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  The Past –Six Years Ago


  


  


  MY FEET POUND the pavement at a punishing pace, and my calves scream as I push myself forward, not going nearly fast enough. My ragged breath whistles into the night as I force air into my restricted lungs. Loose gravel and rocks bruise the bottoms of my feet, but none of that matters.


  Please, God, this can’t be the end. I need more time to fix this … more time to fix him.


  I pound my fists on the front door, twisting the doorknob and pushing on the splintered wood with all my might.


  “Lucas! God, please! Lucas!” My screams pierce through the stillness of the night, and the neighborhood awakens like falling dominos, with porch lights illuminating one after the other.


  It feels as though light-years pass before the light above my head flicks to life. Mrs. Cindy opens the door with sleepy eyes and disheveled hair. “My God, Celia, what on Earth?”


  There’s no time for words as I shove her aside and race up the staircase. Sobbing. Stumbling. Clawing to get to him.


  A boulder settles in my gut, the gnawing dread pulls me under, making it almost impossible to breathe. His text is etched in my brain, tattooed on my already broken heart, because I know what I’ll find when I finally reach him.


  No matter where I am, I’ll always love you. I promise you always.


  His vow is the only coherent thought I have as I fling open the bathroom door and fall to my knees, sliding on the pool of blood that welcomes me.


  “Noooooooooooooooooo!”
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  “Today” by Joshua Radin
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  Present Day


  


  


  “BOY, SOMETIMES I think you’ve got lead in your ass and shit for brains. Don’t make me come down there.”


  Sarge’s voice cracks as he raises it an octave shy of hollering. My grandfather is a piece of work. Sometimes I’d like to thank the artist personally … possibly with a throat punch or jab to the gut.


  “Cool your jets, old man,” I reply with a low chuckle. “I’m on my way now. This is ridiculous, though. I know I mailed the tenant her key with the lease. Who the hell loses their key before they even move in?” I juggle the phone between my ear and shoulder as I turn the steering wheel and drive through the streets of Providence.


  “Don’t get smart with me, boy. The broad said she lost the key, so I don’t know what to tell you. Just open the house for her, and you can be on your merry little way. Lord knows I wouldn’t want to interrupt your morning of catching squirrels or climbing trees with a measly bit of work.” Sarge expels a huff of air, and I hear the creak of his old rocking chair. I can picture him now, pacing the porch and cursing under his breath.


  “I’m a game warden, Sarge. I’m not on some camping trip frolicking in the fricking forest. We had a sting operation. A big group of duck hunters was baiting ponds, and we caught ‘em. I’ve been up since two o’clock in the morning,” I explain, although I know it’s on deaf ears. My gramps has a set way of looking at life—his way. He decided a long time ago I’d take over his rental property business, and he can’t, for the life of him, figure out why I mess with this game warden “hobby.”


  The truth is, I see things a little differently than the old man. The rental property business feeds my wallet, and I’m grateful for it. The game warden gig feeds my soul. There’s nothing like being in the woods at dawn, the crack of a twig piercing the silence, and seeing a doe and her fawn walk up on you. Pure fucking beauty. Nothing in every day life comes close to those moments.


  Well, there are a few things … but I digress.


  “You young people and all your laws! Everything gets a man in trouble nowadays. Do you know how many ducks I’ve killed by baiting ponds? Best hunting trips I’ve ever had. You can’t do anything fun anymore. This country’s going to hell in a handbasket, I tell you!”


  I roll my eyes and hold my tongue. His daughter raised me better than that. I’ll respect my elders—even if they are batshit crazy.


  “I’m driving up now. Let me take care of this, and I’ll stop by to see you this afternoon. Granny told me she’s cooking an etouffee.”


  My grandmother can cook like no other, and I don’t miss a good meal. Hell, I’ve never been known to miss any meal. Once I deal with this asshat of a tenant, I’ll crash for a few hours, and then it’ll be dinnertime. I can almost taste the crawfish and butter.


  “You do that,” he says indignantly. He lives his life always looking for an argument, even when there’s none to be had. “You’d do well to keep that mother of yours at home, though, ya hear me?”


  And now my tongue is officially bleeding. I’m not going there with him today. Not. Fucking. Doing. It. Instead of telling him to kiss my ass, I try to remember the man before the anger, frustration, and rigidity defined him. I focus on the man who helped raise me, not the tyrant he’s become.


  I step out of my truck and flip through the bulky key ring until I find the right one. 222 Ash Street.


  “I gotta go, Sarge. I’ll see you tonight,” I say with what little restraint I have left. God, that man can push my buttons. I’d swear he isn’t happy until I’m seething. Sometimes I think my easygoing nature is a personal affront to him. He thinks everyone should be wound as tightly as him.


  Not gonna happen. Lazy fishing trips and Monday Night Football are my religion.


  I push the END button on my phone just as my feet hit the first step of the porch. I shuffle my exhausted legs to the front door and slide the key in the lock. I hear footsteps approaching me from the side of the porch, but I don’t look up.


  “I’m pretty sure I mailed your key to you with the copy of your lease,” I say in a less-than-friendly voice.


  It may make me an asshole, but I set the mood with my tenants from the start. I’m a cool guy, but I don’t put up with drama. I don’t want to know about crazy girlfriends who throw your shit out on the lawn or bullshit bosses who fire employees for selling weed out of the break room—both true stories. I provide suitable accommodations, and the tenants provide me with a monthly check. There’s no reason to have my number on speed dial.


  “I’m so sorry, Mr. Bennett. I have the key; I know I do. I packed it away for safekeeping. It just happens to be in one of the many boxes crammed into that moving van,” she explains as she points at the van that escaped my attention when I drove up. She shrugs her shoulders in apology and winces. “I’m just not sure which one.”


  I tilt my head down to meet her eyes and get the first look at my new tenant. She’s barely five feet tall, fun-sized compared to my six-foot four-inch frame. I reach out and grab the daisy she has perched behind her ear and try to decipher why the sound of her singsong voice goes straight to my dick.


  “Where’s your wand?” I ask.


  She gives me a confused look, cocks her head to the side, and squints her eyes.


  “My … what?”


  “You’re two-foot-nothing tall, and you’ve got flowers in your hair and around your neck,” I explain, pointing to the string of clover flowers she’s tied together as a necklace. I guess she kept busy while waiting for me to show up. “You’ve got to be a fucking fairy, pixie, sprite, or something. So where’s the wand?”


  She keeps right on staring, so I take my time studying every part of her.


  “Hold on. Is your face … sparkling?”


  That seems to break the trance, and a giggle escapes her pretty, pink-painted lips. “That’s my new dusting powder. It’s cool, right?”


  My mind has been wiped clean of all rational thought, but one tiny idea keeps nagging in my head, and I can’t seem to find the mute button. It keeps saying the same words over and over. Don’t even think about it.


  When I don’t jump in right away to sing the praises of dusting powder, whatever the hell that is, she shrugs her shoulders and bites her bottom lip.


  “Sorry to disappoint you, Mr. Bennett, but I’m not hiding any wand. It’s just little, old, boring me,” she says as she raises her hands in presentation. Yeah, I’m pretty sure there’s nothing boring about this girl; I don’t give a shit what she claims. “Anyway, I’m sorry for the inconvenience.”


  I push open the door, and wave my hand in a gesture to invite her into her new home.


  “Cain.”


  “What?” she asks.


  “My name is Cain. There’s no need to call me Mr. Bennett. I’m just Cain.”


  She turns to face me and raises her hand in invitation, smiling in a way only a fairy can. “In that case, my name is Celia. Wait, I’m sure you already know that since you’re renting me this place. So stupid. Anyway, pleased to meet you, Cain.”


  I clasp her hand and resist the overwhelming urge to jerk her body flush with mine. As soon as her delicate fingers slide along the underside of my palm, I know I don’t want to let her go. Maybe she should call me Mr. Bennett after all. One look at her, and I know she feels it, too. The realization doesn’t seem to impress her, though, as her lips turn down into a slight frown. I’m not sure what that’s about, but maybe something in her head is chatty, too.


  Hey man, no skin off my nose. We don’t have to get naked. I’ve got more than my fair share of those willing. No need to start something up with a tenant, anyway. That’s just asking for trouble I don’t need. My traitorous body may have other ideas, but I have no desire or need to beg for anyone.


  “Happy to meet you,” I say as I reluctantly release my grasp on her hand. As soon as I let her go, she claps her hands together.


  “Well, I should get started,” she says, chin up and shoulders pushed back. “Those boxes won’t move themselves.”


  She skips out onto the porch and bounds down the steps, her clover flower necklace dancing about her shoulders. I don’t think I’ve ever witnessed anyone that enthusiastic about such a menial and exhausting task.


  Fucking fairy.


  When she reaches the back of the van, she clicks open the door and slides it up. I walk to the back of the truck and take a peek inside. It’s filled to the brim, boxes and furniture as far as the eye can see. She picks up the first box and carries it toward the house, way too cheerful and determined to realize she’s picked up one piece of hay from a huge fucking bale. At this rate, she’ll be moved in by the time her lease is up for renewal.


  I need to leave. I should get my stupid ass back in my truck, head home, and crash until the afternoon, just as I planned. That’s what I should do.


  Yeah, that’s not what I’m gonna do.


  I balance four boxes in my hands and take off in the direction of the house. I’m just a few steps away from the porch steps when a pair of sandaled feet enters my field of vision and block my way. Pink glitter toenail polish shimmers back at me.


  Jesus, even her toes sparkle?


  “What are you doing, Cain? I can take care of this by myself,” she says.


  Do I sense a hint of irritation in her voice?


  “Oh, I know you can do it on your own, Tink. There’s not a doubt in my mind. I’m just figuring the rental company needs their moving van back within the year.”


  I try to move around her, but she blocks me again. I hear her huff, and the only thing I’m sorry about is that I can’t see all of her.


  “I can do just fine on my own, thank you very much. And why are you calling me Tink?”


  Seeing now that I’m gonna have to face her head-on, I place the boxes on the ground beside me. She’s going for the pissed off vibe, but her jutted-out chin, crossed arms, and cocked hip are too adorable to command me. I reach out and tip her chin. As soon as my fingers hit skin, her arms unlock, falling to her side and her mouth opens slightly in what I hope is awe.


  I’ve awed many women in my day, but something tells me this girl won’t be affected so easily. I have a feeling she’d make me work for it.


  “I want to help you, for no other reason than I’m a good guy and you look like you could use a hand. Don’t we all need help from time to time?” I ask, hoping to soothe her ego.


  She smiles at my question and gives me a small nod as she looks at the ground.


  “Good, I’m glad that’s settled,” I say as I lean down and pick up the boxes again. As I walk away, I call out to her over my shoulder. “And I called you Tink because I don’t care what you say, you’ve got to be a fairy. There’s no other explanation.”


  I hear her faint giggle as I walk through the front door, and it travels through my ears, down into my gut, right before it takes up permanent residence in my heart. I close my eyes and savor the sound, knowing I’ve never heard anything more beautiful in my life.
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  “Half Moon” by Blind Pilot
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  Present Day


  


  


  “THAT LOOKS TO be the last of it,” I say as I lean against the doorjamb and survey the towers of boxes littering Celia’s new digs. As I look around the room, the linoleum flooring and formica countertops that are standard issue in my rental houses don’t feel quite good enough.


  Celia’s hardly noticeable, crouched in the corner of several ripped open boxes, digging out the contents. Her head pops up, and she greets my words with a smile.


  “Thanks so much for all of your help, Cain. I think you’re right. I would have been in a bind if you hadn’t stayed.”


  I walk over and meet her in the maze of boxes and stoop down to eye level.


  “You can go ahead and say it. I’m your hero,” I joke with a lazy wink.


  She throws her head back and laughs—a big, full, belly laugh. I love that I can affect her that way. That’s who I’ve always been—the funny guy. The jokester who keeps everyone smiling. It’s where I feel at home.


  “I guess there’s no denying it, is there?” she says as she bows her head in concession. “If I’m your fairy, you can be my knight in shining armor.”


  “I have been known to save the day.”


  I tap my chest, and that earns me a snicker and an eye roll.


  “Let’s not get carried away. You didn’t exactly slay dragons today.”


  “I did, however, beat down a truck full of boxes,” I say as I reach for a picture frame that’s sitting at the top of the nearest box.


  The picture is at least a few years old. Celia’s got the same short, wispy blonde hair, but she’s obviously a bit younger. She’s wrapped in the arms of some guy—a total douchebag, if you ask me—and their gazes are locked. No one else in the world exists outside of their little world, that’s clear.


  I have no reason to feel this way, but looking at the two of them makes me jealous. It’s not a niggle this time. It’s irrational, wild-eyed, who-the-fuck-is-this-guy kind of jealousy. I don’t like it.


  Before I get a chance to ask the question, the frame is ripped from my hands.


  “Don’t touch that. Don’t ever touch that.” Her words come out in a hiss, and it seems I’m not the only irrational one in the room.


  I hold my hands up and bow my head in apology.


  “Hey, I’m sorry. It was just sitting on top of the box and it caught my eye. No big deal, okay?”


  She drops her head and shakes it from side to side, as if she’s emptying it of less-than-pleasant thoughts. When she meets my eyes, hers are swimming in unshed tears.


  Fuck me.


  “It’s okay. Just, please…”


  I’m good with light and easy, but weepy women are my kryptonite. I’m not sure of the significance of the photo, but I’d have to be a moron to miss the signs. I need a subject change, and quick.


  “So you never said why you’re moving to Providence. New job? School?” My voice sounds unnaturally cheerful, even to my own ears.


  “Um, yeah,” she stammers as she gathers herself and places the frame in her lap. She keeps her head down while using her shirt to wipe smudges from the glass. “I’ve lived in Providence for a while now. I just got my master’s degree in counseling from Northern U. They tend to kick you out of the dorm when you’re no longer a student. I planned to share this house with my best friend, Audrey, but she found an apartment close to her office for a song. So, now it’s just me.” Her voice is gradually getting more light-hearted, and my chest loosens at the sound.


  No crying on my watch—that should be my motto.


  “And you’ve decided to stick around?”


  “My mentor through graduate school runs a clinic here in town called New Horizons Outreach Center. Have you heard of it?” I shake my head in the negative, and she shrugs her shoulders. “Yeah, anyway, I’m going to be volunteering over there while I set up my counseling practice. I’m a therapist for the chronically mentally ill.”


  “I can guarantee you’ll have a booming business. Providence has more than its share of nutbags, let me tell you,” I say with a chuckle, thinking of my angry, eccentric grandpa.


  “Don’t call them nutbags. They’re people just like you,” she hisses, and her delicate fingers whiten as she grips her beloved picture frame.


  I wince at the harsh tone of her voice. Damn, I’m batting a thousand with this girl. I should cut my losses and get the hell out of here before I shove my booted foot any further down my throat.


  “They’re not just people, Tink; they’re my people. My family. I don’t mean any disrespect, I can promise you that. This is the South. We parade our crazy down the street and prop it up on the porch every Sunday for a weekly viewing. You won’t find any judgment here.”


  “Not everyone feels that way…” she whispers as she studies her painted fingernails. She sounds pensive, and way too close to the edge of sad for my liking.


  I wait until she meets my eyes before I slap my hands on my knees and stand up. “On that note, since I’m sure I’ve reached my quota of insults for the day, I’m gonna leave you to it. In my defense, I’m usually quite the charmer. I seem to be off my game today. I’ll blame it on the lack of sleep.”


  “Cain, wait, I didn’t mean to make you feel—” She starts to stand, and I stop her movement and words with my raised hand.


  “I know you didn’t. Don’t give it a second thought. It’s nice to meet you, Celia. Rent’s due by the fifth of every month,” I say with a carefree wink that I hope eases her mind.


  She offers a resolute nod and grim smile. “You, too, Cain. Thanks again.”


  How many times can you make the pretty girl cry? Nice going asshole…
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  I exit Celia’s house in a hurry and hear the basketball hitting the pavement in a steady rhythm. I steel myself for the ribbing that’s sure to come.


  As I step off the porch and onto the driveway, Adam, my close friend and tenant from the house next door, throws the ball in my direction.


  I catch it without ever looking up. I played high school and college basketball for seven years. I’ll smoke Adam’s pansy ass any and every day of the week. I’ve spanned the yard and slam-dunked the ball before he can even react.


  “I didn’t know Bennett Rentals had a move-in service. Where was all this hospitality last year when I moved in?”


  “Screw you, man. What was I supposed to do? I couldn’t let that tiny girl move all that shit herself. And don’t think I didn’t see you drive up halfway through the process. You could have offered your services, you lazy shit.”


  I toss the ball back to him and block his shot with ease.


  “Yeah, I drove up halfway through with a truck full of groceries and two munchkins in tow,” Adam explains as he tosses his gaze over to his porch. “Those two would have added nothing but chaos to that equation."


  Lily and Gage are sitting cross-legged with a pile of Legos between them. Their heads are lowered in deep concentration, almost touching. Adam’s niece and nephew are the most adorable little people I’ve ever come across, but he’s right, they have a knack for amping up the bedlam in any situation.


  He eyes them for a moment longer, his face going soft with affection, before putting his attention back on me. Yeah, those two kids have both our numbers.


  “Besides, I didn’t want to mess up your game. You know, in case she’s digging the whole “gentle giant” thing you’ve got going on,” he says with a chuckle and a wave in my direction. He fakes right and gets past me in a weak moment. His easy lay up just spurs me on.


  “What? You think she’d dig on your emo, faux-hawk-wearing ass instead? Please, dude, no woman in her right mind would choose you over me.” I laugh as I tag him with a fake jab to the gut.


  “It’s the tats, man. Chicks dig the tats.”


  “That flowery shit going up your arm? What-the-fuck-ever.”


  “You can have this one, man. I don’t shit that close to home. It’s bad karma. You can’t hit and quit someone who lives next door, and you know that’s all I’m up for these days.”


  Adam’s a great guy and a fantastic father, but he’s not what I would call relationship material. I’ve pushed him on the subject before, and he says the only relationship that he’s focused on is with his children. Being a single dad is his top priority—as it should be.


  Lily and Gage have already experienced more than enough heartbreak in their young lives. Adam’s sister died in a horrific domestic violence incident, and the family nearly lost the twins, too. At twenty years old, Adam gained custody. I’m sure there have been trying times, but I know without a doubt he doesn’t regret a single day spent being a father to his sister’s children. The day he became a dad, dating dropped way down on the priority list.


  I get that. I respect it. I don’t know if the women he flash-fucks feel the same way, but that’s not my problem. I’d bet money Adam is upfront about his level of commitment, or lack thereof, so it’s an “Enter At Your Own Risk” type of situation.


  I toss the ball to him and slap his back as I walk away.


  “Neither of us are getting the green light from her, I can promise you that. Sweet as pie, but I’m pretty sure she’s taken.”


  “Probably for the best,” I hear him say as I sneak up on Lily and Gage for an impromptu tickle session. Their belly laughs are priceless.


  I look next door and see the girl in question leaning against the porch banister, eyes closed, head tilted toward the sun, and a pretty pink smile playing on her lips.


  Probably for the best … I’m not sure I agree with Adam this time.
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  “One Sweet Love” by Sara Bareilles
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  The Past


  


  


  I RUN THE cold silver chain through my fingers and smile to myself as I close the refrigerator door. I smooth my thumb over the grooves of the St. Jude medallion while making my way to the living room.


  “Grams, I found your necklace … in the fridge. How in the world did it end up there? And why do you insist on wearing this silly thing?”


  She eyes me over the top of her reading glasses and places her yarn and crochet hook in her lap. She pretends to be bothered by my question, but the gentle tug on the corner of her mouth gives her away.


  “I would think the fact that you found it in the refrigerator would be all the explanation you needed, sweet pea. If anyone needs prayers from the patron saint of lost causes, it’s this old geezer here.”


  I place the necklace in her outstretched hand, rolling my eyes in amusement. She puts it around her neck and taps the medal into her ample bosom, silently assuring herself it’s back where it belongs. I’ve lived with my grandmother nearly all my life, and that necklace is as permanent a fixture in her life as she is in mine. If she hadn’t adopted me when my mother, her daughter, passed away, I have no idea where I’d be today.


  “Lucas is gonna come check on you at about eight o’clock, Grams. I promise I won’t be too late.” I reach down and kiss her powder-dusted cheek, inhaling the sweet scent of her perfume. Anais Anais—it’s all she wears, and I’d know the scent anywhere. I wince at the shrill buzzing of her hearing aid, but train my face back into a smile before I rise.


  “I’m perfectly capable of giving my own insulin shots, Celia Marie Lemaire. You can tell Lucas to keep his bee-hind at home. Besides, he should be going with you to this party. What type of boyfriend is he, letting my only granddaughter go out unescorted?” she rants, jabbing her crochet hook in my direction and setting her jaw.


  “Calm down, Grams. I’m going with Audrey and a few other friends. It’s a girls’ night … no boys allowed. Besides, Lucas doesn’t want to go to high school parties now that he’s a college boy. He’s got better things to do, I’m sure.”


  “Exactly, he’s got much better things to do than poke me,” she says, pursing her lips. She closes her eyes for a moment, slowly opens them, and smiles as she takes in my appearance. I smooth my linen skirt, straighten my spine, and pull my shoulders back. “You look beautiful. To have the privilege of watching you become the stunning young woman standing before me? Well, there’s no greater gift in this world. Which is exactly why Lucas shouldn’t let you out of his sight. This old lady can take care of herself.” Her voice turns up at the end, as if she knows she’s wasting her time but refuses to give up the good fight.


  I shake my head as I gather my purse and keys. “He’s got nothing to worry about. You know that, Grams.”


  Lucas Landry gave me my first kiss in fourth grade behind the concession stand at the community ballpark. There have been thousands of kisses between us since that day, and I have every intention of kissing that boy every day for the rest of my life. This world is clouded with uncertainty, but Lucas is the one thing in my life I never question.


  “I certainly do, Celia. That boy eases my mind when I think of leaving you all alone in this life. Lucas will take care of my sweet girl when I’m gone, just as you’ll take care of him.” Even from across the room, I see the glisten of unshed tears in her eyes, just as she grabs her hook and yarn, refocusing on her crochet. She clears her throat and pushes her glasses up the bridge of her nose, never meeting my eyes. “Be careful tonight, sweet pea. You and Audrey look after each other, ya hear me?”


  “Yes, ma’am. Love you, Grams,” I call out as I head out the front door, trying to push the unwelcome thoughts of one day being without her out of my mind. I breathe in a gulp of the muggy evening air, already feeling the beads of sweat collecting at the bend of my elbows. Louisiana weather is nothing if not humid.


  My eyes focus on the two-story house across the street, and my lips curve into a smile when I see the navy blue drapes pull back from the second-story bedroom.


  Lucas.


  I hurry down the driveway and across the street, praying Audrey isn’t quite ready to leave yet. She primps with the best of them, so the odds are in my favor. I want to steal a few precious moments with her brother … my boyfriend. But if Audrey thinks for one second Lucas is encroaching on our girls’ night, she’ll rip me out of his arms without a second’s thought. Fights between her and Lucas can get … sticky for me. I try my best to be Switzerland in all Landry household disputes.


  Before my foot breeches the first step onto the front porch, an eager hand clutches my arm and jerks me to the side of the house. An excited giggle escapes my lips as I struggle to regain my footing. Lucas rights me with firm fingers digging into my waist. He buries his head in my neck and inhales.


  “Hmmmm, sunshine,” he says with a smile in his voice.


  What girls’ night?


  He breaks away and peppers my neck with open-mouthed kisses. “I knew the second you opened the front door, Audrey would steal you away. I want a few minutes with my girl.”


  His breath tickles my ear in the most delicious way, and I turn my head to give him better access.


  “You know, you could meet us there … it’s not Audrey’s party or anything. She can’t uninvite you,” I whisper, wishing I could stay tucked inside Lucas’s arms for eternity.


  He breaks away as his thumbs brush my cheeks. His eyes soften, and his lips turn into a slight frown. “Those parties are always so loud, Celia—everyone bumping into each other, spilling their drinks, starting fights. It’s just not my thing.”


  “What about me? Am I your ‘thing’ anymore?” I ask with a pout.


  He squeezes my neck and searches my eyes. “Are you my thing? Fuck, Celia, you’re my everything. You know that.”


  “Lucas, you think you’re so slick, but I saw you grab Celia to maul her behind the house! It’s girls’ night. No boys, and especially no YOU!”


  I can’t see Audrey, but I’m sure her hands are fisted on her hips and she’s shooting daggers in our direction. I sneak a peek around the corner of the house and jump back, flinching at the sight of my infuriated best friend.


  “Gotta go.” I shrug with a wince and laugh.


  I walk away, holding Lucas’s hand until the very last second, turning to catch one last look at those gentle brown eyes that own me. When I look up to face my accuser, my very irritated best friend, I startle at the sight of her mother leaning against the doorframe.


  “Hi, Mrs. Cindy. I didn’t see you there,” I say, with a shaky voice and flushed cheeks.


  “Celia, it’s good to see you, sweetheart,” she replies with a smile. Mrs. Cindy leans out of the doorway and cranes her neck. “You can come out now, Lucas. It’s safe to say you’ve been caught.”


  Lucas slinks out of hiding, having the good sense to look sheepish as he passes Audrey with an apologetic shrug. While he gets a chuckle from his mom and me, Audrey growls as he passes.


  “Grams all set up for tonight, Celia?” Mrs. Cindy asks, ever the diplomat, trying to divert Audrey’s attention to a less infuriating topic.


  “Yes, ma’am, Lucas has it covered,” I answer as I pass through the doorway and into the foyer.


  The Landrys are much more than neighbors. They’ve become part of our family. Grams and I can both be stubborn, refusing the help of others, but this generous family doesn’t take no for an answer, and I couldn’t be more grateful. Whether Lucas is helping with Grams’s meds, or Mr. Gene is deciphering insurance and medical bills, or Mrs. Cindy is inviting us to dinner, this family comes through for us every single time.


  “I’m glad Lucas can help. Now, I need you to keep my rambunctious daughter out of trouble tonight. You think you can do that? I know it’s an arduous task…”


  “Mom, I’m perfectly capable of staying out of trouble,” Audrey explains as she pulls me by the hand and up the stairs to her room. She stops short and a smile plays on her lips. “Well, most of the time, at least.”


  “Audrey Grace,” Mrs. Cindy starts, but Audrey raises her hand in protest.


  “I promise, Mom. Best behavior, I swear,” she says with a solemn expression. As quickly as it comes, her serious demeanor washes away, and she pulls me into her room and slams the door.


  “You. You’re already on my shit list, little lady,” she says as she points at me with squinted eyes.


  I hold up my hands in protest and laugh. “I was taken against my will. Kidnapped, really.”


  “Yeah, Celia, you looked all broken up about it.” Audrey holds her expression of mock anger. “That’s one Lucas-inspired strike against you tonight, and believe me, I’m keeping score.”


  I cover my mouth to suppress a giggle, and I see the faintest hint of amusement in Audrey’s eyes. She tries to play tough, but she’s the biggest pushover when it comes to me.


  “And what happens if I strike out?” I taunt and cross my arms over my chest for effect.


  “Oh, you don’t want to know, missy!” she exclaims, chuckling despite herself.


  Audrey turns and flips her curtain of straight black hair over her shoulder. She picks up a leather skirt off the bed and tips her head in concentration. At first glance, I thought it was leather, but now I’m not so sure. Plastic? Rubber?


  “On to more important things,” she says, “Does this skirt say ‘come hither’ or ‘come visit me on my corner’?”


  I burst out laughing and rip the offensive garment from her grasp. “Corner, definitely!”


  “Hmmm, back to the drawing board,” she complains as she opens her closet door.


  Let the endless primping begin…
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  After an eternity of heels, lip gloss, and liquid eyeliner, Audrey grabs her clutch off the dresser and gives me a once-over.


  “All good?” she asks, and I nod in agreement. “Let’s rock this bitch.”


  She turns the knob, and I touch her elbow to stop her forward movement.


  “Wait for me downstairs?” I ask. I see her hackles raising before my eyes. “I’ll only be a minute, Audrey. I just want to say goodbye, okay?”


  She groans and shakes her head. “Ugh, fine, but I’m timing your ass. He’s probably buried in numbers and equations, anyway. He won’t even hear you.”


  I smile in thanks as she places her clutch under her arm and bounds down the stairs. She’s not wrong. My Lucas tends to get lost in his work, but I admire that about him. Physics is way out of my realm of understanding, but it just clicks for him.


  Northern U, and a long list of other colleges, began contacting Lucas when he was a sophomore in high school. Early testing scores were through the roof, and that trend continued through high school. The only reason Lucas is not at MIT or some equally prestigious college is because he refused to leave me behind. He went as far as to refuse Northern U’s offer to pay his room and board, instead opting to commute each day and live at home. It’s only a thirty-minute drive, but it’s a million miles to me. We’ve had more arguments than I can count about what he’s giving up for me.


  I can still hear his response when I begged him to go and follow his dreams. Never, Celia. I’ll never leave without you. I promise you.


  I stand outside his closed door and lift my fist to knock. I hear faint mumbling filtering from the room, and I wonder if he’s on the phone. I tap and wait for his invitation to enter. I knock more loudly after a few moments, figuring he must not have heard me the first time since there’s no break in his conversation. His voice stops at my second attempt.


  “Come in,” he calls out, and I turn the knob to peek my head in.


  “Hey, I just wanted to tell you goodbye. Are you on the phone? I didn’t mean to disturb you.”


  Lucas is sitting at his desk, facing the window, but his face is turned to me. He looks preoccupied, but his face lights up when he sees me. He pushes back in the chair and meets me in the doorway.


  “Of course not, Celia. You could never bother me. It’s nothing important.” He grabs my hands and raises them as he studies me. “God, how could I forget to tell you how beautiful you look? You always take my breath away.”


  His words run through me, warming me to the core. I step closer, into his welcoming embrace. I’m tiny in comparison to his six-foot frame, only reaching his chest. His arms are shelter … safety.


  “You’ll come back here after the party? Maybe sneak up into my room? You know, maybe we could…” His words trail off in a rare moment of shyness. I gasp when his lips brush against my neck, a slight tease of his tongue following behind.


  “I’ll sneak away as soon as I can,” I say on a sigh, barely loud enough for him to hear.


  “Promise you won’t leave me all alone?” His eyes dance with amusement, but I see a deeper insecurity I don’t quite understand.


  I look at him … in him … through him, and see the boy I dreamed of, the teenager I crushed on, the young man I’d give my life for.


  “I promise, Lucas. I’ll never leave you alone.” A small smile dances on my lips as my hand reaches around his waist and grabs at his very tight cheek. “And we can definitely…”
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  “Use Somebody” by Kings of Leon
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  Present Day


  


  


  I CLOSE MY eyes and inhale a gulp of fresh country air, tipping my head toward the sun. The only sound for miles is the lapping water—just the way I like it. Saturday mornings at the pond are a ritual for me. My family owns more than their fair share of land in and around Providence, but no spot is sweeter than this acreage. With a fully stocked bass pond and hundred year old live oak trees tailor-made for fishing and napping under, this is a country boy’s dream spot. It’s damn near orgasmic.


  I prop my feet on the edge of the boat and take a good look at my less-than-stellar cousin, Will. He’s a sophomore at Northern U, and he takes after his older and much wiser cousin in the partying department. I pretty much poured his drunk ass into the truck this morning. His baseball cap is pulled low, the brim hiding his inevitably closed eyes, and I swear to Christ I can smell the day-old whiskey seeping from his pores.


  “So tell me what’s been going on, my man. How’s living in the Alpha Omega house?” My voice is two octaves higher than necessary, but his wince spurs me on. If he’s stupid enough to come to my pond still drunk from the night before, I’m gonna fuck with him.


  “Could you just,” he whispers while squeezing the bridge of his nose. “Just tone it down about ten levels, man.”


  “Not gonna happen, dude. You know me better than that. How about a beer? A little hair of the dog?” I ask, lifting a beer from the ice chest as I grab my own. All I get in response is a glare. At least I think he’s glaring, but it’s hard to tell with the hat in the way. I shrug my shoulders and take a pull off my beer. His loss. “I need to know about this epic night of partying that has left you the shadow of a man I see before me. What the hell happened?”


  Will lifts his hat and grins lazily. “It was fucking epic. It started out with a beer pong tournament and ended at this chick’s apartment, passing a bong.”


  “Is that so? Hmmmm … who’s the chick? Anyone you need to tell me about?”


  Could I lecture him about the bong? Yeah, but I choose to keep my mouth shut. I’ve been there. Nothing ever came of it, and I realized early on it wasn’t my gig. I’m gonna let Will learn that lesson on his own, but I’m sure as hell going to keep a closer eye on him going forward. I want to make sure this is just a phase and nothing more.


  “Not my girl. My buddy, Carson, hooked up with her,” he says as he starts coming back to the land of living, bit by tiny bit. A smirk plays on his lips. “That’s done, though. He said she’s a gumbo pot.”


  “The fuck?” I’ve never heard a woman referred to as a gumbo pot, but I’m pretty sure it’s less-than-complimentary, if Will’s expression is any indication.


  “You know, Cain, a gumbo pot. Once you stick your dick in, you have to stir it around to hit the other side. A loose bitch.”


  Before he finishes his last sentence, I smash my empty can of beer on my leg and pelt him in the head with the hunk of aluminum. I tag him pretty good on his ear and his hand springs up to cover it.


  “What the hell, man?”


  “Don’t ever let me hear you talk about a woman that way again.” I curl my lip in disgust and clench my fists, restraining myself from knocking some sense into him. “You know better than that, Will. I’ve taught you better than that.”


  And I have. I may be a serial dater—hooking up and moving on without ever planting real roots—but I never disrespect women. I treat my women like queens, no matter how short their reign on the throne may be.


  “Shit, I’m sorry, Cain, I wasn’t thinking. I didn’t say it; Carter did. I know I shouldn’t have repeated it,” he explains, and I can tell he wishes he could take it back.


  “No, you shouldn’t have. Ya know what you should’ve done when that douchebag ran his mouth? You should have asked him what the fuck is wrong with his spoon.” I reel in my line and bait my empty hook before recasting.


  My phone chimes, alerting me to a new text.


  “His spoon?”


  “That’s what I said,” I reply as I open up my messages and see a text from Adam. “When guys complain about the ‘pot,’ it has more to do with size of the spoon. That should shut the pencil dick up.”


  Will howls in laughter as I read Adam’s message. We have plans to hit the bar tonight. Once a month, his parents take Lily and Gage on weekend adventures. We usually make adult plans of our own.


  Celia’s coming tonight. You don’t mind, right?


  Well, shit. I guess it doesn’t matter if I mind or not, since he’s already asked her. I know he and Celia have become fast friends, in addition to being neighbors, but I’ve kept a safe distance these last few months after our awkward first meeting. I don’t have anything against the girl; I just don’t want to spend my Saturday night apologizing.


  “I can’t wait to shut Carson up. He needs to be taken down a few notches, if you ask me,” Will says with a chuckle.


  “Huh?” I ask, my mind preoccupied with visions of my asshat behavior around a certain fairy. “Oh, yeah, set that fucker straight, Will. He shouldn’t be saying those things about that girl; I don’t care if her pussy makes the Grand Canyon look like a ditch. A real man keeps that shit to himself.”


  Will nods in agreement and looks at me with a genuine level of respect. I’m glad he still values my opinion instead of following the masses of dickheads in his frat. He’s a good kid; he just needs a little direction and guidance.


  I settle back into my seat and refocus on catching some bass, feeling my job here is done. I can only hope my night out goes as well as the morning…
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  I rap my knuckles on the door and walk inside without waiting for permission. I know Adam doesn’t have a chick inside, because if he did, there’s no way he’d be going out with me tonight. I can hear the strumming of a guitar from out on the porch, and I can’t hold back my eye roll and smirk.


  “God, man, you are such a clichéd douche. Save the tortured musician act for the bar. I don’t have a vagina, so no need to impress me.”


  I round the corner, into the living room, and my eyes settle on a sparkling fairy with wide eyes and a pretty pink mouth, set in the shape of an “O.” She’s perched on the edge of Adam’s sofa, her pale yellow dress barely reaching the tops of her knees.


  Why do I always make a supreme ass out of myself anytime this girl is around?


  I grip the back of my neck and shake my head. I hear a low, amused chuckle coming from Adam, and I shoot him an irritated frown.


  Before I can launch into my litany of excuses and apologies, Celia bursts out laughing. “You had better not be trying to get in my pants, Adam Hunt, or so help me, I’ll wrap those guitar strings around your sweet little neck.”


  Celia’s unexpected sass stuns me into silence, and believe me, that’s no easy feat. I’m usually the master of smartass. My comebacks have comebacks.


  “Aw, you know you want a piece of this, Celia. Don’t try to deny it,” Adam motions seductively down his chest. In pure douche fashion, he winks and juts his chin out in her direction.


  “Oh my God, I think I just vomited a little in my mouth,” she says, wrapping her delicate fingers around her neck and making the universal choking sign. “Are there women that actually fall for that drivel?”


  “Like moths to the flame. Bees to honey. Like … like,” Adam says as he waves his hand trying to conjure the words.


  My head flits back and forth between them as I watch this ping-pong match of digs, and I love it. This girl just may be able to hold her own with Adam and me after all. She may not be as fragile as I thought.


  “Crabs to the crotch?” she fires back with a belly laugh. “Tone it down a skoch, Rico Suave.”


  “Whew, crabs to the crotch. That’s a wrap. She got you, man. Just surrender,” I say as my shoulders shake with laughter.


  After setting down his guitar, Adam raises his hands and bows his head. “I’ll keep my crabs to myself, I promise, Celia. Besides, Lily and Gage would kill me if you stopped coming around. You are firmly in my no-date zone.”


  “Damn straight. Those munchkins love Aunt Cece.” She shrugs her shoulders and tips her head to the side. “Cain, I hope you don’t mind if I tag along. I promise, I won’t be too much trouble.” She turns to face me and flutters her eyelashes sweetly—a little too sweetly. I’m pretty damn sure she’s playing me.


  “Nah, Tink, I don’t mind,” I say with a wave of my hand and an “aw shucks” expression.


  And damn if it isn’t the truth. Initially, I was irritated with Adam for inviting her, but right now, in this moment, I’m cool with it. I’m cool with her. As far as I’m concerned, the fairy can stay.


  As we file out the front door, I hear Adam whisper, “You know I don’t really have crabs, right?”


  Never one to miss an opportunity to mess with him, I chime right in. “You don’t have to lie to kick it, dude. We still love you.”


  “I have noticed you pulling on it a lot,” Celia adds with wide innocent eyes. “Totally makes sense now.”


  “Ah, fuck y’all, man.”


  Yeah, she’ll fit right in…
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  “Dancing Shoes” by Green River Ordinance
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  Present Day


  


  


  THE COURTYARD IS packed tonight, the patio filled to the brim with patrons on the prowl and the line at the bar a mile long. Luckily, we got here early enough to perch ourselves on barstools with a clear view of the room and easy access to the bartenders. I know Adam opted to come here instead of our usual prowling spot, The Keg, for Celia’s benefit, and I’m in total agreement. I don’t care how feisty she is, Celia doesn’t belong in that meat market. The Courtyard is a little more low key and relaxed—more acoustic jams and beer as opposed to Jager bombs and sweaty cleavage.


  Not that there’s anything wrong with sweaty cleavage. I’m a huge fan.


  “Why don’t you jump up on that stage, Casanova, and show ‘em how it’s done,” I taunt. I wiggle my eyebrows at Adam as I take a pull from my beer. In truth, I’ve seen Adam fiddle with his guitar¸ but I’ve never seen him perform for a crowd. Drunk chicks throwing themselves at him, panties flying in the air? I bet he would eat that shit up.


  Adam’s quick-witted response is to pelt me in the head with a bottle cap, and I give him a much-deserved one-finger salute. He knows I’m just messing with him. Adam and I settled into an easy banter from the very start of our friendship.


  “So, Cain, are you excited about helping out at the clinic?” Celia trains her eyes on me, gauging my response. She leans slightly forward to get a good look since we’re lined up at the bar with Adam between us.


  I have no clue what she’s talking about, and it’s clear she knows it by her fallen expression. She slaps Adam’s shoulder in irritation and scowls. “You said you were gonna talk to him.”


  “Ow! You don’t have to hit me, woman. Cain and I haven’t caught up with each other in a while.” Adam rubs his arm as if a two hundred fifty pound man punched him.


  “I’ll ask him now,” he says, turning to me with a contrite look on his face. “Cain, would you be interested in helping me with a new project at New Horizons?”


  “Um, sure?” I answer, more than a little confused. “Wait, I knew Celia worked there, but when did you start working at the clinic, Adam?”


  “He’s starting up a new program for domestic violence victims. Isn’t that great?” Celia beams with pride, and, in that moment, I realize she and Adam have become closer than I realize. I know Celia babysits for Adam on occasion, so I really I shouldn’t be surprised. He’d never leave Lily and Gage in her care if he didn’t trust her. I guess I never gave it much thought before now. The tie between them doesn’t feel in the least bit romantic, though. I sense more of a sibling-type bond.


  “Someone in the community donated a good-sized house to the clinic just a few months ago, and we’re gonna use it as a shelter. We’ll provide a safe place to stay while these women figure out their next move. Pressing charges, restraining orders, employment, relocation—we’ll assist them with whatever they need. We were thinking you could help with relocation, procuring their belongings in some cases, those type of things,” Adam explains, and I feel the passion for this project pouring off him. It makes sense, of course. I’m glad he’s found an outlet to deal with his sister’s death. I’m sure his grief stoked his interest in this project.


  “We want you to be the muscle,” Celia chimes in from behind Adam.


  I choke back a laugh and take a swig of my beer. “Sure, I’d be more than happy to be pretty boy’s bodyguard. We wouldn’t want him to break a nail.”


  “Screw you, dude,” Adam replies with a chuckle. “You know what she means. It would be good to have two of us on hand if a situation arises.”


  “No, I get it, I’m just fucking around. I’d love to help. Just tell me what you need, and I’ll be there.”


  “Yay!” Celia cheers as she claps and hops in her seat.


  Adam turns to Celia with a “happy now?” expression and she grins. We settle into a companionable silence of enjoying the band and sipping our beers. It doesn’t take long for Adam’s “come hither” looks to attract a few customers—the first being a bottle blonde with collagen-filled lips.


  Why in the hell do girls think that’s attractive? Freshly punched in the mouth is not a good look for anyone.


  She sidles up next to him in a flash and runs a red fingernail up his arm and underneath his cuffed sleeve, tracing the beginnings of his tattoo. “Dance with me?”


  She bats her eyelashes and pouts her lips. Adam must be buying this shit, because he curls a hand around her waist and squeezes.


  “Sure thing, babe. Why don’t I buy you a drink first?” he croons, and she nods in agreement, all the while edging closer in between his legs.


  She must have bathed in perfume before she came here, because the smell is burning my nose hairs. It must be bothering Celia, too, because I see her cute little nose scrunch from behind Adam’s shoulder.


  Adam leans in to get the bartender’s attention, and his change in position puts Big Lips eye-to-eye with Celia, who’s smiling sweetly in her direction.


  Seemingly uncomfortable with the silence, Celia points to Adam. “You know, he plays the guitar. It’s sooooooo sexy.” She continues to point while exaggerating a head nod and widened eyes.


  I’m staring at her back, but Big Lips’s head tilts to the side, in what I can only imagine is confusion.


  “I mean,” Celia continues, “it’s practically panty-melting. You should get him to play a song for you. And have you seen his eyes?”


  At this point, Adam has turned to look at Celia in what can only be described as sheer horror, and his random pick-up is looking down and fumbling in her purse.


  “Oh, sorry,” she mumbles, her lips no longer trained in a pout. “My friends are calling me. I need to … go.”


  Big Lips scampers off in a hurry, and I bite my cheek to hold back my laughter. Adam turns to Celia, hands raised in question. “What the fuck was that?”


  Celia jerks her head back, and her jaw falls open. “What do you mean? I’m your wingwoman. I was trying to help.”


  No longer able to hold it in, I toss my head back and roar with laughter. I slam my hand on the bar, making the bottles jump. “Whew! Damn, Tink, thanks for that. I needed a good laugh.”


  Adam glares at me, obviously not seeing the humor of the situation. After his evil eye stare quiets my laughter, he shifts his gaze back to Celia.


  “You’re not my wingwoman. You’re my wingweirdo. That girl couldn’t get out of here fast enough. You freaked her out!”


  Celia slumps her shoulders and pokes out her bottom lip. Oddly enough, her pouty lips are ten times more effective than Big Lips. Maybe it’s just me…


  “Aw, come on, Adam. I didn’t mean to make her leave. I’m sorry…”


  Adam shoulders relax somewhat, and he grabs the back of his neck while shaking his head. He turns to me and gives me “the look” while pointing at Celia.


  “I got her, man. Go,” I say with a quick head nod.


  “Wait, where are you going, Adam?” Celia asks, confused by our exchange.


  Adam places a hand on her shoulder and squeezes, hiding the beginnings of a smile. “Celia, I’m going in solo. No wingwoman—just me and my irresistible charm. And the tats, of course.”


  “Christ,” I mutter under my breath, as I feel the shit getting pretty deep.


  “Oh, okay,” Celia says, looking slightly dejected. “I really was trying to help, Adam. I’m sorry.”


  “It’s all good, Cece. You’re still my girl, but let’s just consider those wings of yours clipped,” Adam says while giving me the universal man hug—half handshake, half back slap. “Cain will give you a ride home. Are you comfortable with that?”


  He watches her expression to be sure she’s on board with the change of plans, and I bristle. I know he’s looking out for her, but the thought of her actually being afraid of me, or my intentions, doesn’t sit well with me. My chest loosens when I see her nod in agreement and wink playfully at Adam.


  We watch Adam disappear into the crowd in silence, and then I turn to Celia and raise my eyebrows flirtatiously. She giggles and sips her drink, her eyes dancing with laughter.


  “Who’s the Casanova now?” she asks, pushing my shoulder with her finger.


  I roll my eyes and turn to the bar, signaling for another beer. She’s still nursing her first drink, so I just order one for me. This will be the last, seeing as I’m responsible for precious cargo tonight.


  “So you’re gonna bring me home … and Adam’s just gonna hitch a ride with some random woman?”


  “Well, I think he’s hoping she’ll hitch a ride on him.”


  Celia rolls her eyes and bursts out laughing before I even finish the sentence.


  “Ew! That’s … disturbing. Adam doesn’t seem like that kind of guy to me.”


  “Truth?” I ask. She wrinkles her nose and gives a small nod. “Every guy can be that kind of guy, given the right situation. He’s not looking for deep conversation and long walks on the beach. He’s a dad with a random weekend off. He doesn’t need or want more than that right now, and that’s okay. Consenting adults and all, ya know?”


  “When you say it like that, it makes complete sense. He doesn’t have any more to give. I get that. I understand it … more than you know.” Her mouth turns down in a small frown, and the mood darkens unexpectedly. I get tiny glimpses of sadness in her eyes, but in this moment, her sorrow is center stage. If there was ever a doubt in my mind, this seemingly innocent conversation confirms my suspicions. Celia is one hundred percent unavailable, even if I’m not sure of the circumstances behind it. I’d be lying if I didn’t say a small part of me wished that wasn’t the case. Maybe that part of me is bigger than I care to admit.


  We drink in silence for a time, and my ears perk up when I hear a familiar tune. Not one to wallow, I step off my stool and tug Celia’s hand. She tips off her stool and lands at my side.


  “Dance with me, Tink,” I say as I pull her across the floor.


  “Oh, well … I—” she stammers as she shuffles behind me. “I’m not a very good dancer.”


  Finding an empty spot on the dance floor, I whip her around to face me. I snake an arm around her tiny waist and hold her other hand firmly in mine. Her head reaches me right at the top of my chest, and she looks up to meet my gaze. I smile and give her side a gentle squeeze.


  “Lucky for you, I make a pretty fabulous dance partner. All you need to do is follow my lead.”


  She fumbles a bit at first, but catches on to my cues like a champ. A gentle shift of my hip or a tug on her hand is enough to guide her, and soon we’re gliding across the floor. She feels delicate in my arms, almost breakable. I tip my head forward and breathe her in. She smells of summer and honeysuckles, and I resist the tiny niggle in my gut that’s trying to make a comeback. One song floats into the next, and I’ve lost track of how long we’ve been dancing.


  “Where did you learn to dance like this?” she asks, bringing me back from my trailing thoughts.


  “Coach made me take lessons in high school. It started out as a joke. You know, a way for the basketball player to learn fancy footwork. It turns out I’m pretty damn good at it. I can two-step with the best of ‘em,” I explain with a shrug. I take that moment to swing her out, then tug her back into my embrace at the last minute.


  She returns to me with a jolt and a giggle. “I must admit, Cain, this is even better than the bubble bath I had planned for this evening.”


  My lip curls in mock disgust, and I scoff. “Well, I should hope so. It’s not exactly a glowing endorsement, saying you’d rather dance with me than bathe in your own filth.”


  “What are you talking about?” she asks with a laugh.


  “Bathing in your own filth. Sitting in your own stew. That’s just disgusting, Tink.” I make a gagging sound and shake my head for effect.


  She slaps my arm and grins up at me. “Come on! Do you really get that dirty?”


  She raises her eyebrows in question, and I nod my head solemnly. “Oh, believe me, I certainly do.”


  “Oh yeah?” she challenges, leaning back in my arms to see me better.


  “I’m downright filthy,” I whisper, my words filled with implication. I lean over into her space and feel the pressure of her spine curving into my hand.


  “Are we still talking about baths?”


  “Were we ever?” I ask, now nose to nose with her.


  A smile spreads across her face, and her blue eyes tease me. She leans forward and buries her head in my chest, overcome with laughter. The sound pierces through me, seeps into my chest, and settles into my bones.


  She exhales a soft sigh and rests her head on my chest when the music slows. While the storm in her slowly calms, replaced with contentment and peace, my soul has never felt more turbulent.


  Feeling restless and uncomfortable in my own skin, I dip Celia in grand style, marking the end of our dance. We’re at the edge of the dance floor. I grab her waist and hoist her up to sit on a nearby brick ledge.


  “Wait here and I’ll buy you another drink.”


  I raise my eyebrows in question.


  “Cranberry and vodka,” she replies to my silent question.


  I snake my way through the crowd and try to sort out my head on the journey. She feels too good in my arms … too right. Her tiny waist that my hands nearly wrap around, her blue eyes deep as the darkest ocean waters, her addictive laugh that flows through my veins like electricity, lighting up every part of me; she’s creeping into my head, my heart, and my soul.


  Her trained words and actions put up a steel wall, screaming to me I’m wasting my time. But when she lets go? When she forgets to be sad? She feels it, too.


  What if I can make her forget?


  I find an empty spot and sidle up to the bar, holding out a bill to get the bartender’s attention. I’m so lost in thought, trying with all I have to tamp this shit down before I go back and meet Celia, I don’t notice the brunette eyeing me from her barstool.


  “A bit of friendly advice,” she croons, her full, red lips quirking up on one side. “You’re never getting in there. Don’t waste your time.”


  I jerk my head back in surprise. “Excuse me?”


  She shrugs her shoulders and chuckles, her brown curls bouncing over her shoulders. “The little blonde perched up on the ledge? I’m just trying to save you the effort. You are planted firmly in the friend zone with that one. I can see it from a dance floor away.”


  “Maybe I’m in the friend zone because that’s what we are—friends.” My tone is insolent, and the brightness in her emerald eyes tells me she’s enjoying riling me up.


  “You can’t bullshit a bullshitter, man. I can see your puppy dog eyes from across the dance floor, too. Save yourself the heartache and take an easier path to humpdom,” she says while examining her nails.


  “Aw, such a poet,” I reply sarcastically, and turn back to the bar. After placing my order with the bartender, I look back to my curly-headed naysayer. “I’ve never been known to take the path of least resistance. The easiest route isn’t always the best one.”


  She scoffs and tosses her curls. “The easiest route is the only one I’m interested in. No fuss, no muss, no feelings.”


  “Music to every father’s ears,” I say as I pick up Celia’s drink and toss a few bills on the bar for the tip.


  “Hey, I’m a realist. There’s nothing wrong with that. Happily-ever-afters are for chumps and fools … and apparently jolly green giants.” She eyes me from under her lashes and expels an exaggerated sigh. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


  “Don’t worry about me. I’m a big boy,” I call out over my shoulder as I walk away from the nosy, red-lipped stranger.


  “I’ll be watching.” Her voice has a singsong quality with a hint of laughter behind it, and it pries its way under my skin. I don’t know who the hell she is, but I’ll be damned if she’s gonna tell me who to pursue. It’s obvious she has no idea who she’s talking to either. Saying Celia’s off limits to me is the equivalent of waving a red flag to a bull.


  Game on.
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  “Into the Ocean” by Blue October
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  The Past


  


  


  “LUCAS, YOU WERE supposed to pick me up at the hospital over an hour ago. Should I call someone else to get me? Ugh, just call me back and tell me where you are.” I press END on the phone and drop my head into my hands.


  It’s mind blowing how drastically the world can shift in a matter of days … hours … minutes.


  The exact moment that threw my world into a tailspin is etched in my brain, never to be forgotten. It was the day I came home from school to find Grams in a helpless heap on the floor, barely conscious, with slurred words and sheer terror shining in her glassy eyes. I’ve never been more frightened in my entire life.


  Between doctors speaking medical jargon I don’t understand, and Grams fighting to regain the tiniest bit of mobility and speech, I’m not sure which is more overwhelming. Watching her stumble to find the words, seeing her struggle to sound them out, wishing the tears of frustration in her eyes would disappear—it’s breaking my heart, piece by jagged piece. The doctors say her symptoms are normal for a stroke victim, and will probably improve, to some extent over time, but empty promises do little to comfort me.


  I run the pads of my fingers across the blanket draped over Grams, softly so I don’t wake her. I brought it from home to help calm her—this orange one is her favorite. She made it with the most vibrant yarn she could find to remind her of a fiery sunset. The only sound is the gentle rise and fall of her breaths and the sharp ticking of the clock’s second hand, reminding me of Lucas and his recent inability to follow through.


  If Lucas tells me he’s going to do something, he does it. If he promises to be somewhere at a certain time, I don’t question it. Whether it was pounding on Joey Ryder’s face in fifth grade for throwing dirt in my hair or driving me all the way to Shreveport for my SATs, Lucas always comes through for me.


  Until the last few weeks, that is. Missed phone calls, forgotten pick-up times, and distracted conversations are the norm lately. When I catch up with him, he’s always in the same place. Locked in his bedroom, glued to his desk, furiously working on proofs, algorithms, theorems, or whatever they’re called in the physics world. Lucas has always lost track of time, lost track of himself, when he’s got a project going, but that never applied to me. I was the exception to the rule when it came to his absent-mindedness.


  I just don’t understand why this is happening now. I need him more than I ever have, and he’s letting me down. The uncertainty of Grams’s health has left me feeling lost, and Lucas is supposed to be my constant, the roots that ground me when it’s all too much.


  I swallow back the anger, the frustration, and most of all, the hurt, and scroll through my contact list, knowing deep down Lucas isn’t going to show.
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  “Hey sugar, you looking for a hot date?” Audrey catcalls through the passenger window after driving up to the hospital breezeway.


  I toss my two-ton book sack over my shoulder and roll my eyes as I throw myself into the seat. “I think we’ve established that I was, in fact, looking for a hot date, but your jerk brother decided to stand me up.”


  “Whoa, hold on just one minute, missy! I cannot be held responsible for the sins of the absent-minded professor.” Audrey points to herself and circles her face. “Innocent, albeit related, bystander over here.”


  I shut my eyes and let out a huge sigh, wishing the tension would leave my body along with my breath. “I know, I’m sorry, I know that. I appreciate you picking me up, Audrey. What’s with him lately? Lucas doesn’t do this, ya know?”


  “If it doesn’t have to do with his calculator or his textbooks, we’ve got a fifty-fifty shot of him remembering it. He’s just lost in the books, Celia. You know how he is,” Audrey says, reaching over to pat my leg.


  “Not with me, though, Aud. He never forgets anything with me. And I just … I need him right now. Everything with Grams.” My voice cracks as I shake my head in despair. The tears well up, and there is no stopping them now.


