Sadie. But it needs to be special, and I don’t want to stress her out. She’s in the middle of her senior year while taking care of three kids and doesn’t need more on her plate.


  So the next day when I get to work, I text my sidekick, who currently has her hands full as well. After a quick text, my phone rings, and I’m instructed I need to come over immediately. Cutting out a little early for lunch, I arrive at The Bishops’. Before I can knock on the door, Jessa opens it and ushers me in.


  She puts her clasped hands next to her head and points to the pack 'n play in the corner. Obviously, their new bundle of joy is asleep. Jessa looks like hell on wheels, not that I would tell her that. Her brown strands are stuck up in all different directions and she’s wearing a grey t-shirt that can’t camouflage the amount of stains on it. Lastly, a pair of pajama pants that look likes she slept in them for the past week.


  “Don’t judge, you of all people should know what it’s like having kids,” she comments once we get into the kitchen.


  “I’m not judging. You look beautiful as always.” I kiss her on the cheek and she pushes me away. Our friendship may have changed when the loves of our lives entered, but it’s still just as strong as ever.


  “Liar, but I’ll take it.” She sits down and presses me for information on what my plans are and things like, did I have the ring. Just as I’m going to try to get her advice, Baby Bishop wakes up, and Jessa’s head falls to the table.


  I stand up and retreat to the room to grab the little one. She calms once in my arms. Just as I’m about to escape the room, I see a white image in a plastic bag peeking out from the hall closet. I don’t think much of it, until Jessa runs over, shoving it in the closet and slamming the door.


  “Dramatic,” I comment, scrunching my forehead. “I really don’t think Brady would care if I saw Sadie’s dress.”


  “It’s not Sadie’s,” slips out and then covers her mouth. “Shit!” She covers her mouth again. “I keep swearing around the baby,” she slumps her shoulders.


  “I doubt she understands you. If it’s not Sadie’s, whose—” I stop myself realizing exactly whose dress is in the closet. Then her words ‘Whenever you’re ready, I’m there’ ring in my ears. “She bought a dress?” I ask.


  Jessa bites her lip and nods. “Please, don’t say anything. You aren’t supposed to know. She doesn’t want to pressure you into proposing—” she rambles.


  “This is fucking fantastic,” I reply, and Jessa gasps, pointing to the baby. “Relax, Jessa, she doesn’t understand what I’m saying.”


  Then my whole plan links together, but there are a few arrangements I need to make sure I can swing first. I leave an exhausted Jessa with the promise that we’ll go shopping tomorrow.
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  TWO WEEKS LATER, we’re on the way to my parents. Kailey sits there, looking at the green hills passing us by while the kids are sleeping in the back. We’re smart enough to plan the times of arrival and departure to their nap times. Chloe’s becoming a little harder to get to fall asleep, but she eventually knocked out while watching some new Disney show on the DVD player.


  I grab Kailey’s hand and bring it up to my lips. “I love you,” I say, and she smiles back at me.


  “I love you, too.”


  The fact that if all goes right, in less than forty-hours she’ll be Mrs. Trey Michaels thrills me more than I ever thought it could. When I think about how once upon a time I didn’t believe in marriage, I shake my head in disbelief. I guess they’re right when they say you can meet the one person who makes you question everything in your life. Kailey’s done that for me, and I hope I’ve done that for her.


  “What are you thinking about over there?” she asks, staring over at me.


  “How lucky I am,” I remark, and she laughs.


  “Oh, always the sweet talker.”


  “Only to you,” I profess truthfully.


  We pull up to my parents’, and they’re both at the back doors before we can get out. I press the button, and the doors slide open. My mom grabs Drew and my dad picks up Tara while Chloe wakes up and gets herself out, taking my dad’s hand.


  “Nice to see you, too,” I call out to the five of them walking into the house.


  “Hi, Trey. Hi, Kailey.” They wave to us, opening their front door.


  Kailey and I grab the bags, laughing on our way in. “How about we sneak to the tree house tonight?” I whisper in her ear and a flush rises up her neck.


  “Do you think your parents would mind?” she questions, and I stare directly at her.


