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        For those who let love redeem them.


        "In all the world, there is no heart for me like yours. In all the world, there is no love for you like mine."


        -- Maya Angelou

      

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Prologue

        

      

    

    
      They always say the first cut is the deepest; that the first love is a love you never forget... it’s always there in the back of your mind; something you never can quite push all the way out. I never thought of life without him, until the choice was no longer mine. Each day was like sucking in enough air to survive, but never enough to feel at ease. It was one foot in front of the other, and no matter how many steps I took, it’s never getting ahead. It felt like the weight of the world was crashing down, constantly.


      I remember being seven years old, the innocence of the world surrounding me, running next door banging on his door when I could hear his daddy screaming. Even at seven my heart was that boys’. Looking back, every memory I have has a piece of him. Living without him never seemed like an option.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Part One:

        

      

    

    
      “He’s more myself than I am, whatever our souls are made of, his and mine are the same. – Emily Bronte

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      
        Ember


        11 years old

      


      


      “Ember promise me. Promise me you’ll go home and won’t come back. Promise me right now!” Hale screams, pushing my long brown locks back from my face. “Promise me or I’m going to tell your Nan it was you that stole ole’ man Barker’s pecans.” “I promise Hale, I pinky swear it,” I nod my head, screaming back. It seems impossible to make a promise like that, to just leave him here all alone, but he never yells at me, and I know he means it. I turn and run back to Nana’s as fast as my trembling body can carry me, flying through the front door, tripping up the stairs, the sweat running soaking my old t-shirt. I run towards the window facing Hale’s house, hoping he gives me our sign soon. I’m scared, but I promised, I pinky swore. We never break our promises.


      I’ve lived next to Hale Jarreau for as long as I can remember. He moved in the summer before first grade, all the way from Michigan. He was all boy: front teeth missing, and dark hair constantly falling in his eyes. The first thing he ever said to me was, “Hey sweet girl,” grinning that toothless smile. Nan said he was the most charming little boy from here to New Orleans. We’ve been best friends ever since the day I fell out of Nana’s tree and broke my arm. He ran to me and held my hand, telling me that big girls don’t cry. It seemed like since that day, Hale has been a permanent part of my life. His dad has been a drunk ever since his mama died last year, so he eats dinner with us at least three times a week. I think if he didn’t sit at our dinner table, he would never get a proper meal. His daddy is a police officer with the department right up the street and works long hours, and when he is home he doesn’t pay Hale much attention. Seems like it’s always been that way and Nan’s got a soft spot for that boy and can’t tell him no for anything.


      When I was two years old my mama and daddy died in a car accident on the way home from the grocery store. I wasn’t old enough to understand what really happened or why. I’ve lived with Nan ever since then; her and my pawpaw took me in without batting an eye. He passed away the summer before Hale moved in from a heart attack. Nan was sad for a long time after that, but one day she just got up and decided it was time to move on with her life; said she had to be there for me and then that night she took me for ice cream. Sometimes, when I’m getting ready for bed, she tells me stories of Mama and Daddy and Pawpaw. Right before Pawpaw passed away, him and Nan put me in the ballet class at the studio in town. He always said that I was the prettiest ballerina he’d ever seen. He never missed a recital or practice, driving from the town over just to make it. When he passed away, I didn’t like to dance for a while. Nan said I needed to be a strong girl and get out there and show Pawpaw how good I had gotten. She said every day he was looking down at me and I needed to make him proud. This year will be my sixth year dancing and I get to start with my toe shoes. Now Hale comes to all of my recitals and practices and he’s never missed one. He doesn’t care much that all the boys at school make fun of him for watching ballet, he comes because he knows how much I love to dance. I think part of it is he doesn’t want to be home with his daddy. He would rather be with Nan and me any day.