  “Hey, don’t cry, Cece. You know we’ll do whatever we need to do. You’re gonna be fine. You’ll both be fine. Grams is getting the best care available.”


  On that point, I know she’s right. With the help of Mr. Gene, Grams prepared for this kind of thing. Supplemental insurance, long-term care policies, cancer add-ons—you name it, Grams had it. Once Grams is discharged from the hospital, she’ll be transferred to a top-notch facility for therapy and rehab until she’s ready to come home.


  If she ever is ready to come back home.


  I curse myself for thinking it. I won’t accept that Grams will never sit on her porch swing again, drinking coffee and saying her rosary. I refuse to believe she crocheted her last blanket for the church bazaar. I can’t fathom the idea of never hearing her curse like a sailor at the television when she thinks I’m out of earshot.


  You have to stay positive, Celia. For Grams.


  “It’s a lot to take in all at once. Grams, my living situation, the finances … and now Lucas? What if there’s something going on, Audrey? What if there’s someone else at school, someone as smart as he is—”


  “I’m stopping you right there, because that’s crazy talk. Lucas never has and never will want anyone else. That’s a fact. Just talk to him and he’ll tell you the same thing. Got it?” Audrey stares expectantly until I nod my head. “Now, as far as your living situation, you’re my new roomie, and what could be cooler than that? I’m pretty amazing.”


  Her antics earn a slight smile from me, but that’s all I can muster. “I’m so grateful to you and your parents for letting me stay with you. I know I’m technically and legally able to live on my own, since I’m eighteen, but I don’t want to be alone right now. I’m just worried I’ll wear out my welcome.”


  “How in the world could you wear out your welcome? Celia, between school, the time you spend with Lucas, and staying with Grams until bedtime everyday, I hardly ever see you. We’re living in the same room, and I feel the need to schedule girl time,” Audrey says while turning into the driveway.


  My eyes instantly flick to the second floor window to see bits of light filtering through drawn blue curtains. I slump my shoulders in defeat and stare at my fidgeting hands. He’s been home the entire time.


  I grip the straps of my book sack and put one foot out of the car before turning to Audrey. “Once I give your brother a piece of my mind, there may be oodles of girl time to be had. You should wish him luck.”


  “Let him have it, girl. He totally deserves it.” She turns away from me, then changes her mind and grabs my hand. “I can promise you one thing, though. There’s no one else. I’m sure of it. The only thing Lucas is guilty of is being completely oblivious. There’s nothing wrong, Celia; he just lives in his own world a lot of the time.”


  I huff and shoot her a sarcastic smirk. “Well, you’ll have to excuse me while I barge right in. Our two worlds are about to collide.”
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  I bang my clenched fist on the door a second time, resolving to stand here all night, if that’s what it takes. After what feels like a lifetime, I hear some rustling from inside the room and a frazzled Lucas flings open the door.


  “Celia, hey,” he says with a smile, opening the door wider to invite me in. He notices my grizzly stare, and his brows furrow in confusion. “Wait, wasn’t I supposed to pick you up in…”


  He walks across the room and swipes his watch off the bedside table. When he realizes the time, he drops his head in defeat and runs a hand over his unshaven face.


  “Shit.”


  “You can say that again,” I reply, my tone flat and stilted. “It’s the second time in a week. What the hell, Lucas?”


  He crosses the room in two paces and folds me tightly into his arms. “Baby, I’m so sorry. I can’t believe I did that. I just … I lost track of time. This project for school is taking everything out of me.”


  “I called you.” I slap both hands on his chest. “I set an alarm for you so you wouldn’t forget!”


  “I had to turn my phone off, Celia, I’m so sorry.” He drops his forehead to mine and closes his eyes. “I’m competing for a summer internship, and the other students are distracting me, trying to … never mind, it’s not important. You’re the only thing I want to focus on right now. Tell me about Grams. How is she doing?”


  Lucas tugs to me to the edge of the bed and sits us both down, facing each other. He runs his fingertips lightly across my forehead and cups my chin in his open hand.


  “She’s the same,” I say, looking into his eyes. The genuine regret mirrored back at me is the only thing stopping me from adding “not that you’d care” to the end of my sentence. He squeezes my hand gently and gives a nod, urging me to continue.


  “The doctors say to be patient, that it’s a gradual process, and she’s only just begun therapy, but I wish I could see something, ya know? Just something to let us both know things are going to get better for her.”


  I hide my head in his chest, despair winning out over my extreme aggravation. I let him console me, run his fingers down my back and gently rock me from side to side. He slowly lulls me into a state of temporary calm, despite the crushing weight lingering over my shoulders from the events of the last week.


  “Celia, you are so brave and so unbelievably strong. Even when we were kids, I was in awe of you. No kid would ever even walk in front of Old Man Theriot’s house. We’d all go two blocks out of our way to avoid that creepy place and that hateful man. What do you do? You knock on his door and ask him to buy gift wrap for a school fundraiser.” Lucas pushes away to meet my eyes while rolling his in amusement.


  “Hey, I wanted to be the top seller so I could win the bicycle. And Mr. Theriot actually bought some paper.” Lucas’s deadpan stare shows his disbelief. I throw my hands up and giggle softly. “I swear! He used it to wrap presents for all of his cats.”


  “See, that’s what I mean. And then what about Mrs. Charlotte’s dog, Kernick, the neighborhood bully? That dog would terrorize all the kids in the neighborhood, and then he met his match with Celia Lemaire. He rushed right up to you, snarling, barking, and baring his teeth. You just dropped down to his level, scratching his head and pulling his ears.”


  “Honestly, he was just a big baby,” I explain, shrugging my shoulders. “All bark and no bite. Cuddly old Kernick.”


  “I think that beast was in complete shock, that’s why he didn’t maul you. You stunned him into inaction.”


  Now it was my turn to roll my eyes. A lazy smirk runs across Lucas’s face, and he shakes his head in mock exasperation.


  “Fearless.” He lowers his head and softly presses his lips to mine, breathing me in on a deep inhale. He releases my lips and presses his forehead lightly to mine, gripping my neck firmly with both hands. “And the only person I know who is stronger than you is Grams. Where do you think you get it?”


  Tears flood my eyes and tumble over onto my cheeks, hot and stinging. I silently pray that Lucas is right—that Grams is more stubborn than she is sick. That she is braver than she is broken. That my love for her is stronger than her body’s limitations.


  “I hope you’re right, Lucas. You just have to be,” I say, my voice cracking with emotion.


  “I’m gonna be strong for you, too. I let you down today.” He sighs heavily, overwrought with guilt. “I love you, Celia. I was born to do it, and I promise to do a better job. I promise you.” And with those few words, my anger slides away, leaving nothing but love and adoration.


  I open my eyes, and I see Lucas bathed in a new light, one that isn’t tinged with anger and disappointment. For the first time today, I really see him—and I’m afraid.


  I run my fingertips over his days’ old, unshaven face and notice the dark circles ringing his bloodshot eyes. His hair is more than disheveled. It’s downright dirty. His skin feels sticky and oily to the touch.


  “Um, Lucas?” I only continue when he meets my eyes. “When’s the last time you bathed?”


  He bolts up off the bed and starts smoothing over his stained T-shirt, visibly embarrassed by my question. “Shit, I’ve been so caught up, I don’t even remember.”


  My brow furrows in confusion, trying to think of a time when I forgot such a basic necessity of life. “You don’t remember?”


  He rummages through his dresser draws, pulling out a set of clothes before kneeling on the floor between my legs. He runs his hands up my arms in comfort and shoots me a goofy smile. “Hey, don’t let the mad mathematician in me make you worry. Audrey doesn’t call me the absent-minded professor for nothing, right?”


  I nod softly, unable to squash the feeling that there is more going on than he’s letting on. Grams, Lucas, and everything else make up this puzzle, continually moving and shifting, making it impossible for me to get a clear picture of what’s happening. But even muddled and out of focus, it’s crystal clear that something is very wrong.


  Lucas presses his lips to my forehead on his way out the door, gripping his fresh clothes in his fist. I stay silent and unmoving on the edge of the bed until I hear the shower turn on down the hall.


  I survey Lucas’s room, looking for any clue into his odd behavior. Messy, unmade bed? That’s normal territory for him. I open his closet door and peek inside, telling myself it’s not an invasion of privacy if I just look in from the doorway. On the top shelf, I find snack pack heaven—cookies, chips, Chex Mix, and much more.


  Since when does Lucas keep food hidden in his closet?


  There could be several explanations, I tell myself. Maybe he puts them in his book sack when he can’t make it to the cafeteria at school. Maybe he gets so caught up in his projects, he doesn’t want to break his concentration by going downstairs to the kitchen. Maybe…


  I walk toward the window, running a hand over his desk, fingering the folder sitting on top of the towering stack of papers. I push away the guilt when I flick open the top of the manila folder to reveal his papers. This is not who I am—I’m not the snooping girlfriend, but desperate times and all that.


  I peer at the top sheet, anxious to see what’s stealing every moment of Lucas’s attention. I imagine it’s more equations, lines of proofs, things I cannot even begin to comprehend.


  When my eyes meet the paper, renewed tears fill my eyes. I grip the desk with one hand for balance and clutch my shirt with the other, trying to keep the gnawing sense of doom at bay.


  As I run my eyes over the paper, I realize I was right about only one thing. I can’t grasp a single bit of understanding from the scribbling in front of me.


  But neither can anyone else.
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  “My Immortal” by Evanescence
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  The Present


  


  


  “SNEAK ATTACK!”


  I hear an audible “hmph,” I’m guessing from Celia. I wince as I knock on the front door. She may just kill me, and I can’t really blame her.


  Adam called me an hour ago and demanded my services pronto. He said I created this mess, so it’s my job to clean it up. How was I to know Gage would unleash all my teachings on Celia? I meant for the little guy to torment Adam.


  I’m banking on our newfound friendship earning me a few mercy points with her. Over the last few months, Adam, Celia, and I have shared more dinners, movie nights, and cookouts than I can count. Add in the wonder twins and Celia’s best friend from home, Audrey, and I’ve fallen into a fucking fabulous extended family of sorts.


  Never mind the incestuous thoughts I secretly hold about a certain family member. That’s a discussion for another time.


  Adam and I spend a lot of time at New Horizons getting the domestic abuse program up and running. As we rack up hours at the clinic, Celia sightings are more frequent and definitely appreciated. An easy friendship naturally evolved between the three of us. All that being said, I doubt Celia’s feeling very friendly or familial about me today. I’ll be lucky to leave with my nuts intact.


  The door flies open, slamming into the wall behind it, and a furious Celia fists her hand in my shirt and jerks me inside. On sheer instinct, my hand drops down and covers my balls. Her short blonde hair is matted to her face in wet clumps. Even her eyelashes are stuck together. Her light pink shirt clings to her skin, and I make an honest effort to train my eyes to her face.


  Maybe just a peek. Damn, her nipples are hard…


  She turns and points to the heathen in question with fire in her eyes. “Fix him. You broke him, so fix him!”


  Okay, so maybe I taught Gage a few … pranks. I only shared a minuscule amount of tricks from my very large arsenal. I merely wanted his inner Dennis the Menace to shine. All little boys should learn the fine art of torment. It’s practically a rite of passage.


  I only get a glimpse of the furry tail Gage insists on wearing tucked into the back of his jeans as he races away to hide. Unfortunately for me, I’ve also taught him to play hide and seek like a CIA agent. If he doesn’t want to be found, forget about it. I’m kind of proud of my little protégé, but I wipe the smirk off my face before Celia turns my way.


  “Oh, no you don’t, little man. It’s time to pay the piper,” I call out as I round the corner into the hallway.


  A tiny giggle behind me makes me turn my attention to Lily, who’s perched on barstool at the counter. She’s sipping out of a teacup and swatting at the pink feathers tickling her nose from the boa wrapped around her neck.


  “I’m not telling you, Uncle Cain. If I do, he might prank me,” Lily says with a shrug of her shoulders and more giggles.


  “He put a rubber band around my sink sprayer so it shot me in the face when I turned the faucet on. He hid a whoopee cushion under my seat. He’s been screaming ‘Aunt Cece farted’ at the top of his lungs all morning. And that’s not even the worst of it. He sprinkled those little pop firecrackers all over the bathroom floor. You can imagine what happened when I stepped inside. I nearly peed my pants!” Celia glares at me accusingly as she counts off Gage’s offenses on her fingers.


  “At least you were in the right place for peeing,” I mumble, but shut my mouth quickly when Celia slaps my arm.


  Little man was busy this morning.


  “Okay, he definitely owes you an apology. But, come on, it’s a little bit funny, right?” I shoot her a winning lopsided smile, hoping to melt a little of the ice in the air. It’s wiped clean off my face when I see her reaction. “Never mind, just forget I said anything.”


  “Seriously, Cain, you’ve turned that sweet boy into a holy terror. I can’t believe Adam let you teach him those things!” She stamps her foot, and damn if it doesn’t make her even cuter.


  I chuckle as I peer into each room, looking for the little delinquent. “Believe me, when it comes to watching over the munchkins, Adam’s set the bar really low for me. What do you expect after the ‘cratchel’ incident? But, I mean, come on, I’m the fun uncle. Everyone loves Uncle Cain.”


  “Cratchel incident?”


  “Never mind about that. It’s not important.”


  She’s on my heels as I search the house for Gage. “Well, believe me, not everyone loves Uncle Cain. Some people would love to teach him a big, fat lesson!” she replies, poking me in the back with each word for emphasis.


  I turn on a dime, and stoop down to meet her nose to nose. Her eyes widen, and she freezes in place. “Oh, I don’t think you want to tangle with me, Tink. The stuff Gage pulled today? Child’s play … just the tip of the iceberg. I will unleash a prank war you’ll never recover from. You sure you wanna dance with me?”


  Her pretty blue eyes go wide, but before she can answer, I hear a sound coming from the bathroom. I peek around the corner and spot Gage peeking his head out from the cabinet under the sink.


  “There are more tricks? Why didn’t you tell me, Uncle Cain? I wanna know them all,” Gage says as he scowls at me, angry that I’ve been holding out on him.


  I meet Celia’s eyes and tip my head in Gage’s direction. She smiles back, and now the victim becomes the conspirator.


  “Get him!” I yell, and Celia and I descend on Gage, her grabbing his arms and me wrangling the feet. “Tickle war!”


  Belly laughs fill the room, some from Gage as we tickle him senseless, and more from Lily as she watches the show.


  Gage finally breaks free, and I fall to the carpet in exhaustion. I hear Celia’s body flop down beside me, and I turn my head toward her. She searches my eyes, looking for what I’m not sure, and a wide smile slowly emerges, lighting her face all the way to the depths of her blue eyes. And that quickly, I know I’m forgiven.


  “Hey Gage?” she calls out, lifting her head to see him.


  “Yeah, Aunt Cece?”


  “What’s a cratchel?”


  Before I can put my hand over the little traitor’s mouth, Gage jumps up and runs away from me.


  “It’s right between a dude’s crack and his satchel. You should never kick a man in his jewels, Aunt Cece.”


  I chance a look to the side. An incredulous Celia is staring back at me—mouth open, eyes rolled, and head shaking from side to side. I do the only thing I can in this situation—I have the good sense to look sheepish and shrug.


  “How was I to know he’d repeat every single word I say to him?” I turn to Gage with my hands in the air. “Seriously, dude, you’ve got to let some sh-stuff slide.”


  Celia pops me lightly on the back of the head as she jumps up and walks to the kitchen. She turns her head to me and smiles. “Clueless. Completely and utterly clueless.”


  No matter what her mouth says, her eyes twinkle brightly and her look is gentle and affectionate. It’s not all for the kids—some of that look is for me, too, I just know it.


  Yeah, I’m still forgiven. Cratchel and all.
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  I almost don’t make it to the phone in time. It nearly rolls to voicemail as I wrap the towel around me and trail water on the bedroom floor.


  Every thing about this night has been rushed. With the opening of duck season, I’ve been on patrol all day today. I step off the boat and find two tenant messages waiting for me. Busted pipe. Broken air conditioner. What a great fucking way to spend a Friday night. Since I fixed both issues in record time, my hope is to salvage the night with a six-pack of Heineken and a little ESPN.


  “Yeah?” I say as cradle the phone between my shoulder and ear, trying my best to dry off at the same time. In a hurry to catch the call, I don’t get a glance at the screen before answering.


  I’m met with several sniffles and a tiny whimper. The hair on the back of my neck stands on end because I know that voice. Even the smallest sound can give her away.


  “Tink, what’s wrong?”


  “I … I,” she stammers. “I locked myself out of the house, Cain. I’m sorry, but I didn’t know who to call. Adam’s not home.”


  A full-on sob escapes, and it’s a punch to the gut. I grab clothes from my dresser and pull my jeans up my still-damp legs. It fucking kills me to hear her this way.


  “Hey, it’s okay, Celia. No big deal, sweetheart. I’m coming right now. Just calm down, all right?”


  “I’m really sorry to call you. I didn’t know what else to do. I gave Adam a key so I wouldn’t have to bug you—”


  “You’re not bugging me. I’m leaving right now,” I say as I grab my keys off the counter. After getting dressed in record time, I throw a “Sorry I’m leaving again so soon” treat to my dog, Mr. Biscuit, and fly out the door.
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  “Celia?” I call out into the darkness, walking around the side of her house, but I’m met with silence. She’s not sitting on the porch this time. As I round the corner to the rear of the house, I hear the sniffles coming from the back porch.


  Twinkle lights snaked through the wooden arbor cast a small amount of light, and I’m able to see her body curled up on the wooden swing. She’s folded up into a tiny ball, trying to disappear, vanish from this world, by the looks of it. If I thought her voice on the phone was painful to hear, actually seeing her unraveled is unimaginable. I rush to her side and kneel on the brick, my thumb swiping the tear trailing her cheek.


  My arrival unleashes the floodgates yet again, and sobs rack her body as she covers her face with her hands. Without a second thought, I lift her up and cradle her into my chest, lightly shushing this new onslaught of grief. I don’t speak—it’s not the time for that. I pull her head to my chest and rhythmically rock back and forth on the swing, hoping to lull her into a sense of calm. Her legs, her torso, every piece of her—I meld her into me, hoping to relieve some of the burden. I wish I could carry her heavy load.


  When the sobs downgrade to whimpers, I pull her far enough away so I can meet her sorrowful eyes. I swipe her wispy bangs across her forehead and cradle her face in my hands. Even with tear-stained, splotchy cheeks, and eyes swollen from crying, she’s beautiful … absolutely stunning. She still sparkles in my eyes.


  “Now, I know this has nothing to do with being locked out of the house, Celia. What’s this all about? How do we fix it?”


  She shakes her head somberly. “There’s nothing to fix, Cain. This is how it is for me. This is how it will always be. I’m beginning to think nothing will ever change.”


  I search her eyes for answers, but only see despair. I can’t change what I don’t understand, and I desperately want to make things better for her.


  “I can’t let you off that easy. You’re gonna have to give me a little more than that, Tink.”


  She releases a heavy sigh, and her head falls to my chest. Her shoulders heave with labored breaths, and her delicate hands fist the edges of my shirt. She lifts up slowly, her head weighing a hundred pounds, and faces me with lowers lashes.


  “I’m exhausted,” she whispers, her words labored and raspy. “I’m so tired of loving someone who no longer exists.”


  Her mouth turns down on her last words, and she hangs her head, seemingly ashamed of her confession. I feel her shrinking away from me, wishing herself invisible, and grasp her shoulders and shake gently.


  “Hey now, stop that. You don’t have to hide from me.” I cradle her delicate neck and drop a quick kiss to her forehead. I bend down to meet her lowered gaze. Her lashes flutter, and she reluctantly complies. There’s no hint of laughter in those blue orbs tonight.


  I’m a man who knows who he is—I always have. I stand up for what I know is right, and I fiercely protect what’s mine. Once I make up my mind about something, I don’t waver. I may joke around and keep things light-hearted most of the time, but unflinching loyalty and steely conviction are at the very heart of me.


  But there are moments that have marked my life—where an overwhelming sense of clarity washes over me, and a new sense of purpose arises. Like the click of a kaleidoscope bringing everything into focus, or veins of water running down a window to leave a clear pane of glass, these flashes make the pieces of my life fall firmly into place. This … right here and now … is one of those moments.


  “Remembering? Feeling loss? It’s a normal part of the human condition. I think grieving can be a way for us to stay connected to the ones we’ve lost. Do you know what else is part of the human condition?” A slight head tilt is the only answer she gives me. “Living, Celia. Even in the face of unimaginable loss, it’s okay to live.”


  Her lashes flutter closed, and her body shudders as her forehead taps mine.


  “Thank you,” she whispers as she tucks her head under my chin.


  Slowly, her breathing evens out, and I fear I have a sleeping fairy on my hands. While looking for the keys I dropped when I found her, I spot the empty glass and turned over bottle of wine next to the swing. Now the pity party makes sense—alcohol-induced grieving at its finest.


  I grab the key ring beside me and lift her tiny body to mine as I stand and make my way to the back door. I cradle her into my chest, and she gives no indication of waking. I fumble through the lock and carry her to her bedroom, flinging her flip-flops in the corner as I go. I lay her on top of the covers and grab an orange crocheted blanket off the bottom of the bed. I lay it gently on top of her as she sighs sleepily into her pillow. I kneel on the floor beside her, trailing my thumb down her wet cheek before cradling her chin.


  “I’m gonna teach you to live again, Tink. Just you watch,” I whisper, knowing she doesn’t hear a word I’m saying.


  And just like that, my life clicks into focus. I’ve found my new purpose.
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  “Strip Me” by Natasha Bedingfield
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  The Past


  


  


  “ONLY FIVE MORE steps, Eleanor, you can do it,” Janey, the physical therapist, cheers as Grams ambles between the two walking poles.


  Grams steps forward on her right foot with no trouble, pushing closer to her goal. The left foot slowly trudges forward to follow suit. I see the wheels turning in her brain. Nothing is fluid, every single movement carefully planned. Compensation is the name of the game. Simple movements that used to be automatic and effortless take extreme thought. Grams is giving it her all, and I’m so damn proud of her.


  I see a man approach me from the side, and I turn to greet him. He looks to be in his late twenties, early thirties at most, and has the kindest eyes I’ve ever seen.


  “Celia?” he asks expectantly, and I nod at him. “I’m Harold, and I’ll be the nurse taking care of your grandmother when she returns home. It’s so nice to meet you.”


  “Hey Harold. It’s great to meet you, too.” I release a sigh of relief and smile at him. “I have to be honest with you, I’m so glad to see you. The thought of Grams coming home and me being responsible for her care? It’s all a bit overwhelming. I can’t believe how fast everything is happening.”


  He smiles and squeezes my shoulder in reassurance. “That’s the way it happens these days. The doctors want the patients up and moving as soon as possible after a stroke. It’s what’s best for their recovery. Between the nurse’s aides and me, someone will be staying with Grams almost full-time when she returns home, and then we’ll slowly decrease the hours as she improves.”


  “Okay,” I whisper, trying to absorb the new information, getting used to my new normal.


  His hand reaches for mine. “And Celia,” he says, squeezing gently. “She’s doing great. Your Grams is a fighter, I can tell. She’s my favorite kind of patient.”


  I release a quick sigh. “That’s good to hear, because she’s my favorite kind of grandmother.”


  He winks at me as he walks farther into the room, clapping and cheering Grams’s progress. I can tell he’s a “take no prisoners” type of nurse, much like all of her caretakers. That’s been the attitude ever since her recovery began, and she’s flourished. There’s no time for crying and feeling sorry for herself—there’s far too much work to be done for that kind of foolishness. Grams wouldn’t have it any other way.


  After beating back the burning in my nose and blocking the tears I refuse to let fall, I meet her at the finish line with a beaming smile.


  “That’s fantastic, Grams! You’ll be running races in no time.”


  She beams right back at me, then lowers her head in concentration. “Proud … me?”


  “Am I proud of you?” She nods. “Of course I am. I can’t believe how far you’ve come in just a few short weeks.”


  “We’re all very proud of your grandmother, Celia. She has more determination in her pinky than some of my clients have in their whole body. That’s what makes the difference. That’s why she’s going home,” Janey explains while she assists Grams in transferring to her walker. The hot pink tennis balls lodged onto the walker’s feet glide across the floor before we move out of the way. If she had to get a walker, Grams insisted on hot pink tennis balls—no way would she sport those generic yellow ones.


  “Hold on, Speedy Gonzales, where do you think you’re going?” Harold asks, laughter laced through his voice.


  Grams stops moving, and her eyebrows furrow. “Time. It’s time,” she says, looking from the clock on the wall to the door. “Stefano.”


  I let out a whoop of laughter. “Of course, she can’t miss Days of Our Lives. No wonder she raced to the finish line today. Like sands through the hourglass…”


  Grams raps her hand on the walker handle, signaling me to follow. I relish in her bossiness. Hell, I’m even grateful for it. I walk closely by her side as she leaves the gym.


  “Later, Janey and Harold. Stefano waits for no one,” I call out over my shoulder as I follow Grams to her room.


  “I’ll come see you in her room later, Celia. We need to get our ducks in a row for discharge later this week,” Harold calls out.


  I give Harold a thumbs-up, and laugh to myself when I see Grams doing the exact same thing.
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  “Do you want the chocolate or strawberry?” I ask, making Vanna White gestures at each of the saran-covered plates. “They’re both sugar free, so no fooling around.”


  “Cake, yes,” Grams replies after several moments. “Choc…”


  I wait for her to complete the word, but it doesn’t come. After removing the saran wrap, I place the chocolate cake and spoon on the table in front of her.


  “I prefer strawberry, anyway.” I scoop up a bite of cake and chew slowly, focusing on the television.


  I see Grams struggling with her spoon out of the corner of my eye, but avert my eyes and resist the urge to help. While she fumbles a bit with utensils and fine motor movements in general, she manages well enough. The nurses and therapists are sticklers for independence around here. If Grams doesn’t ask for help, I don’t dare offer it. Even if she asks, rather than just doing it for her, the workers help her to find a new solution.


  Communication is probably the most challenging thing for us to get used to. Grams has never been short on opinions, and she’s always doled them out liberally. It hurts me to watch her struggle to find the words. She understands me when I speak to her, and she desperately wants to respond. It’s just not that easy anymore. I usually get the gist of what she’s trying to tell me, but it requires immeasurable patience on both of our parts.


  I know the rules—the speech therapist drills them into my brain every time I speak to her. Keep eye contact with Grams and show her I’m interested in what she’s saying. Speak slowly and give her a chance to process my words. Don’t finish her sentences. Be patient and allow her the time to complete her thought, whether it be by words, pointing, or hand gestures. The most important thing is getting her point across, no matter how she goes about doing it. There’s a saying—“Pay no attention to the man behind the curtain.” Well, that man is now front and center for everyone to see, and it breaks my heart for Grams.


  But every small step is a glimmer of hope, and when you add them all together, the glimmer becomes a beam. She renews my waning faith.


  I wish I could say the same about my Lucas. As one light in my life gets stronger and brighter, the other one slowly turns into fading embers.


  “I need to ask you something, Grams. I need your advice,” I say, guilt circling my gut as I prepare to do the unthinkable. Am I really going to place this burden on her?


  “Baby,” she whispers, placing her spoon on the plate and reaching for my hand.


  Her eyes tell me to continue. She’s the only mother I’ve ever known, and I need her help. While the adult in me feels embarrassed, the child in me craves guidance. I don’t know where else to turn.


  “If I think Lucas is sick … if I feel it deep down in my heart that something’s not right, should I tell Mrs. Cindy and Mr. Gene? I know he wouldn’t want me to, but sometimes love means doing what’s best for that person, regardless of how they feel about it. Don’t you think?”


  I search her eyes for understanding, and she crooks her head to the side before slapping my hand.


  “Ow! What was that for?” I jerk back, holding my stinging hand close to my chest.


  “Whole story … little girl. Now.” Her words may come out slow, but there’s no mistaking the stern tone.


  “All right, all right. I’ll tell you everything,” I relent—eyes lowered and heart heavy.


  I know the minute the words leave my lips, there’s no taking them back. What is it about saying things out loud that makes them all the more real?


  “You see, Grams, I don’t think Lucas is sick with any type of physical illness.” I wring my hands together, watching my skin turn white and pink with the push and release of pressure. I gather my courage and force my gaze upward, meeting familiar eyes filled with understanding and acceptance. “I … I think something may be wrong with…” Just say it already. “I think something may be wrong with his mind, Grams.”
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  “I Will Follow You Into the Dark” by Death Cab For Cutie
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  The Past


  


  


  “UM, MRS. CINDY, CAN I talk to you, please?”


  Lucas’s mom jumps two feet in the air and shrieks before turning around. I suppose the running water muffled my approach.


  “Celia Marie, what on Earth? I think I just saw Jesus.” Her hand is plastered to her rapidly rising and falling chest.


  “I didn’t mean to scare you. I’m sorry,” I mumble, my eyes darting to the kitchen entrance, afraid the Landry cavalry will show up to investigate the ruckus. So much for being discreet.


  “I’m just a little jumpy today,” Mrs. Cindy explains, waving her hand in the air, showing off the huge wet handprint in the center of her silk blouse. “Don’t worry about it for a second, sweet girl.”


  I shuffle forward, resisting the urge to run in the opposite direction. Every time my body fights against the forward motion, I replay Grams’s advice in my head. Her words were slow, deliberate, but filled with conviction.


  Fight for those you love. Be strong. Don’t hide.


  “I need to talk to you about—” My eyes shift back to the door, and my voice drops to a faint whisper. “I need to talk to you about Lucas.”


  Mrs. Cindy grabs the towel from the counter and dries her hands. She busies herself rearranging spices, folding the dishrag, wiping the counter. She busies herself, well, doing nothing really. It’s subtle, but I see it for what it is.


  She knows something is wrong.


  “He’s been so busy lately, I know it. It’s crazy how much pressure those professors put on my boy. It’s a wonder he doesn’t buckle under all that stress.” Her voice is artificially cheerful, and she won’t meet my eyes.


  “The thing is, I don’t think Lucas is going to class anymore. He doesn’t leave home in the mornings. In fact, I can’t remember the last time he’s left the house at all.” I crimp the edge of the placemat between my fingers, watching as I fold and unfold the fabric. I take a seat on one of the barstools to show my level of commitment. I’m not walking out. I’m here to discuss this, and I’m not leaving until we do.


  “He’s been working on a independent project for a while now. It’s difficult to keep him interested in the mainstream course load. His professors choose to challenge him in different ways,” she explains, her tone sounding as if she’s trying to convince herself as well as me.


  “I’ve also noticed he isn’t bathing regularly. His clothes are often dirty, and I have to prompt him to clean himself up. I’ve never known Lucas to be this way.” I’m embarrassed to say this out loud. I’m not talking about a young boy who hates to bathe. Lucas is a grown man, and it twists my gut to say these words about him—to talk about him without his knowledge. I just pray he doesn’t hate me for it.


  “I know it’s hard for you or me to understand, dear,” she says evenly. “But Lucas can sometimes forget the tedious things in life while focusing on his work. It’s our job to remind him. Thank you for doing that. Is that all, Celia?”


  I realize her words for what they are—I’m being dismissed.


  “No, it isn’t. There’s more, and I can tell you don’t want to hear it, but—” I stand up, feeling the need to take a defensive stance.


  “You’re right, I don’t. I really don’t appreciate you speaking about Lucas this way—”


  “I’ve seen his notebooks, the ones for his schoolwork. It’s nothing but…” I interrupt; my voice cracks and tears fill my eyes. I silently plead with her to hear me. “It’s nothing but gibberish. The same number written over and over for pages, in a variety of patterns, sometimes changing the look of the number. It’s not work for school, Mrs. Cindy. I’m sure of it.”


  “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Celia. You’re confused.” She throws down the dishrag and grips the counter to stop the tremble I see in her hands. She clenches her eyes closed, and I know for certain she’s wishing away me and my accusations.


  It’s just not that easy.


  “I’m not confused. You know I’m not, I can tell. But he is.” I follow her to the doorway, talking to her back as she retreats. “I hear him talking to himself an awful lot.”


  Her back straightens, and she stops abruptly. I nearly fall into her as she whips around and points her finger to my chest.


  “You watch your mouth!”


  Her hand flies to her mouth, and she gasps. Her harsh tone momentarily stuns me into silence. Her eyes are filled with tears and anger, but I see the pain and denial swirling below the surface.


  “I love him,” I tell her. She shakes her head, as if it can erase all the words we’ve exchanged. “You know I do, and I think he needs to see someone. I think something may be very wrong.”


  She eyes me through watery lashes. Her shoulders are slumped, and she says nothing.


  So I wait. Acceptance is difficult and painful. I’ll give her all the time she needs.


  “I know things with Lucas may seem a bit … odd … right now, but I don’t think we should jump to any conclusions.” She swipes the tears on her cheeks, and a sad smile tugs at her lips. “I love my boy, Celia, eccentricities and all. I wouldn’t change him for the world.”


  “I love him, too. So much.”


  She holds up a hand to stop me from talking. “I know you do, but these assumptions … well, they’re dangerous, Celia. You could end up hurting him.”


  “I don’t know what you mean.” I cross my arms tightly and bite a hole through my tongue. How could she think I’d ever do anything to hurt Lucas?


  “Assumptions are a dangerous thing. The words you say carry weight, Celia. There could be repercussions, and not just for Lucas. I’m sure you understand what I mean.”


  I bristle at what she’s insinuating, and I pray I’m wrong. Am I hearing her right?


  “I’m not sure I do,” I reply as I clench my fists, my fingernails cutting my palms from the pressure.


  “There you are. I’ve been looking all over for you, Celia.”


  I jump at the sound of Lucas’s voice and spin around, cheerful mask fully in place. On a good day, he is not very observant, so I hope he overlooks his mother’s teary eyes. I’m not sure how I would explain that.


  “Hey, I was just asking your mom if she needed help in the kitchen. I didn’t hear you walk in,” I say brightly, walking to meet him halfway.


  He grabs my hand as I approach and squeezes affectionately, his head crooking to the side. “Is everything okay? Did I interrupt something?”


  “No dear, no,” Mrs. Cindy interjects, effectively diverting his attention. She brushes a hand through his recently shaggy brown hair and smiles. “Celia and I were just saying how the two of you should have a night out tonight. The movies, maybe? Dinner?”


  Lucas furrows his brow and shakes his head. “I’m not really feeling up to a crowd tonight,” he says, giving me an apologetic smile. “Maybe we could rent a movie? Order some pizza? How does that sound, Celia?”


  I press my lips into a thin smile and nod. I’m not surprised he wants to stay home. That’s all he wants to do these days. “That sounds perfect. Why don’t you grab a shower, and I’ll choose a movie.”


  Mrs. Cindy doesn’t miss my hygiene comment, made evident by a little twitch of her lips. It may be a low blow, but I won’t hide my observations from her anymore. If I want to help Lucas through whatever this is, his family needs to be on board with me. She needs to be aware of these things—the inconsistencies in the Lucas I’ve known all my life and the Lucas standing before me now.


  “And I’ll order the pizza,” Mrs. Cindy says cheerfully. She walks to the kitchen island and fishes through a drawer, grabbing takeout menus and placing them on the counter. “You’ve been working so hard, Lucas, I’m glad to see you taking some time to relax.”


  “Thanks, Mom.”


  Lucas drags me by the hand, and I stumble, following closely behind. I turn my head back to the kitchen just in time to meet Mrs. Cindy’s insistent eyes as she mouths, “Please.”
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  “Is that the same guy from the first scene? Lucas?”


  I turn my head to see if he hears me, and I realize he’s not even focused on the movie at all. He’s laying behind me on the living room couch, staring into space, and he hasn’t said two words since the movie started. I shove my elbow into his chest and scowl.


  “Hey, what did you do that for?” He has the nerve to rub his chest as if I’ve fatally wounded him.


  “Are you even watching? Can you tell me one thing that’s happened in the movie?” I raise my eyebrows in question, and he crooks his head to the side and shrugs sheepishly. I swing my legs onto the floor and shoot up to standing just as his hand grasps mine.


  “Wait, Celia, just wait. Isn’t it enough that I wanted to spend time with you? I don’t care what we’re doing, as long as we’re together.”


  “No.” I jerk away from his clenched fist, but he refuses to release me.


  “No?”


  “No. Not anymore. I don’t want the shell of you here with me while your mind is a million miles away. Do you understand how much my life has changed in the past few weeks? Grams will be home in a few days. It’s such a blessing, but I’m scared … so freaking scared. I’m graduating in a couple of months. I’m thinking about colleges and how I’m going to juggle all these things while taking care of Grams.” I drop to my knees on the side of the sofa and firmly tug his chin to me. I plead with distracted and dilated eyes. His gaze shifts nervously, and I huff in frustration. “All these things are hanging over me like a heavy cloud, and I feel so utterly alone. Even right now, you’re looking straight through me. I’m right here, Lucas. Where are you?”


  “I’m here,” he says as he tugs my wrists and tries to pull me up onto the sofa, but I resist. “I promise, I’m here for you.”


  “No.” I shake my head forcefully and push away.


  I put a few feet of distance between us and raise my hands. I need a moment, a breath, a lifetime maybe, to muster up the courage to ask the important questions—the questions that could flip our worlds upside down.


  I read whatever I can find on the Internet, looking for answers to help me understand these changes in Lucas. When I began suspecting mental illness, I read tirelessly about first steps. How do I get help for him?


  Since my first attempt at broaching the subject with Mrs. Cindy went over like a box of rocks, I’m trying a new tactic. I’m going straight to the source. Many of the websites say it’s surprising how many people will provide an honest answer if someone would just ask the question.


  “Lucas, you know you can tell me anything, right?” I whisper. “I love you, you know? I always have, and I always will.”


  “I know that,” he replies, eyes downcast.


  “I’m going to ask you something, and I hope you’ll be honest with me.” The words I need to say are shards of glass sliding up my throat. I can’t swallow them back down, but I don’t want to spit them out. They’ll cut me either way. “Do you … do you sometimes hear v-voices when no one is around?”


  For the first time tonight, I have his complete attention. He inhales a sharp breath and pulls up to sitting position, placing his elbows on his knees. He hides his eyes from me as he twirls his thumbs and shakes his knee. I reach out and place my hand on his leg, trying to calm the storm building inside him. The shaking stops, and his eyes meet mine, looking determined and afraid all at once.


  “Yes,” he whispers faintly, but the word echoes louder than any other we’ve spoken before.


  “You hear them?” I prompt, hoping he’ll help me understand.


  “Th-they tell me things. They know so much, Celia,” he explains, his voice becoming more frantic.


  Hot, prickly waves run through me, causing a tingling in my nose, a burning in my eyes, a clenching in my gut. Why do I feel blind-sided by his admission? If I’m completely honest with myself, I had suspicions—more than suspicions, really. I never would have confronted Mrs. Cindy or Lucas on just a hunch.


  But words have power. They breathe life into the unthinkable. They eliminate denial. God, how I wish for denial. Moments ago, I begged for the truth, and now I’d give anything to crawl into a cocoon of warmth and lies.


  The dread washing over me in waves must be playing loud and clear on my face, because Lucas begins backing away and pulling his hands from my grasp.


  “I never should have told you. They told me you wouldn’t understand.”


  “No, I’m glad you did,” I say, moving closer, bridging the divide he’s trying to create. “We tell each other everything. Right?”


  He nods, but I can sense his mistrust. I’m slowly losing him … or maybe he’s already gone.


  “I love you so much, Lucas, and I always want you to tell me the truth. There are people who can help you—medicines to stop the voices.”


  “No!” The piercing quality of his voice startles me. He pushes off the couch and begins to pace, eyes wild, hands grasping at his hair. “You can’t tell anyone, Celia. No one can ever know about this.”


  “Please, calm down. It’s okay, just calm down. I want to help you—”


  “By sending me away? Because that’s what they’ll do,” he says, charging back toward me, grasping me by the shoulders. “No one can know about this. You have to promise me, Celia.”


  “No one’s going to send you away. Why would you think that?” I try to keep my voice even and soft, hoping my calm will soothe him.


  “I don’t think it … I know it. Everyone will think I’m crazy, Celia. I’m not c-cr-crazy,” he stutters, as unshed tears glisten in his eyes.


  I wrap my arms around his waist and drag him closer. Unable to watch him crumble, I bury my head in his chest like the coward I am.


  “I know that. I would never think that,” I say, my words muffled by his shirt.


  Time passes in timid silence, and Lucas’s breathing slows considerably, his heart stops pounding uncontrollably, but neither of us budges. I feel his breath lightly blowing the strands of my hair, tickling the rim of my ear.


  “This is our secret, Celia. You have to promise me.” He squeezes me tightly, holding on with all his might. I hope he’s clinging on to us, the love we have, but I think he’s grasping for a reality that no longer exists instead. “Promise me you won’t breathe a word of this to anyone.”


  At first glance, it seems I have a choice to make. I either keep his secret and try my damnedest to protect him by myself … or what? Break his trust and have him shut me out of his life? I can’t help him if he pushes me away, and his mother’s recent state of denial tells me she’s not up for the job. The decision is made for me.


  I’ll always choose Lucas.


  I grasp the back of his neck and bring his forehead to mine, wishing I could leech out the sickness that torments him. His shuddering breaths bounce between us, and his watery eyes slay me.


  “I promise you,” I whisper. “I promise, Lucas.”


  And those few words are the beginning of the end. The cold, steely chains grip me, bind me, tie me. Each word, every vow, anchors me to this path of destruction.


  I promise.


  I promise.


  I promise…
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  “Bright” by Echosmith
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  Present Day


  


  


  I SEE THE tiniest twitch of her nose and perk up at the first sign of life. Celia hasn’t moved a single muscle since I dumped her into bed last night, as far as I can tell. If it wasn’t for the slight rise and fall of her chest, I’d call 9-1-1, hollering “Dead fairy, dead fairy!”


  I stayed longer than I should have last night, watching her from across the room to make sure she was okay. No, I’m not a creeper; I’m a fabulous fucking friend. Friends don’t let friends drown in their own vomit. I didn’t enjoy it … not one bit, I swear.


  Mr. Biscuit, my dog and trusty sidekick, is perched on my knee, body shaking and tail twitching. He’s waiting for my okay to pounce, and I release his collar. He bounds across the room and hoists himself on the edge of the bed while slathering Celia’s face in doggie kisses. When she rouses, I tap my knee, signaling him to return to me. He hops back into my lap and swipes his tongue across my cheek before curling into a furry ball of barely contained energy.


  I snatched Mr. Biscuit from my apartment early this morning when I hurried home to grab a shower and get a couple hours of sleep. I have plans for Celia today, and I know he’ll enjoy the day, too. Plus, chicks love guys with dogs. I’m not above using the hound for my gain. I know he would approve.


  Celia’s eyes creak open to tiny slits, little dimes turned sideways, as she whips her head back and forth. She immediately thinks better of it as she grips her head and groans in pain.


  “Don’t worry, he’s gone. Mr. Biscuit and I chased him away,” I say with a chuckle.


  “Huh? Chased who away?” she asks, lifting slightly on her hands and turning to me. She looks confused by my presence, but not necessarily mad about it. I’ll take that as a good sign.


  “The raccoon that left the fur coat on your teeth.”


  “Ugh. I do have a fur coat on my teeth.” Her lips curl in disgust as she tries to swallow down the cottonmouth I know she’s sporting. “And who’s Mr. Biscuit?”


  He barks at her question, tail shaking in excitement. I tap his butt, and he pushes off my leg to meet her.


  “Go easy on her, Biz, she’s in a fragile state.”


  He lets out a bark in response, and Celia clutches her head and groans. As my hound rains kisses and licks across her face, it doesn’t take long for the groan to morph into giggles.


  “I must say, Cain, this is not the dog I pictured for you. St. Bernard, Great Dane? Sure. You don’t strike me as a Jack Russell man.” She scratches behind Biz’s ears, and he flips over, legs up, belly on full display. He’s such a whore.


  I prop my ankle on my knee and a fist on my temple, settling into the chair, eyes on Celia. “I don’t require an enormous dog to prove my manhood. That goes without saying, darlin’. Jack Russells are extremely intelligent. I need a dog that can match my quick wit.”


  A bit of spunk returns to Celia as she shoots me a grin. “Did I hear you say nitwit?”


  “And she’s back,” I say with a smile, beating back the tug on my heart. “Glad to hear it, because I have big plans for us today.”


  She stops scratching Biz’s belly and cocks her head at me. “What if I already have plans?”


  “Cancel ‘em.” I watch her intently, not wanting to be the first to break eye contact, willing her to go along for the ride with me.


  Biz paws at her hand and whimpers, begging shamelessly. She brings her attention back to him, rubbing his belly while she coos at him. “Okay,” she whispers softly.


  “Then it’s settled.” I slap my hands on my knees and rise up. “Biz and I will wait for you in the living room.”


  “Wait,” she says, only now looking down at her fully clothed body. “I’m assuming you brought me to bed, so thank you. Did you … stay?”


  I wave a dismissive hand, hoping to downplay the entire thing and wipe away the embarrassment I see forming in her expression. “Nah, I made sure you were safe and sound, then headed home. I had to round up the hound for our adventure, anyway. I knew he’d want to tag along.”


  “I-I’m really sorry about last night, Cain. The whole thing—getting locked out, acting like a blubbering idiot.” She’s quiet for a few moments, but it’s obvious she isn’t finished. “Sometimes it just becomes too much.”


  “What becomes too much?” I’m hoping for a sliver, just a tiny glimpse into who she is … what she’s endured.


  “The sorrow,” she admits with lowered lashes. “The sorrow and the … the helplessness. I just needed a night to feel sorry for myself. I’m sorry you had to see it.”


  “Don’t ever apologize for needing a time out with me. I’ll unlock your door, wipe your tears, carry you to bed, anytime … every time,” I say. I sense the clouds creeping in, so I opt for a change in mood. “That’s what friends are for, right, Tink?”


  “Yeah.” Her gaze lingers on me, and a small smile tugs at her lips.


  “Now, we’ve got somewhere to be. Get dressed, little one, because we’re beating back the sorrow today.”


  “Oh yeah? How are we doing that?”


  I stop at the doorway and snap at Biz, but Celia doesn’t let go of his collar. “I think you need a bit of mothering today. I’m gonna see to that.”


  “Cain Bennett’s gonna mother me? This I’ve got to see. Get out of here so I can get dressed, then,” she says, and I snap at the dog again. Celia shakes her head in response. “Biz stays with me.”


  Lucky bastard.
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  “What in the hell is this monstrosity?” she asks.


  “Huh?” I follow her gaze as we walk out of her front door. “Oh, that’s Big Orange. She’s a beauty, right? That’s a 1975 Ford pickup with a Corvette engine under the hood. Every country boy’s dream.”


  She keeps walking to the truck, albeit a little more slowly. “If you say so,” she mutters.


  I open her door and help hoist her into the seat. Biz hops into her lap, and I swear, the fucker is taunting me. He’s enjoying this a little too much for my liking.


  Am I seriously jealous of my dog? Ya damn right I am.


  I want to bring Celia to my parents’ house today, but she needs a bit of background before we get there. I have no doubt she’ll embrace my parents and the dynamics of my family, but I don’t want to catch her off guard. I also have an overwhelming need to protect those I love. I’d never let someone come into my home and hurt my family.


  “I think some ibuprofen and a little bit of sunshine may be my hangover cure. I’m feeling better already.” She smiles and makes a tiny crack in the window for Biz to shove his nose through.


  “I’m glad.” I clear my throat and chance a look in her direction. “So, listen, I’m taking you to my family home, if that’s okay with you. My parents are great people and it’s really peaceful out there. I thought it would be a great way for you to unwind.”


  “Meeting the parents already, Cain? I thought you’d at least let me test out the merchandise first?” She laughs and quirks her eyebrow up at me.


  “Oh, test away, Tink, test away,” I say as she screws up her lips and rolls her eyes. “Seriously, you’ll love them, and they’ll love you.”


  “Thank you for allowing me into your home. That means a lot,” she says softly.


  “Like I said, you need some mothering.” I shift in my seat and tap the wheel with my thumb. “Listen, there’s something you need to know before we get there. It’s not a big deal or anything, but I don’t want you looking at them funny or anything, okay?”


  “Do they have horns growing out of their heads?”


  “No, it’s just that … my parents are … the thing is, I have two moms, okay? Like I said, it’s not a big deal, but I can’t have anyone hurting their feelings, ya know? If that’s a problem, we won’t go.” I train my eyes on the road, hoping Celia is who I think she is.


  The cab fills with silence for longer than I like. Maybe this was a mistake.


  “First of all, Cain Bennett, I’m no bigot. I would hope you would know that about me already.” She crosses her arms, and I feel her glare burning the side of my face.


  “I promise you, this is not about what I think of you as a person. It’s about protecting my family. I always ask this question, no matter who it is. I’m not questioning your beliefs; I just love them that much. Okay?”


  I know she understands my point when her arms slowly uncross and her posture relaxes.


  “Well, aren’t you the sweetest son ever? Which brings me to my second point. You’ve got to be the luckiest man in the world, to have two mothers to dote on you. What a blessing.”


  I grin and chuckle to myself. “You have no idea.”


  Perfectly timed, I turn the truck onto the gravel drive. I slow down so I don’t throw rocks into the grass, and watch Celia as she takes in the scenery. I have to admit, the land is breathtaking. Past the hundred-year-old oak trees lining each side of the drive, there are rows upon rows of fig trees, persimmon trees, and pecan trees, as far as the eye can see. At the end of the gravel drive is my family home, a stark white two-story house with a wrap around screen porch, black shutters, and dormers. The front yard is impeccably landscaped with an antique, cast iron sugar kettle serving as a fountain.


  I called ahead, so I’m sure they're both home, waiting for us. The screen door inches open, and I see Mom peeking out of the tiny crack.


  It didn’t matter how many times I reiterated to her that Celia and I are just friends, I could hear the excitement building in her voice the longer we talked about her. Do I want there to be more between us? Without question, but it’s gonna take time. I consider today the first step in my quest to capture Celia Lemaire’s heart, no matter the condition. Broken, scarred, or busted wide open—I’m the man for the job.


  I see Jabbers, my parents’ unruly black lab, shoving through the screen door and bounding toward the truck. Biz goes apeshit, nearly knocking Celia out the truck, trying to get to Jabbers. Those two are old pals from way back.


  “Cain Joseph, get your butt over here and give your momma a kiss. I’ve been missin’ you,” Mom pouts with outstretched arms.


  I meet her halfway and scoop her up for a quick twirl, planting a sloppy, wet kiss on her cheek.


  “Hey Mom. Missed you, too,” I whisper as I set her down.


  Her signature red-checkered apron is dusted with flour, a cardinal sign there are treats in our future. She’s twisted her blonde curls on top of her head in a bun, surely to keep it out of the way as she bakes. This woman can make an apple dumpling that will make a grown man weep.


  She pushes up on her toes and peeks over my shoulder at Celia, who’s standing quietly behind me. Mom shoves me aside, my time in the spotlight over. A huge grin spreads across her face as she surveys Celia. “Introduce me to your friend, son.”


  I nod quickly and wave my hand toward each of them. “Mom, this is Celia Lemaire. She’s one of my tenants, but she’s also become a friend. Celia, this is my mom, Lila Bennett.”


  Both of their faces shine with bright smiles as they clasp hands. Before Celia can pull her hand back, Mom pulls her close and wraps her in a tight bear hug.


  “It’s wonderful to meet you, Celia. I’ve heard so much about you,” Mom gushes as she throws me a wink.


  “Oh, really?” Celia eyes me suspiciously.


  “Don’t worry, Tink, I didn’t mention that crazy fetish you told me about.”


  Celia’s cheeks pink up, and she slaps my shoulder. “Cain, that’s not funny!” She turns to my mom with wide eyes. “He’s lying, I swear.”


  Mom chuckles as she loops her arm around Celia’s and starts walking toward the barn. “Don’t worry, dear, I’ve met my son a time or two. A lot of hot air, that one. I, on the other hand, have a plethora of ammunition on him. Did he ever tell you about his undying love of boy bands as a teenager?”


  Celia starts to giggle, but slams her hand over her mouth when she gets the evil eye from me.


  “I don’t care what you say, JT is the shit. He can sing, dance, and act—he’s a triple threat,” I defend as Celia’s eyes widen in amusement.


  “You’re absolutely right, honey. There’s nothing strange about that … not at all,” Mom says as she eyes Celia, shrugging and shaking her head.


  At this none-too-subtle barb, they both roar with laughter. I kick up dust and follow behind as I grumble to myself.


  “While I’m having a blast, and believe me I am, I have a question. Where are we going?” I ask as I stop walking and toss up my hands.


  “Mo’s at the chicken coop, dear. I’m bringing Celia to meet her. Put those two hounds behind the fence, would you? We can’t have them following us.” She turns back to Celia, effectively dismissing me. “Those two trouble makers will terrorize my sweet chickens, for sure.”


  I turn back toward the house and spot Jabbers and Biz close to the gate. I grab the dogs by the collar and usher them into the enclosing. When I turn around to meet Celia and Mom, I realize I’ve been left in the dust.


  “’Oh Cain, I missed you so much,’” I mutter under my breath as I tromp toward the chicken coop.


  Damn women.
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  “Oh, I love them. They’re the cutest things I’ve ever seen. Aren’t you, sweetheart? You’re so precious, aren’t you?” Celia baby talks, telling me she’s spotted our newly born litter of kittens.


  When I round the corner, I find her sprawled out on the dusty ground, trying to coax the kittens out of their hiding place in a stack of lumber. The pile is fairly high, so there are plenty of nooks and crannies for the kittens to hide. If they don’t want to be caught, Celia doesn’t stand a chance. I may have spoken too soon, though, because a lone orange kitten is brave enough to approach and sniff Celia’s outstretched fingers. I crouch down next to her to watch the show.


  “You’re such a beauty, aren’t you, little one? Can I scratch your head?” Celia coos, and the kitten begins to purr as Celia gives it a little scratch behind the ear. A giggle escapes her lips. “That’s quite a motor you’ve got.”


  “I think that kitten may have stolen your heart,” I whisper, trying not to spook our visitor.


  Celia sighs and slumps her shoulders dramatically. “I think you’re right. I’ve fallen in love. I want to scoop this little one up and take her home.”


  “Oh, no you don’t. I have a strict no pet policy, Celia,” I say sternly, leaving no room for discussion. Her wide, sorrowful eyes cause a tiny kink in my armor. “But I promise I’ll bring you to visit any time you want, okay?”


  She nods in agreement, but her bottom lip juts out in a precious little pout. I raise my head and only then see my parents, huddled together by the chicken coop, watching the two of us intently with hopeful expressions. Those two will be burning up my phone tonight with questions; I can already see it.


  “Did you meet Mo?” I ask, tipping my chin toward my parents.


  “Helen? Yes, Lila introduced me. You call her Mo?”


  I chuckle and nod my head. “Lila’s Mom, and Helen is Mo. I can’t call them both Mom, can I? Or I guess I could, but that would be confusing, yeah?” Celia nods. “So that’s what I’ve always called her.”


  The kitten crawls into Celia’s lap and curls up into a tiny ball, purring loud enough to drown out the meows of his brothers and sisters. I chance a quick pet, and the fur is as soft as a whisper in a way only a kitten’s fur can be. My hand brushes Celia’s leg in the process, and I resist the urge to grab her hand in mine.


  “Lila invited me to Sunday lunch at your grandparents’ house,” Celia says. She obviously sees my disapproval, because her hopeful expression morphs into a frown. “But I can tell her I’m busy. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.”


  I shake my head. “No, of course not, I’d love you to come. I love spending time with you. It’s just that Sarge, my gramps? Well, he can be a handful.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Mom and Mo approach, and I’m grateful for the interruption. I don’t want to talk about Sarge today. Mo reaches down and places a kiss on my forehead and a quick squeeze to my neck. “Hey, baby boy.”


  “Hey Mo,” I say as I grab her wrist and squeeze. “Those chickens keeping you busy?”


  Where Mom is petite and blonde, Mo is tall and slender. She's part Houma Indian, so she’s blessed with thick, dark, pencil-straight hair, and a rich complexion that’s the envy of sunbathers everywhere. While complete opposites in appearance, my moms are the two most in-sync people I’ve ever met. They are a living, breathing example of a relationship based on true love and unwavering respect.