  “I think they’d prefer it,” I joke and my eyes lingering on her.


  “Well then, I’d love to.” She seductively licks her lips and bites her bottom one, knowing exactly what that does to me.


  “Be careful, two can play that game,” I remind her.


  “You know I’m always game.” She starts walking faster to the door.


  “You do remember that I always catch you,” I call out, and she turns around.


  “Catch me now.” She drops her bags and jumps into my arms. My own bags fall to the cement driveway, and my hands grab her ass immediately. “What is it about your parents’ house that has me not being able to keep my hands off you?” she asks right before my mouth smashes against hers. I’m not sure my body will win the fight until we make it to the tree house, because with three kids in the house, it isn’t often she can scream my name when I make her come.


  After too short of a kiss, I pull back. “I don’t know, but I might have to move us all here.” I kiss her again, and she sneaks her tongue into my mouth. I’m not about to deny her, so I mingle mine with hers and her hands find the back of my hairline. Since I’ve grown it out a little, she loves tugging at the strands a little now.


  Eventually, we make our way into the house and place the bags in the designated rooms. We have dinner with my parents while Kailey’s giving baths, I give my mom the last of the directions in regards to what needs to be prepared for tomorrow.


  “Oh, it’s so romantic. I’m so happy for you,” my mom fawns over me, hugging and kissing my cheek.


  “Okay, they’re all bathed and ready for their songs and bed time story.” Kailey comes in and notices my moms face. “Elena, what’s the matter? Why are you crying?” She rushes over to her side and places her hand on my mom’s shoulder.


  “Nothing, Kailey. Trey was telling me a story about the kids. You know these menopause hormones have my emotions everywhere,” she lies.


  “Oh, I’ve heard about that and the hormone replacements—” Kailey begins to chime in.


  “And that’s my cue to leave,” I say, walking out of the room.


  My dad and I read a few stories, and I sing lullabies. Although Chloe has her own, the others wanted ones of their own too. Tara and Drew prefer the typical twinkle, twinkle little star and traditional lullabies, but I’m working on finding songs that fit them as well.


  When I make my way downstairs, I grab the duffle bag my mom packed me, double checking the ring is tucked inside the zipped pocket. Swinging it over my shoulders, I go in search of my girl. She’s talking with my mom when I step into the kitchen. The sight of them laughing and carrying on makes my heart swell that much more for her.


  “You ready?” I call out, and Kailey immediately stands up.


  “Yep,” she says, smiling widely and then turns to my mom. “Are you sure you don’t mind?” she asks.


  “Not at all. You guys go have fun. We’ll be fine.” She ushers us out. My parents come up to Western all the time, and we come out here pretty often, so the kids are comfortable with them, and since Chloe’s nightmares have been subsiding there shouldn’t be any problems.


  “I’ll have my phone—”


  “GO!” My mom motions for us to leave.


  I enter the garage code and head over to the key box. “Green Monster?” I ask her.


  “My favorite.” She hops on the back.


  We make the ride to the tree house with Kailey’s body pressed against mine while her fingers roam up my shirt. I may have made it in record time with the eagerness of having her naked in my arms and me being buried inside of her.


  We climb the stairs, groping and grabbing each other while sneaking kisses at each landing. Once we get inside, I lay down the blanket, but see someone has been here before me. There are rose petals strewn across the wooden floor with two candle sticks ready to be lit next to a dish containing an assortment of small cakes and strawberries. There’s a sign taped to a switch. It reads ‘Turn on here’, so I flip the switch and hundreds of twinkle lights shine throughout the tree house.


  “Trey!” she exclaims while placing her hand over her chest.


  “It wasn’t me,” I admit. I didn’t ask anyone to do this, but it’s going to make this that much better!


  She rushes over and sits down perusing the different cakes while I fumble around in the bag. “Oh my God, this strawberry one is so good,” she mumbles as cake crumbs fall from her mouth, but she catches them in her hand.


  She looks adorable, and I can’t wait anymore. I don’t want to waste our night with the pit of my stomach in knots. I want to know she’s agreed to be mine, so we can lazily lie on this blanket, making love all night while feeding each other cake and strawberries. So, without much thought, I pull the ring out from the box and hold it tight in my hand.