      Once, I asked Hale why his daddy was so mean to him and why he yelled at him all the time. He told me, “I dunno Ember, I think he’s mad that he got stuck with me when mama died. I think he blames me for it.” It hurt my heart knowing that Hale thought that about his daddy. That day I grabbed his hand, and told him that no matter what I would always be his friend, and he could always come to Nan’s anytime he felt scared or wanted to get away from him.


      Lately, Hale hasn’t been coming around as much. Today, when I knocked on his door, I heard his daddy screaming at him and when Hale came out he shut the door and grabbed my arm. Hurriedly, he pulled me down the stairs, “Em you can’t be here right now. My dad’s hollerin’ and I don’t want to piss him off anymore. You need to go back to Nan’s and do not come back here no matter what. I’ll come by tonight. Okay?” He whispers.


      “Hale just come to Nan’s and eat dinner with us. Sneak out back, he won’t even notice you’re gone. C’mon.” Grabbing Hale’s hand, I start to pull him towards the house.


      “Ember stop. I can’t, I need you to go home. Go. I promise I’ll come to you, but I need you to go.” I don’t understand what’s going on. “Promise me you’ll stay home Emmie,” he whispers.


      “Why are you whispering Hale what is going on? Can’t you just tell me what’s wrong?”


      “HALE MICHAEL! WHERE ARE YOU BOY?!”


      We both look up, hearing his daddy scream. “Em promise me. Promise me right now!”Hearing Nan holler bath time, I pull myself from my thoughts. I’ve been thinking about today all day and I still haven’t seen Hale. I’m worried. Lying in bed that night, I listen to the crickets chirping, whispering my prayers. Hale never comes.


      


      The next morning, I wake up drenched. I tossed and turned all night; the nightmares running through my mind on replay. Every Sunday morning we go to church together. He’s always waiting for us by the car right before we leave. Nan says we have to be right with God, so the only Sunday we’ve ever missed is when I got pneumonia. I run downstairs to Nan and tell her I’m worried about Hale. I never heard from him. “I’ll go on over there if he isn’t ready for church by 9:30, now go put on your church dress”, she replies as she finishes putting the rollers in her hair. I roll my eyes and head to my room to get ready.


      By 9:15 I’m dressed in my pink church dress, my hair in braids and black Mary Janes on. I’m standing at the tall window in the living room waiting on Nan. She is going next door to get Hale, but said I had to wait here. Biting my thumb nail absentmindedly, I watch her walk across the yard and knock on the door. Finally, after what feels like forever, the door opens and Hale slips out. I immediately run out the door, half tripping down the stairs to get to him. “Hale why is your arm in that cast, what happened? What’s wrong? Nan what’s going on?” I scream, my voice rising in octaves, the worry evident on my face. His eye is black and blue and his arm is in a long, black cast... Which wasn’t there yesterday.


      “Ember it’s okay, I just tripped going down the stairs,” he whispers, eyes cast downwards. “Hale Michael no you didn’t, don’t you tell me lies!” Nan hisses. “Your daddy home last night?” She asks as she pulls him into her arms.


      “Yes ma’am,” Hale says, looking back towards the door. Little did we know, it wouldn’t be the last broken bone that Hale Jarreau would get.


      


      October 2008


      My favorite time of the year is fall. There’s something beautiful about the seasons changing, the leaves falling all around, and the weather getting cooler. Being from the south, we don’t really have a “cold” winter. It stays hot until the end of October, sometimes even November, but we get to watch the seasons fade. Today is Halloween and just like every year since forever, Hale and I will be at the All Hallows Carnival. Every year the town puts on a carnival on Halloween for the kids to go to once they’ve finished trick or treating. Hale insists we go, so here we are.


      “C’mon, Ember. Funnel cake alone is worth it. Let’s go,” Hale says as he drags me through the gate. I roll my eyes and pull back. “You are such a juvenile.” I laugh as he grabs me by my nape and pulls me forward, capturing my lips with his, stealing all the breath from my lungs. Pulling me closer, he sighs against my mouth like he’s been dying of thirst and I’m his first drink in years. “I’ve waited to do that for ever, sorry it took me so long sweet girl.”