  The chickens, the orchards, and tending to the land in general has always been more of Mom’s thing, but Mo helps out more, now that she’s semi-retired. Mo is an emergency room doctor, and I don’t know if she’ll ever be able to fully give it up. Although they don’t need the money, she still picks up a shift or two every month at the hospital.


  “Nah, they’re just a bunch of old biddies. Nothing I can’t handle,” Mo replies with a wink. "There are a few areas of fencing on the chicken coop that need repair. Would you mind taking a look at it?”


  “Of course,” I say. “Supplies still in the barn?”


  “They sure are,” Mo says as she extends her hand to Celia to help her up. Before I know what’s happening, Mom and Mo each have an arm looped through Celia’s and they’re hauling her off in the direction of the main house. “We’ll just take Celia back to the house for a visit. You can meet us when you’re done.”


  “Okay,” I mutter, utterly confused by the turn of events. They usually worship the ground I walk on, but today I’m no better than the chicken shit littering the coop.


  What the hell?
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  I’m sweaty, I’m dirty, and I’m more than a little irritated with my parents. If I know those two, they’ve probably leaked my deepest, darkest secrets to Celia in rapid succession. Well, in all honesty, I’m an open book. I’m a loud and proud, butt-scratching, balls blowing in the breeze kind of guy, so I guess I shouldn’t worry about what they’ve told her. But I cringe when I hear the cackling filtering through the door the second my foot hits the first step.


  I just know they’re laughing about me. Those are Cain-induced cackles; I have no doubt.


  I grab my balls, figuratively, of course, and power through. I bound through that door, a man with nothing to hide. I live in the light, dammit! I have nothing to be ashamed of. Only, the cackles die into utter silence the second they hear my approach, and I blow out a sigh of concession.


  I knew it!


  As I round the corner into the kitchen, I’m overwhelmed by the scent of Mom’s homemade chocolate chip cookies, although now they smell more like betrayal. I eye each of them suspiciously, and their lips are pursed, holding in laughter that I’m sure will fly any second.


  “You’re both dead to me,” I say with an evil glare trained on my parents.


  And I’m met with an explosion of laughter. I wave them all off with a swing of my arms and storm out of the room.


  “Cain, don’t be mad at us. Come eat some cookies, honey,” Mom pleads, none too convincingly, through her barking laughter.


  “I’m going to shower!” I holler as I tromp down the hall. “You two need to think about what you did.”


  My scolding only serves to set off another roll of howling laughter.


  No respect. None at all.
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  “Near to You” by A Fine Frenzy
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  Present Day


  


  


  “YOUR MOMS ARE so cool,” Celia says with a smile as we walk down the drive.


  “Yeah, they’re something else. I must admit, I’ve been blessed.”


  “Was it ever … was it ever difficult?” She sees my confused look and sighs. “I mean, did kids ever give you crap about your parents? I know children can be very cruel…”


  I shake my head and smile down at her. “No, not really. We lived in New Orleans until I was fourteen. Anything goes there, so no one ever gave it much thought, I guess. While I knew we were a little bit unconventional in comparison to other families, people are pretty accepting of alternate lifestyles there. We moved to Providence when Sarge, my gramps, needed a little … extra help. By the time we moved here, I towered over the other kids. Nobody fucks with the biggest kid in class. I joke with Mom and Mo that they showed up at the sperm bank demanding the sample of the tallest man in the bunch. That way, they knew I could take care of any assholes that crossed my path.” Celia’s eyes widen in surprise, and I chuckle. “Of course, that’s not what happened, but I still like to tease them. I can’t deny my size probably worked in my favor. Well, that, and being captain of the basketball team, running back of the football team, and an all-around charming mother fucker.”


  Celia nods her head with pursed lips and squinted eyes, feigning seriousness. “You should never underestimate the importance of being a charming mother fucker.”


  Call me a pervert, but those dirty words coming out of that sweet little mouth shoot straight to my cock. I need to change my thought process before I end up with an ill-timed dick tent.


  Deer guts. Dog shit. Old saggy titties. Whew, problem solved.


  “And just where are we going, Cain Bennett?” Celia asks as we stroll farther down the driveway.


  I widen my eyes and shrug my shoulders, feigning innocence, and Celia giggles. The gravel crunches under our feet, and I look down at her swinging arms as she half walks, half skips. I take a chance and grab her hand, and do a mental fist pump when she doesn’t pull away.


  “You know what I think?” she asks with a mischievous smile. “I think this is your attempt to get me away from your moms. I’m collecting way too much ammunition for your liking. Why have you never told me about the toilet seat incident?”


  My feet root to the ground, and she jerks back with my sudden stop. “Oh no, they didn’t,” I say quietly, while murderous thoughts roll through my brain. “That was no laughing matter. I had to get stitches. Stitches! No five year old boy wants to see a needle coming at his rooster.”


  Celia doubles over in laughter, clutching her stomach. “Your rooster? Really?”


  “When I was five? Yes, I called it my rooster,” I explain with a huff. I bend at the knee to meet her eye to eye. “Now that I’m a grown ass man? I think anaconda is more appropriate.”


  Her cheeks blush a pretty shade of pink, and she lowers her lashes to hide her embarrassment. “Oh, hush,” she says, with a shove of my shoulder.


  I take back my hold of her hand, and keep walking in silence. My big, indelicate mitt swallows her dainty fingers, but nothing has ever felt so right.


  “Do you know they wanted to stitch me up at home? Can you believe that? My dick gets nearly cut off by a rogue toilet seat, and Mo thinks she can sew it up in the kitchen. That’s what I get for having an ER doctor as a mom,” I say as I shake my head in utter disbelief.


  “Well, it’s a good thing that cooler heads prevailed,” Celia says, smashing her lips together to curb her laughter.


  “Keep it up, Tink, keep it up. I fail to see the humor in that story. It’s every man’s nightmare. I couldn’t take a piss without holding the toilet seat up with my hand for years, and I only stopped then because I had grown tall enough to make the trajectory of the toilet seat a non-issue.”


  That tiny piece of information unlocks the floodgates, and I stand, hands on hips and head lowered, as Celia howls with laughter. I can’t believe Mom and Mo did this to me. I’m trying to woo Celia, and now she’s laughing her ass off at my maimed rooster. Not very woo-worthy … not at all.


  “Ya done?” I ask when she finally quiets down.


  Her lips form a pretty pout as she lunges and wraps her arms around my waist. She gives me a tight squeeze and looks up at me with those blue doe-like eyes. “I’m sorry, Cain-Cain. Do you forgive me?”


  “Now they’ve done it. They’ve crossed the line this time,” I say, shaking my head, plotting the imminent demise of Mom and Mo for revealing my childhood nickname, among other things.


  She lets out an infectious giggle and bats her lashes at me. I clear my throat and squeeze right back before I grasp under her arms and pull her high above my head. She peeks down at me, sunshine filtering through her wispy blonde hair, eyes dancing, and glittered feet poking me in the stomach.


  She looks magical, angelic, almost dreamlike. Without any forethought, acting on pure instinct and overwhelming need, I bench-press her down to my lips, capturing her bottom lip between mine. I gently suck, the taste of candied lip-gloss tempting my taste buds, and the scent of summer and honeysuckles flooding my senses. It’s soft and fleeting, just a whisper, and leaves me wanting more—so much more.


  “But you? I’ll always forgive you, Tink,” I whisper as I raise her higher in the air. Her smile falters, and her eyes grow misty, so I swing her around behind me until she latches onto my neck and her legs wrap around my waist.


  I carry her the rest of the way to the fig trees, loving the feel of her body pressed against my back. Her cheek brushes against the rim of my ear as she bounces with each step. Her breath dances down the curve of my neck, as she giggles and taunts me with “giddy-up” and “faster Cain Cain, faster.” Her fingernails clutch my shirt and scrape my chest. Her thighs squeeze my waist as she holds on to me, the same way I imagine she would if…


  Fuck! Cow udders. Yellow toenails. Old man ear hair.


  “We’re here,” I squeak, three octaves higher than my regular voice. She hops off my back with a graceful bounce, seemingly unaware of my “struggles.”


  “Fig trees?” she asks.


  “Yep,” I answer as I search out the most shaded tree and tug her underneath to sit with me. “This is the most peaceful place on Earth, I swear it.”


  I prop my back up on the tree trunk, and Celia lays down, head in my lap and her feet crossed at the ankles. She closes her eyes and breathes in, the tiny hint of a smile playing on her lips. “We should have brought Biz. He would love it out here.”


  I let out a laugh and shake my head. “I don’t think so. I tried that once and believe me, it’s a mistake I won’t make again.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Close your eyes and listen,” I say, and she does what I ask. “Do you hear the birds?”


  She nods, keeping her eyes shut. “It’s so loud, I can’t believe I didn’t notice before.”


  “There’s every kind of bird you can think of out here—robins, cardinals, blue jays, woodpeckers, and so many more. The figs attract them. They love the sweet fruit as much as we do, and really, can you blame them? It’s a bird conservatory, most of the time. Imagine an excited Biz raiding birds’ nests and angry momma birds pecking the shit out of him. The two of us barely made it out of here alive,” I say with a chuckle.


  She lifts up on her elbow and laughs. “I can just picture it—you scooping up Biz and making a break for it, all the while shielding your head from the dive-bombing birds. I bet you two were a sight.”


  “You could say that,” I agree as I pluck a couple of figs off the tree and hand her one. They’re warm from the sun, and when my teeth pierce the skin, the sweetness of the flesh and seeds fill my mouth. I eat the fig in one big bite, leaving only the stem, which I toss behind me. I look up at Celia and realize she’s watching me intently, fig still sitting uneaten in her hand.


  She smiles and lifts the fruit to her lips and takes a tiny bite, closing her eyes and chewing slowly. Her eyes open, and she smiles at me. “Thank you for today. When I’m with you … I forget to be sad.”


  I quietly watch her as she finishes her fig and tosses the stem over her shoulder. I reach up for two more and hand one to her.


  “You’d better be careful, Tink. That’s a dangerous thing.” I keep a solemn expression, looking down and shaking my head.


  “Is it now?”


  “Oh yeah. Do you know what comes after forgetting to be sad?” Her lips twitch as she holds back her smile and lifts her eyebrows in question. “Actually wanting to be happy. You think you’re ready for that?”


  She gently taps the fig to her bottom lip, and she blesses me with watery eyes and a smile. “I don’t know, but I think I’d like to try … with you, I want to try so badly,” she whispers, then takes a bite of her fig, her eyes never leaving mine as she chews slowly.


  I reach for her, brushing my thumb across her cheek, and she leans into me. She closes her eyes and exhales softly, her lips parting as a breath escapes her. My hand continues the journey, landing with a firm grip on the back of her neck. Unable to resist another second, I pull her to me and meet her halfway. I press my lips to hers, softly at first, and taste the ripened fig juice and lip-gloss lingering between us. She responds to me with equal pressure, hesitant but curious. Needing more, I lick her plump bottom lip, then push into her mouth, sliding my tongue against hers. She whimpers softly, and I swear to Christ, my dick gets so hard at the sound, I’m afraid it’s turned to petrified wood. She inches closer, and her hands grasp my hair as I devour her. Not a word is spoken, but it’s the most intimate conversation I’ve ever had.


  I grab her hips and tug until she falls on top of me, hardened nipples grazing my chest. I run my hand down her perfectly rounded ass, gripping tightly and pushing her into my hard cock. My eyes roll back in my head from the delicious friction.


  She pulls away slightly, then presses her lips back to mine before pulling away again, landing on her knees. She rests her forehead against mine and keeps her eyes closed. “Wait,” she exhales. “I can’t … I shouldn’t … I don’t know…”


  “It’s okay, Celia. Just breathe. Tell me what’s going on in that head of yours,” I say, running my hand down the length of her arm and taking her hand, giving her the time she needs to gather her thoughts.


  She shakes her head and opens her misty blue eyes. I see through her, inside the deepest parts of her, and she can’t hide the war within herself. The push and pull. The want and regret. The battle I’m fighting to win is taking its toll.


  “My heart isn’t mine to give. I wish it were, but I lost it a long time ago. I don’t think I can be what you need. What you deserve. I’m not available for that sort of thing,” she whispers softly. Her expression is pained, and I want to fight her. I want to tell her how wrong she is—her heart isn’t lost, it’s only confused. I will fight her on this, but now is not the time. I give her a slight nod and let the issue lie … for now.


  “C’mere,” I say, raising my arm in invitation. “Lay back and listen to the music.”


  She scoots closer and puts her head back in my lap and closes her eyes. I rest my head on the tree and do the same. The birds put on a hell of a concert. As time passes, Celia’s breathing evens out, and I think she’s been lulled into an afternoon nap. I’m not far behind when Celia shifts slightly, grabbing my attention.


  “They worry about you, ya know?” she whispers.


  “Mom and Mo?”


  “Yeah. They think you’re a grazer—that you’ll never settle on anyone.”


  “Is that so?” I chuckle and roll my eyes.


  “Yep,” she answers with a giggle. “Mo says you’re a cow grazing the field. You chew the cud, spit it out, and keep on moving.”


  “Women are the cud in this analogy?”


  “It seems so.”


  I let out a sigh. “I’m not a grazer, Celia. But I refuse to make promises I can’t keep.”


  She remains quiet. From the outside looking in, I guess I look like a grazer of sorts, and I’m not sure how to make her understand my point.


  “The thing is, I had a girlfriend in college. By girlfriend, I mean I was faithful and had a good time with her. Unfortunately, it meant something different to her. She saw an engagement ring, wedding bells, and two-point-five kids with the last name Bennett. There were lots of tears and hurt feelings when things ended. I take responsibility for that—I wasn’t clear from the beginning. Kimberly didn’t deserve that.”


  “So now?”


  “Now?” I shrug my shoulders and smile. “I keep things light. When my feelings change, so will my approach. Until then, I won’t promise anything more than a good time. Promises are just pretty lies.”


  “Promises are pretty lies,” she whispers, then turns away from me, curling her knees into her chest.


  “Hey now,” I say, tugging a wisp of her hair. “Where’d you go?”


  She breathes in deeply and shakes her head. “I’m here.”


  Every time I feel I’m making progress with Celia, something pulls her away from me again. I can’t get a hold of what’s on the other end of this tug of war. The only thing I know for certain is I’m not fucking letting go. I’m gonna break through this fog, and she’ll see what I’ve known all along—she and I could be great together. Who am I kidding? We’d be fucking amazing. Epic.


  “The question is, are you ready for the real show?” I say with a waggle of my eyebrows and a tap on her back, coaxing her to sit up.


  “There’s more?”


  “Pfft,” I say with an eye roll. “Who do you think you’re talking to? I’ve always got something up my sleeve, girl.”


  I stand and dust off as she giggles and joins me. I turn around and motion for her to jump on my back, and she hops on without hesitation.


  “Now, bringing Biz out here is absolute mayhem, but there’s no reason we can’t make a little ruckus, right?” I ask, turning to meet her eyes.


  “I … guess ... so,” she answers. “What exactly do you have in mind?”


  I shoot her a mischievous smile and wink as I spread my arms wide. Fingertip to fingertip, I can touch trees on both sides. I grab branches on both sides and give them a hard tug, then holler as I shake down the house.


  “What the…” Celia yelps as the birds shoot out of the trees—a spray of color, feathers, and caws showering us in unison.


  Celia bursts into laughter as I break out into a full run, grabbing branches all the way down the row. Feathers brush our faces like raindrops, and several strategic ducking maneuvers keep us from getting pummeled. I turn back and see Celia’s head thrown back on a howl, fist pumping the air. She’s never looked more beautiful.


  When I reach the end of the row, I bend over and grab my knees to catch my breath. Celia tightens around my neck and waist, hanging on as giggles overtake her. I stand up and turn around to survey the damage. Feathers of every color litter the ground, some still fluttering in the air. The melodic music from before has morphed into full-on squawking, and I fear there may be retaliation in our future.


  “Celia, I think we should get out of here before this turns into a Hitchcock movie,” I whisper as I take silent steps of retreat.


  Her eyes grow wide, but her smile stays firmly in place. “I think you’re right—about the Hitchcock movie … and about earlier,” she says as she gives my body a tight squeeze.


  I smirk and chuckle as quietly as possible. “What am I right about this time, Tink?” I whisper.


  “I may just want to be happy.”


  With every word, she makes my heart pump that much faster, that much stronger.


  I’m gonna teach you to live again, Tink, just you watch.
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  “Running to Stand Still” by U2


  


  [image: ]


  


  The Past


  


  


  I REACH THE end of the corridor and find the office door open, and I know he’s waiting for me. I stop short of the entryway and take a moment to collect myself—to plant the phony smile on my face. It’s the smile everyone expects from me, and I’ve never been one disappoint. I rap my knuckles lightly on the doorframe before giving myself too much time to dwell.


  “Ah, Celia, my illustrious valedictorian. Come in, come in, have a seat,” Mr. Bernard, my school’s guidance counselor, says as he walks around his desk and sits down in one of the guest chairs, tapping the other seat with his hand.


  “Hey Mr. Bernard. I know I’m supposed to give you a copy of my graduation speech today, but it’s not quite ready. I’ve been so busy, and I need a little more time—”


  He taps my knee in comfort. “No worries, I know you’ve been busy, my dear.”


  I look away, unable to meet his eyes. I have been busy, but that’s not the reason I don’t have a speech to show him. The truth is, I’m finding it exceedingly difficult to be inspirational lately. How can I deliver a speech about bright futures and following dreams when I feel mired in perpetual darkness?


  “Thank you, sir.”


  “So, it’s Northern U in the fall, I hear. Full scholarship, of course.” I nod my head and force a smile. “Well, they’re lucky to have you.”


  “I’m honored they chose me.”


  “The next four years are some of the best, Celia. You be sure you get your head out of the books every once in awhile and enjoy it, ya hear me?”


  “I will, Mr. Bernard. I’m so excited for the fall,” I lie, but thankfully he doesn’t take notice.


  I can’t muster up an ounce of excitement for the future, because I’m living day to day at this point. Who can think of frat parties and dorm life when I’m constantly worried about Lucas? About Grams? How can I be excited for the future when I can’t shake this ominous feeling? What if keeping Lucas’s secret is the worst decision I’ve ever made?


  The smallest things are a struggle for him lately. He obsesses over his thoughts being stolen. He’ll only eat packaged foods now, for fear he’s being poisoned. If there is even the tiniest indication the packaging of the food has been tampered with, he refuses to eat it.


  “You’re dating the Landry boy, right?” I nod my head at him, and he beams. “High school sweethearts—my wife and I dated in high school, too. You two make such a sweet couple.”


  I lower my eyes in what I’m sure Mr. Bernard mistakes as bashfulness. The truth is, Lucas’s and my relationship has evolved into something very different lately. We’re partners in crime—co-conspirators. The moment I made Lucas that dreadful promise, the dynamic of our relationship shifted. I’m the inventor of excuses, the creator of distractions, and the author of endless lies.


  “I just saw him grab a plate of food before you walked into the kitchen, Audrey. I’m sure he’s eating upstairs.”


  “He’s been chatting on the phone with another student all afternoon, Mr. Gene. They are trying to work through a new assignment they just received.”


  “I had it all wrong, Grams. Lucas is just really stressed, that’s all. I jumped to conclusions—everything is fine.”


  Yes, I’ve become adept at evading questions, redirecting suspicions, and swallowing the unrelenting guilt that threatens to choke me every day. My deceit fools our families, but it also chips away at our love, bit by bit. In his eyes, where I used to see love and affection, I only see fear and darkness. His touch used to remind me of home. Now, I feel uncertainty and a frenetic current of electricity—a live wire, unpredictable and chaotic. No, we are no longer the sweet couple I remember.


  “I bet he’s wowing his professors at Northern U. That boy is destined for great things.”


  “Yes, sir, he sure is,” I say as my cheeks ache with effort, my smile feeling like an actual chore.


  The truth is, I can’t remember the last time Lucas attended class or worked on anything that looks remotely like coursework. There are no independent assignments—his email is full of correspondence from his professors wondering why he’s missing in action. I’m honestly shocked administration hasn’t called the Landry house and demanded an explanation. They have invested a great deal of money into Lucas. He is by far the smartest person I’ve ever met, but now his thoughts, and his notebooks, are riddled with paranoia and delusions.


  “Are you going to live on campus? Honestly, it’s the best way to experience campus life.”


  “I’ll stay at home with Grams for now. I want to be there for her,” I say.


  “How’s your grandmother doing? I hear she’s been home for a while now.”


  “She’s amazing,” I say, with the first genuine spark of excitement. “She’s improving every day, getting her independence back a little at a time. She’s done everything short of kicking me out, but I’m not ready to leave her just yet. She’s given up so much to raise me. I want to do this for her … I need to.”


  My refusal to move to Providence in the fall is a constant bone of contention between Grams and me. After coming so close to losing her, I’m not ready to let go. She doesn’t have to understand it, but it’s the way I feel. She’s the only family I have left.


  Even if Grams never had the stroke, I still don’t think I could leave Lucas. He’s in no shape to move out of his house right now. His secret would be found out for sure if he moved into the dorms. And even though his family doesn’t know about his problems, I get a small amount of comfort knowing they are in the house with him. I think their presence keeps him from completely unraveling. He has to keep it together if he wants to continue to fool them.


  “I think that’s very admirable of you, Celia. You’ve taken on a great deal of responsibility as of late, and I have to admit, it’s worries me sometimes. Always remember there is no shame in asking for help, okay?” Mr. Bernard lays his hand on top of mine and squeezes gently. “Whether you’re a student at this school or not, you can always come to me if you need anything. You’re not alone.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Bernard. I’ll remember that,” I say, standing up and placing my purse strap on my shoulder.


  I appreciate his kind words more than he will ever know. I’ve never felt so alone in all of my life, and I want nothing more than to confide in him. His offer is a life raft in a black, stormy ocean.


  If only I could reach for it.


  I walk quickly to the door, willing myself to keep quiet and get the hell out of there. “I’ll get the speech to you by the end of the week, I promise,” I say over my shoulder as I dart from the office.


  I don’t even hear his response. I drop my head and keep walking toward the parking lot. I unlock the door and hop into Grams’s old Buick, eager to get home and check on things. These days, I never know which Lucas I’m going to get. He’s become temperamental.


  I don’t particularly care for driving. I never have. I’ve always happily hitched a ride with Audrey or Lucas, but I’ve recently started driving to and from school. Creating a bit of distance between Audrey and me is difficult, but I hate lying to her. So instead of lying, I opt for avoidance. Needless to say, she’s not taking it well.


  “I’m leaving in three months, and my best friend doesn’t even care!”


  I’m so happy for Audrey, really I am. She’s been dreaming of attending Ole Miss for as long as I can remember. But part of me thinks she’s deserting me—like she’s leaving me behind to deal with this mess while she moves on with her life. I know it’s ridiculous, completely ludicrous to blame her when she’s completely in the dark, but I wish someone would explain that to my heart. Because my heart is so angry.


  I pull into the driveway, no recollection of the turns and stops I made to get here, and hurry up the front steps. For the last few weeks, Grams’s nurse’s aide leaves at noon, a testament to how well she’s been doing. Before heading over to see Lucas, I toss my bags in the corner and walk to the back of the house to check on Grams.


  “Grams, I hope you didn’t give Miss Freda too much trouble this morning. I know how you like to turn up the soaps to tune her out,” I call out as I pull out my phone to shoot Lucas a text.


  She doesn’t answer me, and I can picture her rolling her eyes and cursing under her breath.


  “That damn woman never hushes her blessed mouth.”


  “Grams?” I call out again when she doesn’t answer.


  I grab the remote off the recliner and tap the power button to silence the infomercial echoing through the house. I toss the remote on the coffee table and walk down the hall toward Grams’s bedroom.


  The next few seconds come to me in wicked bursts. Indelible flash frames of heartache and anguish.


  Flash.


  A slipper-covered foot sticking out of the bathroom into the hallway, toes facing down.


  Flash.


  The incessant, grating sound of a phone left off the hook, the call never made.


  Flash.


  A smear of blood on the corner of the cracked Formica counter.


  Flash.


  Grams, face slack, arms twisted in an unnatural angle, and blood trickling from her temple, in a heap on the bathroom floor.


  Then everything goes dark…
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  “Sitting, Waiting, Wishing” by Jack Johnson
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  Present Day


  


  


  I PACE IN front of The Courtyard, wringing my hands and plotting Alex’s death in the most creative ways I can think. Celia’s been here for over an hour, and I’m crawling out of my skin.


  Speed dating. Are you fucking kidding me?


  I replay Celia’s explanation in my head, but it doesn’t help to calm my nerves.


  “Why does she need you to go with her? Alex is a big girl. She needs to put on her big girl panties.”


  “Don’t be so mean, Cain. She’s had a hard time lately. That jerk from her past has her all twisted up, and she’s trying to move on. Sara’s dating Adam now, and Marlo … well, she’s Marlo. Enough said, right? She needs our support right now,” Celia explains.


  I’ve never known Adam to have a girlfriend before, but his status unexpectedly changed a few months ago. A new volunteer at the clinic, Sara Preston, caught Adam’s eye, and things heated up quickly. Sara’s a great girl—easy on the eyes and fun to be around—and she’s quickly become a welcome addition to our make shift family. She, along with a couple of her friends.


  Now, the jury is still out on Sara’s friends. I get along great with her artist friend, Alex. We’ve actually played a few rounds of golf together. She always beats me by a few strokes, which is quite a blow to my fragile male ego. She’s a pretty cool chick, so I let it slide. But now I’m on the fence again since she roped Celia into this speed dating shit.


  Her friend, Marlo, aka Red-Lipped Nosy Girl From the Bar, is another story all together. I keep hearing her obnoxious little voice. “You’re never getting in there. Don’t waste your time.” What the hell does she know? And what are the odds that she would end up in my group of friends? The first time we were introduced, she gave me the universal “I’m watching you” sign as soon as Sara turned her back. Yeah, well I’m watching her ass, too.


  “She needs support? Buy her a Hallmark card, bake her a cake. Don’t take her to spend time with greasy douchebags who want to stare at her tits. Tink, come on. This could be dangerous. What if one of these guys is a nightmare stalker?”


  Or what if one of these guys is the man of your dreams? That’s what I really want to ask, but I keep that shit to myself. Hell no. That’s not gonna fucking happen.


  “I think you’re overreacting, Cain. I’ve been taking care of myself for a long time now. There’s nothing to worry about.” She sounds exasperated with me, and damn if that doesn’t piss me off.


  “Yes, I’m aware you’re an independent woman and all that happy horse shit—”


  “Happy horse shit? Cain Bennett, don’t make me—”


  “But will you please ease my worried mind and let me bring you and pick you up. At least I’ll know you haven’t fallen into the clutches of Hannibal Lecter.”


  “Oh, for Pete’s sake, fine!”


  “It’s not Pete’s sake I’m worried about; it’s yours. Seriously, do you want to be part of a dress made of skin?”


  “Cain!”


  “’It puts the lotion on the skin,’” I say in the creepiest voice I can muster.


  “I put my foot up your ass! How about that?”


  People trickle out of the club, some paired up, others pissed off, none of them Celia and Alex. I glance at my watch and think about calling her and telling her to get her little ass out here. That may be crossing the line, so I start pacing again. I’m seconds away from barging right in there when I hear a familiar laugh. It’s about damn time.


  “What the hell took so long? People have been filtering out of the place for the past fifteen minutes. I was about to go in and find you, Celia.” I try to dial back the irritation in my tone, but I’m not having much luck.


  “I do not need a chaperone, Cain Bennett, so I suggest you cool your damn jets.” Celia stomps her foot and glares at me. She blows out a frustrated breath and gives Alex a knowing look.


  “Damn. Look, I’m sorry. I was just worried, Cece.” I grab her hand and sigh in relief. Speed dating or not, she walked out alone. Score one for the big man … that’s me, the big man.


  “I’m a big girl, Cain. There’s nothing to worry about. Will you take me home now?”


  Is it wrong that I get a chub at the sound of her asking me to take her home? Fuck it; if having a chub is wrong, then I don’t wanna be right. I tuck her into my side, and squeeze her. I smile when she snuggles into me, too.


  “Of course.”


  After seeing Alex safely locked in her studio, we hop in my truck and I drive Celia home.


  “Did you meet the man of your dreams tonight?” I ask, trying to sound light, not in the least bit concerned.


  Celia sighs and rolls her eyes. “Of course not. And neither did Alex, which totally sucks. I wish she could find someone amazing to make her forget her asshole ex.”


  I know exactly what Celia means. I don’t know the particulars, but Alex has been torn up about this guy, and I hate that for her.


  “Maybe she needs to let go of the past before she can move on to something even better,” I suggest.


  “Maybe,” Celia says, tracing the seam of her skirt, completely oblivious to how my statement could pertain to her.


  “Oh, I did find a new volunteer for the clinic, though. I think he’ll be a great asset.”


  “He?” I ask, sitting up a little bit straighter. I watch her reaction closely, searching for any sign that she’s into the guy.


  “He’s just a volunteer, Cain.”


  “Well … that’s good. I’d hate to have to search his fridge for body parts.”


  She sighs and stares out the truck window. “No, no search necessary. I don’t think I’ll need you to search anyone’s fridge anytime soon, but thanks for the offer. It’s always been just me, and I don’t see that changing. It can’t.”


  She holds the pendant of her necklace in her fingers and absentmindedly runs it back and forth over the chain while staring into space.


  “You’re always fiddling with that chain. Do you always wear the same necklace?”


  She sighs and tilts the pendant in my direction. “It’s a St. Jude pendant. He’s the patron saint of lost causes.”


  She turns away from me and continues playing with the chain, eyes trained to the telephones poles and passing cars.


  “Oh, I don’t know, Tink. I think you bring hope to the hopeless every day. I’m thinking there isn’t a lost cause you can’t fix,” I say, poking her side with a laugh, but my cheerful mood doesn’t seem to transfer.


  “That’s where you would be wrong … so very wrong,” she whispers.


  I may be wrong about a lot of things, but I know one thing for certain: Celia Lemaire is not a lost cause, and I’ll do anything to prove it to her.
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  I climb Celia’s front porch steps two at a time, tape measure and counter samples in hand. I tap on the front door and whistle a happy tune under my breath. Am I overly excited about replacing the countertops in her kitchen? Yeah, I guess you could say that. Replacing countertops, being Celia’s shadow until she realizes how awesome I am—call it what you like, but however you look at it, I’ve got a serious job to do. If I happen to trip and my lips fall onto hers? Well, let’s just say, I wouldn’t exactly complain.


  This is my MO—my strategy, if you will. Her porch needs sanding and repainting? I’m on it. The bathroom light flickers? Sounds like an extensive electrical rewiring is in order. At this rate, I’ll have a showroom-quality rental house on my hands. If things progress as I hope they will, maybe I could move out of my downtown apartment and reap the rewards of my labor with my hot ass, fairy girlfriend.


  OK, so maybe I’m jumping the gun.


  I hear her holler from the back of the house, inviting me in, so I open the door and proceed to the kitchen.


  “Hey, Tink. Are you ready to pick out your new, fabulous countertops?” I call out when I don’t immediately see her.


  My question is met with a loud ruckus, the slamming of doors, and a flustered Celia at the end of the hallway. She leans against the door handle, feet crossed and lips pressed together.


  “Cain, you can’t just walk into my house whenever you please. What if I’d been naked?” she shrieks, way more upset than the situation calls for, if you ask me.


  “I heard you tell me to come in,” I say as I place my things on the counter and cross my arms. She’s fully clothed, albeit a bit disheveled, so I fail to see the big deal.


  “I didn’t say ‘come in;’ I said ‘coming,’” she huffs as she meets me in the kitchen. “There’s a difference, you know.”


  I raise my hands defensively and bow my head. “My bad. I misunderstood, okay? Can we untwist the panties and move on to the fun stuff? Oh, wait, untwisting the panties could be a pretty good time, too, don’t you think?”


  I nod slowly and shrug, and that finally coaxes a tiny giggle from her. Her eyes dart from me to the back of the house. I’m not sure why, but she seems more nervous than usual.


  Something’s off.


  “Is everything all right, Tink?” I ask, eyeing her suspiciously.


  She nods nervously and smiles. I take a few steps toward the hallway, and she jumps in front of me and tugs my arm, pulling me back to the kitchen.


  “Let’s take a look at the samples you brought. I’m so psyched about my countertops!” Her voice is pitchy and not at all fairy-like today.


  I don’t like it one bit. What, or who, the fuck is back there? It can’t be…


  A strange squeal comes from the back of the house, and Celia throws her arms up at the same time. “So psyched!” she screeches.


  “What was that noise?”


  “What noise?”


  “You know the noise, Celia. The squeal from down the hallway.”


  She taps my shoulder and pushes back toward the counter. “That was me, silly. I tend to get a bit screechy when I’m excited.”


  I give her my best side-eye, but she just smiles and bats her eyelashes. I lay out the sample choices for her, and she runs her hand over each one.


  “Right,” I say as I clear my throat. “So I have a few different things for you to choose from. You could choose a tile, if you want, or corian. We could also put in a butcher block countertop or granite, but we’d need go to the marble and granite shop to look at those choices.”


  “Granite? Don’t you think that’s a little pricey for a rental house? I don’t want you to spend that kind of money…”


  “Stop. Don’t worry about it for a second, because I’m not. I want you to have exactly what you want,” I say, deciding to omit the part about “So you won’t ever want to leave.” Yeah, I’ll keep that shit to myself.


  Celia tips her head and smiles, just as I hear scratching coming from the end of the hallway. I turn in the direction of the noise just as Celia starts scratching and pawing at the tile samples.


  “All of them,” she shouts as she tosses the sample boards around the counter with lots of clanking. “I love them all. I’ll never be able to choose.”


  I put my hands on my hips and stay silent. I stare her down, waiting for her to meet my eyes. Once she stops her little fit, she clasps her hands and watches me through lowered lashes. I feel the adrenaline coursing through my body, making my heart pound and the veins in my temples throb.


  Does she have a fucking guy back there? Is the volunteer from the speed dating fiasco paying her a visit? We’ve made no promises, and she owes me no explanations, but fuck that. Just the idea causes murderous thoughts to scroll through my head. She may not know it yet—it may take a bit longer for her to accept it—but she’s mine. End. Of. Story.


  “Something you wanna tell me, Celia?” I ask evenly, trying to keep my boiling-over temper in check.


  She wrings her hands and looks to the side. “I-I don’t know what you mean,” she whispers.


  Unfortunately for her, right after she feigns innocence, a loud, unmistakable meow fills the house. I cock my head to the side as her eyes widen in an expression that can only be described as “Oh shit, I’m busted.”


  She lets out a deep sigh and shrugs her shoulders. “Well, you see, I may have—”


  I raise my hand to stop her. “Oh no, little one, it’s too late for that. The cat’s out of the bag. Pun intended,” I say as I stomp down the hallway and open the door to her bedroom.


  I keep up the act, which isn’t hard to do because I’m less-than-pleased about a cat being in my rental, but my body exhales in relief. A cat won’t break my heart. A cat won’t steal my girl. That being said, it doesn’t mean the fur ball can stay.


  A little orange nose peeks out from behind the door and sniffs my boot. Once I’m deemed fit, the kitten pounces on my foot and uses its razor sharp claws to climb its way up my jeans leg. I pluck it off my leg, but Celia swipes the kitten out of my hands before I can do anything else.


  “Please don’t make me give Eddie back, Cain. Please.” Her shoulders hunch in defeat as she cradles the kitten in her arms. She shoots me the most persuasive pout I’ve ever seen in my life.


  I have a strict no-pet policy. Animals scratch up doors and piss on baseboards. Those little fuckers will eat a hole straight through sheet rock. They are a pain in the ass I’ve never wanted to deal with. Celia’s just gonna have to understand that.


  “It can’t stay,” I say, looking away. Her pitiful expression is the equivalent of a solar eclipse—if you look straight at it, you’ll be blinded for life.


  “What if I promise to have all the carpets professionally cleaned when I move out? Would you consider it?”


  Hold the fuck up. Did she just mention moving out? She can’t move out—I forbid it. Logically, I know I don’t have the right to tell her what she can and can’t do, but … no, screw that, I’m pretty sure I forbid it.


  “Now, hold on a minute, maybe we can figure something out,” I say, conceding, even though it goes against my better judgment. Hands on my hips, and head lowered, I grab the back of my neck and lay down the law. “You can keep Eddie, but no new carpet until … well, let’s not go there. Just … you’re not getting new carpet any time soon, okay?”


  No new carpet? Ugh! Good job, asshole. Way to show her who’s boss.


  Celia squeals in delight and throws her arms around my neck, before hopping up and down. Eddie clutches onto my chest to keep from falling, and I feel those little claws piercing my skin.


  “You won’t regret it, I promise,” she says as she lays a loud, smacking kiss on my cheek. She takes a step back and dislodges Eddie’s claws from my mangled chest and scratches the kitten’s belly. “Did you hear that Eddie? This is your new home.”


  “Which one of them orchestrated this?”


  “Hmmmm?”


  “Which one of my moms did you scheme with?”


  Celia’s head pops up, and she has the nerve to look offended. “Well, I wouldn’t exactly call it scheming. Lila saw how much I loved Eddie, and she said she knew you’d understand. She called me last week, and I drove out there this past weekend,” she explains.


  “She’s got your number?”


  “I gave it to her when we visited, you know, in case we wanted to have girl talk,” she replies innocently.


  Christ…


  “You and I both know there won’t be any girl talk. Instead, there will be comedy hour at my expense, I’m sure.” She smirks at me and shrugs. At least she doesn’t try to deny it.


  “Oh, and I also told her I couldn’t make Sunday lunch at your grandparents’ house,” she adds. I start to tell her she’s welcome to come, but she stops me with a shake of her head. “It’s obvious you’re uncomfortable, Cain. Please invite me one day when that changes. Deal?”


  “Deal,” I say, hating that she feels unwanted. I think she gets that it’s not about her. When it comes to my family, there are some things I’m not ready to share just yet.


  I look down at the ball of fur in her arms and shake my head. I have to admit, the little sucker is cute. “Um, Celia, you do realize Eddie is a girl, right?”


  “Of course, I know that. Why do you ask?”


  “Because Eddie is a dude’s name,” I say with a shrug.


  Celia giggles and raises Eddie into the air so she can admire her. “Eddie’s short for Edna Catherine Lemaire.”


  I grab Eddie from Celia’s arms and stare her down. “I’m sorry she gave you a granny name, little one,” I say with a laugh.


  “Ha! This coming from the man who named his dog Mr. Biscuit.” Celia wraps her arms around my waist and places her head on my chest, putting her at eye level with Eddie. “She’s an old soul; I can’t help that, can I?”


  My arm instinctively falls to her waist, and I watch as she tips her nose to Eddie with a smile. Eddie inches forward and taps her wet nose to Celia’s, making her giggle.


  “Nah, I guess you can’t,” I whisper, squeezing her closer.


  As I look down at her and take in all that is Celia—my stunning, magical fairy—I vow then and there to take off the kid gloves. Today is a wake up call. There may not have been some douchebag sniffing around what’s mine today, but it can happen if I don’t man the fuck up.


  Game on.
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  “Kiss Me” by Ed Sheeran
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  Present Day


  


  


  “HEY CELIA, CAN you grab me a Band-Aid? I sliced my wrist on a broken piece of tile,” I call out as I walk through her front door with my arm wrapped in a shop towel.


  I look up just in time to catch a glimpse of a guilty Celia jamming something between the cushions of her couch. Her eyes meet mine with irritation, and she huffs as she crosses her arms. I can’t help but notice the pretty flush on her cheeks.


  “Cain! What the hell happened to knocking?”


  “Jesus, are you serious? I told you I was heading over here when I left the hardware store. You said you were fine with it.”


  “Ugh, whatever,” she says with an eye roll.


  She stands up and glares at me before stomping away, her skirt swinging around her legs. I crook my head down the hall, looking for the skirt to swing just right and give me a panty shot … hopefully a thong. What can I say? I’m a man. I make no apologies for my hedonism.


  As soon as she’s out of sight, I toss the shop towel over my shoulder and dive for the sofa. I reach deep into the cushions, my tiny cut forgotten. Eh, it’s not that bad anyway. My hands wrap around the object in question, and I rip it out, anxious to solve the mystery. It’s a … book. Yep, it’s definitely a book. This particular book has a man with his frilly lace shirt ripped open to display a set of greased up abs on the cover. I also see a bookmark sticking out at about the halfway point.


  Oh, hell yes.


  I flip open to the marked page and start reading, my smile getting wider and more mischievous the further I read. So, the fairy likes it dirty.


  I hear her fumbling around in the bathroom, and then the distinct sound of a cabinet closing. She’ll be rounding the corner any second now, so I hitch my ankle on top of my knee, relax back into the couch, and start reading.


  “He rips open her blouse, buttons flying, scattering across the floor, to reveal her full, rounded breasts and taut nipples. His hands instinctively reach for her nipples, pinching and pulling while she groans with desire.


  ‘Is that pussy wet for me? Are you ready for my cock?’ Duke Wellington asks gruffly as he grinds into her petticoats.


  He quickly tears away the blouse and skirts, leaving her naked before him. She pants softly as he peruses her body. She doesn’t make a sound as his boots kick her legs open, and he lowers his face to hers.


  ‘Answer me, maiden. Are you ready for me?’ he growls as he slaps her sex with a stinging pop.


  She cries out, half-yelp, half-moan. ‘Yes, Duke, I’m ready for your cock.’”


  Celia rips the book from my hands and shelters it in her chest behind crossed arms. “Ha ha! You think you’re so funny. I especially like your squeaky rendition of the maiden,” she says, managing to look embarrassed and pissed all at once.


  “Ah, you liked that, did you? I tried my best to do that fine piece of literature justice.” I cross my arms and grin smugly.


  “It is, in fact, a fine piece of literature,” she says as she pulls the book from her chest and checks out the cover. “The Affairs of the Duke of Hamptonshire is very thought-provoking.”


  “Oh, I’m sure it provokes something,” I say with a chuckle as I grab the book from her hands and flip to the back cover. “’Join the Duke as he ravages innocent maidens throughout London.’ I have to say—I think it’s fan-fucking-tastic that you read books like this. You just surprised me, that’s all.”


  Celia releases a huge, pent-up sigh and falls next to me on the couch. She shrugs and twists her hands in her lap. “Marlo got it for me. She prefers the rock star romance books, but she thought I may appreciate something a little more … old fashioned.”


  “Like English royalty?”


  “Well, yeah,” she whispers, her lips turning to a slight frown and the blush from her cheeks creeping across her face and down her neck. “Since I don’t date, I don’t … well, you know … so she thought this would be a good way to release some tension.”


  I resist the smile tugging on my lips because I don’t want her to think I’m making fun of her, but damn if she isn’t the cutest fucking thing I’ve ever seen.


  “It seems to me this book would only serve to build up more tension, but what do I know?” I keep my voice in the most serious tone I can muster.


  “She’s ordering me something for that, too,” she says before slamming her hand over her mouth, completely shocked by what she just revealed.


  “Oh no you don’t,” I order, pulling her hand from her mouth. “You can’t drop a bomb and clam up on me. Celia Lemaire are you getting a—”


  She turns her head, closes her eyes, and scrunches her face. The thought of Celia lying in her bed, reading a smutty book, with a battery-operated device has my dick at attention and blood coursing through my veins at high speed. I want to throw my hands up in the air, hollering, “I volunteer as tribute!” This little project has my name written all over it, but she just doesn’t know it yet.


  “Uh uh,” I say as I tug her chin up and make her meet my eyes. I continue my questioning with a scandalous whisper. “Are you getting a … vibrator?”


  “Ugh! If there is a God, will He please swallow me up into the ground to avoid this embarrassment? I think I’m going to die,” she cries as she covers her face with both hands and nosedives into my lap.


  Watch your aim, little fairy, or you’re about to get WAY more than you bargained for!


  I stealthily shift my position to keep her from bumping my boner. It’s been only a day since my vow to man up and make my move. But I don’t think this situation could be any more perfect. Celia, head in my lap, already primed with a lady boner thanks to Duke Hamptonshire?


  Thank you, universe. I owe you for this one.


  “Tink, I promise, you have nothing to be embarrassed about. The thought of you with a sexy book and a vibrator is enough ammunition to fuel my private time for the next few months. That image will be in the top file of my spank bank, for sure,” I say with a chuckle.


  She shoots up from my lap, giggling and slapping my shoulder playfully. “Cain, what a thing to say!”


  She stands up beside me and tugs her tiny, button-down shirt into place. I can feel my window of opportunity closing. The breeze is fading away, and the latch is about to swing shut. It’s now or never.


  Fuck it.


  I throw out all pretenses and give her ass a quick slap, and she squeals at the contact. I reach across and grab her by the hip, pulling her into my lap. She gasps in surprise, but doesn’t pull away. I run the tip of my nose along the slim line of her neck, stopping right below her ear.


  “You know, I’m always more than willing to release any … tension you may have, and darlin’, batteries are not required. I’m at your service,” I whisper softly as I reach around her waist and flick open the first button of her shirt. My lips trace the outline of her ear as her chest heaves with ragged breaths. “Just say the word, Celia, and this stops.”


  When her head drops back to my shoulder, and she buries her face in my neck, I take that as my green light and keep on flicking shirt buttons. When the final button breaks free, red fabric falls to the side to reveal the perfection that is Celia—milky, white skin and black lace.


  Holy fuck, she’s even more gorgeous than I imagined.


  I lightly run my fingers over her stomach, dipping slightly in the curve of her belly button. Her skin is velvety soft, quivering faintly as my calloused fingers make contact. The span of my hands easily takes up her entire torso, so I meet the edge of her bra in no time. I see those tight nipples straining, hard points pushing against black lace. They’ve got nothing on my dick—I swear I’m hard enough to chop wood with the fucking thing. I’m pretty sure I’ve left a permanent indentation in her ass.


  As my hands lightly brush her nipples, I feel the pressure of her teeth on my neck, and her tongue follows closely behind. Each stroke of her tongue is a flame on my skin, setting me on fire over and over. I curl my fingers under the black lace and tug, pushing her bra underneath those gorgeous tits, leaving them just how I like it—pushed up and on full display.


  I circle each of her nipples at a tortuous pace—so slow, so gentle. “Do you want me ... here?” I ask as I grab her tits in earnest and tweak her nipples.


  She moans in response, lifting one of her arms and grasping behind my neck. “Yes, yes,” she whispers with each breath, her ass writhing in my lap.


  I shift my head to crash into her panting lips—a tangle of tongues, teeth, and bated breaths. The sliding of our tongues, the push of her hips, the rise and fall of her chest as I tease her nipples into stiffened peaks; they all contribute to a rhythm that will likely be the death of me.


  I release her nipples, which earns me a whimper, and slide my hands down the curve of her waist and over the crinkly fabric of her skirt. When I hit her thighs, I start my ascent into the promise land. The fingernails digging into the back of my neck and the slight shiver running through her body tells me she approves. When I hit the seam of her panties, which takes a while, because they are indeed thongs (Hell yes!), I swat her hip playfully.


  “Up. Lift that gorgeous ass for me.” As she leaves my lap, I could cry at the loss. “Good girl.”


  As she rises up, I ever so slowly slide her skirt and panties down, taking the opportunity to place each of her legs on the outside of mine. When her panties fall to the floor, I spread my legs apart, taking hers with me. Just the way I want her; open and ready for me. I pull my lips away from hers as I raise her other arm behind my neck and look into her hooded blue eyes.


  “Hands stay here, or I stop. Understand?” My mouth brushes against hers as I speak, and her lips reach for me, but I back away each time, needing the words.


  “Yes, I-I understand,” she whispers, and only then do I grab her bottom lip and suck.


  Honestly, I don’t usually play with so many rules. I like to swing by the seat of my pants, or lack thereof, as the case may be. I like a woman to do what she feels in the moment. But, in this case, without much provocation on her part, Celia will end up feeling a giant wet spot on her ass. I don’t intend on earning the nickname Quick Draw Cain today. Not on my watch.


  Before I begin, I make a show of pulling away from her lips to lick my fingers, and she watches every movement, mesmerized and slack-jawed. One hand stops at her tits while the other continues the journey down … way down. I slide a finger through her slit and find her wet and ready.


  “Oh, ooooh,” she moans into my mouth, her forehead falling to mine. “Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”


  “I’m thinking you should tell Marlo you don’t need a Duke. I’m thinking a country boy might do the trick, don’t you?”


  “Mmmmhmmmm,” she half-whispers, half-moans, as my hand lightly brushes over her, just barely making contact. Her lashes flutter, and her eyes roll back as I brush across her clit.


  And then I start the slow torture, both hands sliding up and down her body—tweaking, brushing, teasing, but never enough contact to satisfy. I caress the underside of her breasts before pinching those hard nipples. I run my hands down to her knees and slowly up the inside of her thighs. I sweep the tips of my fingers through her drenched and ready lips as she cries out.


  And then I start the process over again. And again. And then again.


  Her body is writhing on top of mine, pushing into my hands, craving more—more touch, more sensation, more me. And I fucking love it.


  “Please,” she whispers in between driving her tongue into my mouth and gasping. “Please … I need…”


  “What do you need, darlin’? Do you want my fingers inside of you?” I ask, reveling in the sight of her teetering on the edge. She only needs a gentle flick from me to fall over.


  “No,” she cries between gasps. “No.”


  “You don’t want me to make you come?”


  “No, I want you,” she says, and she grinds her ass into my cock.


  Aw, hell! Pig shit. Butt boils. Fried bull testicles. Fuck, it’s not even working!


  “Not today, Celia. You’re not ready for my cock quite yet,” I say with a strained voice and a dick that’s crying out in agony, seconds away from disowning my stupid ass.


  I lick her lower lip and trail kisses and licks down her neck as my hands move down her body and then up her thighs. As my hand grazes over her center, I slap her clit with enough force to sting and sink my teeth into her neck, making her cry out as she takes the leap. My fingers plunge inside her contracting pussy, coaxing her body to ride her orgasm to completion.


  When her body relaxes and she falls back into my chest in complete exhaustion, I close my legs and turn her body around, cradling her like a baby. She rests her head on my shoulder and sighs with a contented smile playing on her lips. I can’t help it; I feel like the master of the universe.


  “Did everything I do feel good to you?” I ask as I brush her hair out of her face, behind her ear, and gently kiss her forehead.


  “Mmmhmm,” she mumbles sleepily.


  I gently slide her off my lap and sit her on the couch. I kneel on the floor between her legs, fixing her bra, buttoning each shirt button, and searching for her panties and skirt on the floor.


  “Up,” I say as I pull them both up her legs, and she lifts her ass so I can slide them back on. I stay close, face to face, eye to eye. I want her to hear, understand, and take in every word I say. “There is nothing in this world I want more than to be buried deep inside you. Not. One. Thing. But when I take you, I want to know I’m all you see. No memories, no regrets, no one but you and me. I want you to be all mine, Celia, and when you can do that, that’s when you get all of me. Okay?”


  Her eyes fill with tears, and she nods slowly. “All right,” she whispers as she breaks eye contact and stares into her lap. It breaks my heart to end things on a sad note, and I refuse to leave her feeling weepy.


  I tap my finger under her chin and nudge her face upward. I wink and get a watery smile in return. “I’m no duke, Celia Lemaire, but let me tell you one thing,” I say as I kiss her nose lightly. “I’m your ass-slapping, clit-tapping, wet dream, and damn it, one of these days you’re gonna fall in love with me.”


  And with those parting words, I stand up and walk through the living room and out the front door with a singular destination in mind. I hear her giggling behind me, and I know I’ve done my job. I chance once last look at my fairy before I close the door, skin flushed from head to toe, feet dangling awkwardly, and her finger touching her lips in wonder.


  I close the door and make my way down the front steps as quickly as I my legs will carry me—yes, all three of them. Of course, Adam happens to be outside with the kids this afternoon. Just my luck.


  “Hey, man, you need some help getting those tiles inside,” Adam calls out as he walks my way.


  I throw my hand up in protest and keep moving to my truck. “Nope. Later. Gotta go.”


  “Dude, don’t you wanna unload that shit? Come on, I’ll help you.”


  I fumble with my keys and keep my head down as I unlock the door. “Somewhere to be,” I reply in a clipped tone.


  “What the hell is so important it can’t wait for ten minutes, Cain? We’ll knock this out in no time.” Adam holds my door open, blocking my escape.


  Fucker.


  “Shower, dude. I need a shower … now,” I mutter through clenched teeth as I tug the door out of his grasp and turn the ignition.


  As I reverse out of the driveway, I see the exact moment when realization washes over his face, and he points and laughs at my harrowing situation.


  Balls as blue as those little smurf fuckers … that’s my wish for you, Adam.


  


  [image: ]


  


  “Sweet and Low” by Augustana
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  Present Day


  


  


  THE UMPIRE BLOWS his whistle with a puffed chest and an overly exaggerated sense of authority, seeing as this is a peewee soccer game. Gage lets loose a battle cry, beats his little chest, and bounds across the field to meet his team. Lily’s tiny fingers stay tightly wrapped around Adam’s lawn chair as she pouts.


  “But I’m a princess, Daddy. I don’t want to get dirty. And I don’t want to play with boys,” she whines.


  Adam shakes his head and frowns at her. I don’t know how he does it. One glimpse at her puppy dog eyes and wild curls, and I’m restraining myself from scooping her up for an impromptu tea party in the parking lot. I’m with the munchkin—princesses shouldn’t have to play soccer.


  “I want you to try, Lily Pad. Can you do that for Daddy? Please?” He smooths her hair and rubs a thumb over her cheek.


  She thinks on it for a minute, pursing her lips and looking to the sky. “No, Daddy. I can’t do that.”


  “I’m here, I’m here,” Celia calls out while running toward the field waving her arms. “Whew! I’m so glad you didn’t go on the field without your special gear, Lily.”


  Celia swipes her forehead in exaggerated relief and kneels in front of the self-proclaimed princess. Lily loosens her hold on Adam’s chair and clasps her hands together in excitement.


  “What did you bring, Aunt Cece?”


  Celia claps and bites her lip. “I can’t wait to show you,” she says as she digs in her purse. “I brought the perfect accessories for a butterfly soccer princess.”


  I lean closer to Adam without taking my eyes off the girls. “What the hell is a butterfly soccer princess?” I mutter through the side of my mouth.


  “No clue, but just go with it, man,” Adam mumbles back.


  Celia pulls out two strands of sparkly silver ribbon, and gathers one of Lily’s jersey sleeves into a bunch at her shoulder. She threads the ribbon underneath the shirt and ties it into a bow, effectively making the jersey sleeveless. Lily watches her every move in complete awe.


  “I bought silver ribbon so it would match your blue uniform. Butterfly soccer princesses must always match,” Celia explains with a serious tone.


  “Yes,” Lily whispers as her fingers toy with the ribbon, pure magic playing on her lips.


  Celia finishes tying the second bow. She peers back into her purse and squeals with excitement. “And now for the final touch.”


  Her hand slowly emerges from her purse, holding two tiny pink butterflies with glittered wings. Each has a clip on the bottom, and Celia attaches a butterfly to the center of each of Lily’s silver bows.


  Lily’s hands shoot up to cover her “o” shaped mouth, and her little body vibrates with excitement.


  “These are where butterfly soccer princesses get their power, Lily,” Celia explains. “Now, can you show me your sparkly wings?”


  Celia holds up her hands on either side of her head, and wiggles her fingers. Lily giggles and copies her hand motions.


  “Like this?” Lily asks.


  “Exactly! But your wings can only sparkle when you make a goal. Are you gonna try your best to give me sparkly wings today?”


  “She’s a damn genius,” Adam mutters, shaking his head.


  “I’m gonna do it!” Lily screeches right before she darts across the field to meet her teammates.


  “Will you marry me?” Adam asks as he wraps an arm around Celia’s neck and plants a kiss on top of her head.


  “Quit manhandling her, dude,” I say as I pull Celia away from his grasp and park her in the lawn chair next to mine. I saved her the one with the pillow attached to the back. What can I say? I’m a gentleman.


  Celia lets out a giggle as she settles into her chair and crosses her legs. I give a quick mental “thank you” to Mother Nature for the warm weather as Celia’s shorts creep up her hot, little legs. “I had a feeling our little princess would be obstinate. Sparkles and glitter make soccer a whole lot more fun for princesses.”