  Walking over, I take a seat next to her, and she feeds me part of the strawberry one. “Um … that is good. Did you try the others?” I attempt to distract her. She turns back to the plate and her head bobs back and forth, trying to decide on which one to try next. Using one hand, I turn her face toward me and distract her with a long, hard kiss while I prop the ring in one of the cakes. My heart races with excitement for what I’m about to do.


  “Mmmm, you taste delicious. Maybe I should pick the next one.” We both look down at the selection of cakes, but one stands out now.


  “How about that one?” I say, and her shaking hand picks up the diamond solitaire settled in white gold. She turns toward me and wetness glosses over her green gems of eyes.


  “Kailey, please take me as your husband. I can promise you I’ll never give up trying to give you anything your heart desires. I know I’ll never stop loving you. You said whenever I was ready, I’m ready. What do you say, let’s take the next step in our happily ever after?” I take the ring from her hand and place it at the tip of her left ring finger.


  She nods as tears fall down her cheeks. “Yes,” she whispers, and I slide the ring onto her finger.


  “Thank you for trusting me with your heart,” I say, cupping her cheeks with my hands. I wipe the tears from her eyes with my thumbs, excited to take this next step with her.“Thank you for accepting it,” she stutters and more tears escape.


  “I never had a choice. It’s only meant for me, just took me a while to find it.”


  “I love you, Trey,” she whispers.


  “I love you the very soon-to-be Mrs. Trey Michaels.” I end the talking because I need her now.


  We kiss and soon clothes are being taken off. I make love to my soon-to-be wife numerous times, cherishing her body and trying to convey how much it means to me that she’s trusting me with her future.
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  THE NEXT MORNING, I let Kailey sleep a little while I text instructions to everyone under the sun. I glance at the plate of cakes, noticing all the strawberry ones are gone. Popping a vanilla one in my mouth, my fingers continue to type away. Today has to be a surprise, otherwise this was all for naught.


  Kailey stirs, and I shove my phone in my bag, finding my way over to her. Kissing her forehead, I cozy up next her, and she nuzzles into me. “Good morning, beautiful,” I say, and she kisses my cheek.


  “Good morning, handsome,” she groggily responds. “I really hope your parents can help us with the kids today because you wore me out last night.” She wraps her arms around me, and the warmth spreads from our naked bodies.


  “Oh, I’m sure you’ll have some relaxation time today,” I slyly say. “So, I have another question for you,” I say while my fingers gently move up and down her arm.


  “No, Chloe cannot get rollerblades,” she jokes, since it’s been the argument around the house for a few weeks now.


  Ignoring her, “Will you marry me?” I ask.


  “Wasn’t that the question last night? Because if it wasn’t, we definitely need to work on our communication skills,” she comments, inching closer, making me hard again.


  “Let me clarify. Will you marry me today?” I ask, and she bolts up.


  “Today?”


  “Yes,” I say, sitting up to join her.


  “What? How?” She starts rambling questions as her head shakes back and forth.


  “Details are all taken care of. You just need to meet me there,” I assure her.


  “What about my dress?” She shuts her mouth and bites the inside of her cheek.


  “You mean the dress you bought a few weeks ago?” I ask, cocking my eyebrow at her.


  “How did you—”


  “It doesn’t matter, but it’s arriving as we speak.”


  “Did you see it?” Her face sulks down into a frown.


  “No, I would never spoil the sight of you on your way down the aisle to become my wife.” I place my finger under her chin and lift it up to me. “I love you, Kailey. Become my wife this evening at five-thirty.”


  She sits there on her knees, her naked body bare for me to admire. “Yes.” She encases her arms around my shoulders and I pull her down to me. “Wait, we don’t have a marriage license.”


  “My parents’ pastor is going to do it, and he’ll sign off on the paperwork once we go to the court house and get the papers.”