      First kisses are usually awkward, full of fumbling, nervous laughs, bumped teeth, but Hale kisses me like he’s been doing it his whole life. Like he was made for it. There’s nothing awkward about the way my body fits next to his. There’s no awkwardness as he tucks my face in his neck and whispers, “I love you,” into my hair. We just fit, two halves of a whole. Exactly where we are meant to be.


      “Let’s go ride the Ferris wheel,” Hale whispers in my ear. I laugh lightly at the shivers running down my body.


      “If you insist,” I smart back to him, grabbing his hand and pulling him towards the ride. We get to the line, holding hands until it’s time for the ticket holder to take our tickets and Hale hands them over. I climb in and look back at Hale, “Eyes up here mister,” I reprimand, as his eyes move from my ass, up the length of my body. He throws his hands up, “Not me,” he laughs, settling in beside me. I lean back against the seat, enjoying the smell of the carnival food and the crisp air against my cheeks. Hale throws his arm around my shoulders and pulls me snuggly against his side.


      “Do you ever think about why God put us together Em? Think about it. If my dad would’ve never taken the position at CPD, then I would have never met you. I really think it all happens for a reason Ember, every decision brought me here to you,” he says, staring out at the city beyond us.


      Hale was like a breath of fresh air in my life. No matter the circumstances he came from, he makes the best of it. He takes all the terrible things that have happened to him and he finds a way to look beyond it. He finds the beauty in everything broken. He’s the person we all look to, to shed light on us in the darkness.


      


      April 2009


      Tonight Hale came knocking on the door in the pouring rain right after supper. His eyes were black and blue, his lip split open, and his hand clutched his ribs. Nan’s clutching her heart saying, “this is going to stop today Hale!” and I’m not stupid... I know she means Hale’s daddy. Tears well in my eyes seeing him so bruised and broken before me. I hate Cole Jarreau for every bruise he’s left on Hale’s body, every broken bone, every hateful word... It’s not fair, just because he is a police officer he gets away with hurting him. It’s not right for everyone to turn a blind eye. I know how much Hale hates when I bring it up, but I can’t keep biting my tongue, something has to give.


      “Hale you need to come stay here with us. You can’t let him do this shit to you anymore… You have to fight back or leave!” I scream, exasperated.


      “He’ll just come get me Ember, give me some bullshit spiel about how he’s my legal guardian,” Hale replies, shaking his head, groaning at the movement, and clutching his ribs.


      “Come on, let’s at least clean you up,” I whisper. My heart feels like it’s breaking in two. The pain feels almost crippling. There’s a special kind of pain reserved for not being able to stop the hurt that the people you love are feeling. I feel helpless.


      Nan, I’m going to clean Hale’s lip up. I’ll set him up on the couch,” I yell towards the kitchen. I grab Hale’s hand and guide him to the bathroom where I point to the toilet, “Sit.” He slowly lowers himself to the seat, wincing in pain as he looks up at me. I brush the hair from his eyes and tell him, “Hale, this has to stop. You can’t keep living this way. We have to do something to get you out of there. Anything. You know Nan will let you have the couch.”


      “No, Em. I’m going to be okay. It’s no worse than the last time, he’s just angry from being laid off from the force,” he replies, pulling me to him gently, wrapping his arms around my middle. “I love you sweet girl, my angel.” This kind, beautiful boy has no idea the light he shines on everyone around him.


      August 2010


      I always thought turning eighteen would be a miraculous change from child to woman, but waking up this morning, I don’t feel much different. I yawn and start making my way to the window to look for Hale. He turned eighteen last week, so we decided to spend today down at the river celebrating both of our birthdays. I head to my dresser, throwing clothes everywhere, looking for my favorite black bikini. I snatch it up, and toss everything back inside. Walking to the bathroom, I pick my cell up and send him a text.


      Me: Ready when you are lazy!


      Hale: Been up since 7 sweet girl, working in the shop. Happy Birthday beautiful, love you forever.