  Adam lets out a sigh of relief. “Look, I don’t care how you did it. I had no idea how I was going to get her on that field. I was two ‘pleases’ away from giving up. I only wanted her to try something new, and it turned into a huge stand off. Seriously, thank you for saving the day.”


  “No problem,” Celia says with a smile. She puts on her sunglasses and tips her head to the sun. “You should have invited Sara to join us, Adam. She would have enjoyed seeing Lily and Gage play, and I would have enjoyed the extra dose of estrogen. With Audrey away at the pharmaceutical rep training for the last couple months, I could have used her girl power against you two knuckleheads.”


  “Don’t go there,” Adam warns.


  “I’m just saying. You let Cain, Audrey, and me come to the games, so I don’t see why Sara should be any different.” Celia turns to me for reinforcement, but I throw my hands up on this one. Double-teaming him will only piss him off more.


  “You don’t have to understand it, Celia. It doesn’t concern you.” Adam pushes forward in his chair and props his elbows on his knees, giving his full attention to the game.


  Celia takes a deep breath, and I can tell she’s about to beat the Sara horse to death, and then drag it down the street. Luckily for all of us, her phone starts chirping, distracting her. After looking at the caller ID, she stands and squeezes my shoulder.


  “I have to take this. Be right back,” she whispers as she places the phone to her ear and walks away.


  I refocus on the game just in time to see Gage kick the ball into the goal. Adam and I both jump out of our chairs, clapping and cheering for little man. His tiny fist pumps the air and he whips around to find us. When he realizes his dad saw the whole things, his smile nearly splits his face. That’s pure gold right there.


  We both take our seats as the cheering settles down. I grab a bottle of water from the ice chest behind me and get one for Adam as well.


  “I hope you know what you’re doing with her. I have a feeling someone’s gonna get hurt in this scenario, and I don’t mean Celia,” Adam warns as he twists the cap off his water.


  “I’m a big boy. I know what I’m doing.” I flick my bottle in his direction, splashing him with drops of freezing cold water.


  “Do you really? Because from where I’m sitting, I see a girl hung on a guy from her past. And when I say hung up, I mean in the truest sense of the word. And I don’t think he left for college, okay? I’m pretty fucking sure he died, and that shit isn’t gonna disappear because you want it to.” Adam’s voice is low, but there’s no mistaking his serious tone. Don’t get me wrong, it’s appreciated, but he’s not saying anything I haven’t thought of myself.


  “I hear you, Adam, loud and clear, all right?” He nods. “But from where I’m sitting, I see an amazing girl who deserves more than the shit hand she’s holding right now. I know the risks.”


  That seems to shut him up, and we watch the game in companionable silence. I’m not one to sit on the sidelines, so taking my cue from Adam, I wade in where I’m most definitely not wanted.


  “You know, I admire you, dude. You are a stellar dad,” I say, keeping my eyes trained to the soccer field. “Just saying, Sara would be great with them. No pressure or anything, I just know it’s got to be fucking hard to juggle two separate lives, which is essentially what you’re doing right now.”


  I know he hears me because I can see his jaw muscles tensing as he clenches his teeth. I resist the urge to tell him to calm the fuck down. Life’s too short to be that tense.


  “Within minutes of being born, those two children lost the most important person in their lives. No child should have to go through that. Forgive me if I’m not big on introducing anyone into the fold that may not want to stay around for the long haul,” Adam says quietly.


  “Look man, I get it. But nothing in this world is guaranteed, and you seem to be serious about this girl—”


  “But is she serious about me? Ah, no quick answer to that one, huh?” he says when I don’t answer immediately. He shakes his head and pulls down on the bill of his hat, hiding his eyes. “I’m not the only person to consider here. It takes two, and until I know she’s in this thing with me, no kids.”


  Before I can answer, Celia places a hand on my shoulder and squeezes. “I’m sorry, y’all. It looks like I’m going to have to take off after the first game today. One of my clinic patients needs me to make a home visit. So a play by play of the second game tonight—”


  “Hold on, Tink. Let me get this straight. You are going to the home of one of your mentally ill patients this afternoon?” I ask, willing myself to calm down.


  “Well … yes,” she answers.


  “You and what policeman?”


  “What? What are you talking about? It’s just me.”


  “I’ve told her, dude, and she won’t listen. I can’t go with her because I’ve got Lily and Gage, but I’ve warned her. She’s got a head as hard as a rock,” Adam says, shrugging at Celia when she shoots him the evil eye.


  “Celia...”


  “I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself, ya big oaf.” She crosses her arms and stamps her tiny foot.


  “I’m well aware of that, but you’re still not going by yourself. Just think of me as an added bonus—excellent company for an otherwise boring afternoon.”


  It’s clear she doesn’t agree, and I swear I can see a bit of smoke shooting out of her ears. She pivots on her foot and flips her hand under the bill of Adam’s baseball hat, and it flies backward into the grass.


  “And you … you traitor. You two are always ganging up on me now,” she says with a huff. “I wish…”


  “Go ahead, lay into me. You know you wanna,” Adam taunts.


  His lighthearted chuckle only spurs her on.


  “May the fleas of a thousand camels infest your armpits!” Celia spits out, garnering more attention than she bargained for.


  All of the parents in the near vicinity burst out laughing. One soccer dad claps Adam on the shoulder, saying, “That sounds serious, man.”


  Something catches Adam’s attention on the field, and he swats at Celia, pointing toward the pile of kids crowded around the goal. In the midst of the mayhem, the one and only butterfly soccer princess is lining up her shot for the goal. For the moment, Sara, home visits, fleas, and camels are forgotten.


  She looks determined. She looks sparkly. She looks fierce.


  With a swift kick and a tiny bit of luck, the ball soars past the goalie and hits the back of the net. All three of us shoot up out of our chairs and jump up and down, cheering.


  Lily swipes her unruly curls from her eyes and turns to the crowd, beaming. She searches until she finds Celia, lifting her hands and wiggling her fingers as she giggles.


  “Sparkle, sparkle, sparkle,” Celia whispers as she wiggles her fingers right back.
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  “I See Fire” by Ed Sheeran
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  The Past


  


  


  “AND MIZPAH; FOR he said, the Lord watch between me and thee when we are absent one from another,” Father Babineaux recites to the small crowd. His voice bellows over the chirping birds and passing cars.


  That was her favorite Bible reading. She’d read it to me countless times. Looking back, I think she tried to ink these words into my being, a reminder she would always be with me. Maybe she always planned for the day she would leave me. Sadly, this brings me no comfort. Inevitability is no consolation. My heart is heavy, sagging in my chest with this unimaginable loss.


  I sit in the front row of the cemetery service and grip Audrey’s hand to center me. I lay my head on her shoulder, and her cheek rubs my hair. Instead of a full church service, I opted to tell Grams goodbye with a short wake at the funeral home and a graveside service.


  The doctors say she died of a massive stroke. They told me over and over that no amount of time would change the outcome. An hour earlier, ten minutes sooner, it would’ve made no difference. But how could they know that? I see their assurances for what they are—empty words. Promises with no other purpose than to erase a stupid girl’s guilt.


  Why in the hell did I go to that meeting with Mr. Bernard? Those extra minutes could have made all the difference.


  Father Babineaux looks at me expectantly, and only then do I notice he’s no longer talking. Taking that as my cue, I stand on wobbly legs, clutching the white rose in my hand. The thorns bite into my flesh, and I grip even tighter. I wear her St. Jude pendant around my neck, the weight crushing my chest, making it hard to breathe.


  I approach the casket and place the rose on top. I stare at my reflection in the varnished wood and search for the words buried deep within me. How do you say goodbye to the only parent you’ve ever known?


  My heels sink into the softened ground as I press my forehead into the wood. I will myself to forget the sight of her on the bathroom floor. I want the image wiped from my brain, replaced with memories of her crocheting in her chair, lying in bed saying her rosary, leaning over my bed to kiss me goodnight. Those are the things I want to remember. She lived a life of strength and unconditional love—I refuse to remember her in a moment of helplessness.


  I open my mouth to speak, but my voice cracks from lack of use and days of crying. I clear my throat and try again.


  “Thank you, Grams. Thank you for being the perfect example of grace and strength. I could use your strength right now,” I say as a tear splashes onto my chapped cheeks. “If I’m half the woman you were, I’ll be amazing.”


  I grip St. Jude in my fist and pull, feeling the metal chain digging into the back of my neck. “Maybe one day, things won’t feel so hopeless. Maybe with you watching over me, I won’t need St. Jude after all. I’ll pray … I’ll wish … I’ll hope for that day."


  I feel Audrey’s presence behind me, and she squeezes my shoulder to let me know she’s there. I close my eyes and pretend we’re the only two people here. I try to forget her parents, who walked me through the process of planning the funeral. I erase Harold, Grams’s nurse, from my mind, as well as Grams’s bingo friends and their looks of pity.


  I don’t have to worry about dismissing Lucas from my thoughts, because he isn’t here.
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  “Come on, Celia, just stay with us for at least a few days. I don’t want you in this house all alone. Besides, I’ll be leaving for summer session next week. I want to spend time with my best friend,” Audrey pleads.


  I shake my head and give her a tiny smile. “I appreciate it, but I need to be here. I feel closer to her in this house. Her things are here … it smells like her.”


  “How about I stay here with you? I’ll grab my pajamas and be right back.” Audrey is already in the process of standing when I nudge her knee to sit her back down.


  “Don’t take this the wrong way, Aud, but I’d like to be alone. Between the funeral and the bingo bitties bringing casseroles by all afternoon, I want to enjoy the silence tonight.”


  “Okay,” Audrey says, sounding defeated.


  “I’ll be fine.” I give her a tiny smile to reassure her, but I doubt I’m very convincing.


  “I love you, Celia.” She averts her eyes and breathes deep, warding off the tears building in her eyes. “You’re my family … my sister. You are not alone.”


  “I love you, too, Audrey. Always.”


  Her words are a balm to my soul. I can’t shake the emptiness I feel knowing Grams was my last living relative. My mother never confided in Grams about my father, so as far as I’m concerned, he’s dead, too. It’s sobering to know I’m all alone in the world. Audrey and the Landrys are the closest thing to family I have now.


  She makes no move to leave. She watches me closely, waiting for something. For what, I don’t know.


  I decide to stand and walk into the kitchen. Although I’m not hungry, I feel weak. It may be a good idea to shove something down before I pass out. Lord knows, I’ve got more than enough to choose from in the form of covered dishes.


  “Celia, wait,” Audrey says. “Look, I don’t know what the hell is going on, but I’m so sorry Lucas wasn’t there for you today. It’s … it’s inexcusable, and I plan to march across the street right now and throat punch his sorry ass.”


  I try to wave her off, but I can see it’s only making her angrier. She takes my dismissal as a sign that I’m okay with his behavior, and it only further irritates her. She’s oblivious to Lucas’s problems, and without that knowledge, I’m not sure I can make her understand. The hard truth is I didn’t want Lucas there today.


  From the moment I told him about Grams, he spun a web of conspiracy that made Watergate seem like child’s play. No matter how much I tried to talk him down, he was convinced her death was a ploy to get him out in public. Without the safeguards of his house, his thoughts would surely be stolen. He swears the ‘reinforcements’ he’s built are keeping him safe—they look like strange sculptures crafted out of aluminum foil to me, but what do I know? Not much, according to him.


  I just couldn’t deal with it today. I wanted to say goodbye to Grams without worrying about how Lucas would handle things. I deserve that, and so does she. So when I suggested him staying home, a huge weight lifted off me when he readily agreed. I can’t bring myself to feel guilty about it.


  Trying my hardest to choose words that will placate Audrey, I smile and shrug. “He’s been so good with me the past few days, Audrey, but you know how he can be with crowds. He gets so nervous and pushes to leave—I couldn’t deal with that today. Him staying home today was for the best. Things are difficult with Lucas right now, but everything will be fine, I promise.”


  Audrey doesn’t look convinced, but she doesn’t push. She opens the front door and steps across the threshold before turning to me. “If you say so, Celia, but I’ll kick his ass if you need me to. Hell, I’ll even enjoy it. Just say the word, and I’ll start the beat down.”


  I laugh, and it sounds forced, even to my own ears. “I promise.”


  As the door closes behind her, I close my eyes and accept the weight of another promise made.


  


  [image: ]


  


  A rustling in the front of the house jolts me awake, and I stretch my stiff legs. I swing my nylon-covered legs over the side of the bed, having never changed from my funeral attire. I was too exhausted to change, much less shower, once Audrey left last night. I curled up on top of Grams’s bed with one of her crocheted blankets and fell into the darkness surrounded by her scents and her things.


  For a brief second, for a beautiful fleeting moment, I think Grams must be getting a midnight snack. Then reality sinks into my gut, reminding of the events of the last week.


  But if she isn’t in the kitchen, who is?


  I tiptoe to the bedroom door and peer around the corner. I see shadows on the living room floor of a person standing in the kitchen. The refrigerator door opens, and I hear a familiar mumble.


  “You’re right, it’s the only way to fix this. I have to end it all before I ruin everything,” he whispers frantically. “I know, I know.”


  I run my fingers through my hair and steel myself for a struggle. It’s always a struggle these days. I fight for patience, and he fights for understanding. I wish I had more to give him, but it’s so difficult.


  “Lucas, what are you—” As I round the corner into the kitchen, my words vanish and time stops as my eyes fall upon Lucas stabbing himself in the arm with a needle. My blood-curdling scream fills the house, every crack and dent of it, and thankfully diverts Lucas’s attention for a few life-saving seconds.


  I lurch forward, and his eyes widen in fear. I slap the needle from his arm, and it falls to the floor with a deafening clatter. We are both silent, as if waiting to see who will make the first move. My eyes dart to the counter behind him, and, in an instant, everything makes sense to me.


  “Did you push the plunger at all?” I whisper.


  “W-what?” His eyes keep following movement behind me, and I turn my head to see.


  Nothing.


  “Did you push any of the insulin into your arm?” My words are cold and purposeful.


  He looks away and shakes his head. I allow a moment of relief to wash over me. I let the silence settle in, staring at him, waiting for his eyes. Finally, after a lifetime, he meets my gaze. My hand slaps his cheek with such force, his head jerks to the side before coming back to look at me again. A sob racks through my body as I swing again, but he catches my wrist this time.


  “You son of a bitch!” I scream as I shove him back into the counter and beat my fists on his sagging chest. “How can you do this to me? How dare you?”


  My legs crumble underneath me, and I fall on my knees, rage coursing through my veins. Lucas comes to me, tries to wrap his arms around me, but I resist. I will not allow him to console me.


  I grab the syringe off the floor and depress the plunger, shooting the medicine onto the floor. I scramble to my feet and throw open a kitchen drawer and pull out the first thing that will work—a meat mallet. I slam the mallet on the counter three times, smashing each vial of insulin into crumbled pieces of glass and metal. I release my fingers, and the mallet clambers onto the counter. Hands spread on the counter and head lowered, I breathe. I try to erase the near memory of another person I love lying helpless on the floor.


  “I can’t live this way, Celia,” he whispers into the silence. “It’s for the best. I’m only hurting you this way.”


  I whip around and charge him, my finger digging into his chest. “For the best? Leaving me all alone, killing yourself on the day of my grandmother’s funeral is what is best for me? For you? You and your family are all I have left in this world, and you’re trying to leave me?”


  His eyes lift through lowered lashes. “I’m nothing but a burden to you. They tell me how you look at me when my back is turned. The repulsion in your eyes, the hate written all over your face, and I can’t even blame you. I’m disgusted with myself, too. I’m tired of this life.”


  His lips twist in utter repulsion. He rakes his hands through his hair, and his head falls between his knees in defeat.


  “I love you,” I say simply. “More than you can know, I love you. I’m not disgusted, I promise you that. It hurts me to see you this way. That’s all.”


  I wait for some type of acknowledgment from him—a sign that my words penetrated his thoughts. I hope for his promise in return. What I wouldn’t give to hear him say he loves me, too. In these past few months, I’ve come to doubt his feelings. I’m unsure if he’s capable of love for me at this point. I think the fog may be too thick to navigate, and that hurts more than anything else.


  “Let me help you. Please, Lucas, let me help you. If you would just—” His head is shaking before I finish the sentence. I grab his shoulders, fully prepared to beg. “Yes, Lucas! There is help out there—doctors, medications, therapy. You can’t give up. You haven’t even really tried.”


  My head falls to his chest, and his hand grips my neck. “Remember your promise, Celia.”


  “I’ll only keep it if you can swear to me that you will never try to hurt yourself again.” My voice is a soft whisper, but when the grip on my neck tightens, I know he’s heard me. “Promise me you will never try anything like this again, Lucas, or you leave me no choice.”


  He releases a resigned sigh. I lift my head so I can see his admission. “Okay, Celia. I promise I won’t hurt myself again.”


  “Okay.”


  As I walk Lucas back to the safety of his room, I’m overwhelmed by an impending sense of dread. His volatile mood swings as of late make me question his ability to keep good on his promise. I may have smashed his weapon of choice tonight, but there are no shortages of methods to choose from. I’m drowning, and the surface is nowhere in sight.


  I see the light from Audrey’s bedroom seeping through the bottom of the door. I tap lightly and open it a crack.


  “I think I’ll take you up on the sleepover after all. I’d like to stay with you for a while, if you don’t mind.”


  Audrey screeches excitedly and jumps up off the floor to wrap me in a hug. “I’m so glad, Celia. I knew you didn’t want to be in that house all by yourself.”


  “You’re right,” I agree, hoping I sound convincing. “I’m gonna hang out with Lucas for a few minutes, then I’ll be back.” Hopefully she’ll lose track of time, and I’ll be able to stay with Lucas until he falls asleep.
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  “Below My Feet” by Mumford & Sons
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  Present Day


  


  


  I EYE THE trash build up on the side of the road and the shady characters with less-than-honorable intentions milling around as Celia drives us to her patient’s house. With every mile she drives, we are moving farther into the wrong side of town. At least her old Buick doesn’t garner us any unwanted attention.


  “Um, Celia?”


  “Hmmmm?” she answers, seemingly oblivious to the change in our surroundings.


  “I don’t give a shit who you’re visiting, you shouldn’t be on this side of town by yourself. Ever.”


  She gives me a lighthearted laugh and rolls her eyes. “My patient’s mental illness keeps him from holding down a job for any length of time. He has to make do with government disability. That doesn’t exactly buy a downtown penthouse apartment. He does the best he can … they all do.”


  “Hey, I’m not knocking the dude. I’m saying, when you need to come here, you call me first, yeah?”


  I keep my eyes trained on her until I see a little nod, telling me she gets where I’m coming from. She turns into Sanders Trailer Park and slows down to maneuver around the monstrous potholes. Old Man Sanders, the guy who runs this place, gives the term slumlord its name. The conditions of his trailers are deplorable, and I’ve heard he treats his tenants like dirt.


  Celia comes to a stop in front of a dilapidated camper and turns off the ignition. I’d bet my ass it’s a FEMA cast-off with toxic formaldehyde levels. That’s how Old Man Sanders rolls … sorry sack of shit.


  She shifts her body to face me and places a hand on my arm. “Now, I haven’t spoken with Mr. Craig directly. He doesn’t have a phone for me to reach him. I’ve only spoken with his mother, who called me because she’s worried about him. I think it’s best if you stay outside while I speak with him. I don’t want him to be frightened.”


  “Not gonna happen,” I say, ready and willing to argue.


  She huffs and throws her hands in the air. “Of course it won’t. God forbid we do things my way. I’m only the counselor.”


  I reach out to her and run my thumb along her jaw. “Sweetheart, I’ll play this any way you like, as long as it starts off with me being within arms’ reach of you. There’s no way in hell I’m sitting outside with no idea what’s happening. I’m here to keep you safe.”


  If the melty smile I get from Celia is any indication, I’ll guess she hasn’t felt protected in a very long time. That knowledge pisses me right the fuck off, but I beat that back to deal with the matter at hand.


  “All right, Cain,” she whispers. She opens the door and steps out of the car, and I follow suit.


  She gingerly steps over empty cans and wads of trash to reach the front door. After knocking, she peers into the tiny diamond window.


  “Mr. Craig, it’s Celia from New Horizons. I’d like to come inside and visit with you, if that’s okay.”


  I hear a faint shuffling coming from inside the camper. “Now’s not a good time Miss Celia. Go away!” says the frightened, muffled voice from behind the door.


  “Your mother called me. She’s very worried about you, and so am I,” Celia pleads.


  The door cracks only an inch, and a bewildered eye peeks through the opening.


  “Who’s that?” Mr. Craig asks, and I’m sure he’s referring to me.


  “I’m Cain, Mr. Craig, and I work at New Horizons with Celia,” I say, racking my brain for the words that will get us through the door. Fuck it, I’ll just be honest. “I don’t like Celia driving in this part of town alone, so I’m keeping her company today.”


  Before I can finish my sentence, he opens the door and steps out onto the tiny porch. “I tell Miss Celia the same thing, but she never listens. It’s not safe here for a young woman all alone.”


  I grin at Celia, victory written plainly across my face. “Ha!”


  Celia shakes her head and walks up the steps and into the trailer. Mr. Craig waves me forward also, and I smile in return. I have to duck my head to fit through the door, and once I’m inside, it’s not much better. These campers weren’t made to accommodate tall people. As far as I’m concerned, they weren’t made to accommodate anyone.


  Before I cross the threshold, the putrid smell of rotting food and stagnant body odor knocks the wind out of me. Now, I’m a fisherman. I’m a hunter. I’ve smelled some pretty awful shit in my day, but this is a whole new level of atrocious. It takes every ounce of effort in my body to keep a straight face, but I will myself to pretend there’s nothing wrong.


  Celia smiles at Mr. Craig, and the girl deserves an Oscar, because I’m fighting back tears, and she looks like she’s smelling a bouquet of roses.


  “Is it all right with you if we talk about my concerns in front of Cain, Mr. Craig? I don’t want to make you uncomfortable or break your trust in any way,” Celia asks politely, hands clasped in front of her.


  His eyes dart to mine, then shoot to the floor. He nods his agreement, but it’s obvious he’s ashamed. His salt and pepper hair is greasy in a way that indicates he hasn’t showered in days, maybe weeks. The underarms of his soiled shirt have sweat stains that have since dried at least a few times over.


  “Are you sleeping?” she asks.


  “It’s too loud in here … and I’m not very tired,” he whispers.


  “I see … your mother says you won’t answer the door when she comes by to clean,” Celia looks around the trailer, giving the first indication that she notices the state of his home.


  “It’s not safe for her here.” Mr. Craig won’t meet Celia’s gaze, keeping his eyes trained to the matted carpet.


  “Are you taking your medications?” Although the question should sound accusatory, there’s not even a hint of judgment in her tone. After minutes pass with no response from Mr. Craig, Celia continues, “I’m not fussing, I just need to know what’s going on, so I can help you. If something happened to your medications, or if you weren’t able to take them for some reason, it’s all right. I just need you to be honest with me.”


  “They’re trying to trick me,” he whispers. “My pills are blue, but the pharmacy sent white pills. I don’t take white pills.”


  “Would you mind showing me the bottle?” Celia asks.


  He reaches over to open the kitchen cabinet and hands her a medication bottle. She reads the label and places them on the counter.


  “I’m so sorry this happened, Mr. Craig. This is the correct medication.” She holds up her hand when he starts to shake his head. “I know it looks different, but it’s the same medication and dosage. The pharmacy must have switched manufacturers, and they didn’t remember to tell you.”


  “How do you know? Someone switched the pills, and they’re poisonous. I know it. I’m not taking them,” he says, fear laced throughout every word.


  “You don’t have to take them. I’m not here to force you to do anything. But if something like this happens again, I hope you’ll come to me. We can look up the pills on the Internet—even call the drug company, to be sure. I don’t ever want you to take anything that would harm you, because I care about you very much. But I’m concerned because I think the voices are loud again. Am I right?” she asks, and his eyes fill with water.


  “I hate this disease,” he whispers, a sob breaking through. “I hate what it’s done to me … to my family.”


  “I’m sorry you have to go through this. I’m so sorry.” Celia places a gentle hand on his back as his tears fall.
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  Dusk settles in as we drive out of the hospital parking lot. I’m exhausted, and I imagine Celia is worse off than me. She didn’t even hesitate when I took the car keys out of her hand to drive.


  “I can’t believe we had to drive three hours to find a bed for him. That’s ridiculous,” I say as I turn onto the highway, shaking my head in disbelief.


  “There are never enough rooms available for psychiatric patients. It’s not uncommon for a patient to sit in the ER for days waiting for a bed. It’s discouraging, to say the least, but it comes with the territory.” Celia sighs and rests her head on the window.


  “I hate to say it, but we may need to stop by the fire department to get a good hose down. A scrub brush to the nose may be in order, too.”


  The stench has permeated the entire car, our clothes, and dare I say, even our skin. Although Mr. Craig is safely admitted to the hospital, his aroma lingers.


  “I know being in this car with him was a whole new level of unpleasant. I’m really sorry, but thank you for being so understanding—for treating him like a human being.” She turns her head and smiles faintly.


  “He is a human being.”


  “Exactly, but so many people see the symptoms of the disease, and not the kind and gentle man underneath. When I see my patients at their worst, I try to remember them at their best. They shouldn’t be made to feel ashamed of their struggle. They’re still in the fight, after all. The only shame is in giving up.”


  I watch Celia as she peers out the window. I’m in complete wonder of this woman—all the oddities and intricacies that make her who she is. She sees people for all they could be, instead of the broken bits they show everyone else. She possesses unimaginable strength under the façade of sass and spunk. There’s nothing weak about my Tink—not one fucking thing.


  “You are one of the most amazing people I’ve ever met, Celia,” I say, hoping she feels the naked honesty of my words. I reach for her hand and bring it to my lips, peppering her knuckles with kisses.


  She shifts away from the window and places her head on my shoulder, clasping her arms around my bicep. “That means more to me than you will ever know.”


  I tip my head to hers, resting in her comfort. “I’m having dinner with my family. It would mean a lot to me if you would join me.”


  She looks up with a smile at my invitation. I can’t believe I ever hesitated to let her into my life. I want her seeping into every nook and cranny of me.


  “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”
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  “Cannery River” by Green River Ordinance
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  Present Day


  


  


  “DO YOU THINK I look all right? Am I dressed okay for dinner with your family?” Celia asks as she turns for me on her front porch. Her yellow skirt billows around her knees as she twirls. She clasps the top button of her white sweater and looks up at me for approval. I eye her from head to toe, taking my time before answering. I can’t help it; she’s so damn cute when she squirms.


  “You look beautiful. Well, except for one thing.”


  “What?” She looks down at her body and smooths her dress nervously, searching for what’s out of place.


  “I think you have a little something right here.” I bend down and bury my face in the crook of her neck. My hands wrap around her tiny waist, and I pull her into me. She giggles as I lightly run my lips over her delicate neck, up to her ear. “You steal my breath.”


  “Oh,” she whispers, and I feel her body relax as she falls into me.


  Yes, Tink, fall into me.


  I swat her ass playfully, and her body jolts at the contact. When her surprised eyes meet mine, I can’t help but grin. “I especially like your glitter dust, although I think you’d sparkle without it.”


  “Why thank you,” she says, with a tiny curtsy and a flip of her skirt.


  “And the little girl shoes are hot.”


  “They’re called Mary Janes.” She rolls her eyes as she swings her purse over her shoulder.


  “Whatever they’re called, they make you look innocent and naughty at the same time. I see lots of spankings in your future, Tink.”


  The fire in her eyes says, “Bring it on.”


  We drive to my grandparents’ house with the constant chatter of the world according to Celia Lemaire. She talks about how she wishes Adam would introduce Sara to his children. She tells me how worried she is about Alex. She just knows something is bothering her, but can’t put her finger on it. She tells me all about her phone calls from Audrey and how much she’s enjoying being in Chicago for training. I’m starting to notice the only thing Celia won’t talk about is herself. I know very little about her past. When I prompt her, she only gives vague answers and then changes the subject. She’s become quite the mystery to me.


  When we arrive, Mom and Granny are sipping sweet tea on the front porch rocking chairs. If I know them at all, it’s of the Long Island variety. Granny calls sunset “tea time,” which is another way of saying, “Pour your old grandmother a stiff drink.” And it’s deserved; she’s endured Sarge for the last fifty years.


  Celia’s halfway up the front porch steps before I round the truck to open her door. Mom jumps up, arms outstretched, and they both let out a squeal. She envelops Celia in a bear hug, tipping side to side while she squeezes.


  “Come here, girl. Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes? How are you? How’s Eddie?” Mom peppers Celia with questions, and she answers them as quickly as she can, equally excited to see my mom again.


  I catch up to them about the time they reach Granny’s rocking chair. I slide my arm around Celia’s waist and tuck her into my side. My possessive gesture earns a scowl from Mom.


  “Good to see you, too, Mom. Yes, I’ve been quite well,” I say, feeling a bit dejected. Where’s my hug? Where’s my squeal?


  My comments earn me a swat on the back of the head, followed by a hard tug of my arm. Once I reach lip level, Mom gives me a loud smacking kiss on my cheek, then she wipes away the remnants in classic Mom-style.


  Granny stands and crooks her finger at me. I bend down so she can cradle my face in her delicate, wrinkled hands. Her eyes shine with such love and pride. Under her gaze, I feel tiny pricks of heat and moisture in my nose and behind my eyes. I sniff to beat it back, because I’m a man, damn it. I scoff in the face of teary-eyed bitches. Do you think Clint Eastwood cries when his grandma hugs him? Exactly.


  “Granny, I have someone I’d like you to meet,” I say as I clear my throat and shake off the girly feelings.


  “I see that,” Granny says with a smile as she turns her attention to Celia and grabs her hand. “My daughter speaks very highly of you, Miss Celia. I feel as if I already know you.”


  Celia unwraps her arm from my waist and encloses Granny’s outstretched hand between both of hers. “Maybe you do,” she whispers back with a tiny smile.


  Granny pulls Celia toward her and wraps her in a hug. I hear the familiar screech of a hearing aid, and Granny’s hand flies to her ear.


  “I’m so sorry, dear. This hearing aid could wake the dead.”


  “Don’t apologize. The sound doesn’t bother me at all,” Celia says. Now I know she’s just trying to be polite, because that noise is shrill enough to make you piss your pants.


  “Where’s the old man?” I ask, almost hoping he’s out somewhere and won’t be able to make it. I know it’s wishful thinking, though, because he doesn’t get out much anymore. I wish I didn’t feel that way, but it’s hard to know what kind of mood he’ll be in lately.


  “He’s resting,” Mom says, a frown tugging at her lips. “We had a rough day.”


  “Oh, did we?” I raise my eyebrows in question.


  “Why don’t we all have a seat and enjoy this sunset. It’s tea time, Cain,” Granny says with a slightly raised voice, effectively stopping the current conversation. “Grab glasses for you and Celia inside, will you? Dear, you must taste my sweet tea. I add just a smidge of peach and a slightly bigger smidge of vodka.”


  “That sounds tasty.” Celia’s giggle filters through the foyer as I walk inside to get the glasses.
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  Granny’s table is covered with dishes, and I swear I’ve entered my personal nirvana. Crawfish fettuccine, homemade garlic bread, salad, and a chocolate cake the size of a small country stare back at me, and I rub my hands together in anticipation.


  “Granny, from the bottom of my growling stomach, I thank you,” I say as I reach for the garlic bread to pass it around the table.


  She leans over and swats my hand, and I pull it back with a scowl. “Boy, you know better than that. Lila, sweetheart, will you please say grace?”


  “Of course, Momma,” she says, and we all join hands. I lace my fingers through Celia’s, and she gives me a quick squeeze. “Lord, we are humbled by your blessings. Thank you for my loving family, beautiful new friends, and—”


  I hear the footsteps approaching before I see him. Sarge saunters into the dining room and lays his hand on the base of Mom’s neck.


  “Lila, sweetheart, that’s a fine story you’re telling, but we’re all starving to death. Wrap it up, sweets,” he bellows with a laugh, not caring much if everyone else joins in.


  Mom plasters a smile on her face, acting unfazed by the interruption. “And we thank you for this delicious food to nourish us. Please watch over us and those we love. In God’s name we pray.”


  “Amen,” we all say in unison.


  Sarge stands still behind Mom, his hands squeezing the back of her chair and eyes each of us, one by one. He stays on Celia for a moment before darting his eyes to me with a smirk.


  “I see our boy brought company. Anyone going to introduce me?”


  “Sarge, this is my friend, Celia,” I say evenly, unable to get a read on his mood.


  Celia stands and reaches across the table to shake Sarge’s hand, but he bends down and taps his lips to her knuckles instead, winking as his lips leave her. I have to admit, the old man’s still a charmer.


  “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Celia smiles and tilts her head. “Tell me, why do they call you Sarge? Were you in the military?”


  “No, I’ve never had the honor.” His gravelly voice fills the room as he leans forward and places both hands on the table. “They call me Sarge ‘cause I’m a mean sonuva-bitch. Always have been.”


  “Oh, I don’t know about that. I have a feeling, deep down, you’re a big old softie.” Celia matches Sarge’s wink with a sweet-as-sugar smile.


  “Ha! Deep down, girlie, I’m pretty sure I’m nothing but piss and vinegar. I don’t think I could find it in my black heart to be mean to you, though. You’re a pint-sized sweetie. You’d fit right in my pocket,” he says with a wheezy laugh before pointing at me. “I like this one, Tucker, she’s a keeper.”


  “Yes, sir. Who wants fettuccine?” I ask with a big smile, ignoring his slip up. Celia places her hand on my thigh and squeezes. I bow my head and meet her understanding eyes with a slight smile.


  As dinner moves along, I try to guide the conversation to safe topics:


  


  “Summer is heating up fast this year.”


  “This chocolate cake is amazing.”


  “How do you make garlic bread again?”


  


  Titillating conversation? Not at all, but I’m making a concerted effort not to date the conversation—I can’t be expected to be fascinating, too.


  “Sarge, how did you and your wife meet?”


  He waggles his eyebrows and chuckles at Celia’s question. He gazes lovingly across the table at Granny and smirks. “She couldn’t resist my masculine charm.”


  “Is that so, Malcolm? I remember things a little differently,” Granny says as she turns her attention to Celia. “I was engaged to a friend of his. Mark Comeaux.”


  “Really? Engaged?” Celia laughs.


  “Oh yes,” Granny admits with a solemn nod. “I met Malcolm at a church bazaar. We hardly spoke a word to one another, but we knew with just one look. Malcolm turned to Mark and said, ‘I need you to get that ring off my future wife’s finger or I’ll have to ask you to step outside.’ The rest is history.”


  “I’ll never tire of hearing that story,” Mom says with misty eyes.


  “She was a vision … still is. Now, that’s true love, girlie,” Sarge says with a wink in Celia’s direction. “I’ve been married to this beautiful woman for … for…”


  Sarge’s gaze shifts around the table, gathering clues, trying to make sense of it all. Confusion is etched on is face, and agitation follows close behind.


  “Tucker?” His puzzled eyes leave me and swing to my mother. “Lila Jane, where’s my boy?”


  “Malcolm, why don’t you come upstairs with me? I need you to see about changing the hallway light,” Granny says, standing and reaching out her hand to Sarge.


  “He’s gone, isn’t he? And who the hell are you?”


  Shit, that stings. I know it shouldn’t. My head tells me it’s normal, expected, for him to be confused. But my heart feels different. He glares at me with bewildered eyes.


  I turn to Celia and lean into her, needing comfort, reassurance maybe … I’m not really sure what I need, but whatever it is I want it from her. She meets me halfway and laces her fingers with mine.


  “I think it’s time to go,” I whisper.


  Her hand traces the line of my jaw, and she smiles. Her expression isn’t filled with sympathy or pity, like I would expect. Only understanding.
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  We drive in silence. This is why I resisted when Mom initially invited Celia to our family dinner. With the bad days far outweighing the good ones lately, I should have known better.


  The truck approaches the pond, and I make a split second decision and slam the brakes to turn in.


  “Whoa,” Celia squeaks, clutching the “oh shit” handle.


  “Sorry, I’m not trying to kill us, but I thought we’d make a pit stop. You game?”


  She looks out the window at the pond and turns back with a huge smile. “Sure.”


  After helping her out of the truck, I grab a blanket I have stashed in the back seat. I smell the honeysuckle bush before I see it, and it reminds me of her. I walk over and snap a flower, then slide it behind her ear.


  “Perfect,” I say as her shiny blue eyes melt just a bit more. I tug her hand, pulling her with me. “Come on.”


  She peers off the wharf into the tiny boat and looks back at me with wide eyes. “You never said anything about a boat.”


  I roll my eyes and step into the boat, tossing the blanket at my feet. I outstretch my hand and give her my most charming smile. “Live a little, my beautiful fairy. I’ll keep you safe.”


  “Oh really? You’re the reason I’m afraid. No way a guy your size should be in a boat this tiny. We’ll sink for sure!” She crosses her arms with a huff and gives me a skeptical look.


  “Celia, I fish in this boat every Saturday. Trust me,” I say as I reach for her again. This time, she reluctantly takes my hand and carefully steps into the boat.


  Once I have her settled on one of the tiny benches, I start the motor and putter out to the center of the pond. The only sounds are the chirping crickets, the croaking frogs, and the water lapping the sides of the boat. After spreading the blanket out on the bottom of the boat, I settle in and tug Celia to join me. I sit her between my legs, her back to my front, and wrap an arm around her shoulders, pulling her into my chest. A long, relaxed sigh releases from her lips as her head falls back onto my chest.


  “You have the best ideas, Cain,” she whispers.


  “That’s a fact.” She chuckles lightly at my response, and we both settle into the silence while we stargaze. Everything is amplified out here, away from the city. The sky is blacker, the stars are brighter, the words we whisper seem to hold more meaning.


  “He thinks I’m his son, my mom’s brother,” I say, breaking the silence.


  “What?” Celia shifts to see my face.


  “Tucker. He was my mom’s brother. He died in a car accident before I was born. It was a tough time for everyone, from what I’ve been told. Sarge took it especially hard.”


  “That’s terrible, Cain. I’m sorry your family had to go through that,” she says.


  “Yeah, me too. Anyway, I hold a small resemblance to Tucker, so he gets confused.”


  “When was he diagnosed?”


  “Gosh,” I say, blowing out a breath, thinking back to the beginning, when I wasn’t even aware of what was going on. I was just a kid. “It’s been over ten years now. We moved home because Granny started seeing signs. Missed payments, lapsed permits, things she could no longer attribute to simple forgetfulness. Mo got him in to see the best neurologist in Shreveport, and he confirmed what they already knew. Sarge was in the early stages of Alzheimer’s.


  “Mom took over the books for his rental properties, and, as I got older, I’ve taken on more and more responsibility. I pretty much run everything now, with the help of my cousin, Will. He’s still in college, but we’ll run the business together.”


  I still remember the first time I saw Sarge lash out at Mom. The more she tried to explain things to him, the more agitated he got. After getting right in her face and yelling, he threw the papers in the air and stormed out of the house. I’d never in my life seen him act that way. Unfortunately, it’s become all too common as time goes on.


  “That has to be hard for your family,” Celia says as her fingers run absentmindedly through my hair.


  “The worst part of it is, I don’t recognize him anymore. He’s not the man who helped raise me. Sarge has always been a hard ass, but he was a fair man. He took on the role of father figure in my life; he taught me what it means to be a man.” I shake my head and think of all that’s happened in the last decade. “His personality has changed so much. He’s become rigid and unwavering—cruel even. Do you know Mo can’t even be around him anymore? He tells her she’s going to hell for her ‘deviant lifestyle.’ The Sarge I know would never say things like that. He’s always loved Mo.”


  “I wonder where that’s coming from; I mean, why he all of a sudden has a problem with their relationship,” Celia mumbles, wondering aloud.


  “Mom says he had a hard time accepting the relationship in the beginning, but he loves her, and he grew to love Mo. I guess he’s pulling from old beliefs, I don’t know. He’s said some hateful things to Mom, too, but it’s been a lot less common now that Mo doesn’t come around. I guess it’s out of sight, out of mind.”


  “I know it’s hard for you to accept the man he is today. But I want you to know I saw a lot of the man who raised you tonight. I can see why you love and respect him. He’s still there, he’s just harder to see.”


  I close my eyes and let her words settle within me. I’m not sure why, but it brings me comfort. Maybe it’s nice to know parts of him, the great parts of him, are still discernable.


  “With every day that passes, he slips further away. I want to spend as much time with him as I can, and at the same time, watching his mind deteriorate is killing me. Watching someone I love slowly disappear before my eyes is the hardest thing I’ve ever done.”


  “Yes,” she whispers softly. “Yes, it is.”


  Celia faces me, sitting on her knees, her hands on my cheeks. Her thumb rubs back and forth across my stubble, as her eyes stay trained on my lips.


  “I’m sorry for all of this heavy shit. I wanted tonight to be fun, but that’s not how it turned out, did it?” I squeeze her waist gently and rest my forehead to hers.


  “There were parts of tonight that were fun. But even better, tonight was real. I love being real with you, Cain.”


  Before I can answer, her fingers tighten, pressing into my skin, pulling me closer. When her lips touch mine, it feels like victory. She sucks in a ragged breath as she bites down on my bottom lip. Her teeth ignite me. Her lips taunt me. Her tongue slides against mine and awakens my ever-present hunger. Her body inches closer, and I pull her to me, pressing her into my cock. I want her to know what she does to me—how fucking hard she makes me.


  Her whimper turns into a faint giggle. “Well, that feels real. So very real,” she whispers as she pushes her hot, little body into mine.


  “See what you do to me?” I drop my head into the crook of her neck, the hint of honeysuckle surrounding me.


  The sky rumbles and drops of water splash on the back of my neck. I look up to the sky moments before it opens up, showering us with sheets of rain.


  Celia screeches and covers her head, as if her tiny hands will shield her from the torrential downpour. “Hurry, Cain, we’re getting soaked!”


  I throw my head back and laugh. “No worries. Cheap sugar doesn’t melt, darlin’.”


  Celia drops her hands and stares at me in disbelief. “Did you just call me cheap?” She hears a rumble of thunder and throws her hands back over her drenched head. “Shit, whatever, just hurry!”


  I start the boat, chuckling to myself the entire time, and drive us back to the wharf. I slowly and carefully help her out of the boat before tying it up and meeting her at the truck, where she’s squealing and doing the pee-pee dance.


  “You’re killing me, Cain Bennett! Hurry up,” she squeaks, hopping from one foot to the other.


  Once we’re both safely inside the truck, I grab her by the waist and slide her across the slippery seat until we’re face to face. I gently swipe my tongue across her mouth, licking the rain from her lips. “I don’t know what you’re fussing over. I like you wet.”


  My words shift the mood back where I want it, and we’re a tangle of tongues, teeth, and lips once again. It’s taking all of my willpower not to peel off each layer, unwrap the present that is Celia, and bury myself deep inside of her. But I don’t think Celia’s a pickup truck lay type of girl … well, at least not for the first go-round.


  Her lips leave mine, and I grunt at the loss.


  “Cain … Cain?” she whispers as she dodges my advance, much to my irritation.


  “What? What’s wrong?”


  “Let’s go home,” she says. “I want you to take me home.”


  She gives me a knowing look. At least I think I know that look. Fuck, she means what I think she means, right? My heart beating out of my chest and my dick hard enough to sculpt concrete have my mind fuzzy.


  “Wait, do you mean ‘take you home’ like take … you … home?” I waggle my eyebrows and widen my eyes for emphasis, hoping she gets what I mean.


  “Cain?”


  “Yeah?” I ask, feeling her hand lightly graze my thigh as she moves, up, up, up and wraps her fingers around my jean-covered cock.


  “Start the truck.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”
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  “Say You Love Me” by Jessie Ware
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  Present Day


  


  


  I TURN OFF the truck ignition, completely clueless as to how we actually made it to her house. My foot stayed firmly jammed onto the gas pedal as she continued to stroke me through my jeans. When the engine dies, the cab is eerily quiet, other than the constant tapping of raindrops hitting the metal roof.


  Celia watches the rain through the windshield and jolts at the sound of lightning. She lays her head on my shoulder and sighs. “Grams always said thunderstorms are the heavens weeping.”


  Her voice is sad, reflective. Gone is the playful girl from just moments ago. I stroke her hair and lace my fingers through hers.


  “Oh, I don’t know. I think we need a good storm every once in a while. Maybe the heavens aren’t weeping—maybe storms are the angels washing it all away.”


  She lifts up and meets my eyes. “Washing what away?”


  “The pain.” I lick her neck before nipping her softly with my teeth. I love the way her pulse dances under my tongue. “The regret.” My lips brush over her jaw, and I run my thumb over the dampened skin. “The sorrow,” I say, before pressing my lips to hers and sucking her bottom lip. She moves to deepen the kiss, and she whimpers when I deny her. I move closer, inhaling the scent of honeysuckles and raindrops.


  “Let me wash it all away, Celia.”


  I’m overcome with how right this feels. Everything before this—every kiss, date, girl, all of it—was counterfeit, a cheap imitation. I run my tongue over the ridge of her earlobe.


  “Yes.”


  I move back to meet her eyes. “Yeah?”


  “Yes,” she whispers, sliding her hands underneath my rain-soaked shirt and dusting her fingertips across my stomach.


  I can’t help but grin as I turn off the ignition and steal another kiss. “Again.”


  “Yes.” She licks my upper lip. “Yes.” She whimpers as my thumb rolls over her hard nipple. “Yes, yes, yes.” She grips my cock and runs her thumb lightly over the tip.


  And with that one touch, my restraint is gone. I swing open the truck door and drag her with me into the pouring rain. The splash of the raindrops nearly drowns out her giggles as I throw her over my shoulder and spank her ass. After taking entirely too much time digging through her purse for the keys and unlocking the door, I lower her to her feet and shut the door.


  Silence hangs heavy in the air as we stare hungrily at each other. A roll of thunder rumbles above us. I want to live a lifetime in this moment—these precious seconds between anticipation and ecstasy. I watch Celia, clothes plastered to her tiny frame, her trembling hands curling around her neck, hunger mirrored in her eyes, and I know this is only the beginning.


  “C’mere,” I say, my voice raspy with need.


  She toes off her girly shoes and walks toward the hallway. She looks at me over her shoulder and smiles.


  “Maybe you should follow me.” Her words are sultry and sweet at the same time … perfectly Celia.


  I lose my shoes and socks at the door and unbutton my shirt when I see her sweater hit the floor. I see a furball of orange shoot across the living room and under the couch. That’s a good place for Eddie to be, because shit’s about to get R-rated up in here, if I have anything to do with it. I wouldn’t want to offend her virgin kitten eyes, old soul or not.


  She turns to me when we enter her bedroom, the strap of her camisole dangling off her shoulder. Her hands curl around the bottom of her shirt, but I stop her before she pulls it over her head.


  “I want to undress you.” She releases her shirt and steps back, looking me up and down. I raise my eyebrow in question and smile. “What?”


  “I’ve never seen you without your shirt,” she says, licking her lips hungrily. “You’re bigger than I imagined … your chest, your arms.”


  “Better to hold you with, my dear,” I say with a chuckle as I slowly pull her shirt over her head. I trace the black lace trim of her bra with the pads of my fingers and watch goose bumps erupt in my path. I tear my eyes away and smile at her. “Let’s keep up that line of thinking when I lose the jeans. Okay, Tink?”


  She giggles and shakes her head at me. She traces her finger just underneath my waistband before curling her finger into my belt loop and pulling me closer. “Oh, I already know what I’m in for when you lose the jeans. Maybe I haven’t seen it, but I’ve felt it. I’m pretty sure my ass still has bruises.”


  “Yeah, it does,” I say, pulling up her skirt and grabbing possessively. With one swift pull, the skirt puddles at her feet.


  I slide the honeysuckle out from behind her ear. It’s damp with rain, the petals heavy with the weight. I run the wet petals down her neck, over the swell of her tits, down her belly button to the rim of her panties. Her eyes close and her tongue darts out, wetting her bottom lip. “Please,” she whispers breathlessly.


  “Up on the bed, darlin’. All the way back.”


  I stand at the foot of the bed and watch as she pushes back until her head hits the pillows. I toss the flower on the floor, unable to think of anything but her. She looks a little unsure of herself, her knees glued together and her hands fidgeting at her side.


  “Bend your knees and open those legs for me. Wide.” She does so hesitantly, and her fingers dig into the blanket. Her eyes meet mine for approval. There’s the most delicious wet spot in the center of her pink, silk panties, and I have to unzip my jeans to relieve some of the pressure.


  God, she’s fucking beautiful.


  I’m on the bed in an instant, hands fisted in her hair, tongue sliding into her mouth, cock pulsing between her legs. Her body writhes against mine, meeting every stroke, thrust, and kiss with the same intensity.


  “I need you, Cain,” she whispers onto my lips, and those words are the most beautiful love song I’ve ever heard.


  “Where do you need me?” I travel open-mouthed kisses down the curve of her neck. I palm her beautiful tits and lick the hard nipple pushing through the fabric of her bra. Her back arches, and she moans when my teeth sink into the sensitive flesh. “Do you need me here?”


  Short, bursts of breath and fisted sheets are her only response, so I continue my journey down. I lick the hollow of her belly button and grab her hips, holding her body still. I run my nose down the center of her silk panties, inhaling her want and desire.


  “Wait, Cain, wait,” she stutters as she frantically grabs my hands and pushes back into the headboard.


  I’m back up the bed in an instant, framing her face, holding her close. “What is it, Celia? Did I do something wrong?”


  “God, no. It’s just that … well, I need to tell you that…” Her eyes dart everywhere but my face, and she huffs in frustration.


  I brush her hair off her forehead and smile. “Tink, you know you can tell me anything. And if you want to stop, we stop. I—”


  “Don’t stop!” she shouts. She slams her hands over her mouth, holding in an embarrassed giggle. “Sorry. But I don’t want to stop. I-I just need you to know it’s been awhile since, well, you know…”


  “Is that all? It’s been awhile for me, too.”


  “No, you don’t understand what I’m saying. I mean it’s been awhile. Like,” she leans in to my ear and whispers softly, “Years. Lots of them.”


  Her eyes are wide, and her expression wincing, like she’s afraid I’m about to bolt from the room at her confession. Little does she know, this little nugget of knowledge makes her even more irresistible.


  “It may not be quite that long for me, but if you think anything in my past has prepared me for this—for you—you’re crazy. I’ve never….” I kiss and lick my way back down her body. “Had anyone affect me…” I run my tongue along the seam of her panties and hook my fingers under the fabric. “The way you do.” I tug the dampened silk slowly down her legs. “So, if you think about it that way, it’s been longer than awhile for me. It’s been forever.”


  When my tongue swipes hungrily through her soaked lips, her back arches, her body squirms, and a low growl releases from her lips as her fingers thread through my hair. The taste of her is intoxicating, like nothing I’ve ever experienced. I lick, I kiss, I drive my tongue inside her. I fucking love the feel of her clenched fingers pulling my hair, her frenzied cries filling the room with each suck, nip, and bite I deliver. The sound of my name erupting from her lips as she falls apart under my tongue is most erotic song I’ve ever heard.


  My jeans fly off my body in an instant, and I slide a condom out of my wallet. I settle between her legs, and she spreads wider for me. I watch her come down, flushed cheeks, lowered lids, parted lips panting softly, and I’m in awe of her. I’m humbled to be lying next to someone so exquisite.


  “Say it again.” I drop my forehead to hers.


  “Yes, Cain, yes,” she whispers softly.


  I crush my mouth to hers, swallowing her lingering sigh.


  “Yes.”


  I slide my tip through her wet folds.


  “Yes.”


  I push gently at her entrance and watch her eyes close in ecstasy.


  “Eyes on me.”


  Her stormy blues meet my gaze, and I drive into her in one fluid thrust. It’s unimaginable pleasure, pure fucking bliss, and I close my eyes at the enormity of it all.


  Because I’m pretty sure it feels like falling.


  Moments pass in charged silence while I stay buried deep inside of her, unmoving. My eyes open slowly, and the sight of her is a delicious punch in the chest, gripping my heart. My body takes over while my soul is still stuttering with emotion. I plunge into her, her body moving in time with mine. Her nails bite into my ass, spurring me on—faster, harder, deeper.


  Celia pulls my lips to hers and drives her tongue into my mouth, matching the rhythm of my cock. “Cain?” she whispers, smiling against my lips. “I wanna ride you.”


  Those sexy-as-fuck words rolling off her tongue ignite me, and mischief dances in her eyes. I flip her in an instant, never breaking rhythm.


  “Oh,” she rasps, as I drive in deeper at this new angle.


  Watching her body roll with mine, beautiful curves, parted lips, sweaty skin flushed with desire, the erotic sight of my cock sliding in and out at a tortuous pace, it’s almost too much.


  It won’t ever be enough.


  She watches as I swipe my thumb across my tongue and brush lightly against her clit, then throws her head back and moans.


  “Yes,” she cries, her pace quickening.


  “Yes?”


  I apply more pressure, circling, pushing, and pinching as she falls over the cliff. She weeps indistinguishable words and lustful cries as she contracts around me. I grip her hips and drive upward at a punishing pace. Another wave rolls through her body, and my desire almost reaches the point of pain as I erupt. I can’t get close enough, deep enough, as I pound out my pleasure.


  Her sated and weakened body falls to my chest, my cock still pulsing deep inside her. A contented sigh leaves her lips as she lays her cheek to my heart, and her fingers dance lazily on my chest. Her hand moves over my heart, close to her lips. Her mouth curves into a sweet smile as she taps lightly, mimicking the rhythm of my heart.


  I run a finger up her spine and neck, over her cheek, and press it lightly to her swollen lips. A single thought rolls through my mind—the only truth I know deep in my soul.


  It beats for you.
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  “Free of Me” by Joshua Radin
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  The Past


  


  


  “I’M NOT GOING. He can’t make me go,” Lucas says, turning his back to me and scribbling furiously in his notebook.


  “It’s only a few nights, Lucas. You can do this. I know you can.” Before I get all of the words out, he’s already shaking his head.


  I sigh in frustration and pinch the bridge of my nose. The Landrys are leaving in the morning for Alabama. Their annual family reunion is in Gulf Shores this year, and they’re going to stop at Ole Miss to pick up Audrey. She left for the summer session a week ago, and her mom is dying to see her new dorm and campus.


  Lucas is not going, or so he says. His parents won’t hear of it, and I’ve begged, bargained, and I’m not above stealing, to make it happen. There is no safer place for Lucas than in a hotel room, sleeping in a bed right next to his parents. He’s got to go with them.


  These past few weeks, following his botched suicide attempt, have been grueling. I spend each day watching his every move, dissecting his words for any hint of negative thoughts. I spent every night with Audrey until the day she left for Ole Miss, staying with Lucas until he was safely sleeping, keeping alert through the night for any noises from his room. After she left, I stayed with Lucas as long as possible each night, before crossing the street and peeking at his bedroom window all night.


  I’ve never been so exhausted in my entire life.


  “No, I have things to do here. Important things,” he says in a monotone voice, his eyes never leaving the paper.


  “Lucas—”


  He shuts his eyes and runs his hands down his face in frustration. “You know I can’t do it. The crowds, the noise, being away from my room … my things. They’ll know.” He turns to me with pleading eyes. “They’ll send me away.”


  “I don’t want to argue, Lucas. I’m trying here. I’m doing everything I can—”


  “I know, Celia. God, I know.” His head falls into his hands, and he grips his hair. “I’m killing you, and I hate it. I have no right to do this to you … no right to live this life … to take yours away. I need to be a man. To do what needs to be done.” He launches out of the chair and paces the room.


  I grab his hand, and he rips it away. “What are you talking about? What do you mean?”


  He stops, his back facing me and his head lowered in defeat. His fists clench and unclench as his shoulders rise with each breath. He turns around slowly and drops to his knees in front of me. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to scare you. I’m going to figure this out for us, Celia.”


  I run my hands through his hair, trying to calm him. He rests his head in my lap and closes his eyes. He’s just as tired as I am. Whatever is happening inside his mind, it’s slowly draining the life out of him, and he won’t allow me to do anything but watch it happen.