  “Oh my God, I’m getting married today!” she happily exclaims, and then she looks down at me. “To the most amazing man.” Then her lips brush against mine, but I need a little more than that before I have to share her with others. So, my hands bring her into me more, and she gladly joins me on one last time before we become Mr. and Mrs.
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  I SIT ON the bed in the guest room alternating between staring down at the ring Trey gave me just five hours ago and my dress that Jessa brought with her. Contemplating how changed my life has become, tears fill my eyes with a happiness I never thought I could have with anyone, let alone Trey.


  Chloe opens the door and comes in and sits on the bed. Her hair is all curled in twirls and pinned back with ribbon throughout. “Sadie do your hair, Chloe?” I ask her, and she nods. “It’s beautiful.” She nods again. This is so very unlike Chloe not to be talking, especially when she’s been all dolled up.


  “Are you okay, sweetie?”


  “So, are thinks going to change?” she asks in a low voice.


  “Why would they change?”


  “You’re marrying Trey. Do you love him more than us?”


  “NO!” I screech before calming my voice. “Chloe, just because I love Trey doesn’t mean I love you any less.”


  “How do you know you love Trey?” she asks me, sitting up on the bed and crossing her legs.


  I touch my hand to her heart. “I feel it here,” I say. “Just like I did when you came home and when Tara and Drew were born.”


  “There’s enough room for all of us?”


  “Yes, more than enough.”


  “Now you and Trey will become a mommy and a daddy?”


  “We sort of are already. But eventually maybe we’ll have a baby one day.”


  “And your heart will grow more?” she asks.


  “Yep, it will just keep growing.”


  We’re interrupted by a knock on the door. Sadie peeks her head in. “You ready for hair and make-up?”


  “Not just yet. Can you do me a favor and ask Trey to meet me in his room?”


  “Is everything—”


  “It’s fine, we just need a little family pow-wow beforehand,” I say, nodding my head in Chloe’s direction.


  “Gotcha,” she says and shuts the door.


  Chloe and I walk down the hallway and sneak into Trey’s room. He runs in a few minutes later, panting and sweaty. He’s still in his jeans and t-shirt.


  “What’s going on?” He sits down on the bed on the other side of Chloe.


  “Chloe’s a little worried about how large our hearts can grow,” I mention, and he raises his eyebrows my way before turning back to Chloe.


  “It can grow as much as you want it to,” Trey says.


  “Mommy and Daddy told me I made their heart grow tons,” she remarks, and we smile. “Now their hearts are with the angels.”


  “Maybe. Do you still love them in your heart?” I ask, and she nods.


  “So, if Trey is my bidadodgical daddy and you’re my aunt, but kind of like my mommy and you’re going to be married—”


  “Chloe, what is wrong, baby?” Trey pats her knee. “You know you can tell us anything.”


  She looks up at Trey. “Does your heart love me?”


  “Oh, sweet girl, you were the one that taught my heart to love.” He takes her hand and my heart sores with how at peace they’ve become with their new relationship.


  “There’s enough room for all of us? Tara and Drew, too?”


  Trey chuckles and then straightens his face. “Yes, I love all of you. We’re a family.”


  “But families have mommies and daddies. Timmy has two mommies and daddies. Veronica only has a mommy. Ricky has two daddies and a mommy. My mommy and daddy are in heaven. You and Aunt Kailey will have a baby like Aunt Jessa and you’ll be its mommy and daddy—”


  “Chloe, we’re all a family. You may not call us Mommy and Daddy, but we are. We take care of you, Tara, and Drew like a mommy and daddy would. Me marrying Trey just makes it official.” I try to make her understand.


  “Official?” She looks up at me, complete confusion all of her face.


  Trying to think of how to put this in terms a five-year-old can understand, I say, “When two people who weren’t family before want to be a family together they get married.


  “Really?” she says excitedly.


  “Yes,” Trey confirms.


  “Only two people?” she questions.


  “Well, some families are different. It depends on who’s in the family.” I’m really trying to think on the spot here.


  “We’re family, and Trey is going to be a part of our family, and we’re in each other’s hearts.” She pauses like she’s working out a math problem in her head. I’m just about to speak, when she pops out with, “Then we should all get married.”


  Trey bends down in front of her and takes her small hands in his. “Chloe, you understand that marrying someone is a big deal, right?”