      If there is one thing that Hale loves, it’s that damn Camaro. A 1967, black Camaro SS. He’s been restoring it for close to a year and I can’t wait to ride down 447 with my hair blowing in the wind, feet on the dash, with Tim McGraw blaring through the speakers. It’s the little things.


      Meet me downstairs in 5.


      Tossing my phone on the bed, I slip my bikini top on and pull my bottoms up. Rummaging around my dance bag for my sunglasses, I quickly find them and sashay downstairs. “Bye Nan, love you,” I yell, jogging towards the front door. As I’m running out, I grab my rubber boots that lean against the wall.


      “Happy birthday baby girl, be careful down there. Be back for dinner, don’t be late,” she yells from the kitchen.


      “Love you more Nan,” I say over my shoulder. Shutting the door behind me, I pull on my glasses and boots and run towards Hale. He catches me, pulling me close while I wrap my legs around his waist. “I missed you,” I breathe into his mouth.


      “Missed you, Sweet Girl,” he whispers, catching my bottom lip between his teeth, lightly nipping. “Missed these.”


      “Let’s go baby,” he says lowering me to my feet. He grabs my hand and pulls me towards the field.


      We walk slowly down to the river, enjoying just being able to have a moment alone which is few and far between.


      “Race you to the rope swing?” Hale asks.


      “Nope, because I’ve already won,” I laugh, taking off full speed towards the swing. I hear him run up behind me and then I feel him slide his arms around my waist. “No you don’t, you little cheat,” he whispers in my ear as he kisses down my neck. I groan in frustration. Freeing of his arms, I step to the river bank letting my toes soak into the warm, wet sand.


      Hale walks up behind me and pulls me down into his lap, wrapping his arms around me. “I love you Em, Happy Birthday.”


      “It’s perfect Hale, any day I spend with you is perfect. Let’s go up to the cabin for the day. We never get any time by ourselves,” I laugh into his neck, running my lips down the side; biting and sucking a path to his collar bone.


      “You sure Em? We don’t have to do anything until you’re ready, I’ll wait forever if I have to,” he says softly, holding my body close to his.


      “Hale Michael, do you doubt me?” Smirking, I stand, offering him my hand. “Let’s go, now.”


      He takes my hand, leading me to the Camaro. Opening my door he helps me inside, “After you my lady.” We head down 447 to the old cabin my Nan and Pawpaw have in the woods, where pawpaw used to go hunting. We come here sometimes to go fishing or just spend time alone.


      I barely make it in inside the door and Hale’s hands are on me, all over me. He runs his hands down my side and yanks me to him. Moving my hair from my neck, he kisses behind my ear and continues down my neck, nipping at the sensitive skin. His tongue leaves a trail of heat on my skin and I whimper his name. He looks in my eyes, “Are you sure Ember?” The look in his eyes is a look of pure desire. I can feel the heat from his body as he presses against me and I can feel his erection digging into my stomach. My answer? I pull him to me and thread my fingers through his hair, taking his bottom lip into my mouth. Biting, sucking, and exploring. There’s nothing left to question as he groans against my lips, slipping his tongue inside my mouth. Backing up towards the bed he picks me up, his fingers digging into my ass. I wrap my legs around him, moaning as I feel him press against me.