  A knock interrupts us, and Lucas lifts his head as his father opens the door. The actress in me takes over, and I smile cheerfully.


  “Hi, Mr. Gene. How are you?”


  “I’m fine, Celia. It’s getting late, though, and I need to lock up,” he says, giving me an expectant look.


  Oh no, he wants me to leave. There’s no way I can do that. I can’t leave until Lucas is sleeping.


  “I’ll be happy to lock up when I leave. Lucas and I were about to start a movie.”


  “Another night. We have to get an early start tomorrow morning, and I need to speak with my son. Cindy’s already asleep. It’s time to call it a night, hun.” Mr. Gene widens the door to accommodate my exit and waits.


  I turn back to Lucas, hands trembling, a heavy knot settling in my stomach. I lean in to hug him goodbye, and whisper in his ear as I pull away, “Remember our promises.”


  Lucas doesn’t answer me, and I slowly stand up and walk to the door, wishing I could think of something that would allow me to stay with him.


  “I’ve already told you I’m not going. I can’t, I have too much work to do,” Lucas says, his voiced laced with defiance.


  “You can and you will.” Mr. Gene’s voice leaves no room for argument. “I’ll talk to you once I lock up.”


  I walk slowly down the stairs, counting each step, wishing for a way out. I want Mr. Gene to see what’s right in front of his face. I pray he asks me about what’s going on with his son. I hope he’ll see the answer on my face and run up the stairs to question him. I need this weight lifted off of my chest. I don’t know how much longer I can breathe.


  But he says nothing.


  He wishes me good night, and I stand on the porch, staring at him as the door shuts in my face. The click of the deadbolt sliding into place jolts me into action, and I race across the street.


  Once I make it inside and into my bedroom, I crawl across my bed and peek through the blinds. As I’ve gotten more afraid of Lucas’s actions, I moved my bed across the room and under the window so I could lie in watch somewhat comfortably. I send Lucas a few texts, asking him to let me know he’s all right, but I don’t expect an answer. He very seldom does.


  I see shadows dance across the windowpane, and I assume he and his father are having the dreaded talk. I’ll have to wait until tomorrow to know who won that argument, but I pray it’s Mr. Gene. What if Lucas’s issues were brought to light on this trip? I hate to wish that on him, but I feel a tiny glimmer of hope at the thought. Lucas could get the help he needs, and I would have kept my promise.


  I jump to attention when I see Lucas appear in the window. He looks out into the night, and, if I didn’t know any better, I would think he could see me. I keep my room dark to watch him better, so I know it’s my imagination. He sits at his desk, head hovered over his work, seemingly scribbling, maybe mumbling to himself, for what feels like hours. I look over at the digital clock and see it’s two in the morning.


  “Go to sleep, baby. Just rest for me, please,” I whisper, almost like a prayer as I shift and rock nervously.


  Finally, he reaches over and turns off his desk lamp and rises from the chair. As his room washes in darkness, I thank God he’s safe for another night, and let sleep overtake me.
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  My phone alarms, sounding muffled and far away. I open my eyes just a crack to see the room is still bathed in darkness. I try to swallow against my cotton mouth and pull myself to a sitting position. I’m so groggy, my muscles actually ache with fatigue and my head throbs. I pad around my bed, shifting blankets and pillows, searching for my phone. It sounds again, giving away its location, and I stare at the incoming sender with lead in my belly.


  


  Lucas Landry – My Boo


  


  I swipe my phone unlocked and type in my passcode with trembling fingers, knowing I’ll find disaster at the other end.


  


  No matter where I am, I’ll always love you. I promise you always.
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  “Breathe Me” by Sia
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  The Past


  


  


  I DON’T CARE what he says, but I’m not getting in that car tomorrow morning. He doesn’t understand what he’s asking. He has no idea what I’m going through.


  He’ll see how worthless you are.


  Just like Celia. She looks at you like you sicken her.


  You’re disgusting.


  “I’m not worthless,” I whisper with little conviction. And they laugh. They always laugh at me.


  The voices are relentless. Sometimes they come as crowded whispers, all faint words as one talks over the other. The whispers make it hard for me to concentrate. I fight to make sense of it all, as each murmur runs into another. Other times, the voices are metallic, cold and full of hatred for me. I even hear them in my sleep. They persist, no matter where I am, demanding to be heard, adding to the maddening chaos that is my mind. No one should have to live this way, but I don’t see a way out.


  You’re not a man anymore. You’re pathetic.


  You should end this. End this pointless life.


  Pathetic.


  Pathetic.


  Pathetic.


  I clutch my ears and groan, loud enough to drown out the voices, but not so loud to wake up my parents. I’ve mastered the perfect pitch over the last few months.


  “I can’t break my promise to Celia.” I shake my head furiously, tears pooling in my eyes.


  Celia doesn’t give a shit about you.


  You’re worthless.


  She doesn’t love you. You’ve ruined her life.


  Worthless.


  Worthless.


  Worthless.


  A tense hum fills the room, almost overpowering the voices, and I slowly crack open my eyes. The light from the bathroom is electric, summoning me. I step off the bed and stumble forward, unable to resist the magnetic hum. I stand in front of the mirror, and take in my reflection. Foul. Repulsive. Unlovable.


  The light dims behind me and pulsates from the medicine cabinets, begging me to open the door. As I crack open the door, it glows, setting it apart from all the other objects.


  The razor.


  The acrid scent of blood fills my nostrils, drips in the back of my throat, and chokes me with its metallic taste. I know what I’m supposed to do. I break the feeble plastic into pieces and extract the sharp slivers of metal. As I hold them up to the light, they glow with a blinding intensity. The overwhelming hum emanates from metal, vibrating between my fingers with unbridled energy.


  You’re weak.


  You don’t have the guts to do what needs to be done.


  No one will ever love you. It’s time to end this.


  End this.


  End this.


  End this.


  I fumble into my bedroom to look for my phone, tears streaming down my cheeks. I type out a message to Celia and press send before dropping the phone on the floor with a clatter.


  “I love you, Celia. I’m so fucking sorry. For everything,” I sob as I trudge back into the bathroom. It’s time to do what needs to be done. There’s no happy ending for a man like me—only heartbreak and pain. She may not see it now, but I’m giving her a gift.


  Celia can’t save you.


  She doesn’t want to.


  She wants you to die.


  Die.


  Die.


  Die.


  The sharp edge pierces my skin, and blood trickles down my arm, pooling in the palm of my hand. There’s no pain, only numbness and a cathartic feeling of release.


  Cut deeper.


  Get the job done.


  Down to the bone.


  I slice deeper, putting as much pressure into the cut as I can muster. Once I’m satisfied, I release the razors and watch them slowly float to the floor, humming the entire time, hovering over the tile reverently. I step away until my back hits the wall, and I slide down into a bloody heap. I place my mangled hands in my lap and watch with wonder as the blood runs down my wrist, trickles through my fingers, and pools on the white tile beneath me. As my life slowly seeps from my body, I ponder the beauty of the crisp, white tile in contrast with the deep burgundy smears of blood.


  As the world around me turns to a muted shade of gray, everything becomes background as the numbness overtakes me. Everything except the one thing I wish would give me peace. The voices. They are as loud and vibrant as ever, almost cheering me forward. The only sound that drowns them out is the faint scream of Celia in the furthest part of my mind, before everything turns to black.
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  “Breathe You In” by Dierks Bentley


  


  [image: ]


  


  Present Day


  


  


  I WAKE UP to two tiny paws kneading my stomach, purring loud enough to wake the dead. Okay, maybe not quite that loud, because Celia remains tucked under my arm, snoring softly. I swear her tiny rumblings and grunts are the most hypnotic love song I’ve ever heard.


  “Easy on the bladder, Eddie,” I whisper as I scoop up the kitten and curl her into my free arm. I need to take a piss, but I want to enjoy this moment for a little longer. It’s not every day I wake up with a full-fledged fairy in her birthday suit beside me.


  I tag my phone off the nightstand and shoot a text to Mrs. Wilson, the woman who owns the antique shop under my apartment. She always lets Mr. Biscuit out and feeds him when I’m out of pocket. That hound has her wrapped around his little paw. She even has a doggie pillow for him in the shop so he can keep her company when I’m out of town. I tell you, when I die, I wanna come back as Biz—that dog lives the life.


  I slide out from underneath Celia and shift the covers back in place. When I say back in place, I mean I pull them up to her lower back, leaving the curve of her spine and the side curve of her perfect breast on full display.


  She’s stunning. Heart-stopping. Soul-squeezing.


  She lets out a lazy sigh and settles back into the mattress. Eddie curls into a tight ball against Celia’s stomach, and I quietly make my way into the bathroom, shutting the door behind me. I quickly shower, anxious to get back to bed, but it definitely would not suck if Celia woke up and joined me. Nothing starts off a morning better than a shower shag.


  I crack open the door and find Celia and Eddie exactly as I left them. Too bad for them, the shower woke me up, so I’m frisky and ready to play. I sneak back into the room—or sneak as much as a man my size can. I enter the bed from the bottom, pulling the sheets over my head and crawling up until I hit a pair of pretty little feet. Her toes wiggle as I pepper her with tiny kisses. When my tongue runs up the inside of her calf, she turns to her back and threads her fingers through my damp hair.


  “You showered without me. That’s a no-no.” Her body jerks when I place an open mouth kiss to the back of her knee, then she moans sleepily.


  I throw the covers back, and my head emerges between her legs, making her laugh. “What are you gonna do about it, Tink? Punish me?”


  She grips my ears and pulls me up to meet her eyes. “Why don’t you lay back and find out?”


  I don’t need to be told twice. I’m on my back in two seconds flat, ready to receive any punishment she wants to dish out. I have a sneaking suspicion it’ll be worth it. Whips? Chains? Spankings? Bring it on. All of it. Well, maybe not the whips. That’s not really my bag.


  She eyes me sleepily with a smirk and a mussed head of hair. She lightly trails a finger down my chest and over my stomach to the rim of my boxer briefs. When she runs one finger in lazy circles over the tip of my cock, my eyes roll back in my head. I wish my underwear would get the fuck out of the way. Why the hell did I put those back on? When I open my eyes, she’s between my legs, on her knees, nipples hard, licking her lips. She bends at the waist and gives my dick a light kiss and smiles sweetly.


  I take a deep breath, in an effort to settle my scrambled brain, and chuckle. “Not feeling much like punishment, Tink, but I’ll certainly take it.”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” she says as she slides my underwear down my legs. She throws them over her shoulder with an innocent shrug and runs her tongue up my length. She starts at my balls, then trails up my shaft, and places another kiss to my tip. My cock jerks at her touch, craving that hot, sweet mouth. “Maybe not a punishment.” She cups my balls gently in her hand. “But definitely a tease.” She places open mouth kisses up my shaft while rolling my balls around her loose fingers. “Can I tease you?”


  “Fuuuuuuuuuuuck, yes.”


  Let’s take a moment to honor a woman who doesn’t forget about the balls. There should be a trophy, a medal, a damn island named after these women. Nuts need love, too.


  My dick is steel, my balls are drawn up tight, and my brain is mush. Celia lifts my dick off my stomach where it lays heavy and straining. She pulls it closer to her, and I salivate at the thought of driving into her hot mouth. I close my eyes in anticipation, but nothing happens. I crack open a lid to see what’s happening and find Celia examining me.


  What the hell? What is she doing?


  Then it hits me. “You’re looking for a scar, aren’t you? Really?”


  I grab my dick from her hand and hold it to my stomach protectively. I shake my head in disappointment, and she has the good sense to look ashamed.


  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry! Right before I was about to … you know, I saw the faint line, and I remembered your stitches. Don’t be mad,” she says, kissing the tip of my cock that’s peeking out of my fisted hand.


  “Oh, it’s not me you have to worry about. You’ve insulted the love muscle. There are consequences,” I say, keeping my face guarded and my tone serious.


  Her lip twitches, and her eyes dance with mischief. “I’m sure I can fix that.” She winks and unfolds my grip, finger by finger, replacing my hand with hers. “I wouldn’t want to upset the love muscle,” she says with a giggle, and then slides me into her mouth in one smooth motion, sucking as she pulls back up.


  All is forgiven. Nothing wipes away hurt feelings like a blowjob. I’m a man, what can I say? The love muscle holds no grudges.


  Unintelligible words fall from my lips as she works me with her mouth and fist. Incoherent thoughts flood my mind as her teeth lightly graze the underside of my cock. I hit the back of her throat, and my hands thread through her hair. I have no control of my hips as the jerk up to meet her mouth.


  “C’mere, Celia, I need to get inside you. I’m so fuckin’ close,” I rasp, gritting my teeth, trying to hold back the orgasm barreling through my veins.


  Her head gives me a tiny shake before driving her hot mouth all the way down my length and letting out a tortuous moan. The vibrations send shockwaves down my shaft, and I shoot off like a rocket. Blinding pleasure pulsates through me as Celia’s mouth works my orgasm.


  She releases me with a loud pop, and when I finally manage to pry my eyes open, I see she’s wearing a smug grin. I reach up to grab her waist, but my arm goes limp before I touch her. I’m jelly. I barely muster the energy to expel a long, satisfied sigh.


  Celia crosses her arms and raises her eyebrow. “You’re looking at the champion of the tease. Yep. That’s me, this girl right here.”


  Her saucy words wake me right up, and I grab her by the waist and throw her down onto the mattress. She squeals as she flies through the air, and I’m on top of her in no time flat.


  “I’m gonna have my head between your legs for the rest of the day,” I whisper, running my thumb along her jaw. She bites her lip, and I feel a shiver run through her body. “You want me to spank that clit?” Her eyes widen and turn a stormy blue, and I just know she’s dripping wet for me. I know I can flip her switch with my words alone. “Baby, I’m gonna tease you so good.”


  I lower my body to hers and touch my lips to her nose, and her eyelashes flutter. A door slamming filters through the house, and we both jerk up at the sound.


  “Celia, guess who’s home! You better not still be sleeping. I haven’t seen you in months, and we need some serious girl time.”


  I recognize Audrey’s voice right away. I shrug and smirk at Celia. I guess our friends will find out about our change in status sooner rather than later, and that’s fine with me.


  “Move,” Celia whispers forcefully, as she shoves her hands into my chest. I roll off her, and she shoots up out of the bed. She races to the bedroom door and shouts out through the crack. “I’ll be right there, Audrey. Let me finish getting dressed, and I’ll meet you in the living room.”


  Before Audrey can reply, Celia slams the bedroom door and flips the lock. Clothes are thrown around the room in a flurry, and my shirt and jeans smack me in the chest.


  “Put those on and stay in here.”


  I slide on my jeans and watch as Celia throws on her clothes with trembling hands. I’m not sure what the fuck is going on right now, but I know I don’t like it. I walk up behind her, and turn her into my arms, pulling her head into my bare chest.


  “Tink, calm down. Audrey is your best friend. I don’t know what you’re getting so worked up for. She’ll be happy for us, I’m sure of it,” I say as I run my fingers through her hair.


  She tilts her head up to me, and her eyes are swimming with tears. “I’m afraid that’s where you’re very wrong,” she whispers.


  I swipe the first drop to fall onto her cheek, and my chest aches seeing her this way. Once she talks to Audrey, she’ll see this is all a huge overreaction. I know Audrey wants her to be happy just as much as the rest of us. We’ve all watched Celia mourn—it’s time for her to move on and embrace life again.


  Celia inhales deeply and pushes away from me, squaring her shoulders and holding her head high. “I need you to stay in the bedroom, Cain. Don’t come out, okay?”


  I shake my head. “I’ll stay put, but if I think you need me, darlin’, you can’t expect me to just sit here—”


  “Please, Cain. Just once, do what I’m asking you to do.”


  Her pleading eyes do their trick, and I reluctantly nod. I don’t know what the hell she thinks is going to happen. What vested interest could Audrey have in who Celia dates? And, hello? The dude in the bedroom is me, and Audrey and I are buds. I expect no less than a high five from her.


  Celia files out of the room like she’s walking to her execution, and shuts the door behind her. I hear muffled voices, but I can’t make out words, tone, or mood.


  So I sit and wait. And I suck at waiting. I’m not a man who can sit on his hands, so I pace.


  “No! No, you can’t just walk away!”


  It’s the first thing I’ve understood since Celia left me, and it sends chills down my spine. Audrey’s words are harsh and laced with anger. A deep sob is the only response to her words, and it takes all my strength not to barrel through the door.


  I hear the front door closing, and several minutes pass before the bedroom door opens slowly, and Celia reenters the room. Her motions are stilted and she looks almost frightened. I rush to her and crush her to me. I hold her face in my hands and take in her fallen expression.


  She refuses to meet my gaze.


  “Celia, look at me.” Her eyes stop on mine for only a moment before they dart away. “What did she say to you?”


  “She saw your truck in the drive and your boots by the door. She knows.” Her voice is a vacant whisper. There is no fight left in her words.


  “Good, I’m glad. Our friends were going to find out sooner or later anyway. Hell, Adam probably already knows, since he lives next door. We have nothing to hide. We’ve done nothing wrong.”


  I look to her for some type of agreement, but her mouth turns down, and her bottom lip trembles.


  “I need you to leave, Cain.”


  “Okay, I’ll go for now. Why don’t I head home, and I’ll come by and pick you up this afternoon. I’ll take you fishing.”


  “No.”


  “No? What the fuck do you mean, ‘no’?”


  She tries to break my embrace and step away, but I tighten my hold. With that one motion, it all becomes clear to me. Tiny seconds paint the picture. It’s a moment full of yearning. For me, I long for this beautiful girl wrapped in my arms, but she longs for someone else.


  And I’m the fool.


  “This was a mistake. I’ve made a mistake.”


  And there it is.


  “You’re wrong,” I say forcefully. She shakes her head and pushes my chest, but I won’t relent. “Nothing about you and me is a mistake, and you know it. You have my heart, Celia, and I know I have yours.”


  “I haven’t had ownership of my heart in many years. It’s not mine to give,” she says robotically.


  “Fuck that! I don’t believe it. I don’t believe you.” She cries out in frustration and breaks away from my grasp. She turns her back and covers her face with her hands. I’m not going to let her hide from me. “I don’t believe you, Celia. I feel it. I feel you. And no matter what you say, I know I have your heart. I know it beats for me.”


  “No.”


  “I love you.”


  “Stop.”


  “I’m in love with you.”


  “Stop it, Cain!”


  I get closer, willing her to turn around and see me. If she wants to eviscerate what we have, she should have to look me in the eye when she does it. I deserve that much.


  “Stop what, Celia?”


  “Just stop!”


  “Say it! What do you want me to stop?”


  She whips around and glares at me, muscles tense, eyes blazing, ready to strike.


  “Stop loving me!”


  Her words are a slap in my face, and I jerk back from the impact. I’m speechless. I’m wounded. I’m fucking furious.


  After an eternity of silence, she whispers painfully, “You’re making what I have to do, who I have to be, so hard.”


  “It was never my intention to make it easy for you, Celia. I did, however, plan on making it worth it. Not anymore.”


  I grab my shirt off the bed and throw it on, itching like hell to get the fuck out of here. I can’t stand the sight of this room, this bed. I can’t stand the sight of her.


  “I never should have led you on. I never should have started this with you. I’m so sorry, Cain.” With slumped shoulders, she releases a sob that she catches with a hand over her mouth.


  “Really? That’s the tune you’re gonna play?” I wait for an answer, but she continues to stare at the floor. “You sure weren’t singing that song twenty minutes ago when my dick was in your mouth!”


  Her gasp lets me know I hit my target, and my anger refuses to let me regret it. She’s gutted me, and I feel inclined to return the sentiment.


  I storm to the door and stop at the entrance. This is it. I’m walking away from the first thing that’s ever felt real to me … fuck that, I’m not walking away; she’s kicking me out. Before I leave, I feel inclined to ask the one question that sits at the forefront of my mind.


  “Don’t you ever wish for more than a memory?” I ask without turning around.


  Her quiet cries amplify with my question, and I wait for her answer. “I wish for everything, but it doesn’t mean I can have it.”


  I walk out of the room and head for the door. I walk out because I can’t bear to hear any more. I leave because I can’t fight for someone who is so unwilling to fight for herself … for us. It nearly kills me, but I walk away.


  I pull on my boots and walk out of the house without looking back. It’s the only way I can do it. I hurry to my truck and crank the engine. I throw it in gear, but something catches my eye before I start backing up. Lily and Gage are in their driveway running circles around a stoic Audrey, tossing the basketball back and forth. Her arms are crossed, and her glaring eyes are trained on me.


  “What the fuck?” I whisper to myself.


  As I’m backing away, I see Adam standing on his porch, shaking his head at me. Yeah, I guess he called it. I’m just hoping he has the decency to skip the “I told you so” bullshit.


  I didn’t see it before, but now it’s clear to me. This is an unfair fight. It’s a fight I can’t win. I can’t make her choose me over a ghost. No amount of love will erase the memories she has. Instead of competition, there’s obligation. How do I compete with that?


  I guess I don’t. No matter how much it hurts, or how much it crushes me, I’m letting her go.
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  “Tightrope” by Ron Pope
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  Present Day


  


  


  THE SLAM OF the door resonates through me with an overwhelming sense of finality. I don’t know how I thought this could end any other way. Honestly, I spent the last few months refusing to look ahead. Cain woke me up. The world had color again. My laughter was true. My love was real.


  And now he’s gone, and I have no one to blame but myself.


  I grip the edge of my bureau and pray for composure as I hear the front door open again. Her heels click as she walks through the house, and I don’t dare turn around. I allow the tears to fall silently, but I can’t show Audrey.


  Her footsteps stop, and I feel her presence in the doorway. She watches me for a time, and I try to push the hatred away. She doesn’t deserve that from me—none of this is her fault.


  “Are you ready?” she asks in a curt tone.


  “Almost,” I say in an even tone. “Please give me a few minutes, Audrey.”


  She’s silent, but she doesn’t leave. I shuffle jewelry, makeup, whatever I can get my hands on, around the bureau, hoping she’ll walk away.


  “Tell me this is nothing, Celia. Please tell me it was just a fling.”


  I shut my eyes and swallow the whimper in my throat. She doesn’t want to know the truth. Her love, her loyalty, will always be with Lucas.


  And so will mine. It’s the only way.


  So I grip the ledge with white knuckles and lie to my best friend. “It was only a fling, Audrey. It didn’t mean anything.”


  And I feel a part of me disappear with the lie.
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  Audrey questioned me when I insisted on driving separately, but there’s no way I could keep it together for the entire car ride. So I made up a lie about checking in with my patients. It would be unethical for her to hear the conversations, so she grudgingly relented. Instead of calling patients, I give myself the hour to feel the loss. An hour isn’t nearly long enough to deal with my feelings for Cain Bennett or the fact that we’re over.


  As soon as I park the car and step out into the parking lot, she’s at my side, arm looped through mine.


  “It feels so good to be back home. I missed you so much, Cece!”


  I pat her hand and smile. “I’ve missed you, too, Audrey. You’re not allowed to go away for that long again; I don’t care what your boss says.”


  I’m going for cheerful, and I hope I’m pulling it off. I guess I do a fair job, because Audrey seems unfazed as she skips forward. When we walk inside, I turn to her and smile.


  “Give me about fifteen minutes alone?”


  She tilts her head to the side and nods knowingly. Unfortunately, we both know all too well how this goes. Two months have passed since we’ve stood in this room, but together we’ve made this trek countless times.


  I go through the motions, the same as every time before, but I’ve never felt so numb. I’ve never been so hopeless.


  I make my way into the room and sit down, but I go unnoticed. I’m invisible, and I use this time to watch. Muttered words, twitching feet, raised scars, and frantic eyes assault me, as always. I reach out and remove the marker from his fingers. I slide my hand into his, and only then does he look up and acknowledge me, if only for a brief second. That’s all I get these days.


  “Hello, Lucas.”


  He removes his hand from my grasp and reaches for the marker. He continues writing figures, drawing symbols, and computing numbers without ever meeting my eyes. I know what he’ll say. It’s the same seven words every time, without fail.


  His fingers stop moving, his eyes close, and he whispers, “Are you going to keep your promise?”


  


  [image: ]


  


  Audrey slides her fork into the whipped cream, through the chocolate filling, and stabs into the buttery crust. She slowly chews the bite, moaning and closing her eyes.


  “Oh my gosh,” she says, covering her mouth. “I think I just had a piegasm. You’re gonna regret not getting a piece. Seriously, the coconut cream pie looks like heaven. Who knows, I may even steal a bite.” She winks at me and goes in for another bite.


  Ruby’s Pie House is as much a part of our weekly ritual as our visits to Lucas. We always make sure to stop in for a slice of heaven on our way back home. Ruby is known statewide for her pies, and I’ve been known to eat two pieces. They are that good. I’m just not feeling it today. My stomach is heavy, and I have a feeling a dose of sugar would only make it churn angrily.


  “I’m not very hungry today. Next time,” I say with a tiny smile.


  “What in the hell does hungry have to do with it? This shit is pure gluttony.” Audrey chews slowly, watching me like a science experiment, waiting for the inevitable chemical reaction. I’m trying my hardest not to give it to her. “Lucas looked well today. He seems to be improving, don’t you think?”


  I press my lips together and give her a quick nod. Audrey is an eternal optimist where Lucas is concerned. Unfortunately, she wears a heavily tinted pair of rose-colored glasses. She sees only what she wants to see.


  Her fork clanks onto her plate, and she crosses her arms. “You don’t agree with me.”


  “I’m sorry, I don’t.” Before I finish the sentence, she’s shaking her head and rolling her eyes. “I’m sorry, Audrey, but he’s not.”


  “He was much calmer today.”


  “He spent the entire visit looking over my shoulder. He focused on his hallucinations, not you and me. That’s why he seemed calm. He was distracted.” I hate to argue with Audrey, but sometimes I get tired of pretending.


  “He looked clean and well dressed.”


  “That’s because it’s Saturday. He agrees to take one shower a week and it happens to be on Friday. We usually visit during the week, so he looks more disheveled.”


  I see her irritation rising with every word, but if I have to live in reality, so does she. I’m tired of holding her hand.


  “You’ve got an answer for everything, don’t you?”


  “No, Audrey, I most certainly don’t. I’m only telling you what I see. And even if you don’t want to hear it, I’m going to tell you what I know.” She pushes her chair away from the table. I grab her hand before she can stand. “Nothing will change without incentive. With no light at the end of the tunnel, he will continue to refuse to cooperate. You need to speak with your parents again.”


  Audrey throws her hands in the air. “Yes, that’s exactly what I need to do. Bang my head up against the wall for the hundredth time.”


  Lucas’s parents hold all the cards. After his third suicide attempt, a bottle full of prescription pills shoved down his throat, they obtained a judicial commitment that remains in place to this day. Lucas’s refusal to cooperate with his treatment only adds fuel to the fire, and the courts have extended the commitment time after time.


  “They can’t continue to bury their heads in the sand while Lucas rots in that hospital,” I whisper forcefully. I squeeze the bridge of my nose in an attempt to push back the headache pulsing behind my eyes. “He needs a gesture, Aud. It doesn’t have to be huge, but he needs something. Maybe a day pass home if he takes his meds and attends therapy sessions for two weeks.”


  “It won’t work. They never listen to a word I say. It only makes them dig their feet in deeper.”


  She doesn’t see it this way, but watching her cross her arms and shake her head shows me they’re not the only ones who aren’t listening. Maybe it’s time for a different approach.


  “Fine,” I say with a shrug of my shoulders. “I’ll talk to them. I’ll make the trip tomorrow, and I won’t leave until they hear me out.”


  “Have you lost your mind? You can’t do that!”


  “What choice do I have?”


  Audrey places her hand on the table and leads toward me with pleading eyes. “If you think they’ll listen to a word you say, you’re wrong.” Her eyes fill with tears. “They’ll deny you visitation again, Cece. Sometimes I feel like they’re looking for a reason to do just that. Please don’t give them one. Where do you think Lucas would be then?”


  The fear settles in my gut, and I close my eyes. I know she’s right. My relationship with the Landrys is tenuous at best. They tolerate my presence in Lucas’s life, but just barely.


  After his suicide attempt that night so long ago, I had no choice but to break my promise to him. I told Mrs. Cindy and Mr. Gene everything, including his first suicide attempt the night of Grams’s funeral. My confessions opened the floodgates to a thousand questions.


  How long have you known about this?


  Why didn’t you tell anyone?


  How could you think you were qualified to handle him?


  What else have you kept from us?


  I kept looking to Mrs. Cindy, waiting for her to speak up on my behalf and admit I tried to warn her. I felt sure she would defend me or at least show me some understanding.


  She never said a word.


  That was the day I lost the only parental figures I had left. They blamed me for what happened, and I couldn’t much argue with them. Not only did I make the worst decision of my life, I continued to make it over and over again, day after day. I made the conscious decision to keep Lucas’s secret—it wasn’t a quick decision made in the heat of the moment. It was an irresponsible choice made by a stupid girl, and Lucas paid the ultimate price.


  It didn’t take long for the psychiatrists to diagnose Lucas. Chronic paranoid schizophrenia. They used phrases like “severe,” “difficult to treat,” and “poor prognosis.” After all these years, the words still feel like condemnation. Lucas doesn’t deserve this. No one does.


  The first time I went to the hospital to see him, I found out the Landrys denied me visitation. Lucas was locked up in this scary hospital, all alone, and I couldn’t have any contact with him.


  It would have been kinder to kill me. At least my suffering would end. Those were the darkest days I’d ever faced. Guilt and regret threatened to suffocate me.


  I didn’t know it at the time, but Lucas was even worse off than me. Since his admission, he’d refused to eat or speak until he saw me. When his weight loss had hit twenty pounds, they’d finally relented. Now, I’m allowed to visit him weekly with the stipulation that Audrey be present as a chaperone.


  It’s the only concession they’ve made in six long years.


  So as much as I hate to admit it, Audrey’s right. I can’t bear the thought of losing all contact with him again. I’ve hurt Lucas enough. I have no other options.


  Audrey squeezes my hand and gives me a watery smile. “I know you don’t think there was any improvement, but I know he looked better today.”


  I know too much to believe Audrey’s words. Can Lucas improve? Absolutely. Without a doubt. I see my patients thrive every day with the proper therapy, medication, and support. But, right now, he is refusing two of these things, and his family support can be considered misguided, at best. Part of me believes his parents think they are doing what’s best for him. The other part of me believes they are doing what’s best for them, hiding their son away from judgmental eyes.


  “Okay, Audrey.” I still don’t agree, but I’m all out of fight today.


  “Please, Celia, just have a little faith. He’s going to get better and things will go back to the way they used to be. You’ll see.”


  She stands and tosses her purse over her shoulder, signaling it’s time to go. I’m grateful for the distraction, because I’m hoping Audrey can’t see what’s written plainly on my heart.


  What would my best friend say if she knew I didn’t want things to go back to the way they used to be?


  How would she feel if I told her my feelings for Cain are more potent and consuming than anything I’ve ever felt for Lucas, and I don’t think faded memories are to blame?


  Unfortunately, my head knows what my heart can’t accept. If she knew any of this, I would surely lose the only family I have left. A person can only shoulder so much loss in a lifetime—I know this to be an irrevocable fact. Audrey leaving me would tip the scale. I would break from the weight of it.


  So I tuck my secret away, safely out of sight. It’s what I do best. It’s all I know.
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  “A Drop In The Ocean” by Ron Pope


  


  [image: ]


  


  Present Day


  


  


  I TIP BACK the shot glass in one smooth motion and signal to the bartender to bring me another. The whiskey burns a trail down my throat, searing the remnants of the words I spat in anger. I spent the day stewing on what went wrong with Celia and how things could have been different. But fuck that. Tonight I want to drown. Another glass of amber liquid appears in front of me, and I indulge once again.


  “Hey, I thought that was you. My cuz getting wasted alone at a local dive. I’ve got to say, not your usual style, man.” Will shakes his head and claps a hand on my back before climbing on the stool beside me.


  “Fuck off, man. I’m not in the mood tonight,” I tell him in a clipped tone, looking straight ahead.


  “Dude, no judgment here. Hell, I’ll get liquored up with you. I’m just not used to you drowning your sorrows. You’re the happiest guy I know.” Will chuckles and signals the bartender.


  I sigh loudly and run a hand down my face. “Look, I appreciate it, really I do. But this happy guy wants to be left alone. Another day, yeah?”


  Will squeezes my shoulder and picks up the beer the bartender left him before standing. “I get your not-so-subtle hint, but if you change your mind,” he says, pointing to a group of overdressed douchebags by the pool tables. “I’m with those assholes over there. If you’re up for it later, we could team up and hustle a few hundred out of their preppy asses. Seriously, they need the lesson, so we’d be doing them a favor.”


  “I’ll see ya, Will. Fishing next week, right?”


  He nods and waves before turning to rejoin his band of idiots. I tug on the brim of my hat, curving it down and pulling it lower, hoping for anonymity. I deserve to nurse the hole in my chest in peace.


  I don’t give a shit what Celia says, nothing about last night was a mistake. She’s happy with me. She’s alive when we’re together. I do that for her. Me—no one else. I know what I feel when she’s in my arms, and it’s mirrored back to me in her eyes.


  What I can’t figure out is why a visit from Audrey would change everything. We had an amazing night together, and we woke up to an equally amazing morning, and Audrey wiped it away in an instant. What in the hell could she have against Celia and me? It doesn’t make any sense.


  When the bartender places another shot glass in front of me, I don’t hesitate. This time, I hardly feel the burn.
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  “A little birdie told me I might find you here,” Adam says as he takes a seat beside me.


  I turn and shoot daggers at Will, who shrugs apologetically. I give him the one-finger salute.


  “Don’t be mad at him. He is worried about you, man.” Adam leans in and sniffs. He turns his head in disgust and waves me off. “And now I see why. Your eyeballs are practically swimming in whiskey. Forget about walking a straight line. I’m pretty fucking sure you can’t walk at all.”


  “Good thing I don’t plan on going anywhere.” I spin the empty shot glass on the bar and slam my hand down to stop it. “Go home to your kids, Adam.”


  “I’m on my way to do just that. They spent the afternoon with Caroline, so I’m sure they’ll be covered in paint. I’m making a quick pit stop to check on your sorry ass.”


  Caroline, the director of New Horizons Outreach Center, has taken quite a liking to Lily and Gage. She babysits almost as much as Celia, and Adam’s lucky to have her. She’s a therapist, just like Celia, but she specializes in art therapy. She’s always cooking up the coolest projects for Lily and Gage.


  “You can count on that. Be ready to hose them down outside.” I lower my head and avoid his stare. “You came to say ‘I told you so,’ man?”


  “You know that’s not me. What about you? You gonna give me shit about blowing things up with Sara?”


  Ah, that’s right, I forgot. While swimming in my own pity pool, I forgot about Adam’s relationship implosion. Evidently, the separation between church and state came crashing down around him, and he didn’t take it well. Sara agreed to babysit the twins for Celia when something came up, and Adam went ballistic. I’m not sure how he’s going to fix this one.


  “Of course I won’t.” I angle away from Adam and shake my head. “You know what the worst part of it is? I didn’t fuck up. I didn’t do a damn thing wrong. Honestly, I don’t even have a clue what happened today. All I know is that I was dismissed. ‘Goodbye, Cain. See ya. Thanks for fucking playing.’ It doesn’t make any sense.”


  “Look, I don’t know if I should tell you this or not, but I found out something today that may shed some light on things.” He grabs the back of his neck and shakes his head. “It’s kind of fucked up.”


  I stare at him expectantly, and he hesitates. “Speak, dude. What the hell?”


  “Damn, all right. So Audrey showed up at Celia’s house this morning, right?”


  “Uh, no shit, Sherlock. I was there, remember?”


  “Just give me a second. I have a point, I swear.” I nod and shut my mouth. I don’t want to miss a second of this. “So she storms out of the house and walks over to my house. I guess she was waiting for you to leave, because she went back to Celia’s when you drove away. Anyway, she said something to me. Something I never caught on to before.”


  Adam gets quiet again, and I exhale a frustrating groan. “Seriously, what?”


  “She was muttering under her breath, but I caught most of it. I heard her say ‘Celia loves my brother, and that’s never going to change.’ Do you understand what I’m telling you?”


  I lean back onto the barstool and cross my arms. “Are you shitting me? The guy from Celia’s past is Audrey’s brother?”


  “Yep.” Adam smiles proudly, seemingly impressed with his investigative skills.


  I don’t even know what to make of this realization. I know Audrey and Celia are best friends, and have been since childhood, but I’ve never heard either of them ever mention a brother. It definitely explains Audrey’s reaction today.


  “So Audrey expects her to remain stuck in the past for the rest of her life? She’s never allowed to move on? That doesn’t make any sense. Something doesn’t add up.”


  Adam shrugs. “I haven’t figured that part out yet.”


  “Maybe we were wrong from the get-go. Maybe the guy really is off at college, or in the military, or something. Maybe he is coming home after all.”


  The thought makes the whiskey in my stomach boil and churn. Was I a fun, temporary distraction?


  “I don’t think so,” Adam replies, his hands held up in surrender when I start to argue. “Hear me out, man. Have you ever heard a word, even an inkling of a long distance boyfriend? Between the two of us, with as much time as we spend with her, we’d have heard something. A missed phone call, a letter, a visit home … something.”


  “I hope you’re right. God, that sounds so wrong, like I hope the guy’s dead. I don’t mean it that way. Hell, I don’t know what I mean.”


  The bartender circles back, and I have the good sense to wave him off this time. I should have turned away the last couple of shots, but better late than never, right? I need to get a clear head and try to make sense of everything Adam just told me.


  “So what’s the plan? How are you gonna fix it?” Adam asks.


  “A plan? You got a plan to win Sara back, Casanova?”


  “I always have a plan,” he says with a smirk, but it fades quickly. His lips turn down and he shakes his head. He knows he messed up, that’s for sure. “I’m gonna win her back. I have to.”


  I hit him with a couple of man slaps on the back. “Yeah, you will. Better get some thick knee pads, though.”


  He chuckles. “I’m not above groveling. I know I fucked up, but I’m gonna fix it. You want my advice?”


  “It can’t hurt,” I say with a shrug.


  “Make her miss you. She’ll realize her mistake.” I nod, hoping he’s right. At least it’s a start. “Now let’s go. I’m driving your drunk ass home.”


  As we drive through Providence, my vision is blurry, and my thoughts are jumbled. But one thing stands out above all the rest. Adam’s right; I need to make Celia miss me. The bitch of it is, I’m gonna miss the hell out of her, too.
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  “I’d Hate To Be You When People Find Out What This Song Is About” by Mayday Parade
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  Present Day


  


  


  “WAKE UP MAN, he’s gone,” I laugh as I slap Will’s cheek.


  My cousin lays passed out cold on my grandparents’ couch, spit dried on his cheek and hair plastered to his greasy forehead. He groans softly and runs a hand over his face.


  “Ugh, what the hell are you talking about? Who’s gone?” He flips over and buries his head in the crevice of the couch.


  “The puma that shit in your mouth.”


  He rolls over to face me. He opens and closes his mouth slowly and a look of disgust washes over his face. “A puma did shit in my mouth.”


  “Hurry up and get in the shower, whiskey breath. I can smell you from across the room. Grams will be down to cook breakfast any minute, and I don’t want her getting drunk off your fumes.”


  I’m giving him a hard time, but Lord knows I’ve been there. I still like to keep him on his toes. He knows Saturday mornings are for fishing, which is why he sleeps over here on Friday nights. You think he’d learn and lay off the sauce, but his head is as hard as mine.


  He nearly falls off the sofa and then trudges up the stairs, waving me off the entire way. Not even five minutes pass before I hear the clanging of pans in the kitchen. I follow the noise and find Granny and Mom cracking eggs and mixing pancake batter.


  “Mom, what are you doing here this morning?”


  They both greet me with cheek kisses and pinches as soon as I hit the doorway.


  “Sarge didn’t have a great night. Granny and I had to tag team it,” Mom says in explanation, and that’s all she has to say.


  The evenings are especially hard on Sarge. He seems to get even more confused than usual, and he’s much more agitated. It takes its toll on Granny, and sometimes two pairs of eyes help keep him out of trouble.


  “Why didn’t y’all call me? I would have come over and helped.”


  My grandmother lovingly slaps my cheek. “We know that, sweet boy, but your mom and I had it covered.”


  Our conversation is cut short when Will joins us, and, of course, the kisses and pinches resume. Will winces with every high-pitched squeal, and I have to laugh. Maybe I’ll take it easy on him for the rest of the morning … but what would be the fun in that?


  Breakfast commences with no sign of Sarge. When I ask about it, Mom explains he was up until past midnight, so he’ll probably sleep well into the morning. Even so, Mom and Granny are still up with the chickens, and I know they must be exhausted. Looking at them, you’d never know, and it makes me wonder how many times I’ve been left in the dark.


  “Cain, why haven’t you invited your sweet little friend over for dinner again? She was such a darling. How has she been?” Granny leans in and smiles hopefully, and I hate to be the one to burst her bubble.


  I slowly finish chewing my bite, buying a little extra time. “Um, I’m not sure. We don’t talk anymore.”


  She watches me thoughtfully and waits for an explanation. I don’t have one, so I keep quiet. The truth is, it’s been weeks since I’ve spoken to Celia. I’ve kept my distance, just like I said I would. I’ve avoided her at every turn, staying away from Adam’s house, the clinic, or wherever I know she will be. I miss the hell out of her. But I don’t share that with Grams.


  “Is that so?”


  “Yes, ma’am.” I look away and turn my attention to my cousin, hoping to end this line of questioning. “Will, where did you go last night? I don’t see your truck in the driveway—did you have to hitch a ride home?”


  Will flings me the stink eye, and I can’t blame him. Oh well, he’ll get over it. The little fucker needs to learn how to take one for the team. I’m merely being a stellar cousin, teaching him the important lessons in life. He’ll thank me one day.


  “Actually, I saw Celia last week, and she said to tell you hello, Granny,” Mom chimes in, bringing the topic back to the forefront and making my jaw hit the floor.


  I drop my fork on my plate and turn my attention to Mom. “What do you mean you saw her last week? Where?”


  What the hell?


  Mom stabs her pancakes with her fork, takes a bite, and chews slowly, innocently. Yeah, I’m not buying it.


  “She stopped by the house to visit with Moe and me. Actually, we have teatime at least once a week. She’s such a dear girl.” Mom flips her gaze to Granny who nods in agreement.


  I cross my arms, lean back in my chair, and take a good look at the two Judases. I was under the false assumption that blood was thicker than water. “Well, isn’t that just cozy. Did you swap recipes, paint each other’s toenails, or was it another laugh fest at the expense of my rooster?”


  Will chokes on his orange juice, Granny gasps and clutches her chest, and Mom slams a hand on the table, making the dishes rattle.


  “Well, I never! Cain Bennett, I did not raise you to speak about private parts over a perfectly pleasant breakfast.” Mom’s voice hits a loud whisper—you know that thing moms do when they want to holler, but act too dignified to actually let it rip. It’s eerily similar to a kid’s whisper, in that it’s not a whisper at all.


  “I’m not the one who started the private part talk, am I, Mom? You and Mo did that. And now that Celia and me aren’t talkin’ and she’s spending time at the house, there’s no telling what you two are gonna let fly. You probably already told her about the lingerie section of the J.C. Penney catalog I had stashed under my bed.” I lean forward in my chair and groan when her lip twitches at my comment. “I don’t like her going over there.”


  My words come out like a decree, but I don’t get the response I’m hoping for. Mom and Granny scoff in unison, and Will has become extremely interested in the plate in front of him.


  “Just because you’re still grazing around town, spitting out cud willy-nilly doesn’t mean your momma has to follow your lead. You brought that sweet girl over here. You introduced her to us. If they’ve forged a friendship, I’m afraid you’re gonna have to deal with it,” Granny states matter-of-factly.


  “I’m not grazing, Granny,” I say, shaking my head. I stand up and put my dishes in the sink. I turn and walk out of the kitchen, stopping for a moment at the doorway. “Did it ever cross your mind that maybe Celia’s the cow and I’m the cud?”


  I don’t wait for their response. I walk to the utility room and gather my tackle box and fishing pole. I load up the truck and wait for Will. I look up when I hear the screen door creak, and frown when I see Mom walking my way. She pulls down the tailgate of my truck and hoists herself up to sit. Her legs dangle carelessly as she leans back on her hands. She smiles at me, and her eyes soften to the point of melting.


  “I love you, son.”


  I huff and stare at the ground, cursing myself for not being able to stay mad at her for a full ten minutes. It’s been that way all my life.


  “I love you, too.”


  We sit in silence for a bit, and the warm Louisiana wind whips around us, feeling more like a heater than a breeze.


  “There’s a fire in that girl. I see it plain as day, although she tries to hide it. We’re like-minded—she and I. It’s like looking into the mirror. There’s a war inside her heart, and you need to let her fight it.” Mom loops her arm with mine and scoots me closer to her. I lean against the tailgate, and she rests her head on my shoulder.


  “How is she?”


  I know the answer may burn me, but I can’t stop myself from asking. What if she’s happy without me? How will I feel if my absence hasn’t fazed her at all? It kills me to think our time together may not mean as much to her as it did to me. I just don’t believe it. What’s left may be in shambles, but it was genuine … and reciprocated. There was nothing plastic about our relationship. It was, however, painfully temporary.


  “Hmm … she’s asking the same thing about you. She even checked in on Biz,” she giggles, rolling her eyes. “That girl has the same lost look in her eyes that I see in yours.”


  A humorless laugh escapes me, and she squeezes my arm. “This is the way she wants it. She basically threw me out of her house. She uninvited me to her life. Did she explain what happened? Because I still don’t get it.”


  “She didn’t … and if she did, I wouldn’t tell you,” she says softly, sounding more like an apology than a statement. “And she’s welcome at our home any time.”


  “Nice.”


  “Son, you and I are so blessed. We’re surrounded by people who love us and support us. Not everyone gets that, and, even if they do, many people lose it way too early in their lives. I’m not sure which category Celia fits in, but I can assure you, there’s emptiness there. I will not turn her away. You shouldn’t want me to.”


  “You’re right,” I say on a sigh. Leave it to Mom to put everything in perspective. I only hope the day comes where Celia will count on me again, too.


  Mom hops off the tailgate. “But I promise I’ll stay mum about your J.C. Penney catalog.” She breaks out into a feverish giggle and shakes her head. “Seriously, I can’t figure out what in the world you found enticing about old lady bras and girdles. You have to admit, it’s funny.”


  I throw up the tailgate and wave her away with my hand. “I’m never gonna live that shit down. What can I say? Beggars can’t be choosers. Desperate times call for desperate measures. You have to make lemonade out of lemons—”


  “Or porn out of Playtex?” She laughs.


  “And you give me shit about private parts at the breakfast table? Seriously, woman, I need bleach for my ears. Isn’t there a rule about mothers using the word porn in front of their children? If there isn’t, there should be.”


  Mom pats my cheek and shakes her head. “When have you ever known me to follow the rules?” She walks back to the house, barefoot and wild-haired. That’s my mom, carefree and full of fire. She looks back over her shoulder and smiles. “Give it time, Cain, she’ll find her fire. Be patient.”


  Patience. Right. That’s never been my strong suit.
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  Adam meets us at the pond, and the fishing commences. He hasn’t caught one fish all morning, but he’s still got this dopey smile plastered on his face. It’s sickening, really.


  According to Adam, the birds are singing, the bees are buzzing, the flowers are blooming, and whatever other happy horseshit he can conjure up. The truth of it is, Sara finally forgave his groveling ass, and he’s starry eyed in love. I’m happy for him, I am. It couldn’t have happened to a more deserving guy—a more deserving family. It doesn’t mean I’m in the right headspace to watch it. The only thing warming my bed is Biz, and he’s way too fucking hairy for my taste. Don’t even get me started on his atrocious breath.


  “Sara and the kids should be on the way to the movies by now. She took them to Alex’s art class this morning. Maybe I’ll call and see how things are going,” he says as he fishes his phone out of his pocket.


  “Leave ‘em alone. They have your number. They’ll call if they need you. Plus, it’ll look like you don’t trust Sara if you call.” I grab his phone out of his hand before he can dial the number. His home screen is filled with Sara, Lily, and Gage’s laughing faces, all smushed together to fit in the picture. I hold the phone up and show it to Will. “Just in case you’re wondering, this is one of the first signs that a man has lost his balls.”


  Adam grabs the phone away from me while Will howls with laughter. “Fuck y’all.” Adam scowls at both of us then turns his attention to the screen. And the dopey smile is back.


  “Dude, I don’t know what to say. You’re just so … domesticated.” Will spits the word out of his mouth like it tastes disgusting on his tongue. I guess it does if you’re a nineteen-year-old college kid.


  To me, the word tastes like apple pie, meat lover’s pizza, Mo’s homemade lasagna, and any other comfort food I can imagine. I’m just giving Adam a hard time, and if I’m being honest, my bitterness has come out to play. Jealousy feels like a cowboy’s blue jeans—way too fucking tight in all the wrong places. I’ve got to get out of this funk.


  “I’ve got two kids, man. I was domesticated while you were having wet dreams about Peggy Sue from algebra class in the ninth grade. I let go of wild a long time ago. I love my kids, and Sara is…” He closes his eyes and inhales deep. “She’s the cherry on top of a great fucking life.”


  I slap his back and give him a quick nod. “I’m happy for you, man … now put your vagina away and let’s catch some fish.”


  Before Adam can tell me to fuck off, my text message alert interrupts. I fish my phone from my pocket, and I’m shocked to see TINK on the screen. It’s been radio silence for weeks, so I can’t imagine what she would be texting about. I feel the stirrings of hope deep in my stomach, but I try to swallow it down. For all I know, her hot water heater busted, so she’s calling the landlord to fix it.


  


  Tink: Hey, Mr. Craig is back from the hospital, and I’m making a home visit this afternoon around three o’clock. I know you said I shouldn’t go alone, so you’re welcome to come.


  


  I stare at the screen, waiting for the answer to come to me. She’s right; I don’t want her on that side of town by herself. While I’m thinking, my phone pings again.


  


  Tink: He asked about you when I called him. I think he’d enjoy seeing you.


  


  I would like to see him, but I’m not sure if it’s the right thing. Yes, I need to be patient, but that doesn’t mean I should be a doormat. Another ping.


  


  Tink: And I’d enjoy visiting with you, too … Anyway, I’ll be leaving the clinic about 2:45, if you’d like to come.


  


  “Musings from Never Never Land?” Adam asks with a low chuckle.


  “Huh?”


  “Is that Celia?”


  “Yeah.”


  There’s a part of me that wants to jump in my truck and break every speed limit to spend time with her. My heart wants the opportunity to change her mind. My soul craves her company. Thankfully, my head is still in the game. Because Celia may have reached out to me, but this meeting is on her terms. It would be so easy to fall back into the friend routine with her, but that’s a step backward I’m unwilling to take.


  “Adam, what time is Sara due back with the kids?”


  “She’s planning to take them for ice cream after the movie, so I’d say about four-thirty. Why?”


  “Because I need a favor.”
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  “Garden” by Pearl Jam
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  Present Day


  


  


  I RAISE AND lower my fist three times before I decide to knock on the door. After two light taps, I push up my purse strap on my shoulder and wait. In my other hand, I clench the envelope containing this month’s rent—also known as my excuse for stopping by Cain’s apartment.


  I need to see him.


  Last week, I sat inside the clinic waiting for him, going over all the things I wanted to tell him—Eddie’s first vet visit that dissolved into a fit of claws and hisses, my zoo trip with Lily and Gage with the spitting llamas, and every other little thing that happened in these excruciatingly long weeks without him. Mostly, I just wanted to hear his voice and make him laugh. I swear, his laugh should be bottled up and sold as an anti-depressant. Sure, Mr. Craig wanted to see him, too, but I may be guilty of suggesting Cain tag along for the visit with me.


  When Adam showed up in Cain’s place, it took every ounce of willpower to keep my tears at bay. Adam tried his best to lighten the mood and pretend he didn’t notice the crushed look on my face. It killed me to think Cain didn’t want to see me as badly as I wanted to see him. Has he already moved on?


  I knock again, a little louder this time, and the door edges open. I peer through the crack into his apartment, taking the unlocked and unlatched door as a silent form of welcome. I’ll take what I can get these days.


  Cain lives in a loft on top of an antique shop in downtown Providence. The brick walls, exposed beams, and oversized leather furniture scream masculinity, very similar to the owner. The room is perfectly still, but as I look over the open space, my eyes land on the man in question.


  Damn.


  After enduring a several weeks’ long “Cain drought,” the image before me makes my mouth water. There he lays, in all his glory—mussed hair, bare-chested, wearing nothing but tattered blue jeans and glasses. Glasses? I didn’t know he wore glasses, but damn if they don’t look sexy as hell.


  Papers litter his stomach and the floor, and a half-dozing Biz is curled up into his side with an ear cocked up and sleepy eyes. Cain’s eyes, on the other hand, are shut tight. The steady rise and fall of his chest is mesmerizing, and my mind wanders to a day not so long ago where I lay in the crook of his arm, my ear to his chest, listening to the pulsing of his heart. I swear I can almost hear it now.


  My eyes dance over his skin like fingers lightly brushing a path. My fingers itch to grab and tug his hair. My lips crave to kiss him … everywhere.


  I reach the couch and give Biz a tiny scratch between his ears, and he settles back into his spot. Cain shifts his hips to accommodate for Biz, and his lashes flutter as his arm lifts and curls behind his head. Even from behind his lenses, I can count the rows of eyelashes that frame his emerald eyes. That’s right, the man has rows of lashes, thick enough to be the envy of every woman.


  I place my rent check on the table and slowly lift the errant sheets of paper off his stomach. A quick hand grabs my wrist before I pull away, and I gasp, butterflies fluttering up my throat.


  “It’s five to ten for breaking and entering, Tink. Hand me my phone so I can call the fuzz,” he says with a smirk. He chuckles under his breath when I pull free from his grasp.


  “I most certainly will not get your phone, and I hardly believe I’d get ten years for walking into an unlocked house, with a barely closed door.” I release the papers and place my hands on my hips as they flutter to my feet.


  “Maybe not, but I have every intention of crying rape.” His eyes dance with laughter, then he turns his attention to Biz. He yanks the dog’s ear and narrows his eyes. “Where were you on that one, Biz? She could have been a masked murderer, ya useless hound.”


  “Aw, don’t be so tough on him.” I pout and give Biz a gentle pat.


  Cain swings his legs to the floor and sits up, placing the dog in his lap. “He doesn’t like those pansy ass scratches, girl. This guy is a warrior.”


  I giggle at the comparison. Biz, a warrior? Ha!


  “Whatever,” I laugh, with a wave of my hand.


  “Tell her, Biz. I don’t like it soft; I like it—” Cain points to Biz.


  “Ruff!”


  “To hell with smooth, give it to me—” He points again.


  “Ruff!”


  I’m laughing so hard at their little performance, my cheeks hurt from smiling, and I can’t catch my breath. The laughter dies down and a silence filled with longing takes its place.


  “I like the glasses,” I whisper.


  He smiles and scratches his head. “I usually wear contacts. My lashes brush against the glasses, and it drives me fucking crazy. I wear them around the house sometimes, though. I planned on reading a little for work before watching the LSU game, and, well, you see how that turned out.”


  I plop down on his coffee table and face him, our knees almost touching. My breath catches as I watch him watch me. The want, the longing for his touch is as strong as it’s ever been, maybe even more with his recent absence.


  “I miss you,” I breathe out before my filter catches the confession.


  “Yeah,” he whispers with a cringe.


  I wait for him to say more, I wish for it, but he remains silent. I pick up my check off the table and hand it to him. He takes it from me and taps the paper onto his other fingers, his gaze never leaving his hands.


  “I’m taking Lily and Gage to the movies tonight … you should come. We could stuff their faces with an obnoxious amount of candy and sit back and watch the mayhem ensue. It would be fun. Just like old times,” I say, my voice slowly fading away as I notice the way his face shuts down halfway through my request.


  He shakes his head and grimaces. “I don’t think it’s a good idea, Celia.”


  My shoulders slump in defeat. “Is this really how it has to be? Please, Cain. You’re my friend … my best friend. Can’t we move past this?”