  She nods her head. “Uh huh, and since you’re my bidadogical daddy and you shared me with my Mommy and Daddy, so their hearts could grow, I’ll share you with Tara and Drew, and they can have a Mommy and Daddy again, too.”


  “That’s a wonderful idea, sweetie,” I speak up, since Trey seems a little overwhelmed at the moment, but he soon finds his voice.


  “Yep. Tara and Drew might not understand what’s happening, but—”


  “I’m going to tell them we’re gettin’ married!” She jets out of the room.


  Trey stands and pulls me into him. “I have a feeling we’re only at the start of these questions,” he says.


  “I know, but you handled that pretty well,” I compliment him.


  “Well, thank you. You had me terrified there for a second. Thought you were going to run out on me.” Just as my heart was at new heights a moment ago, it sinks that he still doubts my commitment.


  “I told you, I’m done running,” I say, and he cocks his eyebrow. “Yeah, yeah, I had one last time, but give a girl a break, that was pretty unpredictable.”


  “As much as I want to stay here with you all day, I have to get to the store. See you at five-thirty. I’ll be the devastatingly handsome one staring at his hot-ass fiancé about to walk down the aisle.”


  “Why do you have to go to the store?”


  “If I’m marrying all of you, I can’t only have jewelry for you.” He kisses me on the cheek. “I love you,” he says, walking out of the room.


  “Crap!” I mumble to myself. I scramble down the hall, saying quick hellos until I land on Dex. “Oh, thank God. You need to go with Trey right now.” I point to him walking to the car. “Buy a ring. I don’t have a wedding ring for him. Make sure it fits, but do it on the sly. Now go!” I push him toward the door and wait for him to jog over to Trey. I release a breath when Dex slides into the passenger seat and they pull out.


  I run upstairs and grab my phone, texting Dex.


  Kailey: Send me pics.


  Dex: you expect me to do that how?


  Kailey: distract him. Figure it out.


  A half hour later, my phone is going berserk as Dex hammers off pictures to me. I finally decide on a traditional silver one with a few lines along each side. Explaining I’ll pay him when he gets back, he says no problem. There’s something to be said about someone else planning your wedding.
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  I RUN INTO the mall, not sure exactly what I’m looking for. Dex came along with me, but he seems to want to do his own thing, so I left him at the last jewelry store. I wonder what exactly he’s getting–something for someone? Maybe he’s actually ready to put some jewelry on Chrissy. Finally, when I get to the third store, the nice sales lady shows me a case of children’s jewelry and thank god it’s a lot cheaper than adults’. I’ll be paying off Kailey’s ring for some time, and I don’t need to tack on more debt.


  Jen & Caden planned well for the kids’ future. The house is paid for and they were left plenty of life insurance money, which Kailey and I are making sure is managed by a reputable investment firm. Right now we use a little bit to cover monthly expenses, but once Kailey is out of school and I have a regular job, not an internship, it's important to us that we take care of the kids and everything that comes with being a parent. When the time comes, the kids will receive a really nice financial settlement. So being frugal is important, but these pieces of jewelry represent our commitment to them, and I want something that can withstand the abuse and last.


  Deciding on two charm bracelets for Chloe and Tara, each with a heart charm dangling from it, I search for Drew. I want something masculine, but heartfelt. The sales associate shows me a bracelet with a silver plate where I could get his name engraved on it and points me in the direction of the engraver. Not bothering to find Dex, I head that way and beg the young kid to push me ahead of the others. I give him a nice tip and call Dex. He’s waiting for me by the doors, and we rush back out to the car.


  “You didn’t buy anything?” I ask, noticing his empty hands.


  “Nah, I’ll wait until I get home.”


  “I thought you’d finally claim her with a ring?”


  “I’m not about to steal the attention on your day.” He laughs and slides in. “Not to mention, I don’t need jewelry to claim her. She’s mine, and I’d like to see someone try to steal her away.” The car fills with both our laughter; two previous bachelors that didn’t believe in love until the ones we were meant for claimed our hearts. I’m happy to see Dex finally came around, even though it appeared to take forever.