      Laying me back on the bed I feel him kiss down my chest while running his hands under my shirt, against the flesh of my stomach. His hands trail up my chest fumbling with the string of my bikini. I push him back slightly, grabbing the hem of my shirt and pulling it over my head. I toss it aside. It was in the way and I feel like I might combust. He slams his mouth down against mine, his mouth owning me, showing me he’ll take care of me. Untying the strings, pulling it off, he kisses the space between my breasts, drawing a moan from me. His mouth closes around my nipple and my back arches, bringing me closer to him. “Hale, I need you.” My words come out a breathless moan. I reach under his shirt and run my hands down the muscles of his stomach, he groans dropping his forehead to my chest, as my hands travels lower. Fumbling with the button on his shorts I work it undone and use me feet to push them down his hips leaving him in dark grey boxer briefs that hug him in all the right places. I run my hand over his boxers, lightly squeezing him through the cotton. “Fuck, Ember,” he groans against my skin. Pushing himself up on his hands, he uses one hand to pull my bikini bottoms down my legs, helping me kick them to the floor. I’m not nervous that I’m laid out bare in front of him, only nervous for the pain and uncertainty that comes with giving myself to him. I could never choose anyone else to have this piece of me; it was always meant to be his. I feel his heart pounding against mine, his chest rising and falling with ragged breaths. He runs his hands down my stomach, between my legs. He runs his fingers through my wetness, groaning, “Jesus, Ember.” I pull his lips back down to mine, drinking in his taste, reveling in the fact that this beautiful man is mine. I feel his finger rub against my clit, my body arching against him; my whimpers swallowed by his mouth on mine. He slips a finger inside me and my walls tighten around him as the heel of his palm grazes my clit. I throw my head back, feeling my muscles go lax as he adds another finger. “I need you now,” he says, his voice heaving in my ear as our pants and sighs fill the room. I feel his teeth tug on my earlobe. The pleasure flows through my body like a wave as I push against his hand, reaching for the release that he is teasing my body with. I reach for his briefs and drag them down, watching as his erection springs free. I wrap my fingers around him, bringing him closer to my entrance. I feel him hot and hard, pressed against me... - he halts, “Baby, condom. One sec,” he kisses my lips and hops from the bed to his shorts on the floor, retrieving the one hidden in his wallet.


      I admire his body as he stands there; the most perfect thing I’ve ever laid eyes on. His dark brown hair is always too long and is always falling in his eyes; the brown matching the color of his eyes. I can never decide what I love more, the color of his eyes or the dimple in his cheek as he smiles. His stomach is all ridges and planes of muscles. At his hips sits the v of his abdomen, and a trail of hair that leads lower. I’ll have to lick down that later. Putting the condom between his teeth he rips the foil and tosses it aside after pulling it out and sliding it down his length. Laying back over me he presses a kiss against my lips, tender and full of promise. “I’ll be as gentle as I can, I love you Em. “ Taking my hands, he links his fingers through mine, pulling them above my head. I feel him slowly slide inside me, inch by inch, stealing the breath from my lungs. My eyes tightly shut; I bite my lip to keep from crying out. The pain is like a hot iron, bringing tears to my eyes. “I’m so sorry baby, God I’m sorry. Should I stop?” Hale whispers, panic written on his face. He tries to withdraw and I stop him, holding my hand up, “It’s like a band aid right?” I laugh, trying to relax my body. He looks down at me, sinking quickly inside me in one thrust. I cry out, my body arching from the pain. Capturing my lips in a searing kiss, he withdraws, pushing slowly back inside trying his hardest to distract me. A few thrust later, the pain no longer feels overwhelming, more of a dull throb. Running my nails down his back, I urge him on. Knowing this is what he needs. Pulling out, he slowly pushes back inside. His body fits perfectly inside mine, he gives exactly what I need to take. He drops his head to the crook of my neck, a groan on his lips as I feel him slowing his thrusts. Groaning my name, he cums inside of me, gripping my hips like a vise. He stills inside me, dropping his body on top of me. I put my arms around his neck, and hold him to me. We lay in silence; our breathing the only sound to be heard.


      “I love you,” he whispers against my skin. He pulls out of my body slowly, and I groan at the loss of him. Heading to the bathroom to take care of the condom, he comes back with a rag in hand. He cleans me with the gentlest touch and my heart feels like it could explode in my chest. “I love you Hale,” I tell him, running my thumb across his jaw. Lying next to me, he pulls my body to his chest. I close my eyes, listening to the steady strum of his heart beat. I wish with all my heart that we could stay in this moment forever, never moving, never losing the feeling of our hearts beating together.