  He pulls off his glasses and tosses them beside me on the table, along with my rent check. He scrubs his face with his hands and inhales deeply. When his eyes meet mine, he grabs behind my knees and pulls me closer. Nose to nose. Eye to eye. We have nowhere to hide. I wish more than anything I didn’t have to.


  “I love you, Celia. I’m in love with you.” A tear spills onto my cheek, and he winces. My reaction is a slap in his face, and I wish I could take it back. “But I kind of like me, too. And you’re fucking killing me here. So, no, we can’t move past this.” He spits out the last words in a mocking tone, and my heart clenches as I bite my lip to hold back a sob.


  He stands and walks away, leaving me huddled over myself on his table. I try, but fail, to pull myself together, and a box of tissues hits the table beside me. I feel his presence beside me, rigid and looming, but I can’t bear to look up and see the disapproval in his eyes. I collect myself as best I can, snatching the pieces of my heart up off the floor and clutching them to my chest as I stand up to leave.


  “I don’t mean to be hurtful, Celia, but I don’t know what you expect from me. I’m giving you what you want. I’m respecting your wishes. I only ask you to respect my feelings in return. Asking me to go back to the way things were before I loved you? It’s cruel and insulting.”


  My body numbs exponentially with each word he utters, and I feel as if I’m a bystander watching the most horrific collision with no way to stop it. How could he think I don’t respect his feelings? Maybe it’s because I’ve never told him otherwise. What would be the point? My explanation would only cause him to shoulder part of the load that lies solely on my shoulders. The truth in no way changes the outcome. I still can’t love him the way I want to—the way he deserves. Telling him the truth only unburdens my soul, and what’s the point in that? Guilt and I are long-time friends—this is merely another link in a seemingly endless chain.


  He lifts the envelope containing my rent check. “Thank you for bringing this to me. But I’ve spoken with Adam, and he’s agreed to collect your rent from now on. I think it’s best.”


  I gather my purse off the floor and clutch it to my stomach. “I understand. I’m sorry for bothering you,” I whisper as I turn to leave, shuffling my feet forward with every bit of energy I can muster.


  I reach the door and grab the knob to close it shut. Cain calls my name before I click it into place. I open it just a fraction—enough to see him standing there, hands fisted in his pockets, a pained expression etched on his face.


  “Just so you know, Tink, I miss the fuck out of you, too.”


  I should be happy to know I’m not alone in this. It should ease the ache to know he’s hurting the same as me, but that’s not the way it works. As another tear splashes onto my cheek, what’s left of me unravels for the hurt I’ve caused.
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  “Hello, Lucas.”


  “Are you going to keep your promise?”


  “I try to keep my promise every day. But I need your cooperation to make it happen.”


  He’s tuned me out before I start the second sentence. My answer is as repetitive as his question. We dance this dance over and again, never changing, never wavering from the script we’ve set.


  “I’ve brought something for you today,” I say with as much cheer as I can muster.


  “Oh?”


  I place the iPod and headphones on the table between us, and Lucas stares at it expectantly. “Some people find music drowns out some of the … noise in their head. I’ve loaded mostly classical music so there would be no extraneous voices. I’d like for you to try it. It could help.”


  He shrugs and turns his attention back to his notebook, acting unimpressed with my newest idea. With his refusal of all medications and therapy, I’m willing to try anything. My hand is continually outstretched, but I get minimal participation in return. How do you help someone who thwarts you at every turn?


  “Who do you see when you look at me, Lucas?” I clasp my hands on top of the table and wait for his answer. I’ve asked myself this exact question over a hundred times in the past week. Who does he think I am to him? Why does he think I come here? If I’m being honest, the answer is a tangling of vines and branches so deep it’s nearly impossible to locate the origin.


  He continues to write in his tablet, but his strokes become more jerky and frantic. My question frustrates him. “You’re the girl who refused to let me go … give me peace.” His hand stops moving, and he narrows his eyes at me. “And now I’m stuck in this place … this hell.”


  He leans forward and grabs my hands. My breath catches, and I tense in my chair. This is the first time in years that Lucas has voluntarily touched me.


  “Please, Cece, you have to promise to never leave me. I can’t do this alone. Please … promise me.” His voice cracks as he grips my fingers and pulls me closer.


  Promises will be the death of me; this is the one truth I know with complete and utter certainty.


  I drop my head to the table and touch my forehead to our clasped hands.


  “I promise,” I whisper.


  When will this pain end?


  “I promise,” I say with more force, clenching my teeth to will away the anger, the guilt, the resentment.


  How dare I feel this way?


  “I promise.” My tears wet our fingers, and Lucas lays his cheek on top of my head.


  “I’m sorry I’ve made you sad. I shouldn’t have told you those things.”


  As if his statement marks the end of our conversation, Lucas picks up the headphones and places them over his ears. He fiddles with the iPod, and a small smile plays upon his lips. I’ve given him a tiny slice of peace.


  He picks up his markers and continues scribbling equations while humming softly to himself. I watch him, thinking back to the boy I once knew, the love we once had.


  How did we get here?


  My life is suffocated with more regret than I can handle. More blame hovers over me than I can ever apologize for. Audrey and her parents blame me for not saving Lucas soon enough. Lucas blames me for having saved him at all. And now, Cain blames me for not being able to move on with my life.


  “How do I fix this, Lucas? How do I make sense of this mess I’ve created?”


  I don’t expect an answer. He can’t hear a word I’m saying, but it relieves the tiniest amount of pressure off my chest to say the words out loud. I know my fifteen minutes are almost over, and Audrey will walk up any minute. Just for today, I can’t bring myself to care.


  “Please, tell me,” I whisper as he closes his eyes and enjoys the music. “How do I make two plus two equal happily ever after … for everyone … even me?”
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  “Do What You Have To Do” by Sarah McLachlan
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  Present Day


  


  


  I HURRY THROUGH the sliding doors and ring the bell sitting on the counter of the nurse’s station. A young woman sitting behind the desk tips her eyes to mine while popping her gum and playing around on her phone. She doesn’t say a word, but looks to me expectantly. I guess that’s my cue.


  “Hi, my name is Celia Lemaire. I’m a therapist from New Horizons Outreach Center. Someone paged me about a patient in need of crisis counseling. Am I in the right place?”


  The employee of the month tosses her phone on the counter with a clang and walks to the doorway that opens to the emergency room.


  “Someone call for crisis management?” she bellows at the top of her lungs.


  I hear a shuffling behind the door, and a blur of blond hair and blue scrubs waves me forward. I grab my belongings off the counter and get moving, passing the gum-popping princess along the way.


  “Thank you for your help.” I turn around to meet her eyes, but she’s already back at the desk, phone in hand. “Alrighty then,” I mutter under my breath.


  “Hey, I’m Alice. Thanks so much for coming out so late. The SANE nurse is examining the patient right now, so I can give you a little background before you meet her.”


  She flips through the chart at lightning speed, and I’m thinking it’s probably the only way Alice runs—all cylinders, all the time. I’m still rubbing the sleep out of my red-rimmed eyes, so I need to wake up and keep up. I’ve recently taken over the majority of crisis management at the clinic, so late night calls are expected. I think Caroline needed a bit of a break, and I needed to fill my time. Idle time and wandering thoughts are my enemy as of late, since my mind always goes back to Cain. Extra work is my best option for keeping busy.


  SANE stands for sexual assault nurse examiner, and they are specially trained nurses who are experts at collecting evidence for criminal cases, while taking into account the fragile nature of the victim. If this is indeed a sexual assault, I’d like to know as much about the situation as I can before I meet the patient.


  “What can you tell me about what happened?”


  Alice blows out a breath and shakes her head. “It’s a sad case. Truth be told, they’re all sad, but this one is gonna stick with me. Eighteen-year-old girl. She’s in her first year of college and practically oozes innocence. One look at her and you’ll see what I mean. She told us she was a virgin before tonight. This was also her very first real date. She thought they were meeting for a midnight picnic in the park. How romantic, right?” Alice bites her lip and looks to the ceiling with misty eyes. “No one heard a word, or if they did, they didn’t come to her rescue. He roughed her up good and left her there. She crawled out of the brush and stumbled to her car and drove over here. She walked in the front door with leaves and twigs stuck in her hair and blood caked to the insides of her legs. She won’t let us call any family.”


  “I’ll talk with her, see if she’ll change her mind about that.” I flip through the chart and notice she gave no next of kin.


  “I’d appreciate it,” Alice says as she walks away. “Let me check on the progress in there, and I’ll be right back.”


  It doesn’t take long before a frustrated Alice returns. “She’s refusing the examination. The SANE nurse on call tonight is one of the best, but she’s not getting through to her. Do you think you could give it a shot?”


  “Of course.”


  As we approach the curtain partition, I steel myself for what I’m about to see. No matter how many of these calls I take, they never get easier. The look of a woman who has had the most intimate part of herself ripped away is gutting. The loss is palpable, a thick and suffocating cloud of sorrow and loss.


  Alice draws back the utilitarian green curtain, and I follow closely behind her. She stops at the foot of the bed, and I hear a quiet sob release.


  “Violet, I’d like you to meet Celia. She’s a therapist who works with the hospital from time to time. Just like Marlo, she’s here to help you.”


  My eyes dart across the room and lock in on an equally shocked Marlo. I lose the surprised look and quickly train my face back to a smile, and so does she. Why didn’t Marlo ever mention she was a SANE nurse?


  I turn my attention to Violet, and sit in a chair at her bedside. She’s curled up in the fetal position, eyes clenched shut, fingers gripping the sheet covering her shrinking body.


  “Hi Violet. Is it okay with you if I hold your hand?” I ask softly in an effort not to frighten her.


  “Are you gonna try to get me to press charges, too,” she whispers without ever opening her eyes.


  I look over at Marlo, and she gives me a tight smile. She shrugs her shoulders as if to say she’s done all she can.


  “No, I’m not going to try to convince you of anything. Right now, I’d only like to hold your hand and tell you this isn’t your fault.” I reach over and push her mussed hair behind her ear and run my fingers through to the strands. “Nothing that happened tonight is your fault, Violet.”


  I slide my hand into hers, and she flinches slightly before she catches herself. A tear slides out of her eye and travels over the bridge of her nose. “I’m so s-s-stupid. I really thought he liked me.”


  “You didn’t invite this. None of the blame is on you,” Marlo says with conviction.


  Violet turns toward Marlo’s voice and sniffs. “Why didn’t you press charges? I know you said you regret it now, but what were your reasons then?”


  Wait … what???


  Marlo winces, but she recovers quickly. Her eyes dart to mine and then move back to Violet. “I had so many reasons that night, and they seemed like the most important things in the world. I’ve never felt so violated, and the thought of anyone examining me felt like salt in a gaping wound. I had drugs in my system, and not all of them were slipped to me by my attacker. Some I took willingly, and I feared the repercussions of my actions. There were people in my life who I wanted to keep my attack from at all costs. That wouldn’t happen if I pressed charges. I just knew I was making the right decision.”


  I’m beginning to think I’ve entered an alternate universe, because I don’t recognize the girl Marlo just described. The Marlo I know doesn’t drink anything stronger than Diet Dr. Pepper. The thought of her using drugs is something I just can’t reconcile with the woman I know today. Then again, I know what it means to hide a part of yourself, stow a piece of your life away from the world.


  “And what do you think now?” Violet whispers, pulling me back to the here and now.


  “That’s the thing. Time brought clarity to the situation, and only then was I able to see things as they actually were. No policeman would have arrested a rape victim for recreational drug use, but at the time, I was petrified. And the person I never wanted to find out about the attack? I haven’t spoken to him since. I made a major life decision based on a person who was fleeting. You know what isn’t fleeting?” Marlo leans into Violet and places her fingers over our clasped hands. “My regret.”


  Violet mulls over Marlo’s words. “So you wish you would have pressed charges?”


  “I wish I wouldn’t have erased the option. I left the hospital that day, went home, and scrubbed every piece of evidence away with a rough sponge and a hot shower. I scrubbed until my skin was angry and raw, just like me, and every hope of vindication ran down the shower drain.” Marlo inches closer and squeezes our joined hands. “I’m not trying to push you to press charges today, Violet. I’m just hoping to keep you from regretting the decision you make tonight for the rest of your life.”


  The room grows eerily quiet with an occasional sniffle from Violet. Minutes pass before she releases our hands and pushes herself up to sitting position. She inhales a deep breath and brushes her hair out of her face.


  “I’d like to do the exam now,” Violet whispers softly, the epitome of unimaginable strength laced with fragility.


  Marlo nods her head and moves across the room to collect the supplies. I pull my chair closer to the bed and gently touch Violet’s arm.


  “I’ll be with you the entire time, Violet. You are not alone in this.”


  Her eyes flutter shut, and in direct contrast with her tear-stained cheeks, the smallest of smiles plays on her lips.


  “Thank you for that,” she whispers.
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  “I have to say, Tiny One, you and I make a great team,” Marlo says with hip bump when she meets me at the nurses’ station.


  “I think you’re right. We’re like yin and yang, Batman and Robin…”


  “Dumb and Dumber?” We both laugh, and she narrows her eyes. “Just so you know, I’m totally Batman in this scenario.”


  “Pshh, whatever!” I hand the chart back to Violet’s nurse, Alice, and say my goodbyes and thank yous. I turn my attention back to Marlo. “I’m a little surprised to see you here. How did I not know you were a SANE nurse?”


  Marlo shrugs and smiles. “There’s no real reason, I guess. It just never came up. Caroline and I usually work these cases together. I was surprised to see you, too.”


  “Yeah, I’ve been taking a lot more of the crisis call lately. Caroline needed a break.”


  “Right,” Marlo says with a chuckle. “Sure she did.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “So, that’s how you’re gonna play it? The only person less transparent than you is that ten-foot tall lumberjack you’re wallowing over. I’m impatiently waiting for you both to get your head out of your asses, in case you’re wondering.” Marlo picks at her fingernails and sighs, feigning boredom.


  “How about a foot up your ass,” I mutter under my breath.


  “There’s the Celia I know. It’s about time.” Marlo slaps my back. “Now if you’d just inject a little of that sass into your love life, maybe you wouldn’t have to take call twenty-four hours a day to distract yourself.”


  I shake my head and exhale an irritated breath. I know how it looks to everyone watching. I’m the fool who can’t move on with her life. I’m the stupid girl who clings to the past and refuses to see the wonderful man standing right in front of her. I want to yell, “I see him! I love him!” but that will only pose more questions. I’m not ready for that, so I do what I do best. I shoot for vague. I strive for ambiguous. I evade.


  “Things aren’t that simple, Marlo. Not everything in this world is black and white.”


  “Bullshit.”


  “Huh?”


  “I call bullshit.” She rolls her eyes and huffs at me. “Look, Cain’s had his eye on you for what feels like an eternity. I knew how he felt before you and I ever met. This isn’t breaking news to me. But I’ve noticed over the past few months, Celia, you’ve started watching him, too. At first, it was out of curiosity, but over time it’s changed. It’s evolved from friendship, to flirty, to, dare I say, love?”


  She eyes me and cocks her head in question, but I bite my lip and remain silent. By the smirk on her face, my expression tells my story even though I don’t say a word.


  “Right. So, as I was saying, he’s been waiting for you for much longer than you realize. And as delectable as you are, you sweet little thing, a man can only be pushed away so many times. I’d hate for you to wake up one day and find you’ve missed the Cain Train. He’s not my type, like at all, but he’s got his own swagger, ya know? He’s all ‘Oh, I’m so tall. Look at my ginormous green bean,’” Marlo mimics in a deep, husky voice while grabbing her crotch.


  “What the hell? Green bean?”


  “You know, because he’s the Jolly Green Giant,” she explains, staring at me expectantly. I shake my head, and she waves me off. “Oh, whatever! You know what I mean. Why am I talking about the man’s green bean?”


  “More like bean stalk…” I chuckle to lighten the mood.


  “Ugh, Celia! My ears can’t un-hear that shit!” She covers her ears and pouts at me. “Anyway, I may give him a hard time, but I know he would do anything to fix things with you. The question is, what are you willing to do for him?”


  “All I can offer Cain is my friendship,” I whisper. “He wants more from me than I’m able to give. If I can’t be everything for him, he wants nothing at all. I have to respect his wishes.”


  “Right,” Marlo says, drawing out the word. We walk out together, arm in arm, and she stops me before we walk through the doorway. “Take it from someone who knows all too well what it feels like to wait for someone to wake the fuck up. The day will come when he gives up on you, Celia. You will lose him.”


  Her goal may be to spur me into action. She wants me to feel the urgency of her words and race to Cain’s side. Knowing that’s exactly what I want to do, but can’t, makes me nauseous and weak. The thought of seeing Cain with someone else is unimaginable, but I’m in no position to stop it from happening. I give her a nod and a tight smile, hoping she’ll accept my response as the end of the conversation.


  “I have to say, I don’t see you as the type to wait for anyone. I take you for a leave ‘em in the dust kind of girl,” I say with a shoulder bump.


  After tonight, it’s become clear to me I don’t know Marlo as well as I thought I did. I should know better; things are never as they seem.


  We emerge from the hospital as the sun is slowly rising. The backs of my eyes throb from lack of sleep and the change in light. I wince and groan as I fumble for my sunglasses.


  “Yeah, well, I wasn’t always that girl,” Marlo says somberly. She looks away and bites her lip. “Listen, what you heard in there? No one knows anything about—”


  “And they never will. I would never break your trust,” I interrupt. She gives me a tiny smile in return. “I’m sorry, but I have to ask. Since you didn’t press charges, are you worried that—”


  “No. I don’t give him a second of my thoughts.” Marlo lifts her head defiantly as we walk across the parking lot. I sense her words are less than truthful, but it’s what she needs to believe. “I left town within a week of the attack and never set foot back there again. I’ve had no contact with anyone from my past since then. Those memories and that place don’t own me anymore.”


  I unlock the door to my car and throw my bag in the back seat. I meet Marlo by the trunk and tip my head toward the hospital. “Do you think she’ll press charges?”


  She shrugs. “It’s hard to say. She’s got both of our numbers, and I hope she’ll use them, and that she can pull through this. She’s got a tough road ahead,” she says as she tugs her keys out of her purse. “You’re coming to The Courtyard next Friday night, right? Adam’s performing for open mic night.”


  “I’ll be there.”


  “Seriously, why do I surround myself with lovesick fools?” Marlo asks with a playful smile.


  “Whatever. You’d be lost without us.”


  She narrows her eyes at me, and I giggle.


  We wave goodbye, and my door is nearly closed when I hear Marlo shout my name. I peer out of the car.


  “Yeah?”


  “Remember what I said, girl. He’s not gonna wait forever, and regret is a bitch with six-inch heels digging into your lady parts.”


  She tosses her big curls over her shoulder with a wink and struts across the parking lot like she owns the place. Honestly, Marlo owns whatever room she walks into, and this parking lot is no different.


  After she leaves, the air around me seems vacant and lonely. The loss of her snarky mouth and larger than life personality are tangible, and I’m left feeling empty and … regretful. Her warning settles in my bones, travels through my veins, and circles around my heart.


  I sit in my car, stock-still, ignition off. My hands grip the steering wheel as sweat beads on my upper lip, and unshed tears burn the back of my nose. There is one thing Marlo and I agree on—I will lose him.
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  “Best of You” by Foo Fighters
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  Present Day


  


  


  “CAN WE USE these chairs since you aren’t using them.” The random girl in the red tube top is dragging two chairs away before we even have a chance to answer her.


  Sara slams a hand down on each seat and glares at her. “These seats are saved,” she says with the intensity of a middle school brat.


  Tube Top rolls her eyes and huffs, but leaves the chairs behind. Sara pulls them back under the table and drapes her arms and legs over as many chairs as she physically can.


  “They better hurry their asses up … the vultures are circling,” she mutters.


  It’s open mic at The Courtyard, and Adam’s performing. Sara and I managed to snag the front and center table for our crew, but we’re gonna get bulldozed by the masses if they don’t get moving.


  “Thanks for coming early and helping me out, Cain. I wouldn’t stand a chance by myself.” She smiles at me, but her expression turns to a growl as more chair stealers approach.


  “Don’t mention it, Cujo. I’m starting to think I’m protecting the crowds from you, not the other way around.”


  She throws her hand up in the air. “I mean, seriously, are their boyfriends performing tonight. I highly doubt it.”


  Her eyes shift to the stage, and a love sick smile plays on her lips. She’s got it bad, and good thing for her, so does Adam. If you’re gonna be a fool for someone, it pays to be sure they are equally as much a fool for you. That’s where I missed the fucking boat.


  “Who are we expecting at this shindig?”


  “Hmmm, why do you ask? Are you avoiding someone in particular?”


  “I’m about to be avoiding you, if you keep up the Nancy Drew bit.” I take a pull off my beer and give her a warning glare. “Curiosity killed the cat, ya know?”


  “Meow.”


  I can’t help but laugh. I also can’t help throwing balled up napkins at her nosy little head, but she takes it in stride, using them to dab her makeup and stuff her bra. I have to hand it to him; Adam snagged one of the good ones.


  “Look, all I know is two of my favorite people seem to be avoiding each other, and it’s harshing my mellow, man.”


  “Far be it from me to harsh your mellow,” I deadpan.


  “And newsflash,” she quips with a pointed finger and raised eyebrows. “You and Celia as a team? Y’all are fucking awesome. You all by your lonesome? Only slightly awesome. It’s like cookies with no milk … peas without the carrots … a massage with no happy ending. Think about it.”


  Her head bobs up and down, and I smile despite myself.


  “Ya know what I think? You and loverboy with Lily and Gage? Life of the party. Just the two of ya?” I shrug and roll my eyes. “Snoozeville.”


  She gasps and clutches her chest. “How dare you?”


  “Oh, I dare. I always do. Now, guest list, if you please.”


  She lets out a frustrated sigh. “Fine. Marlo, Alex, and Celia are meeting us. Happy?”


  “As a clam,” I reply with crossed arms and a smile.


  And I am happy, because while I’ll have to sit across from Celia and act as if I don’t miss the hell out of her, at least I won’t have Audrey to contend with. I haven’t given her a piece of my mind yet, but it’s coming—that’s a fact. Honestly, I’m still too fucking pissed to look at her, much less talk to her. Yeah, distance from Audrey is necessary at this point.


  Sara squeals and bounces in her seat, waving. I turn around and see Alex, Marlo, and Celia standing in the entryway. Celia is wearing a baby blue sundress that shows off her delicate curves and way too much leg—in my opinion. Whether she agrees or not, those legs are for my eyes only. My eyes travel up her hot little body, and, when I reach her face, I see the daisy behind her ear. The sight makes seeing her hurt a little more. She’s a mirage to a man who’s dying of thirst.


  She fidgets with her purse straps and gives Sara a nervous wave. Her eyes settle on me, and she winces. She fucking winces, as if the sight of me causes her physical pain. I know the feeling.


  Let’s get this over with.
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  I spend the evening throwing in a random comment or two when necessary and pounding Rolling Rocks like a champ. It turns out the best way to keep my mind off the fairy sitting across from me is a single-minded focus on getting piss-ass drunk. I’m far exceeding expectations, and I’ll now have to hitch a ride home.


  It doesn’t take long for the conversation to turn to Alex and the mystery man from her past. Since Alex is my weekly golf buddy, I’m well versed on this topic. Alex found her boyfriend from years ago, West, hiding in plain sight in Providence. While she had dreams of rekindling their relationship, he had other plans, mainly staying as far away from Alex as possible. West is a war vet, and he bears the scars of a soldier, both inside and out. He’s doing a bang job of pushing her away, and that’s his right, but when I hear her say he spent their entire golf game verbally attacking her and then left her without a word, I see red. How could anyone be so cruel, especially to a cool chick like Alex? It turns out I’m not the only one who agrees.


  “That jackhole.”


  “Douche city.”


  “I’ll kick that fucker’s ass,” I add as I crack my knuckles. War vet or not, nobody fucks with my friends.


  Celia shakes her head as we all dish out insults. “Remember what I told you. You’re gonna have to fight for the both of you.”


  Alex sighs and tries to straighten her slumped shoulders. “It’s a set back, absolutely. But I’m not ready to throw in the towel. He’s gonna have to do better than that. Or worse, I should say.”


  Celia stands and smiles at Alex. “There’s my girl. I knew you had it in you. Now, the ladies room is calling. I’ll be back.”


  You’re gonna have to fight for the both of you? Are those her sage words of advice? As we sit with a table between us, a piece of wood that feels more like a continental divide, I wonder who will fight for us?


  I watch her turn around and weave her way through the tables and people. My recent actions don’t feel rational any more. Keeping my distance seems ridiculous and counterproductive. What in the hell was I thinking?


  “Excuse me,” I mumble as I stand up and follow Celia to the back of the bar.


  I round the corner into the deserted hallway just before Celia walks into the bathroom. I call out her name, and her spine stiffens at the sound of my voice. She turns slowly to face me, and I keep walking until I’ve cornered her against the wall. I bend down and crowd her nose to nose, breath to breath, just the way she’s been crowding my thoughts for months. I rest my forehead on hers and breathe in, the familiar scent of honeysuckles assaulting me.


  “Cain, I … we can’t,” she whispers as a shuddered breath leaves her lips. Her fingers curl around my shirt, fisting it tightly.


  “I know he was the love of your life. I get it, I really do. But what if I told you that you were mine? I have enough love for the both us. I know I do.” I close my eyes and wish it all away—whatever it is that is tearing her apart piece by piece. Ragged breaths flow between us, saying more than any words can. “Tink, what if there was only you and me? No past, no ties, just a blank slate…”


  A guttural sob escapes her body, and she tightens her grip on my shirt. I pull her close and hold on tight.


  She pulls back and places her hands on my cheeks, tears and pain filling her eyes. “The hurt I’ll cause you will far outweigh any love you hold for me.”


  “Impossible. You grossly underestimate my ability to love, Tink.”


  She watches her fingers as they travel down my chest, landing at my waist. She grips my shirt and releases a ragged breath.


  “And you underestimate my ability to cause pain.”


  She sobs as the words leave her mouth, and I can’t take another second of this. I crash my lips to hers and take what I want … what I need. I want to swallow her grief and replace it with every magical and hypnotic feeling she breathes into me. I want her to know she is more than her sorrow.


  She falls into me, if only for a moment, and I’m lost in sweet lips and salty tears. She lets her instincts and the undeniable chemistry between us guide her for a few seconds before her fucking head takes over. Her body tenses in denial, hands pushing away, body swaying, her lips ripping from mine. She covers her mouth with her hand and runs from me, leaving only her whispered plea echoing in the hallway.


  “Move on, Cain.”
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  The shot glasses line the bar like tiny trophies, although there is nothing celebratory about them. No matter how many I add to the stack, I can’t make my mind incoherent enough to forget this fucking night. No amount of whiskey can erase the truth.


  She doesn’t want me.


  I’ve been clinging to the hope that time would fix things between us. I hoped she would come to her senses and admit she misses me as much as I miss her. As much as it hurts to admit it, it’s clear now she only misses her friend. She doesn’t love me the way I love her. I feel like such an idiot. I could feel it … I could feel her. How could I have been so wrong about this?


  After the confrontation by the bathroom, I left without a word of goodbye to anyone. I couldn’t breathe, and the pressure in my head was blinding. I ended up at Smitty’s, a dive bar a few doors down from The Courtyard. It’s as good a place as any to tie one on.


  The night burns away into vapor, and patrons file out of the bar at a rapid pace as the clock ticks closer to sunrise. Closing time is upon us, and the thought of going home is crushing. Smitty eyes me expectantly, waiting for me to leave, but he’ll have to say the word. Even a washed-up bar owner is better company than no one at all.


  “Cain?” I turn around slowly in an effort to stay upright on my barstool, and I see long black hair, big red lips, and plunging cleavage. I’m so damn drunk I can’t make out much else. “I thought that was you. I looked through the window of the bar while passing by and … well, anyway, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes.”


  She leans in, hugging me and placing a lipstick-laden kiss on my cheek. I pull her back to get a better look, and nostalgia punches me in the face.


  “Kimberly, wow,” I mumble with a smile. I hold onto her shoulder for balance, and she helps me sit up straight with a laugh. “It’s been a long, long … long time.”


  “Yeah, it has. You look great,” she laughs and shakes her head. “Amazingly drunk, but great all the same.”


  I laugh at her compliment, feeling every bit of my amazing drunkenness. “And you … you’re just plain amazing.”


  Kimberly was always a beautiful girl. Her looks were never the problem. She wanted a lot more than a good time, and I wanted a companion to the many keggers I frequented. We weren’t exactly a match made in heaven.


  “Riiiight … please tell me you and that cloud of whiskey vapor surrounding you didn’t drive here tonight?”


  “Nope. I walked. My apartment is right up the street.” I point left, then think better of it, and point right. Shit, maybe it is to the left … who knows, but I’m sure I’ll stumble upon it at some point.


  “I see,” she giggles and snakes an arm around my waist. I hop down from the barstool and feel her urging me toward the exit. “Why don’t I walk you home? I can make sure you don’t end up in the river, and we can catch up … talk about old times.”


  I stop moving forward to think on Kimberly and old times. My brain can’t seem to walk and think simultaneously, and the room tilts on its axis when I look up and weigh my options. Her long fingernails dig tightly into my bicep, and I focus my attention back on those plump red lips.


  I think back on our college ‘relationship’ through whiskey-tinted goggles, and realization washes over me. Was Kimberly a little pushy? Sure. Did she doodle Kimberly Bennett on any blank surface she could find, and plan out our wedding in painstaking detail? Most probably. But did she ever, even once, make me feel unwanted or unloved?


  Not one fucking time.


  Move on, Cain.


  So I give in to the memories. I put my money on nostalgia. Relationships have been built on much less. History has a way of binding people, and tonight, I’m willing to take a chance on the past.


  Move on, Cain.


  I wrap my arm around her waist and give it a squeeze, smiling. “I’d like that. I’d like that a lot, babe.”


  And here I go, jumping in with both feet … moving the hell on with my life.
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  “Rusted From the Rain” by Billy Talent
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  Present Day


  


  


  “ARE YOU GOING to keep your promise?”


  “I’m doing the best I can, Lucas. I want to keep my promise, but between you and your parents, it’s very difficult.”


  At the mention of his parents, his expression goes hard, and he leans back and crosses his arms. “They won’t take my calls anymore. I called twice this week, and they wouldn’t talk to me.”


  I wish I could knock some sense into Mrs. Cindy and Mr. Gene, but I know they aren’t the only ones to blame in this instance. Lucas and his parents have developed a wildly dysfunctional cycle of pushing each other’s buttons to get what they want. Sadly, it doesn’t work for anyone, but they continue to bang their heads up against the same concrete wall.


  “Did you threaten them?”


  When his eyes dart away from mine, I have my answer. I release a sigh and pray for patience. I don’t have the strength to fight this never-ending battle, so I choose to change the subject.


  “Are you hearing voices today?”


  “You know I am.”


  “Do you see hallucinations?”


  “You know I do.”


  Lucas’s jaw tenses in frustration, and his voice is tight and irritated. He prefers to ignore the illness, pretend any type of treatment would be futile.


  “Will you elaborate? Please?”


  He shakes his head in disbelief. “Why do we do this? Why does it matter?”


  “Because one day, something will change. Either you or your parents will bend, and the more I know about your struggles, the better I can help you,” I explain for what feels like the hundredth time.


  His shoulders visibly relax, and he stares out the window. “The voices are quieter this week. Sometimes they yell, and I can’t think … I can’t sleep … it’s more than I can stand.” He shifts forward and rests his elbows on the table and meets my eyes. “For the last few days, it’s more of a whisper over my shoulder. When they whisper, the headphones help.”


  I reach out and squeeze his clasped hands. “That’s good to hear.”


  “When I listen to the music and close my eyes, I can almost pretend I’m at home, sitting at my desk, working through the numbers.”


  I don’t miss the longing in his eyes, and I silently curse his parents for their part in all of this. I’m in no way innocent, but dammit, I’m trying to make up for my mistakes. I’d do anything to make his life easier.


  “And the hallucinations?”


  Lucas pulls back, breaking contact with me. He shuts his eyes and scratches his scalp. “Now, the hallucinations are a different story. Lately, the rats are the size of small cats, with pointed fangs dripping with drool. They have thick tails slithering behind them, and their greasy fur is black and patchy, like they have the mange.”


  My guts rolls with every word he speaks. His description alone terrifies me, so I can’t imagine how frightening it is for him.


  “They’re not always so scary. Sometimes they are tiny, rainbow-colored mice, flitting around the room. It’s not so bad then. But I always know the rats will be back … the shouting will return … it never ends.” He stops talking and chews his lip, deciding how to continue. “There’s an ebb and flow to my mind, but I can’t put my finger on it. I can’t figure out what makes one day different from the next. I rack my brain, looking for the trigger in all of this. I work harder on the numbers, spend more time with the equations, like the voices tell me to do, but it doesn’t seem to make any difference.”


  I sigh and give him a grim smile. “It’s all chemicals, Lucas. There’s nothing you can do differently. You aren’t being punished for working more or less. There are medications that can alter the chemicals in your brain, because they are the trigger.”


  I wish today would be the day he relents. I imagine him looking at me and saying he’s willing to try anything. I will it to happen. But his lips turn into a familiar frown, and I know I’ve lost another battle in this fight.


  “The day I allow them to pump poison in my body is the day I lose control of everything. I won’t live my life in a hazy fog, Celia, shuffling around here like a fucking zombie. That’s a sentence even worse than death.”


  I wish I could write a different story for him. I wish I could take an eraser to the page and pencil in happiness … peace … contentment. But that’s more than I can hope for—at least for today.
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  I peek my head into Caroline’s office, my purse hanging on my shoulder, ready to head home. “Hey, I turned off all the computers and locked up the back. I’m gonna lock you in when I leave, okay?”


  Caroline looks over her cat-eye glasses and watches me in silence. My cheek twitches under her scrutiny. I shuffle my feet and look off into the distance. I avoid her “shrink ray eyes” at all costs. I know better than to underestimate the power of Caroline. She sees all things.


  “Where have you been lately?” she asks, tapping her pen in the direction of her guest chairs.


  I’m being summoned. I trudge into the office and fall into the chair. Caroline cocks an eyebrow at my dramatic entrance. She’s a no-nonsense kind of woman. Her blonde hair is always tied up in a high bun, usually by old paintbrushes, and her clothes and skin are often covered in paint spatters. As a counselor, she practices many different types of therapy, but art therapy is where her heart is. I couldn’t ask for a better mentor.


  “Oh, you know, around … busy. My patients are keeping me tied up. What, with group, individual sessions, and crisis call, I’ve been swamped.” I shoot her a nervous smile and break eye contact as quickly as possible.


  “Girl, that’s not what I mean and you know it.” Caroline crosses her arms and levels me with her knowing glare.


  “Hmmmm?” I meet her glare with wide, innocent eyes, and she scoffs.


  “You leave me no choice, Celia. I’ve waited for you to come to me—it’s been months, child. Well, I’m done waiting, and if you don’t want to talk to me about what’s going on in your life, I’ll just have to talk at you.”


  “I’m fine, Caroline,” I whisper with a shrug.


  “You most certainly are not. But we’ll play this your way. Have I ever told you about my Robert?” At the mention of her late husband, her expression softens a bit.


  “Only the basics. I know you have a son together, and he died of a heart attack years ago. I don’t know much else.” I curl my feet up underneath myself, and smile, welcoming the change of subject.


  “He was larger than life, my Robert. Whenever he walked into a room, that’s when the party started. And he loved me the right way. He loved all the things about me that are quirky and off balance—my wild hair, my paint-encrusted fingers, my inability to cook anything even remotely edible.” She rolls her eyes and throws her hands up in the air. “What can I do? I can mix paint colors and mediums and create a masterpiece. Give me some cake batter? I’ll make toxic paste.”


  I giggle to myself, picturing a flustered Caroline bathed in flour, batter smudged on crooked glasses. I have to admit, the thought makes me love her a tiny bit more, too. Love is a funny thing—the good, bad, and peculiar roll themselves up into the emotion, making the relationship and the person unique and irreplaceable.


  “Thank you for keeping your cooking abilities to yourself. Let’s leave the baking to Marlo, shall we?”


  “That’s an outstanding idea.” Caroline nods with a laugh. Her expression grows cloudy, and her mouth turns down at the edges. “I’ve never considered remarrying. That part of my life ended when Robert left me. I’ve never wanted anyone else.”


  I unfold my legs and reach across Caroline’s desk, squeezing her clasped hands. She squeezes back and draws away. She clears the emotions from her throat and eyes me expectantly.


  “Did you catch the message in my story? Did you pick out the part I wanted you to hear?”


  I search my brain, but come up empty. “The whole story is important, no? It’s about love that stands the test of time—what could be more important than that?”


  “Yes, I suppose you’re right, but it’s not the message I’m trying to get across to you. I told you I never wanted anyone else. And isn’t that the key?”


  “I’m sorry, I don’t follow.” I sigh in frustration. Caroline stands up and sits across from me.


  “What I mean, Celia, is if there ever comes a day where my heart wants to try again, I have every intention of letting it. Robert would want that for me, too. He would want happiness for me. And that, my dear, is the difference between you and me.”


  I pull my keys out of my purse and get ready to leave. I see where she’s going now, and there’s no use in exploring it any further. She’s right, there is a difference between us, but she’s got the details all wrong. Her husband’s death was decisive. His life ended. I, on the other hand, am stuck in limbo. The finality of her situation makes us as different as night and day.


  “Sit down, I’m not done yet.” Her harsh tone surprises me, but I do as she says. “I don’t know the entire story here, about Lucas or Cain, and I don’t want to know until you’re ready to tell me. But don’t lie to me, and don’t lie to yourself. There is want in your eyes, girl. You need to know it’s okay to move on.”


  “Except that it’s not,” I say.


  My words are strong and decisive, leaving no room for argument, but when has Caroline ever cared about that? She loves me and all the other volunteers like we are an extension of her family, and she wants to see us happy. I wish for the same thing, but it’s just not possible right now—at least not in the way Caroline is talking about.


  Caroline huffs and leans back in her chair, eyes full of disappointment. “I’m not in the habit of changing stubborn minds. I find that time and heartache are the only sure fire remedies for that. But let me say one more thing before you go. Your feelings for Cain have nothing to do with how you feel about Lucas. One does not overshadow the other—both are important and needed. First loves aren’t always last loves, but they can certainly pave the way for the truly great ones. I’d hate for you to miss out on greatness while trying to turn back time.”


  Her words hit home, and quite frankly, I don’t think I can take one more pep talk from my friends. I know they mean well, but I don’t need to be reminded of what I’m losing. I know all too well.


  I smile graciously and stand. I lean in and hug Caroline, staying in her arms a little longer, squeezing a little tighter.


  “Thank you, Caroline. I appreciate the advice.” I walk to the doorway and turn with a smile. “Lock you in?”


  She presses her lips together and shakes her head. She sees right through me. “Sure, Cece. That will be fine.”


  “Good night.”


  As I walk to my car, I’m flooded with thoughts of first loves, last loves, and true happiness. Before all of these new feelings, before Cain, I felt content in my life. I cared for my patients and helped them lead fuller lives. I made a makeshift family with friends I adore. I made the most of what little time I had with Lucas. It was enough.


  But now, in the wake of greatness, those things seem less fulfilling, less satisfying, just … less.


  I have to come to terms with my new old life. Patients, family, and Lucas will fuel my days, and the occasional glimpses of Cain will feed my heart and soul. It will be enough.


  Because it has to be.
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  “Where I Stood” by Missy Higgins
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  Present Day


  


  


  I PULL INTO the driveway, and my heart stutters at the sight of Cain’s truck parked in Adam’s driveway. It’s been too long since I’ve seen him. I crave him, even if it’s just for a moment, even if I know the aftermath will be crippling. A small reprieve from the constant ache is worth the hurt I’ll endure later.


  I walk to my mailbox at a snail’s pace, hoping he’ll step out of the house. I flip through the mail and mentally fist pump when I see Adam’s electricity bill in my mail pile. Now I have a reason to walk next door—it’s fate, really.


  There’s pep in my step as I cross the yard, and I hum to myself with a silly smile plastered on my face. I tap three times on the screen door before peeking my head in.


  “Adam? Sara?”


  Sara flies through the kitchen door, her eyes wide and her mouth shaped in an “O.” I giggle at her surprised look and bound through the screen door.


  “Hey girl, I come bearing mail,” I sing-song, waving the envelope in front of me and walking farther into the kitchen.


  “Oh, thank you.” She grabs the envelope from me and walks toward the door. “I’ll be sure to give it to Adam.”


  She stands in front of the door and opens it, and if I didn’t know better, I swear she’s trying to get rid of me. I eye her suspiciously and wait for another explanation, but she remains silent.


  “Sara, can I grab another beer for—oh, hello.”


  Sara visibly tenses as I turn around and check out the new voice in the room. Her appearance matches the screechy quality of her voice. She’s pretty enough, but all of her features are a bit … larger than life. Hair blacker than nature intended, lips much too big for the face they inhabit, and boobs pointy enough to give Madonna a run for her money. I snap out of my rude and judgmental daze and offer her my hand in greeting. If she’s a friend of Sara’s, I’m sure she’s a sweetheart, and I instantly feel guilty for my silent insults.


  “Hi, I’m so sorry to interrupt. I’m just being neighborly and dropping off some mail that was delivered to my house in error. I’m Celia, by the way.” She takes my hand and gives it a limp shake before wiping it on her stretched-to-the-limit skinny jeans.


  “Kimberly,” she offers with a curt smile. Her attention reverts back to Sara, making me feel a like a child who’s been dismissed. “I wanted to grab another beer for the boys.”


  For the boys?


  “No time for beer, babe, the movie starts in twenty.” His voice booms from the living room. While Kimberly’s face lights up with a smile, the breath is robbed from my lungs.


  Cain rounds the corner into the kitchen and wraps his hand around the back of Kimberly’s neck. “You know my favorite part of the movie is the pre—”


  Cain looks as horrified as I feel, but it does little to comfort me. My fingernails dig into the palm of my hand as try to erase the image in front of me. I want to wipe it away, along with the gaping hole in my gut.


  Kimberly looks back and forth between Cain and me, visibly adding up the situation, and looking less than pleased with what she finds. She wraps a territorial arm around Cain’s waist and smirks.


  “I’m just gonna …” I mumble softly as I stumble to the door.


  The house is eerily quiet as my footsteps echo through the room. The screeching of the screen door pierces the silence, making my ears nearly bleed. I grip the porch railing as I lower my heavy feet one by one down the steps. When Sara calls my name from the doorway, I turn and face her. I notice the pity in her eyes, and it doesn’t come close to matching the intense pain in my heart.


  “I’ll stop by later, okay?” She gives me a sad smile and shrugs.


  “No, it’s getting late, and I’ll be heading to bed soon,” I say, ignoring the setting sun warming my face, saying it’s way too early for bed. I call out a hasty goodbye as I run to my door and fumble with the lock.


  Hurry up. Hurry up. Hurry up.


  The key thankfully turns just as the first tear falls. I push through the door and slam it shut. I squeeze my eyes shut, hoping to keep the tears in and push out the image of Kimberly and Cain. My back slides down the door, and I lay my heavy head on my bent knees. The silent tears slide down my cheeks without much fanfare, as if my body refuses to give in to the act of crying. The tears may come, but I refuse to take part in them.


  Car doors and laughter filter through the door, and I punish myself by picturing their cozy double date. Tubs of popcorn, shared sodas, a terrifying horror flick that will have Kimberly jumping into Cain’s lap. I smirk at the thought of her splitting her painted-on jeans or her pointy boob poking out Cain’s eye.


  Eddie pads into the kitchen and winds her way through my legs, purring softly. I lower my knees and help her into my lap. She kneads her paws in my belly as the sound of vehicles fades into the distance.


  “We’ll get through this, Eddie. I promise, we will,” I whisper, hoping I can convince myself in the process. “He deserves to be happy, even if it’s not with me.”
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  “Between the Lines” by Sara Bareilles
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  Present Day


  


  


  INFECTIOUS GIGGLES FILL the kitchen as I wrangle Lily and Gage and fill the silver platter with mini quiches. A flustered Adam takes in the hectic scene with frantic eyes. Lily tugs the furry tail peeking out of Gage’s dress pants, and he pulls the ribbon of her dress, trying to unravel her perfectly tied pink bow. Dressed impeccably for the special night, they remind me of mischievous angels.


  “You got this, Celia? Everything has to be perfect.” His nerves are radiating off him, turning the cheerful tone of the room.


  I pull a peony out of the crystal vase on the edge of the counter and slap him on the head without ever looking up from my task.


  “What the hell?”


  “I’m trying to knock some sense into you, you big dummy. Sara loves you and these two little hellions,” I say, pointing at Lily and Gage stealing chocolates off the dessert platter. Adam swipes at them, causing another round of giggles. He grabs a wet washcloth off the counter and bends down to wipe sticky fingers before they stain their new clothes. I smile at the sweet chaos of it all. “Let go of perfect and just be you. She’ll love it.”


  Adam stands up and kisses the top of my head. “You’re right. It wouldn’t be us if at least part of dinner didn’t end up on the floor,” he says with a laugh.


  Adam enlisted my help last month, determined to give Sara the perfect proposal. I’ve searched high and low for the best food and flowers. He brought Marlo and me ring shopping. Even Marlo’s jaded view of love couldn’t ruin the magic of it all. We may have even made a tiny chip in her armor of steel.


  If Adam waits one more day to pop the question, Sara may spontaneously combust. Her patience ran out long ago, and, at this point, I think she’d be happy if he just tossed the ring box in her lap. She’s more interested in starting happily ever after than the production it takes to get there.


  A quick knock on the front door makes Adam’s eyes go wide. Sara’s voice fills the house as we all freeze in excitement … anticipation…


  “Adam, where are you? What’s with the mysterious note?”


  Adam’s lips turn up into a giant smile, and he high-fives Lily and Gage as they jump up and down excitedly.


  “Showtime!” he whispers, his voice laced with forever.
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  I place the decadent cupcake on the crystal plate and dust everything with edible glitter. Marlo thought of everything when given the task of making the perfect dessert for tonight. Lavender cupcakes with candied petals strategically placed on top a mound of honey frosting. I hand the first plate to Lily, and she nods solemnly as she walks slowly into the dining room, the cupcake teetering dangerously. I turn around to hand Gage the other cupcake just as he pops a candied petal into his mouth.


  “It’s good,” he mumbles, as he chews his stolen treat, not one ounce of guilt showing on his face.


  I giggle as I rustle his perfectly coifed hair. He pulls back, scowling as he molds his faux-hawk back into place. Like father, like son.


  “No stealing, little man. Marlo made Sm’oreo cupcakes for you and Lily. You can have them a little later tonight with that plate of chocolates.”


  “Yes!” he says with a tiny dude fist pump.


  I hand Gage the dessert plate, and he follows after Lily to the dining room. I peek through the door just in time to see Lily placing her tiara on Sara’s bent head. For those of us who know Lily, there is no greater seal of approval. Lily sharing her princess status is huge.


  Tiny feet hustle back to the kitchen and grab onto my legs, peeking around into the dining room.


  “This is it, right, Aunt Cece?” Lily’s eyes dance with excitement, and Gage squeezes my leg tighter.


  “Yes, my sweet girl, this is it. Now shh,” I whisper with a finger to my lips.


  The house is filled with electrified silence—the only sound the clanging of metal and crystal. I chance a look, and my heart fills to the brim at the adoration radiating from Adam as he watches Sara. He’s truly found his match.


  He inches his chair closer to hers and reaches out. His thumb runs over her ribcage as he whispers, “I carry your heart with me. I carry it in my heart.”


  She leans into him. “I fear no fate for you are my fate, my sweet,” she murmurs against his lips.


  I smile at their exchange, knowing E.E. Cummings’s words are tattooed on each of their ribcages. We all swooned as Sara told us the story at one of our girls’ lunches.


  His mouth covers hers, and their bodies relax together on a heated sigh. I cover Lily and Gage’s mouths to muffle their snickering.


  Adam rests his head on Sara’s, a small smile playing on his lips. “You know, Cummings wrote verses in between those two lines.”


  “He did, didn’t he? I forget what they are…”


  “’I am never without it. Anywhere I go you go, my dear; and whatever is done by only me is your doing, my darling.’ I’ve rolled those verses over in my head a million times this week. They’re inked on my skin and etched on my heart … because of you.”


  “I love you so much.” Her words release on a ragged breath, emotion radiating from her every pore.


  Adam’s thumb brushes across her cheek as he lightly kisses her and pulls away. “I’ve had my fair share of dark and hard in my life, but loving you and the kids is the easiest thing I’ve ever done. And I want to do it every day, for the rest of my life.”


  Adam drops from his chair and onto one knee as Sara gasps into her hand. Tears well up in my eyes, and the room hums with anticipation. I put a hand on each of the children, physically holding them back from crashing the proposal.


  “Let me love you forever, Sara. Say you’ll be my wife.”


  He opens his hand to reveal the tiny box, but never has the chance to open it. Sara throws her hands around his neck and lunges forward, tackling him to the ground.


  “Yes, yes, yes, yes…” she repeats as she peppers his face with tiny kisses and laughter.


  Squeals erupt from Lily and Gage, and it’s getting harder to hold them back. “Careful lovelies,” I whisper as I open the floodgates.


  They bound into the dining room, and in a flash of fur and ribbons, jump right on top of the pile.


  “I want to wear a white dress, too, Ra Ra,” Lily exclaims in a fit of laughter as Adam tickles her belly.


  Lily’s tiara rolls onto the carpet as Sara wraps her arms around the pile of haphazard limbs. “Of course, my sweet.”


  I head into the kitchen and wrap the few leftovers in aluminum foil before sneaking out the kitchen door. This is a time for family, and I would never dream of intruding.


  I traipse across the dark lawn, careful not to trip on tree knots and children’s toys. I smile to myself as I go over the events of the night in my head. These last few months have been rather solitary for me, so tonight was quite the treat.


  Tonight also served as a precursor to this weekend’s activities—a chance to get my feet wet before the big shindig. After spending nearly all of my time with my head down and my thoughts buried in my work, I have to face the music that no longer plays for me. I, along with Cain and Kimberly, will be attending Alex and West’s wedding.


  I avoid get-togethers, leave early with concocted excuses, and all together ignore phone calls to avoid watching it happen. I always knew Cain would move on with his life and leave me behind. That doesn’t mean I want a front row seat to the show.


  I’m accustomed to living my life looking backward. Memories are what fuel me because my current life threatens to pull me under every day. So I remember Lucas before the illness. I think of Grams and her whimsical nuggets about life and love. I dream of Cain before he gave up on me—before he loved someone else.


  Memories keep me breathing and sane, but sometimes the longing it creates is too much. Tonight, I’m overflowing. Tonight, the silence settling in my soul crushes me.


  That’s why I dial a familiar phone number and pray for the sound of his voice, even if it’s all I can have.


  Ring.


  Ring.


  Ring.


  The phone connects, and my ear is filled with infectious laughter, but it’s not Cain’s voice I hear.


  “Cain’s phone, how can I help you—stop it, Cain, that tickles!”


  “Give me the phone, babe, and I’ll stop,” Cain says in the background with a chuckle. The warmth in his voice sends ice through my veins.


  A squeal pierces my ear, and I pull the phone away, hitting the END button in a panic. God, I feel like such an idiot. What in the hell was I thinking?


  The ringing of my phone startles me, and dread sinks in my bones.


  With clenched teeth and a nauseous stomach, I answer the call. No reason to prolong the inevitable embarrassment.


  “H-hello?”


  “Hey, did you just call my phone? Is something wrong at the house?”


  I shut my eyes and hold back the words I want to tell him. “Um, yeah, that was me. I just called to see how you were doing.”


  I miss you every single day.


  “To see how I was doing…” His voice trails off, and his tone gives nothing away.


  “Yep, that’s it,” I say, trying my hardest to sound lighthearted and relaxed.


  Sometimes, if I close my eyes, I can still feel your lips on mine.


  He sighs into the phone, and I hear the television in the background trailing off, as if he’s leaving the room.


  “Celia…” He sighs again. “You can’t just call me out of the blue anymore. It’s just … it’s not okay.”


  I cover my mouth and nose to muffle the sound of my sobs. I wish for the weight of the memories, if this is the alternative. My heart splinters, slices into unsalvageable pieces.


  “I know … I’m sorry,” I whisper, afraid he will hear my sorrow if I raise my voice any louder.


  You were my heart, my soul, my laugh. I tried to be your sweet … your sparkle.


  “Hey, it’s okay,” he says in a gentle voice, telling me I’m doing a terrible job of hiding my hurt. “Look … take care, all right?”


  “Yeah, you too.”


  Please save me from this empty life.


  “Good night.”


  He hangs up before I have a chance to reply.
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  Sarge whistles a tune while we rock in silence, and the beautiful sound softens my mood and feeds my soul. The faint creaking of the rocking chairs, along with his whistling, fills the evening air. His eyes are closed, and he looks as serene as I feel.


  “I suggest you start sipping that mint julep, little lady. We take teatime serious in these parts,” he mutters with a cracked eye.


  He goes back to rocking and sings an old Frank Sinatra tune. The only thing more captivating than Sarge’s whistling is his singing. His deep baritone flows like a perfectly aged merlot, deep and rich.


  “You’d give old blue eyes a run for his money, Sarge. Did you ever think of singing professionally?” I ask as I sip my syrupy drink.


  His booming laughter surprises me, and I turn to face him, curling my legs up into the chair.


  “Girly, this voice was made for wooing the ladies and church on Sunday. Nothing else.”


  I giggle. “Now, why do I think you wooed more ladies than sang hymns?”


  He winks at me and nods his head. “Because you know a charmer when you see one. Had to beat ‘em off with a stick, I did. But I only had eyes for my sweet Rose. After fifty years, she still moves me. Some things are just written in the stars.”


  “You’re lucky to have found a love like that … to live it all these years.”


  “Girly, luck has nothing to do with it. We choose each other, every day. Finding love is the easy part. Living it, working your tail off to keep it? There’s no luck in that. It’s hard work.”


  “But worth it, right?” I ask, already knowing the answer.


  “Every ounce of blood, sweat, and tears.” He chuckles and closes his eyes. “Whenever times were tough, when Rose and I didn’t see eye to eye, I always went back to the beginning. There’s an oak tree out on Highway 88. It’s where we first kissed, where I proposed, where we—well, you get the picture…”


  I giggle at his comment and the boyish grin playing on his lips.


  “Anytime I have doubts, I sit under that tree and remember the good times. And then I always come to the realization that even the bad times are good times, as long as my Rose is by my side.”


  I wrap my arms around my legs and rest my head on top of my knees. “I wish I had a place like that—a place to center me and clear the fog.”


  I have no family home to speak of, and I don’t feel Grams at the cemetery. My St. Jude necklace dangles on my neck, and I know it’s the only thing that makes her feel close. Sometimes I hold the pendant tightly in my fist, and whisper all my worries and wants, just like I used to with Grams. But an actual place? I can’t think of one.


  “You just haven’t found it yet, but it’s out there.”


  “Yeah,” I whisper wistfully, just as the screen door creaks.


  “Celia, darling, you dress is hemmed and ready to go. I hung it on the back of the door,” Granny says as she crosses her arms and leans on the doorframe. “Is the old geezer minding his manners, or do I need to withhold his apple pie?”


  “Stop your crazy talk, woman. There’s no old geezer out here.” Sarge nudges me and smiles.


  I play along and clear my throat. “Nope, I only see a dashing gentleman on this porch.”


  Granny walks to Sarge and steals a kiss from her all-too-eager husband. “He is dashing, isn’t he?”


  I gather my purse and quickly duck inside to get my dress. Granny helped me out of a pinch, and the dress looks to be the perfect length.


  “Thank you so much for your help, Granny. And, as always, thank both of you for the company.”


  I give each of them a tight hug. These visits mean the world to me, and I don’t know what I would do if Cain ever asked me to stop seeing his family. It may very well be my breaking point. To a girl with no family, an evening with Granny and Sarge is priceless.


  As I walk down the porch steps, Sarge’s rocker begins to creak, and his gentle whistle fills the air. I reach my car and turn to find Granny following closely behind. She crosses her arms and leans against the side of my car.


  She gives me a knowing look. “Are you ready for tomorrow night, sweet girl?”