  I have about a half hour by the time I get back to put on my suit and make sure everything is set. I spot the rental car in the driveway, which means Clyde and Holly are here, so I definitely don’t need to worry about the kids.
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  FIVE-TWENTY-FIVE, I step up to the end of the aisle with the pastor next to me. The family guests have made their way to the white chairs, and since I have such a large family, they’ve filled both sides. As the sun begins to set, my little ones walk down the aisle. Tara dressed in a pretty lilac (I only know it’s lilac because the girls just about strangled me when I called it purple.) dress with white tights and lilac shoes, while Drew matches me in a black suit. As Tara tosses a handful of rose petals onto the white liner, Drew reaches down and picks them up. Eventually, my mom walks up the aisle and takes him into her arms as he swats at her perfectly made-up face.


  Next is my darling girl, Chloe, in a pink dress with white tights and pink shoes. Her hair has held up well in the few hours since I saw her last. She’s smiling brightly, carefully dropping the rose petals down on the runner. She’s beautiful and caring and I’m elated for the smart girl my daughter is becoming. Sometimes I have to pinch myself to realize she’s part of my life. When she reaches me, she wraps her arms around my legs, and I bend down and kiss the top of her head. She stands on the side of me like we rehearsed this morning while Tara waits patiently on Kailey’s side.


  Then the music stops and starts again, but this time Brady steps up to the microphone with his guitar in front of him. Sitting on the stool, he begins singing “I Won’t Give Up” by Jason Mraz. My eyes fixate on the doors of my parents’ house, and Kailey steps out on Clyde’s arm. Her eyes find mine immediately, and I watch her as she makes her way to the end of the aisle. Only fifteen steps and she’ll be by my side for the rest of our lives. I should know, I counted them this morning. For a brief moment, it’s just me and her. The people to our lefts and rights are a fog as I stare at my soon-to-be wife and she stares at me. We’re proof that love can be found in the least likely of places. Through all the heartache and grief, Kailey and I came together.


  She begins to walk down the rose-covered path, and Chloe tugs at my pant leg, but I don’t want to miss a minute of Kailey making her way to me. Her last steps before she’s mine forever. I capture Chloe’s hand, and she tugs it down. Still not tearing my eyes away from the love of my life, Kailey’s eyes shift to Chloe. I bend down so Chloe can whisper in my ear while I continue my moment with Kailey.


  “She’s looks like a princess,” she says so loud everyone begins laughing.


  “And can you believe she’s ours?” I say back.


  “Then you’re her prince,” she states with wide eyes.


  “Yes, he is,” Kailey agrees coming up to us.


  I hold my hand out for Kailey, and she grabs it, squeezing it tight. “You look so beautiful,” I say, and her smile becomes even bigger.


  “Thank you, you look absurdly handsome in this suit.”


  We take our places at the makeshift altar, and the ceremony begins. The pastor nods his head to Kailey, and she hands her bouquet to Sadie, who then escapes back to her seat in the front row. We chose to conduct the traditional vows and once we begin the ring exchange, I slip on her ring and reach into my pocket for my dad’s, since I borrowed it until we can go ring shopping for mine. But, I stop when I notice Kailey reach into the edge of her bodice and pull out a ring. I’m pretty damn jealous of that ring right this second.


  “What? How did you—” I ask, but Kailey smirks.


  “See, I can surprise you, too.” She waits for the pastor to start saying what she needs to repeat and then slips the silver metal circle onto my finger. No piercing or tattoo has ever felt so right on my body as this ring does on my finger.


  “I know pronounce you Mr. and Mrs. Trey Michaels,” the pastor announces. “You may kiss your bride, Trey.” My lips can’t reach Kailey’s soon enough. Once they land on the familiar soft pink flesh that I dream about every night, I know that I’m home. The applause start, and we wave our hands to thank everyone. We glance back at the pastor, and he makes the next announcement. “I’m pleased to not only perform the marriage of Kailey and Trey as husband and wife today, but also the marriage of Trey, Kailey, Chloe, Tara, and Drew into a marriage of family.”