      


      August 2011


      I can’t remember the exact moment in time when Hale Jarreau became more than my best friend; or exactly when he became more than just the little boy next door; or even the moment he became my whole life. Just that it happened slowly, not all at once. A slow, all-consuming feeling. The things I do remember are the things I’ll carry with me always. The way it feels to be wrapped in his arms, the sun beating down on us, his smell that is so much him, and the taste of his skin as he moves inside me. I’ve given every part of myself to this man who has had my heart since the moment I saw that moving truck in the driveway.


      “Ember, I need to tell you something,” Hale whispers, lost somewhere in his head. We’ve been laying in the backseat of the Camaro for over an hour, just happy to spend a free moment together alone.


      “What’s wrong?”


      “I waited to tell you, trying to find the perfect time, but it seems like there won’t ever be a good time to tell you,” he pauses, turning me towards him. “I joined the Marines. I leave for bootcamp next week.. in Parris Island. I enlisted a few months back.”


      I sit up, scrambling away from him, as far as I could possibly go in the tiny space we’re in. “What? What do you mean, Hale? You’re supposed to start LSU next month! We’ve been talking about this our whole lives,” I scream, my body starting to shake with emotion. “You’re leaving me,” I whisper, as the tears form in my eyes and escape down my cheeks.


      “Sweet girl, I’m going to fight for your freedom. I’m going to do this to be a man you’ll be proud of. I can’t stay here with my dad. I can’t live like this any longer. Where do you want me to go, Ember? I have to make a life for us.”


      “You can’t do that here with me? You can’t make me proud here? I am proud Hale. I love you. I’m always proud of you,” I’m screaming, the tears are pouring down my face. I taste the salty bite on my tongue.


      “Em, stop. Stop crying, please. I can’t take it. I can’t be the cause of those tears. I’ll come home to you baby, I will. I’ll fight my way back to you, no matter where I’m at in this world. You know that!” He yells back, closing in on me, trying to pull me back into his arms. “Ember, I need you to support me. I need you to be here waiting for me when I come back. I need to be able to close my eyes and know you’re here waiting on me to come home,” he whispers.


      “I don’t know how to be without you, Hale. I’ll be afraid every day wondering whether you’re dead or alive over there! How could you make this decision without asking me?”


      “I need you be strong for me. I need you to be brave. I need you to write me every day, and tell me about home. I need you to be my sweet girl, to give me hope. It wasn’t something I just did on a whim. Ember, I’ve been thinking about it for months! I didn’t know how to tell you. I hate seeing you cry and especially over me! I’m doing this for us.” He pulls me to him, kissing me softly, moving his lips over mine as if I’ll break into a thousand pieces in his arms.


      I don’t know how to feel. I don’t know whether to be angry that he’s choosing to leave, scared because only God knows what the future holds, or sad because the love of my short life is leaving me to walk into the gates of Hell.


      I can feel his heart beating through his shirt, his muscles tense. He puts his finger under my chin, tilting my head up. “I love you, sweet girl. It’s going to be okay, we’ll make it through this. We have our whole lives together. You’re going to start school and dance will keep your mind busy. You can write me every day, and I’ll write you a letter for everyday I’m away from you,” he whispers against my lips. I feel his fingers wipe the stray tears from my cheek, as I close my eyes and lean into him.


      “I have your present you know... I’ve been waiting to give you this since I was 6 years old,” he grins, kissing me on the corner of my lips.


      Right there in front of me, Hale Jarreau drops down to one knee and pulls a box out of his pocket. I stand there, eyes wide, my hands shaking as I cover my mouth.


      “Ember Ann Dubois, I’ve loved you since we dug out worms together behind Nan’s shop. You were my first friend, my first kiss, my every first there’s been. You’re my angel on earth. Every day you save me. You make my life worth living and I want to grow old with you beside me. Every day, all day, forever. Till my last breath. Will you be my wife?” He opens the box and pulls the ring out. It’s the most perfect thing I’ve ever seen.