  I release a sigh and give her a grim smile. “I guess I have to be, right?”


  “Yes, I guess you do,” she says, brushing my hair behind my ear. “When you see my grandson, I want you to remember something.”


  “What’s that, Granny?”


  She stands and holds me by my shoulders. “You’ve left him with no other choice, my darling. I love you like one of my own, but the truth is the truth. You’ve left him no alternative but to move on with his life. Please remember that.”


  I give her a quick nod, knowing she’s speaking the truth. No matter how seeing him with Kimberly makes my gut twist, I have no one to blame but myself. So I square my shoulders and swallow my fate.


  So tomorrow, I’ll watch Alex marry the love of her life while seeing Cain happy with the love of his.
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  “Still” by Matt Nathanson
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  Present Day


  


  


  KIMBERLY’S NAILS RUN up and down my sleeved arm as she clutches on to me for dear life. I chalk it up to nerves. She’s out of her comfort zone with my friends. She’s pretty clingy normally, but she’s reminding me of a damn octopus today. For the hundredth time, I regret my decision to invite her.


  We sit under a massive oak tree on Alex’s family’s golf course, bathed in twinkle lights and the scent of wildflowers. Adam softly strums the guitar from the front of the makeshift altar as we wait for the bride to arrive. Come to think of it, we’re still waiting for most of the women. No doubt, they’re all crowded together pecking and squawking like a house of hens.


  Alex and West have waited what I’m sure feels like a lifetime for this day. I watched them struggle and claw their way through setback after setback to be together. I sat back as they duked it out from the beginning, and it’s been quite a show. What started out as a weekly golf game between Alex and me quickly evolved into a threesome. It’s humbling, to say the least, getting my ass handed to me by a girl and a one-legged man, but the company makes it worth the shame. They are two of the coolest people I know, and I couldn’t be happier they found their way back to each other.


  “Psst,” Adam whispers to get my attention. “What if Lily and Gage are holding up the show? Go check and see if they need to wait for the ceremony out here. I don’t want them causing trouble.”


  I shift uncomfortably in my seat. No way do I want to walk into a crowd of women with wedding on the brain. There’s also a certain fairy I haven’t seen yet, and I’m feeling the need to postpone the inevitable pain that always comes with that. Lily and Gage are also part of the wedding party, and I’m sure they’ll be just fine staying with the girls. At Adam’s insistent glare, I sigh and roll my eyes, trying to think of another way.


  “How much longer?” Kimberly pouts. Her whiny voice brings my attention back to her and gives me an idea at the same time.


  “Kimberly, will you please check at the main house for Lily and Gage? I’ve got one set of balls too many to crawl up into that hen house. The kids can wait for the ceremony out here with us.”


  “Of course. I’ll be right back.”


  She stands and smooths out her mini dress, and I do mean mini. I’m not up to date on all the fashion shit, but I’m willing to bet her get-up is not appropriate wedding attire. She bends down, giving me a blatant shot of her Grand Canyon cleavage, and kisses me. Just like the dress, the full tongue kiss in the presence of God and everybody seems over the top. She sashays down the aisle, hips swinging too much to be natural, with a smug smile planted on her face.


  I catch Adam’s rolling eyes, and I shrug. He hasn’t outwardly expressed a dislike for Kimberly, but it’s not hard to read him. Truth be told, she’s not at the top my list of favorite people, either. It’s funny how after a couple of dates here and there, she and I are right back on opposite sides of the fence. I’m just looking for an occasional date, and she’s ready pick out fucking china patterns.


  Honestly, things are even more awkward between Kimberly and me now than they were the first time we dated. She offered up the goods that very first night when she spotted me at the bar, and she’s had her pussy on a platter ever since. The more I say no, the shorter her skirts get. Every time I duck her advances, she puts more cleavage on display. If her dress cuts any lower, there’s gonna be a nip slip. I’m running out of excuses. If I postpone sexy time much longer, she’ll for sure think my dick’s broken.


  The old saying, “Love the one you’re with” … Yeah, I’m failing that shit in grand style. Whether or not Celia wants me, deep in my gut, being with Kimberly feels like betrayal. I can push through the hand holding, hugging, and occasional kiss, but anything more than that? I can’t go through with it. I keep waiting for it to get easier, for the edge to dull with time, but … I’m still waiting. I won’t force a relationship with Kimberly if I’m not feeling it, and I don’t feel a damn thing. No woman deserves to be second best when she’s in a man’s bed. That being said, I have a picture in my mind of Kimberly’s impatient vagina with its arms crossed and toe tapping, waiting for me to get my head in the game. The image isn’t helping matters.


  After a few minutes pass, Kimberly storms back down the aisle and throws herself into her seat, crossing her arms. Her chest heaves with each breath, and unshed tears swim in her eyes. I wrap my arm around her shoulders and squeeze.


  “What’s the matter, babe?”


  “Sara said she had the twins under control.” She breathes a sigh and presses her fingers into the corner of her eyes to stop the tears. “Why do they always have to be so mean to me? What did I ever do to them?”


  I catch Adam’s attention and shake my head, silently telling him to leave well enough alone. I inhale a deep breath in a feeble attempt to get my temper under control. They don’t have to be her best friend, but there’s no excuse for being bitches. Maybe they aren’t the people I think they are.


  “Fuck ‘em. You don’t have to take that shit, Kimberly, and neither do I. We’ll take off as soon as we can,” I say, running a hand through my hair in frustration.


  I feel her relax in my arms, but rustling from behind catches our attention before she can respond.


  Lily and Gage stand together at the far end of the aisle, stock-still and petrified as all eyes turn to them. Sara places a kiss on top each of their heads before taking her seat next to the rest of the gang.


  That’s when I see her.


  Celia kneels next to Lily and Gage and whispers something. Whatever she said causes giggles to erupt, and she places her finger over her lips to quiet them.


  God, I can’t pull my eyes away. She’s positively stunning. She sparkles, and I swear it has nothing to do with her damn dusting powder. She shines like a beacon, and I’m powerless, completely overtaken by her beauty.


  Gage’s eyes brighten when Celia places something in his hand, and he quickly shoves it into his pocket with a sly grin. She holds her fisted hand over Lily’s head. At Celia’s command, Lily twirls with a bashful smile, and her eyes light up with magic as Celia sprinkles glitter over her head.


  They both crash into her for a hug, almost toppling Celia to the ground. She gives each of them a quick squeeze and pushes them forward. They hustle back to the aisle and begin their duties as ring bearer and flower girl. Gage holds the pillow perfectly still in front of him, and Lily pelts the guests with flower petals.


  Celia stands up and dusts off her knees. Our eyes meet for a brief moment, and it’s electricity, quickly followed by the sting of longing. The current that flows through me only serves as a reminder of what I’ll never have.


  The music changes, and Alex starts down the aisle, looking every bit of the beautiful bride. My attention turns to West, the luckiest fucker here today. I see the look in his eyes—the realization that nothing else in the world matters more than this woman standing before him. I’m well acquainted with the feeling. It’s exactly how I feel every time my hungry eyes get the tiniest glimpse of Celia.


  And isn’t that the bitch of it.


  Pledges are made, rings are exchanged, and happy tears flow like fountains, but my clouded mind can’t appreciate any of it. I feel her behind me. She couldn’t be any louder than if she were screaming at the top of her lungs, although she never utters a word.


  I pull Kimberly away from the festivities the first chance I get. I hate to take off without a word, but my chest will explode if I don’t. I’ll give the happy couple my congrats at their going away party. Since Alex and West don’t leave for their honeymoon until next week, our friends organized a going away honeymoon party. I need to ready my heart for another round of tap dancing.


  But for tonight, I focus on yet another reason why my cock can’t come out and play with Kimberly’s over eager lady parts.


  Fuck, I feel a fake headache coming on…
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  “What happened to you yesterday, dude? I thought we had plans to play basketball, and your flaky ass never fucking showed,” I say as I open my front door and toss my keys on the counter.


  “Damn, it completely slipped my mind. Sara and I ran all over town yesterday getting ready for Alex and West’s party this weekend, and then Lily had dance. It was a shit show of an afternoon. Sorry about that.” Even now, I can hear the yelps and giggles of Lily and Gage in the background.


  “Look at you, all domesticated. Is your fiancé only going to let you out to play on special occasions now?”


  I balance the phone between my ear and shoulder so I can feed and water Biz. He’s lucky I’m feeding him at all with the shit he’s pulled lately. He’s taken to peeing on every surface Kimberly sits on after she leaves. My sofa is draped in towels, and the woman is questioning my obsession with her sitting on one particular barstool. I’d sell the hound to the gypsies at this point, but they’d probably return him the next day. I get that Biz isn’t her biggest fan, but there are better ways to make his point than with piss.


  “Aw, so that’s how it’s gonna be from now on? Make fun of the engaged guy?” Adam chuckles.


  “Nothing to get riled up about, man. It’s good to know your balls have taken up residence in Sara’s purse, though.”


  “Don’t you give two seconds thought to where my balls are, fucker.”


  At that, I bust out laughing.


  “So, big plans tonight?” he asks with a laugh. Now it’s my turn to take the ribbing.


  Adam’s quick mention of my date tonight has gravel settling in my gut. Kimberly planned the “perfect” date for us. Candlelit dinner at The Lamplight Inn with the honeymoon suite rented for the night. The message is clear: Sex tonight, at all costs.


  Fuck me … literally. I don’t even remember agreeing—I swear she drugged me.


  “Yeah, big plans—” I mutter. Before I can finish my sentence, my phone beeps, alerting me to an incoming call. I pull the phone away from my ear and see it’s Granny. “Look, I have to take this, man. Talk later?”


  “Yeah, later.”


  I hang up and switch to the new call, and adrenaline rushes through me as the speaker fills with hysterical sobs.


  “Granny?”


  “Oh, thank God, Cain. It’s Sarge—you need to get here now. Hurry.” Granny’s frantic voice sends chills down my spine.


  I tag my keys off the counter and race out the door before she finishes her sentence. “What happened, Granny? Is he all right?”


  “I don’t know, I don’t know,” she sobs. “He left early this afternoon in the truck. He said he needed to pick up a few tools at the hardware store. It’s been hours, and he’s still not back. I knew he shouldn’t drive anymore, but I was afraid of how he’d react if I took away his keys. And n-n-now he’s m-m-missing.”


  “Stop, Granny, you don’t know that. He probably stopped by the Melancon Farm to shoot the breeze with Mr. Larry or something. I’m gonna swing by there on my way to the house. I’m headed there now,” I say with the calmest tone I can muster as I fire up my truck.


  “Yes, he could be there. That’s a good idea, Cain.” She releases a pent up breath.


  “I’ll see you in a few. We’re gonna find him, Granny. He’s fine, I know it.”
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  “The Space Between” by Dave Matthews Band
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  Present Day


  


  


  I TURN INTO the driveway after coming up empty at the Melancon’s, feeling dread deep in my bones. I’m gonna find him, no matter what.


  I throw the truck in park and notice a familiar Buick pulling up behind me. I don’t give it a second thought as I race up the stairs and find my mom and grandmother clutching to each other at the kitchen table.


  “No luck at the Melancon farm. Any word?” I ask, shifting from one foot to the other, way too much nervous energy pulsing through my body to sit down.


  “Not yet,” my mom offers. “Will and Mo split up to hit as many places as possible. We’ve searched everywhere … we’re running out of ideas.”


  Celia races past me, and Granny immediately wraps her in a tight embrace. “I’m so sorry, Granny. What can I do? How can I help?”


  “I’m so scared, Celia.” Granny’s voice cracks with the admission. “What if he’s lost and confused somewhere? What if he’s afraid? This is all my fault for letting him drive.”


  “Oh no, you don’t. This is not your fault. No one is to blame here,” Mom says in a stern voice.


  “We’ve looked everywhere I can think of. I’m not sure where to go from here.” Granny’s slumped shoulders and hanging head scream defeat, but I won’t give up.


  “I can’t just stay here. I have to help,” I say as I head for the door. “I’ll call Mo and Will and see where they’ve already checked. The more people looking for him, the better.”


  “Wait,” Mom calls out before I close the door. “Take Celia with you. Two heads are better than one.”


  Great.


  The last thing I need right now is Celia Lemaire anywhere in my vicinity, but it won’t do any good to argue with a distraught woman. So I give a quick nod and head out the door. If Celia plans on coming, she better follow me.


  She catches up quickly and hops into the passenger seat of the truck. That works for me, because I don’t have the time to worry about her right now. All I can think about is Sarge.


  I barrel down the country road as I dial Mo.


  “Where to next?” I bark when Mo answers my call.


  I take a sharp turn right at her response. Today, I plan on leaving no stone unturned.
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  The afternoon flies by in a blur, and dusk looms with still no sign of Sarge. I scrub my hands over my face, and my forehead hits the steering wheel.


  “Where the hell could he be?”


  Celia brushes a hand up my back and squeezes my shoulder. “We’ll keep looking.”


  I huff in frustration and face her. “I’m all out of ideas, Celia. I don’t know where else to turn.”


  Her eyes soften, and her lips turn down just as my phone rings. When I see Kimberly’s name on the screen, I groan.


  “Fuuuuuuuck,” I growl, and then hit the TALK key. “Hey, there’s a little change of plans tonight. I won’t be able to make dinner.”


  Celia stiffens and shifts to the far end of the truck. As crazy as it sounds, I feel like I’m betraying Celia by picking up the phone and talking to Kimberly.


  “Oh, no you don’t, Cain Bennett. Tonight is our night. You aren’t backing out on me.” Kimberly skipped whiny today and moved on to downright hostile.


  “My grandfather took off this afternoon, and we can’t find him. We’ve torn the town apart with no luck. I don’t know what else to do … or where else to go.” It stings to say the words out loud, but the truth is, I’m beginning to lose hope. After hours with no sign of him, I’m starting to believe the worst.


  Kimberly expels a loud huff. “Look, he’s gonna turn up, and everything will be fine. Old people do things like this, Cain. And didn’t you mention he has Alzheimer’s? He’ll snap out of it and show up at home like nothing happened.” Just when I think her version of a pep talk is over she starts up again. “He’ll turn up, and our night will be ruined for nothing. We made these plans over a week ago, and I’m not canceling them.”


  What. The. Fuck?


  I fling open the truck door and slam it with enough force to shake the cab. I pace the length of the truck in an attempt to rein in my temper, which is dangerously close to boiling over. Kimberly’s selfishness and complete lack of concern floors me.


  “I’m pretty damn sure my night is already ruined, Kimberly, since my grandfather is fucking missing!” I roar into the phone. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t dismiss my feelings and my family crisis and get back to it. I’ll be sure to phone you when we find him. It’s fucking obvious how concerned you are for him and for me.”


  I hang up before she responds. It’s for the best. No words will make up for her callousness. I spend a few extra moments outside to calm down. When I open the truck door and see Celia’s wide eyes, it’s obvious she heard every word I said.


  “Don’t,” I warn, and she nods in response. I need to clear my head of the bullshit and focus on Sarge. I’m not interested in Celia’s commentary on Kimberly, now or ever. “How did you end up at Granny and Sarge’s house anyway?”


  She jerks at my question, her spine stiffening in defense. I have a right to know, whether she agrees or not. They’re my family, and excuse me if I’m feeling a little protective of them right now.


  “Granny and Lila both called me,” she explains, wringing her hands in her lap. “Sarge and I … well, we spend a lot of time together.”


  “Is that right?”


  “He’s my friend,” she whispers softly.


  “Don’t you think it’s odd that you’ve welcomed every one of my family members into your life, except me?” The question, its implication and the harshness of my tone, fly out of my mouth before I have a chance to censor it.


  “You don’t like my terms.” A shuddered breath releases from her lips, and her watery eyes meet mine. “For someone like me, with no family left, they’ve come to mean so much to me. I never want to lose them, but I understand if you want me to stay away.”


  I shake my head as I dial the phone. She cuts me down to size with one sentence. God, I feel like such an asshole. “They love you as much as you love them. I’d never ask that of you.”


  Her shoulders relax as I call Mo and place the phone on speaker. The ringing fills the cab, and Mo picks up right away.


  “Any luck?”


  It’s clear by her tone she’s come up empty, too.


  “None. It’s time for a fresh start. We need to comb Granny’s brain for more places to look.” I rub my burning eyes, feeling as if I’ve aged ten years today.


  “Where would you go?” Mo asks. “Where is the first place you’d go, Cain?”


  “That’s easy. The pond. It always clears my head, and I have so many good memories of the place. That’s where Sarge taught me to fish, where I had my first kiss … we’ve already looked there, Mo.”


  “Wait, has anyone checked Highway 88?” Celia asks with wide eyes.


  “What the hell is on Highway 88?” Mo shouts through the phone.


  “The oak tree where he proposed to Granny … among other things. Not the point—he mentioned to me he goes there when things get rough. It’s his thinking place.”


  “I’m calling Granny,” I say.


  “Hurry,” Mo says before I end the call and start dialing.


  For the first time this afternoon, I feel a spark of hope.
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  The gravel and dirt crunch under the tires as I turn off the main road. Sugarcane towers over us on both sides as we drive forward. The red glint of a truck tailgate is barely visible next to the sprawling branches of the imposing oak tree. It stands regally in the back corner of the field, far away from the road.


  I never would have found it on my own.


  “Thank God,” Celia breathes when she notices his truck.


  I park behind him and kill the engine. He’s sitting on a large rock, head hung low and shoulders slumped. I shoot off a text to Mom before getting out of the truck.


  We got him.


  He never looks up as we approach. He slices the outer layer of the cane stalk in his fingers and hands a piece to Celia when he cuts off a chunk. She sidles up next to him and pops the cane into her mouth.


  “Thank you,” she mumbles while gnawing on the sweet stalk.


  “Lots of people worried about you, old man.” I reach out and take a chunk of cane from his outstretched hand. The sweet juice bursts in my mouth as I chew.


  “Yeah, I’m sorry about that.” He continues to cut at the stalk. “I needed a minute—just me and the memories. I feel them slowly slipping away.”


  His voice cracks with emotion, and it’s a knife to my gut. This is my tough as nails grandfather. Cross him, and he’d just as soon punch you as look at you. But today, he’s all out of fight, and it hurts.


  Emotion clogs my throat, strangling any words of encouragement I may have. I give Celia a helpless glance. She smiles at me as she fiddles with the pendant around her neck. If anyone needs St. Jude’s help today, it’s Sarge.


  Celia bends down to meet Sarge’s lowered eyes. “Memories get me through the hard times. They anchor me … keep me grounded to this life. Sometimes, it seems memories are all I have left. I can’t imagine how it must feel to lose them. They seem to be written in chalk, slowly washing away over time, don’t they?”


  Her words remind me of her truth—her insistence that we can never be. No matter how many times I hear it, it still hurts.


  “It feels like I’m wasting away, like this body of mine is an empty shell. It’s a sick joke. My body is in perfect health, and my brain is rotting from the inside out. The fog in my mind keeps getting thicker every day, my words and thoughts sitting just out of my grasp,” Sarge says, outstretching his trembling hand.


  “Your mind is your enemy, and time is mine. As the years pass, memories lose their color,” Celia says. She lays a soft hand on Sarge’s leg and giggles. “I’ll never forget the dog my Grams had when I was a little girl. She was the fattest rat terrier I’ve ever seen. In the evenings, Grams and I would sit on the porch swing, listening to the wind chimes and feeding the fat hound caramels. Her butt would drag the ground.”


  Sarge chuckles. “Sounds like a great dog to me. Poor thing probably dropped dead of a heart attack with all she ate.”


  “Oh, no. Myrtle lived long past her years. Myrt, Myrt, old as dirt. That’s what I would sing to her. She died in her late teens. A truck ran over her on one of her squirrel chasing missions. She could only drag her butt across the street so fast, ya know?” Celia shrugs with a playful frown. “Myrtle was a good dog. All thirty pounds of her.”


  “Girly, who names a dog Myrtle? That’s an old lady name if I’ve ever heard one,” Sarge says.


  Celia smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. She looks at me, and whispers, “She was an old soul.”


  Memories of the last time she whispered those words slam right into my chest—a time when I could hold her … kiss her … feel everything that is Celia. My chest fills with the withered hope of falling for a heart that isn’t whole.


  She breaks eye contact a moment later and focuses on Sarge. “So what if we make my weekly visit all about storytelling? We’ll each share our stories, and we can ask Granny to help if you get stuck. But each week, I’ll write them down for you so you can look back and read about all the wonderful moments. What do you say?”


  Sarge gulps, swallowing a ball of emotion, and turns to me with a look of resolve.


  “That’s a helluva woman, right there, son.”


  I nod once and meet her blue eyes head on. “You’ve got that right, old man.”


  He slaps both hands on his knees and stands. After a few steps toward the trucks, he turns and levels us with an impatient glare. “Come on you two, get the lead out your ass! Granny’s waiting.”


  He sounds like his old, ornery self again, and I couldn’t be happier.
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  “Little Lion Man” by Mumford & Sons
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  Present Day


  


  


  “PUT ON THIS frilly fucking dress and walk your pretty little ass next door before I get out my cattle prod,” Marlo orders with a popped hip and pursed lips.


  “You own a cattle prod?” I deadpan.


  I’m perfectly comfortable lying on the couch in my yoga pants, shoving chips down my gullet. Who needs to attend the party from hell? Not me, that’s for sure. I’ll call Alex and West and bid my farewells.


  “I don’t have a cattle prod, but I do own a stun gun. I’m sure it will serve as a stellar replacement.” She crosses her arms. “You cannot hide from them. I won’t allow it.”


  “How about I just hide from you,” I mutter.


  Marlo huffs and pushes my feet out of her way before falling onto the couch beside me. “Take it from someone who is all too familiar with hiding. The box you’re building is smaller than you think, trust me on that one. It’s suffocating, and I don’t want that life for you. So I’m taking matters into my own hands. I apologize ahead of time.”


  Her grabby hands wrap around the bottom of my tank top and rip it over my head. She fists the bottom of my yoga pants and pulls with an amazing amount of strength. One hand covers my boobs while the other clutches my panties to keep them from following my yoga pants down my legs.


  I growl in frustration. “You are freakishly strong, woman.”


  Once she shoves my dress over my head and crams my feet into high heels, she places both hands on my knees as she leans in with a slightly sadistic smile. “The rest can go one of two ways. You can put on a little makeup and jewelry and we’ll be on our way. Or I can hold you down and paint your face, hoping you resemble Faye Dunaway instead of Tammy Faye when I’m done. The choice is yours.”


  I lean in and meet her, nose to nose. “You secretly hope I choose option two.”


  “You bet your ass, I do.” She grins without apology.


  I shove her to the side with a huff, appreciating her concern and cursing her tactics equally. No amount of makeup can hide my jealousy. Seeing Kimberly and Cain cozying up together is up there with a Brazilian wax on the “Things I Want to Do” list … so not at all.


  “Out of my way, you tacky tyrant. I prefer perfect lip gloss when my heart gets ripped out of my chest … and I need just the right amount of dusting powder, too.” I stomp to the bathroom as Marlo chuckles behind me.


  “By all means, this occasion definitely calls for a little fairy dust,” Marlo laughs.
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  “Where are my tiny rugrats? I want to tell Gage my newest joke,” Cain booms as he walks in to the kitchen.


  “Oh no. Not after what happened with your last joke. Gage doesn’t need any more teacher’s notes sent home,” Sara scolds, one hand on her hip and the other pointing a spatula at Cain. “Besides, Caroline picked them up for a slumber party about an hour ago.”


  He scoops her up into a bear hug and smacks a kiss on her cheek. “Looking good, Sara. Engagement agrees with you. I knew you were a keeper. Adam, on the other hand, I’m still on the fence about that fucker.”


  Everyone laughs at Cain’s barb—well, almost everyone. Kimberly stands at the kitchen entrance, arms crossed and her face screwed up like she sucked on a lemon.


  Yeah, this is going to be fun.


  Cain moves on to Alex for more hugs and cheek kisses. “All packed up, girl?” he asks with a smile.


  Alex wraps an arm around his waist and squeezes. “All set. New York in the morning.” She smiles and looks out the kitchen window onto the patio, where West and Adam are drinking their beers. “I can’t wait to show him all of my favorite places from when I was in school. I can’t erase the years we spent apart, but I feel like this is the next best thing, ya know?”


  The women let out a collective sigh. As the room oohs and ahs over honeymoon plans and Sara’s preliminary wedding plans, my eyes refuse to veer from Cain. Worn jeans slung low and sunglasses set on top of his curly blond hair, he looks every bit the man who stole my heart in a fig field.


  He stretches his hand out to Kimberly and smiles. “Join me out on the porch, babe?”


  She places her hand in his and smirks, her eyes darting to me for only a second. Unbridled jealousy creeps up my spine like a deadly virus. I know all of this is my own doing, but my emotions don’t understand the logic. When it comes to the heart, love bows to logic every time. I’m filled to the brim with longing and regret. No, there’s no room for reason.


  Marlo, Audrey, Alex, Sara, and I spend the evening huddled at the kitchen island, deep in wedding talk, honeymoon excitement, and even a bit of baby talk. Sara and Alex both are eager to add a baby carriage to the mix.


  “I promise, I’ll make sure you both rock your delivery, you know that. But once I get that baby out of your vajayjay, I’m out. I’ll leave the babysitting duties to Celia, Audrey, and Caroline.” Marlo presses her lips together and shakes her head. “I don’t do babies. They freak me the fuck out.”


  Alex throws her head back in laughter. “Well, get ready, Marlo. I’m a woman on a mission. I’m determined to make a honeymoon baby.”


  “Hah, you want to talk about determination? My patient last night was a lesbian who got pregnant with a Monistat syringe and sperm she bought from Mexico. Now, that’s ingenuity,” Marlo says with a nod of her head. We all stare at her, slack jawed and speechless. “What? What did I say?”


  “Please excuse the nursing talk. Sometimes, we forget how off-putting our commentary can be,” Sara explains, giving Marlo a pointed look. “That applies to Marlo even more than most.”


  Marlo shrugs as Cain enters the kitchen. “I call ‘em like I see ‘em, my dear. And speaking of calling things like I see them,” Marlo says as she cranes her neck behind Cain, making sure Kimberly didn’t follow. “It’s time for you to take out the trash, my giant friend.”


  Sara, ever the diplomat, clears her throat. “Do you need another beer, Cain?”


  His eyes never leave Marlo, and the chill factor in the room drops to the point of uncomfortable. “Maybe if you gave her a chance, instead of ostracizing her, you might find she’s a nicer person than you think. You’d be surprised what you find when you give people a fucking chance, Marlo.”


  The room is bathed in silence, but Marlo’s oblivious to the tone shift. She rolls her eyes and cocks her head.


  “Honestly, I can’t get past her sour face to find out. What’s up with people who look like they smell dog shit all the time? I just don’t get it,” Marlo asks with a shrug.


  A snicker releases from my lips, and I slap my hand over my mouth and cough in a futile effort to mask it. Cain turns and levels me with his eyes. It’s a look I’ve never seen from him before, and it sobers me.


  “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. Really, Celia?” Cain’s tone is low and menacing, and my name sounds like poison on his lips.


  “I’m sorry,” I whisper, looking away.


  “You’re sorry? I don’t know why I’m surprised. Aren’t you always?” He shakes his head, looking exasperated with me. “I get that Kimberly has her faults, but she’s never drawn me in, time after time, only to push me away. She’s never given me the world, only to rip it away from me the next day. And, she would never, not fucking ever, tell me to stop loving her!” His voice booms through the air and ricochets through my heart, leaving rips and tears along the way. Cain inhales a deep breath and closes his eyes. “I think I’m done for today. I’ve had about all I can stand,” he says in a low voice, then turns on his foot and walks back to the patio.


  When the door slams behind him, five pairs of questioning eyes land on me. My trembling hands grip the island as I stand, my breaths ragged and my eyes filling with inevitable tears.


  “Excuse me, please,” I whisper, before turning away and running to the bathroom.


  The floodgates open when the lock clicks in place, and I cover my mouth to muffle the sound. I struggle for control, knowing I can’t walk out of this bathroom until I get a hold on myself.


  Hearing my friends gush about weddings, honeymoons, and babies takes its toll on my emotions. I want those things for them, and I’m so happy to be a part of their celebration, but what about me? I’m just so tired … so fucking tired of being the sad girl. When is it my turn to be happy? And why in the hell do I feel like I need permission?


  Brewing anger at my impossible situation steels my determination and eventually dries my tears. I clean up as best I can, and make a plan to grab my purse and hightail it home as quick as freaking possible. When I open the bathroom door, collagen lips and pointy tits assault my vision.


  Kimberly eyes me with a bored expression and rolls her eyes. “I see the way you look at him, you know? We both do.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I whisper, trying to move around her, but she blocks the hallway.


  “We’ve laughed about how fucking pathetic you are. You see, Cain and I have something that you can’t compete with. We have history, and there’s nothing you can do to change that. I suggest you cut your losses and move the fuck on.” She raises her eyebrows and crosses her arms in challenge.


  “I need you to move the fuck out of my way. We’re done here,” I say, my restraint in serious jeopardy.


  She moves even closer, her minty breath curling my gut and her sweet perfume stinging my nose. “You’re absolutely right. You are done.”


  “Kimberly, enough! It’s time to go,” Cain says, and we both jump at the sound of his voice.


  His expression gives nothing away. I wonder how much of our conversation he overheard, or if it would even matter to him. And maybe Kimberly’s right. Maybe I am done as far as he’s concerned. After the way I treated him, I deserve to be dismissed from his life.


  With the blink of an eye, Kimberly’s demeanor changes, and a shiver runs up my spine. The menacing girl from five seconds ago vanishes, replaced with an easy smile and loving eyes.


  “Sure thing, babe. I’m ready to get you home,” she coos while sidling past him and running a finger along his chest.


  Cain’s eyes linger on me, and I can’t look away. Love and pain war within me. Is there any truth to Kimberly’s words? Does he really make fun of me?


  The moment is over as quick as it began, and he leaves me standing alone in the hallway. I wait until I hear the truck engine turn before making my way into the kitchen to say my goodbyes.
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  I slam Adam’s front door and hurry down the porch steps. I can’t get across the yard and into my house fast enough for my liking. Alex, Sara, and Marlo’s looks told me it wouldn’t be long before the questions started. Audrey’s face said something else entirely, and it’s even less welcome than the girls’ curiosity.


  I hear the door slam and the sound of footsteps behind me. I don’t need to turn around to know who it is.


  “Not now, Audrey,” I say over my shoulder.


  “You lied to me,” she accuses.


  “Oh God, Audrey, what? What did I lie about?” I keep walking, hoping she’ll take my not so subtle hint.


  “Celia, stop!” She grabs my shoulder and forces me to turn around. “You told me it was just a fling. What I just witnessed was a helluva lot more than a fling, if you ask me.”


  I exhale a ragged breath and resign myself to this conversation. Honestly, I’m resisting the urge to tell her it’s none of her goddamn business.


  “What difference does it make anymore, Audrey? It’s over between us. He’s with Kimberly now.”


  “It makes a big difference to me. You’re supposed to be with my brother, Celia. I mean, enough is enough!” She throws her hands in the air, exasperated.


  I nod my head slowly, methodically, as I carefully craft my reply. “I couldn’t agree more. Enough is enough.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?’


  “When is it over, Audrey? How long is my punishment? Is this a life sentence I’m serving, or do I get time off for good behavior?”


  She jerks back, obviously taken off guard. “I didn’t realize Lucas was a punishment to you. I was under the assumption that you loved my brother,” she accuses, fuming.


  “You know I love Lucas. But loving someone and being in love are two very different things. And have you ever wondered how Lucas feels about me?”


  “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “Do you know how long it’s been since Lucas has kissed me? Hugged me? Told me he loves me? Years, Audrey. Fucking years! He’s no more in love with me than I am with him. How long can a person exist without touch … or affection of any kind?” I press my lips together and seethe with anger.


  “I didn’t know…” Audrey whispers, looking more lost than she should. It makes me wonder how closely she paid attention all these years.


  “You didn’t want to know!”


  Her eyes flame at my accusation, my words putting her on the defensive. “Don’t make me out to the be the bad guy in all of this. I’m not the one who kept everyone in the dark. I didn’t hide his illness from everyone who loves him until he slit his fucking wrists!”


  “And you’ll never let me forget it, will you?” I whisper with a finger pointed at her chest. There it is, the ugly truth, laid out in the open. When push comes to shove, she blames me, just like her parents. “I was seventeen fucking years old, Audrey. Does that one decision have to dictate the rest of my life? I will always regret the part I played, but I’m not the villain either. I didn’t give him schizophrenia, but I sure as hell have dedicated my life to helping him. But you don’t see that, do you? I’ll always be the girl who helped your brother attempt suicide.”


  “Of course not, Celia! Look, I’m sorry for what I said—I’m just angry and confused by all of this. You’re my best friend. I love you like a sister, and I don’t understand where all of this is coming from. In my mind, it’s always been you and Lucas, and I don’t know, I don’t know what to say,” Audrey cries.


  “There’s nothing left to say. Cain’s moved on with his life, so none of this even matters. He’s with Kimberly now, and I lost my chance. I can’t turn back the clock and love him the way he deserves, but I’ll be damned if I feel guilty when I think about him. Being with him made me feel more alive than I’ve felt in years. God, I could finally breathe, and laugh, and smile until my face hurt. Memories are all I have left, and I won’t let you ruin them.” I turn on my heel and keep walking to my house, craving the solitude for once.


  “Celia, wait—” she cries out.


  I shake my head and raise my arm to stop her. “Don’t, Audrey, just don’t. I want to be left alone.”


  I slam my front door and inhale a breath so large, my lungs ache at the pressure. I blow out and suck in again with a smile. There are no tears tonight. Because, for the first time in as long as I can remember, I feel free from the lies … the regret … the chains.
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  “Who I Wanted To Be” by Erick Baker
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  Present Day


  


  


  “I’LL WALK YOU to your door,” I say robotically, leg shaking and eyes trained on the front windshield.


  I cringe as she brings a single finger to my shoulder and trails it down my arm. “If you come inside, I promise I’ll make it worth your while,” Kimberly whispers, her tone laced with seduction and cheap innuendo.


  The grating quality of her voice is unbearable. She’s a shrill dog whistle, and I’m a goddamn bloodhound. How the fuck did I listen to her for this long?


  “Not gonna happen.” I give a slight shake of my head and remain facing forward.


  She expels a loud huff with an unattractive whine attached to the end of it, and I can see her arms flailing in exasperation in my periphery. “Well, let’s hear it. This should be interesting. What’s the excuse this time? Have to be up early for church? Are you on the rag? Is your vagina broken, Cain?”


  I shift my body to face her. “I suggest you tread lightly on the manhood jabs, woman. You don’t want to tussle with me.” I stare her down, and she presses her lips together tightly. Smart girl. “I don’t have an excuse. I just don’t want to fuck you. Is that clear and simple enough for you? It’s never gonna happen. You and me? Not. Gonna. Fucking. Happen.”


  Her eyes widen in disbelief, and she wraps her arms tightly around her waist. “What the hell is wrong with you, Cain?”


  Now it’s my turn to look incredulous. “Really, Kimberly? Are you going to sit here and act innocent?” I grip the steering wheel with whitened knuckles and a disgusted sneer. “I heard every single word you said in that hallway. I didn’t miss a syllable of your viciousness, so don’t play dumb with me.”


  A strangled laugh escapes her lips as she rolls her eyes and smiles. “Is that what you’re angry about? God, it’s nothing to get all bent out of shape over.”


  “Are you kidding me right now? You told Celia you and I laugh about her! You called her pathetic. Who the hell do you think you are?”


  “Your girlfriend, that’s who!” she shouts, leaning forward and pointing her finger into my chest. “And if I didn’t fix the problem, we’d be sitting on first base for the rest of our damn lives. I heard you on the phone last week, trying to let her down easy. Easy didn’t seem to sink in, so I took matters into my own hands. You refuse to move on as long as she’s hovering over us. I did what needed to be done. Trust me, baby, you just need time to see how good we can be together.”


  “Girlfriend? Is that what you think? Are you deluded enough to think if Celia disappears, I’ll magically fall in love with you? Clue in, honey. If it ain’t happened yet, it’s not going to, and I’m exhausted from the effort of trying. I’m not especially fond of petty and spiteful, and you’ve got the market cornered on both. Thank you for showing me your true colors sooner rather than later, because I’m not a fan of wasting my fucking time. No matter how much time passes, it won’t change the cold hard facts. It won’t make me like you any more or love her any less.”


  About halfway through my so-long-good-fucking-riddance speech, her lips turn into a venomous sneer. Her true colors shine, her full-on bitch flag waving proudly.


  “It’s not me you’re wasting your time with, Cain. That girl is going to suck the life out of you and leave you high and dry. I wish you luck waiting for a miracle, but if it ain’t happened yet, it’s not going to.” She shoots me a satisfied smile, pleased that she threw my words back in my face.


  I reach over her, unlatch the passenger door, and fling it open. Face to face, I shake my head in disgust. “I’ll take waiting a lifetime for her instead of settling for you any day of the week.”


  “One day, you’re going to wake up and realize you made the biggest mistake of your life,” she spits angrily as she hops out of the truck and slams the door.


  “Yeah, not fucking likely,” I mutter, although she can’t hear a word I say as she stomps down the driveway to her front door.


  My manners won’t let me drive away before she gets inside, but the rubber burns the road the second she does. I need to be as far away from that toxic bitch as I can get.


  I navigate through a sleepy Providence, kicking myself for not seeing her for what she is sooner. I got my first glimpse of her on the day Sarge went missing, and I’m pissed I didn’t figure her out right away. But after what I saw tonight, I knew I needed to put the trash to the curb. Life is way too short.


  I feel free and empty, all in the same breath. If I’m honest with myself, Kimberly didn’t even come close to filling the void created when I lost Celia. She was the waxy, congealed replica dessert display the waitress showed you before bringing the most scrumptious chocolate cake on the planet. Her puffed up lips even tasted like wax. Lip stain, she called it. Whatever—all I want is Celia’s sugared, glossy lips on mine. Pure fucking sweetness.


  This train of thought is useless. I know I’m setting myself up for the inevitable fall; and I do fall for her, over and over again. Her message was clear. She didn’t mince words. Move on. And I will, but in my own time. I’m not forcing myself, hoping to erase her from my mind. I’ll live my life on my terms, and if love finds me again, I’ll welcome it. But I’ll never try to spin silk out of shit again.


  I park my truck and take the stairs to my loft two at a time, anxious to take care of Biz and put an end to this shitful day. When I reach my front door, all hope of burying myself in beer and Comedy Central vanishes.


  Audrey is perched on my patio bench, and it looks as if she’s been here for a while. Feet propped up, arms crossed, and eyes closed, she’s camped on my porch whether I like it or not. If you snooze you lose, so too bad for her.


  I slide my key in the lock, and make it through the front door without a sound. That is, until Mr. Biscuit lets out a huge yelp and tackles my feet. I cringe at the sound of shuffling on the porch, and I know I’ve been made.


  I tug Biz’s ear and whisper to the little traitor. “An intruder sneaks in and you’re a fucking mute. Now I’m trying to sneak in, and you’re Chatty Cathy. You’re dead to me, dog.”


  “Cain?”


  I don’t even attempt to hide my groan, and I don’t bother to turn around. This girl single-handedly ruined my relationship with Celia in one conversation. There is no love lost with Audrey, not one bit. “Look, it’s been one helluva night. I can assure you, there’s nothing you have to say that I want to hear. Do me a solid and walk away. Just leave me the fuck alone, Audrey.”


  I stay crouched down with Biz at my feet, and I hear the door close behind me. I’m grateful for the peace for a few moments, until I sense movement behind me.


  Fuck me.


  “I know you hate me right now, but I promise, you don’t want me to leave,” she says with a harsh tone, slightly padded with apology. She walks around to face me, and stoops down to meet my eyes. “Trust me, you’re going to want to hear what I have to say.”
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  “Landslide” by Smashing Pumpkins
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  Present Day


  


  


  “GIRLS, I BELIEVE in happily ever after about as much as I believe in the tooth fairy, but there are a select few men in this world I would marry on the spot. Chris Hemsworth tops that list. If that fine specimen of a man wanted to put a ring on it, I’d have the Elvis impersonator booked before you can say, ‘Take me, Thor!’” Marlo puts the back of her hand to her forehead and sighs.


  Abbie and Violet giggle at Marlo’s antics and flip to the next page of the magazine, obviously a Hollywood gossip rag. It’s good to see Violet smiling. After the police found insufficient evidence to press charges against her attacker, it’s been a rough road. Her therapy sessions with Caroline are going well, and she volunteers at the clinic, helping Marlo with lab testing. She’s a nursing major, so the position is a perfect fit … other than Marlo’s filterless mouth. Due to their similar circumstances, those two have formed quite a bond. Like the rest of us, I think Violet takes Marlo and loves her as she is.


  Abbie snorts and covers her face with her hand while Marlo fans her crotch with previously mentioned gossip rag. She is another previous client turned volunteer, and over the last month, Violet and Abbie have been inseparable. Abbie is a new freshman at Northern U with no family support, so having an upperclassman show her the ropes is huge. Needless to say, Violet needs a little extra care these days, too.


  I swipe the magazine from Marlo’s hand and smack her on the head with it. She grabs her head and scowls.


  “Hey, what was that for?” she whines.


  “Just trying to wake you up from your fantasy, my dear friend,” I reply with a laugh.


  My hands fall slack at my sides when Cain walks into the hallway with Adam in tow. Our eyes meet, and I smile without thought. His expression is pained, and so unlike the Cain I know. It’s been a week since our argument at the party, and I haven’t heard a word from him … or Audrey, strangely enough.


  Marlo tosses a stress ball at Adam’s head as a hello, but keeps gossiping with the girls. Adam catches the ball mid-air, tosses it between his legs, and lobs Marlo right in the boobs. He gets a high five from Cain for his efforts, and Cain almost smiles. Almost.


  The main office area of the clinic is a wide-open space with desks littered throughout, and Adam and Cain sit down at one just out of earshot, no matter how hard I crane my ear. I resist the urge to shush the girls so I can tune in.


  I seize the opportunity when Adam takes off toward the restroom, despite a warning glare from Marlo. I know our last encounter was anything but pleasant, but I give her a reassuring nod to suggest I have everything under control. Yeah, she doesn’t look convinced.


  “Hey,” I say softly as I approach, and I swear he let’s out a frustrated sigh when he notices me standing there. I’m not deterred. “How’s it going?”


  “Fine,” he says, with a raise of his eyebrows and a slight shoulder shrug.


  “I took Eddie to the fig fields yesterday. Oh my gosh, Cain, you should have seen her,” I say with a high-pitched laugh. “It was a downpour of feathers and orange fur. Poor darling looked like she had the mange by the time we left.”


  He says nothing. Not a damn word.


  “Look, about the other night,” I say, a tremble in my voice. “I’m really sorry…”


  “Don’t.”


  One word. That’s all he gives me.


  “I just want you to know—”


  He stares at the floor and crosses his arms. “I just can’t do this with you, Celia. I’m sorry, but I can’t know anything else right now, okay?”


  My jaw drops, surprised by his response. Cain has never shut me down before. He may not like what I have to say, but he always lets me say it.


  Adam walks up behind Cain and slaps him on the back. “Hey Cece,” he says cheerfully, unaware of the exchange while he was gone. “Ready, Cain?”


  “Yeah, man,” Cain mumbles, heading to the door without another word.


  Adam watches Cain’s back for a moment, and then shifts questioning eyes in my direction. I must look pitiful because his expression softens and he wraps me in a bear hug.


  “Give him some time,” Adam whispers, laying a kiss to the top of my head before following after Cain.


  After the front door bell jingles, announcing the departure of the men, Marlo lets out a long, low whistle.


  “I’m not a big fan of watching train wrecks, girl, and you two are a head-on collision waiting to happen lately.” Marlo shakes her head in disappointment. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but where’s the Cain and Celia who sprinkle glitter and shit rainbows. I want those two back.”


  I shrug my slumped shoulders. “Yeah, me too.”
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  “Hey Trevor, how’s it going today?” I smile and grab a pen to fill out the visitation log. “I know Audrey isn’t here yet, but she should be driving up any second.”


  Trevor lays his hand on top of the clipboard and pulls it to him with a nervous smile. Confused, I pull it back toward me, and he shakes his head.


  “I’m so sorry, Cece, but I can’t let you in to see Lucas today.”


  I shake my head and laugh. “She’ll be here any minute. I know she needs to be here, but—”


  “That’s not the problem. It’s just that … look, I’m sorry, but … you’re no longer on Lucas’s list of approved visitors, chaperoned or otherwise.” Trevor’s voice trembles slightly as he delivers the blow.


  “Get them on the phone,” I say, fuming.


  “Wh-what?”


  “Get Cindy and Gene Landry on the phone right now. They can’t … just do this! It’s not fair to me or Lucas.” My voice is frantic, even to my own ears, and tears threaten. I grip the counter for balance and peer out the front door, praying Audrey shows up and helps me fix this mess. Her parents never cease to amaze me with how despicable they can be.


  Trevor lays a hand on top of mine and squeezes. “Honey, I hate to be the one to tell you this, but it wasn’t Mr. and Mrs. Landry’s decision.”


  “Then who?” I demand, ready and willing to fight.


  “Celia, Lucas took you off the visitors’ list himself.”
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  I sit slumped in a waiting room chair, sitting in a puddle of my tears and hysterics when Audrey returns from seeing Lucas. Her downturned lips tell me everything I need to know.


  He doesn’t want to see me.


  I crumple, my arms wrapping around my knees and my head falling to my lap. My sobs come in waves, one rolling into the other as Audrey rubs my back.


  “He won’t budge, Cece. I’m sorry,” Audrey says, her own voice cracking with emotion. “I need you to be patient.”


  “Patient?” I cry, looking up at her. “You think I haven’t been patient?”


  “I know you have. I just need some time to fix this.” She lifts my face, and her thumbs wipe the mascara-blackened tears from my cheeks as she smiles. “I’m going to fix everything, I promise.”


  Her empty words do nothing to calm me. Promises are the poison in my life, the knives cutting deep gashes into my heart, the vortex swallowing the deepest parts of my soul, and Audrey can just add hers to the pile.
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  I fall to my knees in front of the chiseled marble, one finger tracing her name, the other clutching my necklace.


  


  Eleanor Catherine Lemaire


  Beloved Mother and Grandmother


  


  “Grams, sometimes being without you is like holding my breath underwater. Lately it feels like I can’t break the surface,” I sob.


  The steady hum of passing cars is the only sound. People hurriedly drive from one place to the other, oblivious to the loneliness and regret snaking its way through my veins.


  “Part of me hopes you can’t see me now, because I’m afraid you would be disappointed in who I’ve become. All these years, I thought I was making the right choices—doing the right thing, but it turns out I’ve never made a choice at all. I let momentum guide me. I’ve been a passenger in my own life, rolling with the tide, never making the hard calls, and now I’m left all alone, with no one to blame but myself. I pushed Cain away time and again. I didn’t fight hard enough for Lucas. I let his parents write the rules, and I played along like a fool. How did I get here? When I look in the mirror, I don’t recognize who I’ve become, Grams. You taught me to fight, and all I keep doing is laying down.”


  I wish she could hold me in her arms, soft and loving, while giving me the hard truth. She was always an expert at that. You know the answer, Celia; it’s just easier for you to ignore it. She possessed an expertly tuned internal barometer, allowing her to give the right amount of tough love while holding my heart carefully in her hands. It’s time to make her proud.


  I’ve lived a life overrun with gravity and momentum. My choices run parallel with the current of circumstance. Not anymore. I’m through with gravity. I loathe momentum. I crave the turbulence of emotions. I want the push, the pull, the ache, the fall.


  I want the storms.
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  “The Great Escape” by Pink
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  Present Day


  


  


  LUCAS,


  Do you remember your “friend,” Tommy Badeaux? God, he was such a tool—probably still is—but you thought he was the coolest guy. I never understood why you wanted to be friends with him, but I did my best to keep quiet.


  I remember this one time, you wanted to sneak out and meet him and his friends at the levee for a bonfire. You were so dead-set on going, no matter the consequences if you were caught. You put your truck in neutral, and Audrey and I pushed it out of the driveway and into the road while you steered. We almost took out a mailbox, and Audrey skinned her knee, but we got you halfway down the road without having to turn the ignition.


  I slept in your bed while you were gone. Just in case your parents checked. And they did come looking, but they were none the wiser. Hours later, you snuck back in, pissed off and hurt because Tommy only called you because he wanted a ride home. I wanted to punch that prick in his face for being such a jerk to you.


  The week after, Tommy’s girlfriend, Layla, dumped him in grand fashion in the quad. Drinks were thrown, faces were slapped, and as far as I’m concerned, justice was served. You see, someone tipped Layla off about Tommy’s “secret” homework sessions with Hannah the Ho-Bag. I can’t imagine who would do such a thing…


  You may be wondering about this trip down memory lane, but I do have a point. No matter what, even if I don’t agree with you, I will always have your back, Lucas. Back when we were silly kids, stupid teenagers, and even now, as completely clueless adults, I will always stand by you. I may have lost sight of things along the way, made choices that did more harm than good, but it doesn’t change the fact that I always had your best interests at heart. You may turn your back on me, but I’ll continue fighting for you.


  I’m here. I’ll always be here. You don’t have to see me if you don’t want to, but I’ll keep showing up every week, hoping you change your mind. There are so many things I need to tell you—feelings and words left unspoken far too long.


  Let me in again, Lucas, so we can have a fresh start.


  I’m waiting,


  Celia


  


  I slide the letter into the envelope and lick the edges. After scribbling his name on the front, I walk to the front desk and smile at Trevor.


  “Will you be sure he gets it?” I ask as I hand him the sealed envelope.


  Trevor gives me a sympathetic smile and takes the letter. “Of course, Celia. You know, it’s been a month. I hate for you to keep making this drive for nothing—”


  “It’s not for nothing,” I interrupt with a determined smile. “Frustrating? Disheartening? Yes. But it’s definitely not for nothing.”


  “Okay.” Trevor nods and disappears into the back of the hospital, like he does every week, to deliver my letter to Lucas.


  I take a seat in the waiting area and settle in. Each week, I hope to hear the buzz of the electronic door, allowing me entry to the hospital’s day room, but it hasn’t happened yet. But one day it will, because if there were someone out there more stubborn than Lucas Landry, that person would be me.


  I understand why he shut me out, I really do. The Celia from a month ago was lacking imagination and drive. I played by the rules and refused to step outside the lines for an answer to help Lucas get out of here. Not anymore. I’m ready to bust down walls and scream from the rooftops. I’m willing to do what needs to be done to sort out a solution for Lucas.


  It’s also past time to sort out my life, and that means having a hard conversation with him. Lucas is a permanent fixture in my life, but he’s no longer the center of it. I think the same is true for him, but neither of us ever says the words. Our friendship curves and evolves over time without question or definition. I need to be clear in order to move on with a clear conscience. I lost my chance with Cain, but who knows what the future holds? Hope is a dangerous thing, but living without it is unthinkable.


  I will always hope for Cain and the storms he awakens.


  When the clock ticks the top of the hour, I gather my purse and wave at Trevor with a tight smile. He shakes his head and blows me a friendly kiss.


  Until next week…
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  “He’s an incorrigible bully, Celia. I came home last night to a ginormous SUV parked in our driveway. He expects me to drive that monstrosity. He stole the keys to my bug when I fell asleep. Who does that?” Sara’s pinched face feigns anger, but the affection in her eyes gives her away every time. She loves it.


  “While your Volkswagen is beyond cool, one could argue it isn’t the safest car around. You know that man will move the sun and stars to protect you and those kids. Honestly, there are worse things, don’t you think?” I shrug my shoulders and keep sorting through paperwork.


  Caroline is a wonderful therapist and leader, but her office could be featured on an episode of Hoarders. Every few months, I raid it and make sense of the piles of dead trees. She gripes about the intrusion, but she’d never find her way out of this office if it weren’t for me.


  “I know you’re right, but my bug holds sentimental value. Does it have air-conditioned seats? Of course not, but I helped build it,” she says with a pout. A tiny smile creeps up as she leans into me. “Adam thinks we should give it to Abbie. It’s the perfect car for a college girl, don’t you think?”


  I gasp, then cover my mouth and look behind me to be sure no one is listening. I’d hate to ruin the surprise. “Sara, she’s going to be thrilled! That’s so generous of you.”


  “Honestly, it’s the only thing that makes giving up my car feel right. My life is so blessed, and I want to give a little good fortune to Abbie. She’s overcome so much in her life, and she works so hard. For once, I want her to feel a little spoiled.”


  Happy tears build, and I laugh. My emotions are all over the place these days, so it’s no surprise when I become a blubbering mess. At least they are tears of joy. Today, I consider that fact a win.


  “You have to get a picture of her face when you tell her. It’s going to be epic.” I reach over and squeeze Sara’s hands excitedly.


  “Oh no. What did you do to her, Sara? I wonder if the child’s eyes have an off switch,” Caroline says with a laugh as she bounds into the room and throws a stack of papers on top of the desk.


  “Oh hush, Caroline, I’m fine. You’re exaggerating.”


  Caroline raises an eyebrow.


  Sara rises from the chair and gives both Caroline and me a quick hug. “Gotta run. I’m picking up Lily and Gage from school today. I’ll keep you posted, Celia,” she says with a wink.


  Caroline doesn’t miss a beat, flittering around the office, stuffing art supplies in her bag. I grab the giant paper stack she deposited on the desk and move it to the side. She giggles as she watches me.


  “I’ll be out of your hair shortly, Oh Organized One. I have my monthly art therapy session in Pineville tonight, so I’d like to go home and catch a nap before. Once I leave, you can continue this exercise of futility without interruption from me.”


  Pineville? Did she just say Pineville?


  The folder in my hand freezes in midair, and my breath catches in my throat. That’s Lucas’s hospital.


  “You run a therapy session at the Pineville hospital?” I whisper, watching her reaction closely.


  “Mm-hm,” she says, avoiding my eyes.


  She turns her back to me and continues pulling supplies from the cabinets.


  “How long have you been going there? Why didn’t I know?”


  She drops her bag on the floor and stands up straight, but doesn’t turn around.


  “For years. And it wasn’t important.”


  Years … years. When she leaves her supplies in a heap on the floor and takes a seat in the chair beside me, there’s no denying the truth.


  “You know,” I croak, my previous happy tears turning into something entirely different.


  She reaches out and grabs my hand, giving it a tight squeeze. “Tread lightly, Celia. What I know isn’t up for discussion. My work and my personal life are very separate. I’m not allowed to carry knowledge from one part of my life into the other. You know this better than anyone. But I love you like a daughter. Over the last few years, I’ve watched you grow as a therapist, all the while struggling with your personal life. I’m here for you, if there are ever things you need to get off your chest.”


  I’m not sure what it is about this day. Is it Caroline’s gentle eyes, Lucas’s refusal to see me, or my frustration and grief over losing Cain? Whatever it is, I no longer feel the need to keep the Landrys’ secret. Why in the world should I? There is no shame in Lucas’s struggle. The only shameful act I see is Gene and Cindy Landry trying to hide their son’s illness to the detriment of him. That’s the true sin in all of this, and I’m tired of playing by their rules.


  I’m done with the lies.


  “You see, Caroline, it all started with a secret…”
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  “That’s quite a story, my dear,” Caroline says as she leans back and crosses her arms. “I’ve always wondered why you never confided in me. I feel close to you in many ways, but you have always fiercely guarded that part of your life. I was beginning to think no one would ever break down your defenses … until Cain.”


  Delight flickers in her eyes, and I wish I could feel the same. Is it freeing to say the words out loud—to confess my sins, lay all my regret on the line? Of course it is, but the facts remain the same.


  I’m still completely alone.


  “I didn’t intend to shut you or anyone else out, but I felt as if it wasn’t my secret to tell. My past actions caused a great deal of pain for Lucas’s family, and, because of that, I respected their wishes regarding him. But I feel differently now. As far as I’m concerned, it’s no longer my secret to keep, and if I can help Lucas by bringing things to light, I’ll tell anyone who’ll listen. I hate how badly I’ve screwed things up.”


  “Now, what in the world makes you think all of this falls on your shoulders?” Caroline huffs, exasperated by my comment.