  I walk over to my mom and pick up Drew while Kailey gathers the girls. We sit down on the small wooden stools in front of the children. We each take hold of one of Chloe’s hands. “We promise to always hold you in our hearts and be your family,” Kailey and I say at the same time. I slip on the charm bracelet onto her wrist, and she smiles ecstatically. We mimic the same movement to Tara and lastly Drew, who is more interested in ways to get it in his mouth.


  After we finish the pastor makes another announcement. “I’m pleased to introduce you to the Campbell-Michaels family.” Everyone stands up, clapping while the five of us walk down the aisle into our happily ever after.
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  THANK YOU TO my family. My husband, who whisks our children off to go fishing, to run errands, or any activity that gives me a few hours of solitude to develop my stories. My lovely two kids who sacrifice their mommy at times due to deadlines. Thank you for your patience and love. You are my rock and I’d never be able to live my dream of being a writer without you.


  To all my betas that met Dex and Chrissy first. Melinda Huff Bones, Danielle LeFave, Mia Kayla, Melissa Rolka, Annie Trembley, Michelle Hereford, Amy Lawson, in addition to the anonymous betas through Book Peddler’s Editing. Your feedback made their characters and their story stronger. Thank you for taking the time to read Can’t Let Go.


  Heather Davenport, Book Plug Promotions. Thank you for your tremendous organization skills. My cover reveal, book blitz, and tour for Can’t Let Go all done flawlessly as normal. Also, everything you do for the whole Invisibles Series.


  My cover designer, Sommer Stein with Perfect Pear Creative Covers. As with all my others, Can’t Let Go is breathtaking beautiful. Thank you for never letting me accept anything less than 100% LOVE!


  Perfectly Publishable, your editing and formatting of all the books in the Invisibles Series is amazing and flawless. Thank you for taking the time to make them not only read smoothly, but look beautiful, too.


  My street team. Oh, how I love you all. Without all of you, I’d be nowhere. I appreciate all the hard work you go in order to get my name out there and help people discover me and the characters and stories I’ve created.


  To all the Bloggers, who have signed up for the release events, thank you for taking on The Invisibles Series and Can’t Let Go and helping me spread the word amongst readers.


  Most of all, thank you to all the readers. If you didn’t take a chance on Indie Authors every day, this book would have most likely never been written much less published. Thank you.


  I would appreciate if, whether you liked CAN’T LET GO or not, to please leave a review. Reviews are a key component for spreading the word regarding Indie authors & their books. Thank you!
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  Michelle Lynn


  


  Michelle is an Amazon Best Selling Author. She moved around the Midwest most of her life, transferring from school to school before settling down in the outskirts of Chicago ten years ago, where she now resides with her husband and two kids. She developed a love of reading at a young age, which helped lay the foundation for her passion to write. With the encouragement of her family, she finally sat down and wrote one of the many stories that have been floating around in her head. When she isn’t reading or writing, she can be found playing with her kids, talking to her mom on the phone, or hanging out with her family and friends. But after chasing around twin preschoolers all day, she always cherishes her relaxation time after putting the kids to bed.


  


  Please reach out. I love to hear from readers!


  


  To get the latest new releases and sales from Michelle Lynn, join her newsletter.
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  AUTHOR MICHELLE LYNN’S WEBSITE


  


  FACEBOOK


  


  GOODREADS


  


  TWITTER


  


  EMAIL
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  Love Me Back


  Growing up in small-town Belcrest, Maddy Jennings always thought she was destined to be with her childhood sweetheart, Trent Basso. Throughout the complicated road she has traveled with Trent, someone else has had a strong presence in Maddy's life. Trent’s older brother Gabe has always been someone she could count on, therefore neither of them can be blamed when lines blur from friendship to something more. However, promises made between brothers threaten to ensure that neither of them will have a permanent place in her life.


  When Maddy returns to her hometown for her brother’s wedding, she is forced to face both Trent and Gabe for the first time in two years. While the two Basso brothers fight to win her heart, she is busy struggling with a past that won't seem to let her go. Whether she wants to or not, Maddy must decide to either forfeit her own happiness or forever tear a family apart.