  “Are you kidding? I think his suicide attempts and six-year stint in a mental hospital would be explanation enough.” I let out a humorless laugh. “Or should I touch on how I doomed Cain’s and my relationship from the start by building it on a half truth? Had I not been vague from the beginning, maybe we would have had a chance. That lie permanently stained any future he and I could have.”


  “When will you get it? Love isn’t about a perfect start or a flawless journey. The stains are the good part—they make everything you’re fighting for real and unique. The key to finding love and keeping it is embracing the stains … the scars … the fuck ups,” she says, matter-of-factly.


  “Is that so?”


  “Yes, it is, and I’ll tell you something else. The origin of your relationship with Cain isn’t the problem. The crux of it all lies in the fact that you’ve given your life away. You let one mistake lead you down the wrong path. It’s time to belong to yourself again, dear girl, instead of everyone else,” Caroline says, giving me a knowing smile. “And I’m happy you seem to have finally caught up. Feeling a bit more free today?”


  “Yes, I do,” I whisper, trying my best to hold back the grin pulling at my lips.


  “Then I’d say it’s time to go get your boy.”


  I sigh. “It’s not that easy, Caroline. I need to get things right with Lucas before I can move forward with my life, not that any of that matters. Cain is with Kimberly now. Just because I finally woke the hell up doesn’t mean anything changes for Cain. He did what I asked him to do. He moved on with his life, and I have to respect that.”


  “Girl, what am I going to do with you? Stop worrying about the order of things and listen to that beautiful heart beating in your chest. There are times when life isn’t about doing the right thing at the right time. Sometimes you have to do what you feel and find a way to make it right,” she scolds as she pokes me in the chest. “Go make stains, Celia. Spray indelible ink all over the place. Make a messy life, and love every minute of it. That’s what I want for you.”


  Her words spark a fire in me. I know what I want—there isn’t a single doubt in my mind. I want morning whispers across the pillows, bathed in the warmth of the morning sun. I want that with Cain. If I close my eyes, I still feel his lips gently resting on mine, his breath dancing across my flushed cheeks. I want to lay my head over his heart and fall asleep to the gentle rise and fall of his chest soothing me. I want to gaze upon his face and feel completely at peace and in love.


  It’s possible Cain will laugh in my face or slam the door before I even get a word out. Hell, Kimberly may open the door and scratch my eyes out with her pointy red nails. I shudder to think of getting beat down by her humongous boobs. Whatever the outcome, I have to try. I have to fight. Cain means too much to me.


  I head for the door, my heart set and my mind determined.


  “Celia, wait,” Caroline cries, and I turn to face her. “Where are you going?”


  “Where do you think?” I laugh.


  Caroline meets me at the door and pats my cheek.


  “Want me to sweeten the deal?”


  I nod with a furrowed brow, curious to hear what she has to say.


  “Cain and Kimberly have been over for a while now,” she says with a conspiratorial smile.


  I grip the doorframe for balance, her words setting my heart ablaze. I feel the tiniest tinge of hope growing inside me.


  “How did I not know this?” I ask. It’s hard to believe it never came up if it happened weeks ago. Wouldn’t someone have told me?


  “Sometimes news has a way of finding you at just the right time, don’t you think? You weren’t ready to hear it until now, sweet girl,” she says with a loving smile.


  I point out the doorway, my nerves causing a fine tremble in my fingers. “I’ve got to—”


  “Go!” she shouts with a laugh, and pushes me out the door.
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  “the words” by Christina Perri
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  Present Day


  


  


  AFTER PUSHING THE old Buick to the limits to get to Cain’s apartment and racing up the stairs, I stand motionless at his door. Love, excitement, anticipation, trepidation—all these feelings pulse through my body, the mixture playing a tug of war with my heart.


  What the hell do I say to him?


  I stare at my shoes and chew my bottom lip, but I can’t muster the courage to knock on the door. Maybe this is a mistake. I need time to think and prepare what I want to say to him. This is too important to leave to chance.


  I turn on my heel and take the first step down the staircase when I hear the door swing open behind me. Shit.


  “Celia?”


  God, I love the sound of his voice. I turn around and take him in. I’ve starved myself of him for months; I need a moment to indulge in his low-slung jeans and backward hat. I want to bathe in his emerald eyes and boyish smirk. I etch his image into my brain … just in case. I step forward and meet him, toe to toe, and tip my chin to meet his eyes.


  “You asked me what I would do if it were only you and me—no past, just a blank slate.”


  “I did,” he replies with an even tone.


  “Do you want to know my answer?”


  “Yes.” His eyes soften as he watches me, but his jaw stays clenched, steeling himself for whatever my answer may be.


  My fingers curl into the waistband of his jeans, and I rise up onto my toes. Nose to nose, I’m close enough to feel his short, ragged breaths dance across my cheek.


  I look straight into his eyes and lick my trembling lips. “I’d spend the rest of my life loving you,” I whisper.


  He doesn’t speak. His eyes go liquid, and he runs his thumb softly across my cheek … down my neck … across my collarbone. My pulse dances beneath his touch.


  “I know I don’t deserve you,” I stammer. “I know I’ve hurt you, and I’m so sorry. You have every right to ask me to leave and never come back. There are things in my life that are … difficult … but I won’t let them rule me anymore. I’ll knock down every road block in hopes that one day you’ll give me another chance.”


  “Celia, stop,” he says, covering my lips with his fingers. He grabs the back of his neck and lowers his head with a smirk. “You’ve got either the shittiest or most impeccable timing of anyone I know, I’m just not sure which. I’m actually on my way out.”


  “Oh … okay?”


  I didn’t know what to expect when I showed up here today. I don’t forgive you and you need to leave. Definitely a possibility. I love you, too, Tink. A girl can hope. I’m actually on my way out. What the hell am I supposed to make of that?


  Cain darts inside the apartment and comes back, keys and phone in hand. He holds up a finger as he dials the phone and places it to his ear.


  “Hey, there’s been a change of plans. Celia’s here with me,” he says into the phone, then he pauses. “I think it’s time, don’t you?” Another pause. “Just ask, okay?”


  Moments pass, and Cain paces the length of the porch, gripping the phone in one hand and nervously tapping his leg with the other. He stops abruptly and listens. With a fist pump and a silent “Yes”, he grins and looks over at me.


  “On our way,” he says as he lowers the phone.


  He spins his keys on his finger and places a nudging hand on my lower back. I shuffle forward, my face morphing into a confused frown. He smirks at me and touches his lips to my forehead.


  “Come on, Tink, you and I have somewhere to be.”
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  A quiet anticipation hangs in the air as we drive through the streets of Providence. I turn and look at Cain, and his lip twitches when he notices my stare. I touch my forehead to his shoulder and suppress a giggle, downright giddy at being this close to him after all this time.


  When I got into his truck for our journey to the unknown, he looked across the cab at me and tapped the seat beside him.


  “C’mere, Celia,” he said gruffly. “I need you close.”


  Needless to say, I scooted my behind across that seat at lightning speed. Now, the heat from his thigh creeps through the thin material of my sundress, heating me from the outside in and I don’t mind it one bit.


  Cain squashes every attempt by me to find out where we’re headed, so I’m content to sit back and just be. It’s an easy thing to do with him by my side. Natural.


  When he steers the truck into the grass at his family’s fishing pond, I’m more than a little confused. Nothing seems out of place, and we are the only ones here.


  “Uh … so we’re fishing today?” I ask without even attempting to hide my bewilderment.


  “Yep.” He grins, swings open the door, and jumps out.


  Cain reaches into the truck bed and retrieves a handful of poles and a tackle box. I slide out of the truck and stare at him blankly. He hands the poles and box to me.


  “Could you hold these for me while I grab the ice chest?”


  I count four poles in my hand. Cain retrieves a huge ice chest from the truck and sets it down near the water.


  “Um, you do realize there are only two of us here, right? Who are the extra poles for?”


  Before I finish my sentence, I hear the faint sound of crunching gravel underneath tires. I turn and see a familiar blue car turning into the grass.


  What is Audrey doing here? And who the hell is in the passenger seat?


  When the passenger door opens, my hands drop to my sides, and the poles fall with a clatter at my feet. This can’t be real. My mind must be playing a cruel joke.


  “Hey, Celia,” Lucas calls out with a wave, greeting me with a boyish grin that signifies he sees no reason why this would be strange.


  I feel a nudge at my back. I turn my head toward Cain, and he gives me a nod of approval before he pushes me forward again. I maneuver through the maze of poles and meet Lucas halfway. We come face to face, separated by an invisible wall. My trembling hands dance over the outline of his body without ever touching, afraid he’ll vanish into thin air if I make contact. I linger over his newly trimmed hair, down to his crystal clear eyes. I skate over his arms, his wringing hands, all the way down to his shoes, still held together with hospital issued duct tape.


  “You look pale,” I blurt out before thinking, then slam my hand over my mouth.


  “Years in an institution will do that to a person,” he says with a laugh, and then opens his arms to me. “It’s good to see you too, Cece.”


  I waste no time throwing my arms around him. I bury my head in his chest as the sobs wash over me. I didn’t believe in this day anymore.


  I wipe my snotty face across his now rumpled shirt and push away to get another look at him. Lucas surveys his ruined shirt with a wince, and I shrug my apology.


  “How are you here right now? I don’t understand.”


  He peers over my shoulder with a smile. “It turns out Audrey and Cain are quite the team. Mom and Dad never stood a chance. Those two are a force.”


  I look over my shoulder and treasure the sight. Audrey is teary-eyed and smiling, and Cain’s arm is draped over her shoulder. Cain beams with affection and understanding.


  “How in the world?” I ask with a shake of my head.


  Cain releases Audrey and steps closer. He places a kiss on the top of my head, then turns to Lucas. They shake hands and slap backs.


  “Good to see you again, man.” Cain grins.


  “It’s damn good to be seen,” Lucas says as he looks back and forth between Cain and me.


  Cain brushes my cheek with his thumb. “Tink, Audrey and I are taking a walk to the fig orchard to give you two some time to catch up, yeah?”


  I nod, but remain silent. This moment is surreal, and saying thank you seems grossly inadequate. He taps my nose with a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth, and I know he feels the words of gratitude I don’t say.


  “Come on, Audrey,” Cain says, crooking his finger. “The fig fields await. Piss me off and I may unleash a flock of wild birds on your pretty little head.”


  Audrey rolls her eyes and shoves him. “Oh yeah? Piss me off and my foot will become intimately acquainted with your testicles.”


  “Try not to kill each other, okay?” I call out.


  “Rome wasn’t built in a day, Cece,” Audrey calls out. “Baby steps, okay?”


  As their bickering voices trail off into the distance, I turn to face Lucas. My mind is a jumble of questions, the first one being: ‘is this real?’
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  “Brother” by NEEDTOBREATHE
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  The Past: About One Month Ago


  


  


  THE METAL DOOR slams shut behind us, and the sound of the lock clicking into place echoes through the dank hallway. I’m not sure what the fuck I’m doing here or if it’s even the right move, but I’m trusting Audrey on this one.


  Gray. Everything in the place is gray—floors, walls, tables. Except, of course, where the paint on the cinder block walls is chipped to show equally depressing puke green. How the hell is anyone supposed to get better in this place? I’m depressed, and I’ve only been here two minutes.


  Audrey walks across the large meeting room, snaking her way through the tables and chairs until we reach the far corner. That’s where he sits, alone and oblivious to our approach. He’s hunched over, scribbling furiously, and mumbling to himself. Disheveled hair, complete chaos, and the biggest obstacle between the woman I love and me. At first glance, I have to say, what I thought was a speed bump is looking more like the Great Wall of China.


  “Lucas,” Audrey calls out, her voice filled with artificial cheer. “I have someone I’d like you to meet. His name is Cain, and he’s a friend of mine.”


  Lucas lifts his head for a couple of beats, hardly enough time acknowledge our presence, and gets right back to it. I can’t decipher what he’s mumbling under his breath, but the paper in front of him is filled with thousands of numbers in varying equations and patterns. If that piece of paper is a peek into his mind, no matter my frustration with the situation, I feel for the guy.


  Audrey tries several more times to get his attention as we sit across from him at the table, but he’s disinterested … distracted. She huffs to herself and wrings her fingers. Like me, she’s got a lot banking on this visit. She and I stuck our neck out there for this one, so it’s do-or-die time.


  And I make a move.


  I slide the business card across the table and place it in the middle of his paper. And I wait.


  


  Leonard Benson III


  Attorney At Law


  424-546-9908


  


  He stops scribbling and stares at the letters in front of him. He lifts his head and zeroes in on me for the first time today. Looking into his bewildered eyes is sobering. He led a normal life with a family, school, a girlfriend, and then one day, poisonous thoughts invaded his mind. It’s a frightening thought.


  “What is this?” he spits at me. “And who are you?”


  Audrey leans forward to speak, but I lay a hand on her arm and keep eye contact with Lucas.


  “My name is Cain, and that card is the name of the lawyer who’s going to get you out of this place. With your cooperation, of course.”


  I cross my arms and wait. I know I have his attention now. His eyes flit to the side every so often, but his gaze always comes back to me. He’s sizing me up.


  “Who sent you?” he whispers, his voice laced with suspicion. He pushes back from the table, and Audrey catches his hand.


  “No one sent him, Lucas. Cain is here to help. He’s a friend of mine.” Lucas shakes his head and glares at her, obviously unhappy with the intrusion. “He’s a friend of Celia’s.”


  “Really? If he’s a friend of Celia’s, where is she? Why isn’t she here?” He rises to his feet and gathers his markers.


  I pull out my phone and thumb through photos as a last ditch effort. When I find what I’m looking for, I shove the phone in his direction, and his eyes fall upon the screen.


  “See, Lucas, she’s telling the truth. Celia and I are friends, and she’s not here today because I want to help her as much as I want to help you. Celia tends to get in her own way sometimes.”


  “Isn’t that the truth,” he mutters with a humorless chuckle.


  Lucas stares at the picture of Celia and me, her perched on my back, arms wrapped around my neck, laughing. He takes the phone from my hands, and an involuntary smile tugs at his lips. Before I realize what he’s doing, he raises a finger and flips through the photos.


  Fuck.


  I reach over the table and take the phone away from him. I lock the phone and the screen goes black, but not before I see a pic of Celia and me lip-locked. He lowers himself back into the chair, appearing strangely calm and focused. He watches me, either looking for an answer, or maybe figuring out the question.


  “You love her,” he says softly.


  His expression is blank, neither angry nor content. I can’t get a good read on the guy.


  “Yes.” Right or wrong, I’m gonna level with the him. Honesty all the way. I just pray it works.


  “Does she love you?”


  That’s an interesting question. Unfortunately, I don’t have an easy answer for him. Before I can think of anything to say, Audrey takes the lead.


  “Yes, Lucas, she does. She tries to hide her feelings, but there’s no denying she loves Cain.” Her words are soft and slow, as if that will lessen the blow.


  Lucas’s eyes dart between us. “Why is she hiding her feelings?”


  This time, his question silences us both. These are complicated questions, and there are no simple answers. I can’t seem to find the right words deliver the message without turning the knife. Then I see the moment it happens—when the realization washes over him.


  “It’s because of me,” he says in a strangled whisper, and I cringe at the pain and regret flowing off him. He lowers his head and scrapes his hands down his face and through his hair. He looks up at me with apologetic eyes. “I never wanted this for her, you know. I never meant to take her life away.”


  “She never wanted this for you, either, I can assure you. She wants what’s best for you. She loves you—always will. Now it’s time to get both of your lives back.”


  The words cost me, but I know them to be true. I don’t believe what Lucas and Celia share is a romantic love, at least not anymore, but it’s love all the same. I’m hoping there’s a place for both of us at the end of this.


  Lucas nods slowly and locks eyes with me. “I’ll try—I’ll try for her.”


  I look to Audrey and shake my head. “That’s great, man, but you need to do it for you. If this is gonna work, it’s got to be for you.”


  Audrey reaches across the table and grabs Lucas’s hand. “Please, it’s time for a fresh start … a new beginning. You both deserve that.”


  Lucas nods with conviction and picks up the business card off the table. He runs the edges between his fingers, reading over the words on the card over and again.


  “So what’s next?”
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  “All This Time” by One Republic
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  Present Day


  


  


  SHOES OFF AND feet dangling over the still water, Lucas bumps my shoulder and smiles. I clasp his hand in mine and lean my head on his shoulder. The croaking frogs and splashing fish are the only sounds filling the silence.


  “My pass is only for four hours, Cece. I’m happy to just sit here with you, but I’m sure you have questions.”


  I sigh. “Just give me a moment to pretend, okay? I don’t want to think about you going back to that place.”


  “You think I do? God, every time I have to go back, it fucking kills me.” Lucas shudders and exhales a frustrated breath. “It also drives me to keep pushing forward.”


  “Every time? What do you mean? How many passes have you had, Lucas?”


  His sympathetic look says it all. I release his hand and try to stand, but he catches my arm before I can get away.


  “No, Lucas! I don’t understand how you could shut me out. I know I’ve made mistakes, but what have I done to deserve this?” I cry, trying unsuccessfully to keep my temper in check.


  “Please, just give me a chance to explain. It’s not what you think.” Lucas scrubs his hand over his face and leans his elbows on his knees. He looks out onto the water. “I wanted you to be proud of me again, Celia. I wanted to give the meds, the therapy, all of it, a fair shot and show you I’m more than my disease. You’ve watched me struggle for so many years. Just for once, I wanted you to see me succeed.”


  His confession grips me, makes me wish for a different life for him … an easier life.


  “I thought you were angry with me—that you’d cut me out of your life,” I confess with a trembling voice.


  Lucas turns to face me and grabs my hands. “I’d never want that. I can’t do this without you. But, just for once, I wanted you to look at me without pity. I wanted to surprise you with how much I’m improving.”


  I nod, my anger waning. While I understand his reasoning, it’s obvious he never gave much thought to how his actions would affect me. For someone like me, with no family, my friendships mean everything to me. Severing a tie with someone as important to me as Lucas? The pain of that loss has been staggering. I don’t know if he’ll ever understand how deeply he hurt me. But when I look at him, I can’t deny the fact that I am proud of him. He’s focused and clear for the first time in as long as I can remember.


  I lower my feet into the water and splash a few times, the coolness coating my feet. Lucas smiles and follows suit after rolling up his pants. I kick a bit of water his way, and he laughs, sounding happy and free. It’s a beautiful sound.


  “I need you to tell me from the beginning. What started all of this? Did your parents have a change of heart?”


  Lucas lets out a humorless chuckle. “Not so much a change of heart as a change in perspective. When a high-powered attorney threatens to make a splash about the parents who locked their son away for years, and the legal fight for the boy’s freedom, said parents tend to loosen the leash on their batshit crazy son.”


  “Don’t say that,” I argue, but Lucas holds up his hand to quiet me.


  “I’m just joking, Celia. You’re so cute—you’ll even defend me to me,” he laughs. “Anyway, it turns out things look more favorable for Cindy and Gene if they can tell their friends they’re doing everything in their power to help their sick son. Leverage is a wonderful thing.”


  “So, just like that, you started taking meds and showing up for therapy?”


  Truly, could it have been that easy? Years of fighting tooth and nail, and everyone folds with one little threat? I can’t believe that.


  “Nah, you know me better than that. I didn’t go down without a fight. Doc had a list of meds for me to take, and after researching the hell out of each of them in his office, I agreed to about a third of what he prescribed. I sat in there for hours,” he admits with a smirk. “I know the old bastard wanted to kill me. After a few days on the meds, I felt like utter shit, completely dead inside. My thoughts were like tar. Everything in my mind came to a screeching halt.”


  “It can take some time to find the right dosages, Lucas. The right med—”


  “I know, really, I do,” he interrupts. “Because no matter how empty I felt, the voices were gone.”


  “The hallucinations?”


  “Ah, well, practice makes perfect. I still see mice running across the floors, but they are of the rainbow family. No snarling teeth and mangy fur. You win some, you lose some,” he says with a laugh. “But the cool thing about Doc is he listens to me. We’ve been tweaking the dosages for weeks, and I feel better every day. Instead of feeling hollow, I’m beginning to feel focused.”


  “That’s so amazing, Lucas. I can’t tell you how proud I am of you. I know you took a giant leap of faith, but it’s going to pay off, I know it.” Hope bubbles up within me, and I beam at him. I’ve wished for this type of cooperation since the day he was diagnosed. I was beginning to think it would never happen.


  He lowers his eyes and focuses on his fingers clasped in his lap. “Now that I’m granted supervised computer time, I’ve started looking into some online college courses. I know it’s not MIT, but it’s a start. I can feel the tide changing, Celia. I’m finally on the right track.”


  We clasp hands and splash our feet, and enjoy a few moments of silence. I see a few fish bubbling up to the surface. I jump up and dig through Cain’s ice chest, returning with a few sandwiches in hand. I tear open the wrappers and drop tiny bits of bread into the water. The fish waste no time gobbling them up.


  “Hmmm,” Lucas says with a grin. “Cain won’t be happy with you for feeding them. Fish with full bellies are much harder to catch.”


  “Ah, he’ll forgive me,” I giggle, as I sprinkle more bread into the water.


  Lucas nods. “I think he’ll forgive you for just about anything. You know he loves you…”


  His last words come out softer, heavily weighted with years of denial. We’ve spent ages turning a blind eye to the changes in our relationship, and Cain serves as a bright, shining beacon, demanding to be seen.


  “Yes, I know,” I admit, looking him straight in the eyes.


  “And you love him, too?” He doesn’t look hurt, only hopeful. That alone speaks volumes about the man he is—he’s hopeful for me, even if my happiness isn’t with him.


  “Yes. Very much,” I whisper. He deserves my complete honesty. I love him enough to tell him the truth.


  He holds my face with both hands and swipes his thumbs through the tears running down my cheeks. He smiles his gentle smile. “No tears today, okay?”


  I lower my head and nod. “Okay.”


  “You know, there’s one thing left for you and I to talk about.” He squeezes my neck to get my attention, and I look up to meet his eyes. “I’m afraid I have to break up with you, Celia.”


  I shut my eyes and turn away from the ache. Who would have thought those simple words could hurt so badly?


  “Hey, hey, don’t you start crying on me again,” he says with a gentle shake of my shoulders. “You and I both know that part of our relationship died years ago. We just never said the words. I’m saying them now, and I want you to move on with your life without all this guilt. I want you to be able to love Cain without feeling like I’m an albatross slung across your back. I never meant to be your burden, Celia.”


  “But I feel so torn, Lucas,” I cry. “How do I leave you?”


  “You don’t. You’re still my best friend … my family. Cain doesn’t strike me as a man who would ever ask you to turn your back on your family.” He shakes his head and smiles.


  I think about the type of man I know Cain to be, and without a doubt, Lucas is right. He let me keep his family even when I carelessly threw him away. He’d never make me give up my own. Seeing him with Audrey and Lucas today, it seems as if he’s already adopted them, his heart is just that big.


  “I know you’re right. He’d never ask that of me.”


  “See, you can’t get rid of me that easy,” he says with a laugh.


  I rest my head on his shoulder and watch him feed the fish. “I’d never want to,” I whisper.


  “You know, there’s someone out there for me, too, Cece. It just isn’t you—and that’s okay.”


  He tears open the next sandwich, rips it in half, and hands me a piece. I take my half from him, and raise it in the air. “Here’s to first loves and last loves.”


  He raises his sandwich. “Here’s to breaking up.”


  We knock them together before taking a bite. “Here’s to breaking up!” I laugh and chew at the same time.
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  Cain gives Lucas a firm handshake and slaps his back. “It was good to see you, man. Same time next week?”


  “I tell you what, it’s good to be seen,” Lucas replies with a huge grin. He looks my way and winks. “Next week it is. Take care of our girl, all right?”


  “You know I will,” Cain replies, without an ounce of malice. They each love me in a completely different way, and I’m grateful Cain can recognize the difference.


  Lucas and I embrace one last time, and even Audrey and me give each other a small hug. I can see the ice melting slowly on our relationship, and I couldn’t be happier. It’s been a rough few months without my best girlfriend.


  Cain and I stand side by side as Audrey drives away, and I reach down and lace our fingers together. He gives me a squeeze, and I curl into his side.


  “I’m not ready to go yet,” I whisper as I watch the car drive off into the horizon.


  “We can stay as long as you like, darlin’. It’ll be you, me, and the lightning bugs.”


  The night settles around us, and Cain leads me to the back of the truck and pulls down the tailgate. I hop up into the truck bed, legs dangling below me. I kick my sandals onto the grass and let the evening air cool my feet.


  I nibble on my bottom lip, trying to keep the smile from curving on my traitorous lips. His hungry eyes devour me, only stopping when his gaze reaches my sparkly pink toenails. His hand wraps around the arch of my foot and runs slowly up the inside of my calf as he hitches my leg on his hip.


  “Wait, I think we should—”


  “Shh, not yet. I need to just…” Cain answers with a shake of his head. He reaches up and runs the tips of his fingers through my hair and around my ear. He traces down my cheek, neck, collarbone, and then finally reaches the center of my chest. He pushes the flat of his palm over my heart and exhales long and deep. He leans in close and runs his nose across my cheekbone. His lashes flutter closed, tickling my face. When he opens them again, the corner of his mouth lifts into a half smile, half smirk.


  “Hi.”


  “Hi,” I whisper back. I watch his every move with flushed cheeks and an overflowing heart, praying for him to close the distance between our lips.


  The wind dies away, the stars stop mid-twinkle, and the moon shuts its eyes. The world holds its breath, waiting for the kiss that will finally free me from these chains. And when his lips touch mine, we all exhale.
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  “Speakers” by Sam Hunt
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  Present Day


  


  


  I DON’T CARE how long she’s wrapped in my arms, and sealed to my lips, it will never be enough. The hunger for her is overwhelming. The languid slide of her tongue, the gentle brush of her fingertips, the erratic beating of her heart—they all intoxicate me.


  “Wait, Cain,” she whispers between bruising kisses, a smile playing on her lips I’m so softly biting. She places both her hands on my chest and pulls away. “How did we get here?”


  “I drove us here, woman. Now where were we?” I snake an arm around her waist and pull her closer. Her dress slides up her legs, and my cock gets just enough friction to make me groan in frustration.


  She grinds into me and sighs. “That’s not what I mean. Lucas mentioned some lawyer? And he said you and Audrey make a good team. What have you two been up to? How did all of this happen?”


  I guess we’re doing this now, then.


  I push away from her and she whimpers, reaching for me. I shake my head and chuckle.


  “Oh, no you don’t, Tink. You want to have this talk? I’m gonna need a little space to think clearly.” I grab my neck and take a moment to collect my thoughts. There’s so much I need to say. “This all started when Audrey came to my apartment the night of Alex and West’s going away party. I’ve got to say, she shocked the shit out of me. She apologized for interfering in our lives and promised to do everything she could to fix it.”


  “I’m surprised you listened to a word she had to say. I know you two haven’t been the best of friends these last few months.”


  “Oh, believe me, I made the girl work for it. But it took a lot of guts for her to come to me. She swallowed her pride and did what she had to do to help you and her brother. People make mistakes, but good people do what they can to fix them. Audrey did that, so she’s forgiven as far as I’m concerned.” I move closer to Celia, placing my hands on her knees. I look straight into her deep blue eyes, still swimming with unshed tears. “She told me you loved me … that she’d never seen you act this way before … not even with Lucas.”


  “Yes,” she says simply, her expression telling me everything I need to know.


  Just one word. How can three simple letters mean so fucking much?


  “Then she told me about the about the last six years. You, your grandmother, Lucas—all of it.”


  I wait for her to respond, but she stays painfully quiet. Her eyes roam my face for some clue of how I’m feeling. So I tell her.


  “I was so hurt that you kept all this from me—that you thought you couldn’t tell me. It took all of my restraint not to drive straight to your house and lay into your pretty little ass. This entire time, I thought you were mourning a dead man.”


  Her lower lip trembles as tears well in her eyes. “In a lot of ways I was. Schizophrenia took my Lucas away a long time ago.” She looks off into the distance and shakes her head. “I’m so sorry, Cain. I never meant to lie. I may not have been completely honest with you, but that doesn’t change what happened between us. I fell in love with you, no matter the unsaid details,” she explains with a frown. “I kept Lucas a secret for years, and thinking back, it’s hard to explain or even understand why I did it. That one decision caused so much pain. The only thing I can come up with is that I honored the Landrys’ wishes out of some misplaced respect for them. God knows those two don’t deserve any respect from me.”


  “I get that now, I really do. I’m not upset anymore, but damn, it was a lot to digest.” She gives me a tiny nod and lowers her gaze to the ground. “Then Audrey took me to meet Lucas. Fuck, I wanted to hate him. But I changed my mind within minutes of meeting him, and all I could think about was how to help him … how to help you.”


  Her fingers run over my knuckles and the side of her mouth twitches. “So you hired a lawyer to put the smack down on the Landrys?”


  I chuckle and tip her chin to meet my eyes. “Oh, I didn’t have to hire anyone. You see, Tink, there is someone who loves you almost as much as I do. And the old geezer took exception to anyone messing with his girlie—his words, not mine.”


  Her eyes dance with laughter, and she beams. “Sarge,” she whispers.


  I nod my head. “Yep, Sarge. Leonard Benson III is a high-priced ambulance chaser here in Providence. He’s a bit slimy, but he’s known for making a splash in the headlines whenever the mood strikes him. It turns out he owes Sarge a favor. Way back in the day, Lennie lost his toupee to Sarge in a poker game, but Sarge chose not to collect. This earned Sarge big points in Lennie’s book, and he was all too eager to pounce on the Landrys like a rabid panther.”


  Celia scrunches up her face. “A toupee?”


  “Don’t ask. I know I didn’t.”


  We both silently watch each other, and the tiniest smile plays on her lips. She reaches out and curls her fingers around my belt loops.


  “So, Lucas broke up with me today.”


  She pulls on the loops, inching me closer.


  “Damn right, he did. I’d have to kill the little fucker, otherwise,” I grunt, pulling her knees forward, bridging the distance between us even more.


  “We haven’t been together in a very long time, but it’s still freeing to get everything out in the open. And the thought of Lucas getting the help he needs, maybe even getting out of that place? I can’t find the words.” She drops her forehead to my chest and breathes deep. “Thank you,” she whispers.


  I kiss the top of her head. “While I love being the hero in this scenario, I may have had an ulterior motive. The image of a tiny fairy letting me have my wicked way with her may have been the driving force behind my actions.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  “Definitely.”


  She tips her head and catches my bottom lip, sucking gently. She pulls away and loops her arms through the straps of her dress, but holds the material to her chest. Flushed skin and mischief on full display, she raises an eyebrow and purses her lips.


  “Are you liking this image? Is it wicked enough for you?”


  “Don’t play with me, woman. Drop the dress or I go into full-on attack mode,” I growl, only half joking.


  “Oh, I’m counting on it,” she says, then drops her dress and crashes her lips to mine.


  Frenzied arms grasp and pull. Dueling tongues slide and explore. I can’t get close enough. I wrap her legs around my waist, leaving her dress scrunched up around her waist. I lose my shirt somewhere along the way, and her hands fumble with the button of my jeans.


  A fat drop of rain splashes on my cheek, and I lift my head to the sky. Thunder rumbles in the distance, and another raindrop hits my shoulder.


  “A storm’s coming,” I say, my voice breathless and ragged.


  Her hand dives into my jeans, and her fingers wrap around my dick. My head falls back, and I groan when she massages me, root to tip. The drops continue to fall, the water cooling my heated skin.


  “It’s about time.” She pulls me to her and licks the water from my lips before plunging her tongue into my mouth.


  Yes, she’s right. It’s past time for the rain … the thunder … every bit of the storm that is Celia.


  “I can’t go slow,” I tell her between kisses as I toss my rain-soaked wallet into the truck bed after finding a condom. “It’s been too long … I’ve missed you too much.”


  She rips the condom from my hands while I drop my jeans below my hips. She smirks as she rolls it all the way down my shaft.


  “Commando, huh?” She smirks and squeezes me. I can’t help myself from pumping into her hand. She pulls me close and gives my ear a playful bite, then a seductive lick. “I want you hard and deep. I’ve missed you, too.”


  The words barely leave her lips before I drive into her in a long, swift thrust. The feel of her body pulsating against my cock nearly does me in. The rainfall quickens as our bodies move together, each hungry—fucking starving—for what we’ve missed.


  I whisper to her through ragged breaths and powerful thrusts. “If you leave me again, I won’t give you space. I’ll love you harder and deeper than ever before.”


  “Never again.” Her body bows to mine, and I feel her gripping me, edging closer to the precipice. She pulls my forehead to hers and burns me with her gaze. “My heart will never allow it.”


  Slicked skin and entangled limbs tremble as we watch each other with every roll, every thrust. I see the clouds form in her eyes just as the haze rolls over me as well.


  And we fall head first over the cliff … together.
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  “I Choose You” by Sara Bareilles
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  Present Day


  


  


  “WELL, BOY WONDER decided to wake the hell up. It’s about time, don’t ya think?” Sarge bellows as we climb the front porch steps, fingers laced and lovesick smiles in place.


  “Who me? You better take a look at your tiny friend right here,” I say with a chuckle as I kiss the top of Celia’s head. “I’ve been wide awake for a long time, old man.”


  Sarge grunts and points at me. He shakes his head and turns to Celia. “Is that any way to talk to your grandfather? No manners, that one. No respect.”


  “Christ,” I mutter under my breath, and Celia giggles.


  “Come sit with me, girlie. You and I have a date with the past.” Sarge pats the rocking chair next to him in invitation.


  “It’s so good to see you, Sarge.”


  Celia leans in for a long hug, and Sarge holds on tight the entire time. I faintly hear her whispers of gratitude, and he pats her back gently in response. She curls up in the rocking chair next to him and kicks off her shoes. I sit down, too, half expecting Sarge to send me away. I get the feeling he’s territorial about his time with Celia.


  Sarge grabs a notebook off the side table and hands it to Celia, along with a pen. “What memories should we visit today?”


  “Hmmm,” she says softly as she looks between Sarge and me with a mischievous smile. “Why don’t we talk about your memories of Cain? Since he’s here, he can help fill in the blanks.”


  “Well, I’ve been there since the day the doctor slapped his lily white ass and hollered, ‘It’s a boy!’ and there were days I wanted to wring his damn neck … and there were some I never thought I could be so proud.” Sarge beams at me, making my jaw go slack.


  As much shit as the old geezer gives me, it floors me to see pride in his face. The old Sarge, before Alzheimer’s? Absolutely. But now, it’s hard to believe. Most days, he wouldn’t show me the flow if I were a gutter. He rides my ass all day long.


  “Let’s talk about a time you wanted to wring his neck,” Celia says primly, pen perched in her fingers ready to write one of my finest moments.


  “Thanks, Tink. Much appreciated,” I mutter, crossing my arms across my chest and rolling my eyes.


  She levels me with pleading eyes, silently begging me to be patient. Fine, I’ll keep my opinion to myself, but it doesn’t mean I’m happy.


  “Ha! Boy wonder here has given me so much to choose from over the years.” Sarge lets out a raspy chuckle and grins. “But if I have to choose just one, a certain Halloween comes to mind.”


  Fuck…


  Sarge lowers his chin and looks in my direction. I slump down into the chair and pull the brim of my hat low. Man, he picked a doozy.


  After Sarge finishes recounting one more of my more embarrassing moments, he leans back in his chair and steeples his hands. “There’s plenty I’m proud of though, too. You know what else I’m proud of?”


  “What’s that?” Celia asks.


  “The two of you,” he answers, eyeing us both through squinted lids. “It’s been a rough road to get where you are today, but you made it. And believe me, there will be hard times ahead. That’s life. But I see the fire in you that still blazes in Rose and me. Nothing can dampen that kind of love.”


  I reach out and lace my fingers with Celia’s and see the misty look in her eyes. My sweet, soft-hearted fairy—my life goal will be to give her more laughter than tears. She’s as sappy as they come, so I know I’ve got my work cut out for me.


  “That’s solid gold in the palm of your hand right now, boy. Don’t screw it up.” Sarge’s voice cuts through the nostalgia like a hot knife through butter. The old man has a way with words.


  Little does he know, his warning isn’t needed. I’m well aware of the treasure next to me, and I’m never letting her go. Little does she know, Operation Fairy Lockdown is well under way.
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  “Cain!” Her voice pierces my ears, and I smash the pillow over my head in an attempt to drown her out. I just need a few more minutes of rest. “Cain, why are my plates and bowls all packed up? And what’s with the boxes and newspaper strewn all over the living room?”


  Shit. I guess my dream of a nap before battle is dead. This conversation is happening a little sooner than I’d like, but I’m ready. Bring it on.


  I stretch my arms over my head and let out a monstrous yawn. “Back here, Cece. We need to have a little talk.”


  She peeks around the door, and I pat the mattress next to me and smile. She walks into her bedroom, hands clasped behind her back, eyeing me suspiciously the entire time. Her yellow sundress swishes with every stride, showing just enough of her gorgeous legs to get my attention.


  “Start talking,” she orders, her cheeks pink with annoyance.


  “Tink, I’m afraid I have to evict you.” I exhale a deep breath and shrug.


  “Excuse me? What did you say?” Her voice is eerily calm. I shrink away just a bit. The first rule of battle—never underestimate your opponent. Celia may be small, but she’s a feisty little thing.


  “I said I’m evicting you. You see, it’s stipulated in your lease I may sever our agreement at any time for a fee. I’m exercising that right. I’ll even be so kind as to help you pack. That’s where the boxes and newspaper come in.”


  I smile and put my hands in my lap, inconspicuously protecting my cratchel. If the look on her face is any indication, the crown jewels are in serious risk of being pummeled.


  “You wanna know what right I’m about to exercise if you don’t change your mind?”


  I shake my head. “Nope. No, I don’t think I do. Besides, I couldn’t change my mind even if I wanted to.” I scoot a little farther away, just in case.


  “Oh yeah?” she challenges. “Why’s that?”


  “I may have already rented the place out,” I mumble, looking away.


  The room goes silent, the calm before the storm. A flurry of flinging hands, violent swears, and pelting glitter assaults me. I alternate between protecting my head and protecting my crotch while I duck for cover.


  “Wait, Tink, just wait! Let me explain,” I say as I hug her tight in an effort to stop the onslaught.


  She growls and pounds my back. Her tiny fists feel more like a massage than a beating, and I chuckle at the thought. Yeah, that only pisses her off more.


  “Celia, I might be kicking you out, but I’ve got a much better place for you to live,” I holler.


  Her fists stop beating me and her growls downgrade to frustrated pants. I loosen my hold slightly, and she leans back to meet my eyes. Pink cheeks, wild and wispy hair, and an endless ocean of blue—fuck, I love this girl.


  “Where?” The word comes out as a frustrated huff, and she’s poised to resume her attack.


  I tip her chin and run my thumb over her bottom lip. I can’t resist, so I press my lips to hers, savoring the taste of her sweet, honeyed gloss. My lips quirk up into a half smile, both excited and fucking terrified of what happens next.


  “With me, Tink,” I say softly with a shrug. “I want you to live with me.”


  Her eyes widen at my admission, but she hasn’t bolted from the room yet. I’m checking that off in the “win” column for now. I don’t want to spend another day without her, so she needs to see things my way.


  “Remember what I told you, Tink. No more space. One mile down the road is too far away as far as I’m concerned. I need you close, and by that, I mean in my bed. Every night. I know this thing between us is new, but my love for you isn’t. I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.” The beginnings of a smile play on her face, so I keep going. “Besides, Adam and I think this house is a perfect fit for Abbie and Violet. They’ve got a built-in babysitting job with the twins next door, and Adam can work on the Volkswagen any time it gives Abbie trouble—”


  She covers my mouth with her fingers and shakes her head. She bites her bottom lip, and a magical giggle escapes. She threads her fingers through my hair and runs the tip of her nose along the bridge of mine. My heart gallops in my chest waiting for her answer.


  “I don’t want space … I only want you.”


  “Yeah?”


  She nods her head furiously and shrieks when I toss her onto the bed and devour her neck, her cleavage, and finally her mouth. I pull away as quickly as I descended and dash for the door.


  “Wait!” she yells, and I stop at the doorway. She laughs as I struggle to keep still and listen. “Where are you going?”


  “Reinforcements, Tink! With Adam’s help, I can get you moved out twice as fast.”


  She throws her head back in laughter, and I race in for one more kiss. She wraps her hands around my neck, keeping me close.


  “I’m gonna be the best roommate you’ve ever had.” I lick her nose, and she laughs. “When I shower? Door open every time for equal opportunity crotch shots. I’ll even drop the soap and bend over if you whistle real pretty for me.”


  “Oh yeah? I’ll leave my dirty underwear all over the apartment, just in case you want a sniff.” She waggles her eyebrows and nods her head.


  “Don’t tease, girl.” I pop the back of her panties, and she yelps.


  “I’m gonna love you so good,” she whispers, squeezing my neck.


  “No more space.”


  She grins at me as she lowers her lips to mine. “Not.” Kiss. “One.” Kiss. “Inch.”


  “Bring it on,” I say, with steely conviction that overwhelms me.


  Bring on the love. Bring on this life. Bring on the storms.
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  “Mean to Me” by Brett Eldredge
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  The Present


  


  


  THE SMELL OF smoke and barbeque tickle my nose. The boys hover around the flat screen, yelling plays to Drew Brees and Sean Payton as if they’re actually listening. The girls and I curl up on the outdoor furniture, doing what we do best—relaxing and talking about the boys.


  Cain’s rooftop patio is the perfect place for our evening get together for two reasons. First, Cain has it maxed out with the best outdoor kitchen and entertainment system he could find. And secondly, we couldn’t fit our friends inside the apartment with all the stacks of boxes littering the rooms. I may be moved in, but I’m far from unpacked.


  “Congrats on the big move, Cece. I must say, the man wastes no time,” Sara says, with a tip of her beer.


  I smile as I watch Cain from across the patio. He takes a pull off his beer, and I salivate watching his throat muscles contract, his Adam’s apple bob. Oh yeah, I’m obsessed. But it feels so good to be able to watch him openly. I plan on checking him out plenty and often.


  “No, he doesn’t. But when it’s right, it’s right, ya know? I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”


  Audrey squeezes my thigh and gives me an affectionate smile. It’s amazing how quickly she and I fell back into our old relationship, no grudges or anger to speak of. No big explanations or apologies were needed between us. We love each other unconditionally and accept the mistakes between as just that—mistakes.


  Cain and I have plans to meet her and Lucas at the pond this week. The improvement in Lucas is staggering. In a relatively short amount of time, he’s shown immeasurable growth and cooperation with his psychiatrist and therapists. There has even been talk about the possibility of a group home while attending the hospital’s day program as the next step in his treatment. I couldn’t be more proud of his progress. He amazes me every day.


  “How’s the wedding planning coming, Sara? I have gobs of wedding magazines and planners that I used for our wedding, so I’d be happy to share,” Alex offers.


  Sara’s eyes brighten. “Oh, you know what, there is something. Who catered your wedding? Every bite was like a little morsel of heaven.”


  “Damn straight. That shit was tight … and so was my dress by the end of the night,” Marlo says with a laugh.


  “I don’t remember the name right off hand, but I can get it from my parents. I forgot about this until just now, but it was kind of strange. Marlo, the chef actually asked about you. He knew you somehow, I guess, and must have noticed you at the reception.” Alex stands and brushes off her skirt, watching West from across the patio.


  “And you can’t remember the name?” Marlo asks with a clipped tone and a frown.


  Alex turns back to Marlo, distracted. “Huh? Oh, no, I’m not sure. I’ll ask my mom, though.”


  Alex paces across the patio and stands between West’s bent legs. He runs a soft hand across her flat belly then peppers kisses over his path. She runs her fingers through his hair and smiles down at him lovingly.


  It looks like Cain and me aren’t the only two who have an announcement to make. I smile to myself and keep my lips sealed. They’ll share their news in their own time.


  “Celia Lemaire, come and sit that gorgeous ass on my lap so I can whisper dirty somethings in your ear,” Cain shouts across the patio with a wink.


  “Ugh, all this coupledom is nauseating me. Seriously. Bring on the vodka,” Marlo quips with a hair flip and eye roll.


  “Yeah, like that’ll ever happen,” Sara mumbles under her breath and shudders. “Marlo with a buzz is a terrifying thought.”


  Marlo thinks on it for a moment then nods. “Yeah, you’re right. I better stick with my DDP.”


  “I don’t get it. Why don’t you invite that dude Mike to these dinners? You’ve been seeing him for a while, right?” Cain asks.


  “Uh, maybe because you shouldn’t invite one-night stands into your friend circle. It’s bad juju, man.” Marlo shakes her head and mashes her lips together.


  “One-night stand? Did you just say one-night stand?” Cain asks incredulously. “Hey, Adam, man, back me up on this one. Have you ever had a one-night stand?”


  Adam sighs and slumps his shoulders. “Why yes, Cain, I have. Thank you so much for mentioning it.” Adam turns to Sara and mouths, “I love you” as she purses her lips and gives him evil eyes.


  “You’re welcome, my friend. Now, tell me, how long do your one-night stands last?” Cain raises his eyebrows and extends his hand in Adam’s direction.


  “One night dude. That’s why it’s called a one-night stand.”


  Cain slaps my thigh, and I jump. “Exactly my point! Marlo’s been having the same one-night stand for months. Sorry, Marlo, but if this guy’s been putting up with your ass for that long, he’s earned himself some barbeque.”


  “Oh yeah? Well, I think you’ve earned yourself a kick to the balls, big man.” Marlo narrows her eyes, hip popped and fists clenched.


  Movement on the stairwell catches my attention, and I watch Caroline step onto the patio, Lily and Gage running in behind her.


  I hop off Cain’s lap and give him a quick kiss before meeting Caroline at the entryway. Once I’m gone, Cain covers his crotch with his hand, eyeing Marlo suspiciously. Smart move on his part.


  Caroline greets me with a tight embrace. Tears prick the back of my eyes, and she gently rubs my back.


  “There, there. Today’s a happy day, my dear,” she whispers in my ear.


  “The happiest.”


  “Indeed.” She pulls away and gives me a once-over. “Love agrees with you. You are simply radiant today.”


  I blush at her compliment, and we both turn to watch our friends in their element. I may have lost my mom and Grams, but these people are my family, regardless of blood.


  “If you would have asked me as little as a month ago if I would ever get to this point…”


  “Never underestimate the power of determination … the force of relentless adoration. Look at him over there. He can’t keep his eyes off you.” Caroline chuckles as she watches Cain watch me. I can’t tear my eyes away from him either.


  “I know the feeling,” I whisper with a smile playing on my lips.


  Caroline swats my butt with a sting that makes me yelp. “Go, sweet girl. Go enjoy yourself.”


  I reach in for another hug, and nuzzle my head into her neck.


  “Thank you.”


  “Your happiness is all the gratitude I need.”


  She shoves me away too soon, and I take my place back on Cain’s lap. His arms wrap around me, and he kisses my shoulder, my collarbone, my neck, but then he stops. He turns his head to the side, and his eyebrows furrow.


  “Tink, where’s your necklace? I’ve never seen you without it.”


  I brush my finger across his forehead and down his nose before pressing my smiling lips to his.


  “It’s downstairs in my jewelry box,” I say with a shrug. “I don’t think I need to wear it anymore.”


  His face lights up with my admission, and he pulls me in even closer.


  “Damn straight, Tink. Damn straight.”
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  An ominous hiss filters up from under the bed, jolting me awake. A defeated yelp follows, and the pounding of Biz’s paws across the bedroom floor causes Cain to stir, too. He snakes an arm around my waist and pumps his morning wood into my panty-covered ass before settling back to sleep. I’m sure it’s ladylike and appropriate to be offended by his caveman ways, but I’m not. I wouldn’t trade my Caveman Casanova for all the catnip in the world.


  Now, Eddie’s a different story.


  It’s been a few weeks since the big move and everyone is settling into the new arrangement nicely … everyone, that is, except for my sweet kitty, Edna Catherine Lemaire. She’s a bit of a princess, and a rambunctious terrier named Mr. Biscuit is messing with her kingdom. It’s a wonder poor Biz hasn’t bled to death from Eddie’s frequent and brutal paw swipes.


  “Let ‘em duke it out, Tink. In this house, our motto is ‘survival of the fittest.’ Biz can fight his own battles,” Cain grumbles into the crook of my neck.


  “Last time I checked, your last name was Bennett, not Darwin. Poor Biz needs reinforcements. I’m beginning to think Eddie’s possessed. I foresee World War III in our future. Feline versus Canine: a fight to the death.”


  I pull up again, only to be jerked back into bed. Cain rolls me in one swift motion and settles between my legs, my arms pinned on top of my head. I let out a contented sigh, his morning wood placing the perfect amount of pressure exactly where I need it. God, I love waking up to this man. I love falling asleep with him, too. Moving in with him was the best and easiest decision I’ve ever barely been allowed to make.


  When it’s right, you just know it.


  “I promise, darlin’. They’ll work it out. Give them some time. They’re just like their momma and daddy.”


  I burst out laughing and roll my eyes. “Is that right?”


  I have to admit hearing Cain refer to us as Momma and Daddy does funny things to my stomach ... my heart, too. I could get used to that.


  “Oh yeah,” he says as he trails open-mouthed kisses down my neck. “You see, Biz tries to give Eddie all the attention, and she’s just not having it. Her feisty little ass pushes him away at every turn. Sound familiar?”


  I jump when he nips my earlobe, and goose bumps erupt on my skin as his breath tickles my neck. “Vaguely,” I whisper.


  “Uh huh. I thought so.” He releases my hands and my fingers thread through his blond curls. He tugs my tank top up to my neck and takes one of my nipples into his mouth. He releases it with a pop and grins at me. “Then she’ll give him an inch … just a tiny inch, though. He’ll feel like he’s the king of the world, but sadly, it’ll be short-lived. Eddie will swipe the rug out from under him, yet again.”


  “She’s finicky that way,” I stutter as his fingers curl under the waistband of my panties and pull down … down … down.


  “Yes, yes she is.” I’m not sure if he’s talking about Eddie or me, but I forget to care when he slides up my legs and places a luscious lick between my legs. “And that’s when Biz will decide he’s had enough. He doesn’t need Eddie anyway.”


  He keeps talking, seemingly unaffected, while I lay here writhing … panting.


  “He doesn’t need her?”


  “At least that’s what he’s gonna tell himself while ignoring the hell out of her.”


  He lines his body up with mine, his shaft sliding effortlessly between my legs. My wetness offers an exquisite amount of friction to his thrusts. He stops mid-slide when a blood-curdling yelp echoes through the apartment.


  “I’d say they are definitely still in the pushing away phase,” I say with a giggle that dies away as the tip of his cock pushes at my entrance. “Eddie won’t like being ignored.”


  “No, she won’t like it at all. She’ll miss Biz’s masculine prowess and animalistic sex appeal.”


  “Uh huh. She’ll miss the hell out of him,” I say. It’s the best answer I can muster as he slowly, deliciously works his tip in and out of my body. The more I push my body forward, the more he backs away. I love it and hate it in equal measures. “Cain, I need you now. Please…”


  “That’s what Eddie’s gonna say. Just you watch, Tink.”


  He keeps teasing … taunting…


  “Cain?”


  “Yeah?”


  I pull his face down to mine and narrow my clouded eyes at him. “If you don’t take me deep right this very second, I swear I’m joining Eddie’s army for World War III.”


  “Well, we can’t have that, now can we?”


  In one smooth motion, he drives in to the hilt, ending my sweet torture. His corded muscles remain still, tension rippling through his body. All the energy, adoration, and passion filters through his gorgeous green eyes as he gazes at me. His long lashes flutter as his forehead falls to mine.


  “Thank you,” he whispers.


  “For what?”


  “For choosing to share your life with me.”


  Happy tears threaten to fall as I press my lips to his.


  “Thank you for making it worth living.”


  With full hearts and overwhelming need, we both succumb to the exquisite storm within us.
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  With each book, writing acknowledgments gets more and more difficult. My list of gratitude grows and my ability to say goodbye to my characters becomes unbearable. Saying “thank you” marks the end of Storms Over Secrets, and I’m in no way ready to say goodbye. Cain and Celia weaved their way into my heart like no other characters have. The only thing keeping the tears at bay is that I have one more book to write in The Over Series. Although the book is complete, their story will continue, even if it’s in the background.


  I owe thanks to so many people, and this list is in no way exhaustive. There is no way to thank everyone who has helped me on this journey, but I’ll certainly give it a shot. I’m emotional and a bit weepy, so please forgive me any inadvertent omissions.


  A big thank you to my husband and my professor for understanding the endless hours spent sitting in front of the computer. Thank you for your patience and enduring the ever-present stench of coffee that follows me around. That’s the price I pay for being a coffee shop writer. A million thanks to my parents for the sleepovers, fishing trips, and swimming so the professor didn’t die of boredom while I penned Celia and Cain’s story.


  To the best beta readers a girl could ask for, hands down. You pushed, you questioned, you challenged, and I can’t thank you enough for that. Roxie, the ultimate beta fairy, thank you for your attention to detail and perspective. You always see what I can’t, and I thank you for that. But most of all, I thank you for your friendship. Casey, this wouldn’t be near as much fun without you. Thank you for being my sounding board and telling me when I need to slow it down, sex it up, or start from scratch. I hope to be sitting with you thirty years from now, in our rocking chairs, sporting our romance novels with Fabio on the cover, and shooting the breeze. Kristy, here we go for round three! I can’t imagine what it would be like if I never sent that PM. I’m so grateful to have met you. Natasha, thank you for being the push I need. So many times, I wanted to procrastinate, and all I could think was “Natasha’s gonna kill me.” I can’t tell you how grateful I am that you were relentless. One person at a time, right?


  To my wonderful editor, Madison Seidler, proofreader, Alexis Durbin, formatter, Julie Titus, and cover designer, Regina Wamba, I truly appreciate all of your time and dedication. Thank you, Daniela, for making such amazing graphics and bringing my story to life. You’ve all been wonderful resources, and I’m so happy I found such wonderful people to work with. Your professionalism and hard work help me breathe easy when I press publish, and I can’t put a price on that feeling.


  To the fabulous Indie Chicks Rock girls—thank you for the advice, the encouragement, and the endless shenanigans. I truly appreciate your friendship and feel blessed to have such a great support system. Indie Chicks Rock!!


  To all the amazing bloggers and book clubs who take the time to review and post, thank you from the bottom of my heart. Your kind words and efforts have meant the world to me. You all are the heart of this indie community, and I’m so appreciative of every post, review, and comment.


  To my late night cheerleaders, thank you for the laughs and writing fuel. Laura, Tracey, Sanzana, Kristy, and so many more, nothing brings a smile to my face more than talking with you ladies. Your friendship means the world to me.


  To the amazing ladies in my Jezebel group, thank you so much for your friendship, encouragement, and support. I love this group so much. We are sassy, sexy, highly inappropriate, and I wouldn’t want it any other way. This fun little group has become my safe place, and I thank you for that.


  To all of the wonderful readers out there, I hope Celia and Cain grab you and don’t let go. That’s exactly what they did to me, and I hope you feel that when you read. Every message or comment I receive from a reader is the most amazing gift. Thank you from the bottom of my heart for reading my stories—there is no greater compliment. I’ll keep writing as long as there’s someone listening.
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  J.A. DEROUEN RESIDES IN South Louisiana with her husband, son (aptly nicknamed “The Professor”), and her furry friend, Scout. She has earned bachelor’s degrees in psychology and nursing. When she's not writing or inhaling romance novels by the stack, she works as a women's health nurse. She’s been an avid reader and daydreamer since childhood, and she's never stopped turning the page to get to the next happily ever after.


  


  


  You can find J.A. Derouen online at:


  


  Newsletter Sign Up


  http://eepurl.com/6DkNz


  


  Facebook Author Page


  www.facebook.com/JADerouen


  


  Facebook Group


  www.facebook.com/groups/JAsJezebels/


  


  Instagram


  @jaderouen


  


  Twitter


  @JADerouen1


  


  Goodreads


  https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/8184871.J_A_DeRouen


  


  


  Now Available:


  Hope Over Fear (The Over Series #1)


  Wings Over Poppies (The Over Series #2)
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