  Amazon


  Amazon UK


  


  THE INVISIBLES SERIES


  Don’t Let Go


  Sadie Miller is attempting to change her ways and hide somewhere no one knows her former self. She only wants to finish her final year of college, obtain her degree, and get out from the hold of her affluent parents. Then she meets Brady Carsen, the lead singer of The Invisibles, a popular local band in the college town. She tries to stay away but quickly realizes that, although he might not be what she’s used to, he’s exactly what she needs and more importantly, everything she could possibly want.


  Unfortunately, Sadie’s troubled past left her with insecurities that make her question Brady’s true intentions. And while Brady is convinced that Sadie is the one for him, he has his own secrets that he fears will be their undoing. If they want to be together, they will have to stand united and fight the outside influences that are threatening to tear them apart. Can they put their pasts behind them for good in order to secure their future?


  Amazon


  Amazon UK


  


  Let Me In


  Grant is damaged, selfish, and undeserving of love … or so he thinks.


  Jessa is happy, in love, and has overcome her past … or so she thinks.


  Grant and Jessa can’t stop thinking about one another since being introduced at a party a month ago. And despite their differences, they can’t seem to stay away from each other either. However, both are hiding secrets of less-than-perfect pasts, fearing what will happen when those mistakes come to light. As they grow closer, they each battle their own insecurities, and neither believes that they are worthy of the kind of love that they both still want. So if it’s true that opposites attract, what happens when the similarities begin to surface?


  Amazon


  Amazon UK


  


  Let Me Love


  A chance encounter. An undeniable connection. An unimaginable twist of fate.


  Kailey’s life is crumbling. Her best friend and sister, Jen, is dying, leaving her young family devastated. With little hope of saving her, Kailey is forced to face a reality she never expected.


  Trey’s life is fun and carefree. He loves the girls, his drums, and his friends. That’s not to say he isn’t continuously plagued by a difficult decision made years ago—one that changed the course of his life.


  Despite the connection they make when their paths unexpectedly cross, Kailey knows her life has no room for anyone else right now. But regardless of how many times she pushes him away, Trey only fights harder to make a place for him in her life and in her heart.


  Trey thought he knew heartbreak, but he had no idea until life gave him a second chance, only to snatch it away just as fast. This time he’s determined to keep his place in the life of the ones he loves.


  Is there such a thing as fate? If so, can Kailey and Trey hold on to one another long enough to discover there’s no such thing as a chance encounter?


  Amazon


  Amazon UK


  


  Collaboration (co-written with Nevaeh Lee)


  This is not your typical rock star romance. For one, the “rock star” is a rapper. And not just any rapper. Trace is the hottest ticket in the music industry right now, regardless of which definition of ‘hot’ you choose.


  Taryn Starr is not the girl-next-door who unknowingly meets a celebrity. Known as “America’s Sweetheart,” the reigning country music princess and world-renowned superstar knows exactly who Trace is … or does she?


  Their worlds collide when the musicians whose paths were never destined to cross are forced by their joint record label to collaborate on a song. The sparks fly and ignite a fire that blazes hotter with every minute they spend together—for better or worse. One thing’s for certain, the two media magnets can’t deny their explosive chemistry, but will life in the spotlight ultimately bring Trace and Taryn together or force them apart?


  Amazon


  Amazon UK


  


  Familiar Ground


  ad·dic·tion noun _-_dik-sh_n, a-


  : a strong and harmful need to regularly have something or do something


  : an unusually great interest in something or a need to do or have something


  


  Leah and Adam have never met.


  However, they live parallel lives.


  Lives plagued by addiction.


  


  When a tragic, but common demon, surfaces between their siblings, Leah and Adam's worlds collide, never to be the same again.


  


  Adam loses his sister forever.


  Leah's brother returns.


  Both gain a niece, neither knew existed.


  


  Now they face an obstacle to raise a niece together while Leah's brother struggles to free himself from the grip of drug addiction, and as Adam's family grieves for the sister and daughter they lost.


  


  A commonality is discovered.


  Deep wounds begin to heal.


  Lines blur as their lives entwine.


  Amazon


  Amazon UK
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