      “I know it’s not much but I’ve been working on cars after school so I could afford it and...”


      I drop to my knees and take his face in my hands, “Hale Michael. Yes. I’ll be your wife.” I can barely get it out, my voice hoarse with emotion.


      “We’ll make it, sweet girl. I’ll come home to you and make you my wife. I want tons of babies and Nan already told me she’s not getting any younger,” he laughs.


      


      It seems like something I had been dreaming of for so long and it finally happened. Even in light of him enlisting, it’s like finally the best part of our story is yet to come. It was a way to make it through this nightmare, with hope and excitement for the future.


      Four days later, I watch him step on that plane and it feels like he’s taking my heart with him. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this kind of pain in my life. I keep praying over and over for God to return him to me safe. Clutching the letter he handed me, I sit right there on the ground with everyone around me, pull my knees to my chest and rip open the only lifeline he’s left me.


      


      Ember,


      I hate leaving you. I hate knowing I’ll be so far from you. I’m sorry that I had to do this, but also so damn excited to make you proud and to start a future with you. Just know that you’ll be in my mind every moment and I’ll wish I was home with you. Dry those tears Sweet Girl. I’ll see you in a few months and we will make up for all the lost time. All of the lost time ; ) I love you so fucking much, baby. Please be strong for me and give Nan all my love. I left the keys to the Camaro on your dresser. Take care of yourself and my other baby for me. Make sure you eat before dance and soak your feet at night, you know that it helps. Every night when you’re dancing on that stage, just know that I’m dreaming of you. It’s only up from here, baby.


      Love you forever sweet girl, see you soon.


      -Hale


      


      I laugh, drying my tears, folding the letter back up and sliding it into the envelope. Leave it to Hale to make some innuendo when I’m crying my eyes out. He gives me strength when I’m weak. I don’t know all the answers, but I know I’ll love Hale Jarreau until my last breath.


      


      November 2011


      Hale


      Hale Michael,


      I love you. By the time you get this letter, you should be about to step on the plane to come home to me. I can’t wait to see you! Getting in the Camaro now... I know you can’t wait to see both of your sweet girls ;)


      Love you baby! Xo Ember


      


      Between getting my ass handed to me every day and not seeing Ember, it has been the longest six months of my life. By eighteen, I've been through more than some people go through in a lifetime. My life has never been easy; it’s been a life full of darkness. Ember is the light in my darkness. She’s my reason for breathing. I fucking love that girl so much, my heart physically aches without her near. I had to do this; I had to figure out some way to get out of the hell I faced every day. If Em had her way, I would live with her and Nan, but I won’t be like my father. I will provide for her and give her and my children a good life.


      My commander has recommended me for a mission that leaves next month and I know that I need to go. I need to go for my brothers. I need to know I’m making a difference. I know that the sacrifices I make will all be worth it. I’m proud of the man that I’m becoming. I know Em will be upset, but it’s one deployment down and I’ll be home to her as soon as I possibly can.


      “Jarreau, we’re landing, put that shit away,” Lt. Collins says from the seat across from me. I close my journal and stick it in my bag. Fuck, twenty minutes and I can breathe easy again. I’m comin’ for you, baby.


      


      Ember,


      I never thought in a million years I would be writing a letter like this to anyone, especially to you. I love you, beautiful. I love you so fucking much it consumes me. I’m sorry I have to leave for so long this time. Just remember I’m doing this to make a better life for us. I know it’s not anything you want to hear, but if something happens to me over there Ember, just know you were the very last thought in my mind. I guess my old man will hear through the grapevine, if he’s sober enough to care. I know I’ll be back to you, baby. I feel it in my bones. I remember the first time I saw those baby blues, and Lord knows it was over for me; it’s always been you. You need to know how much I love you and you need to know that I’m doing this because I want to give you the world. I want to be the man you need. A man who can provide for you and always give you the life that you deserve. I want to serve my country and be a man you can be proud of. I’m sorry I can’t stay. I’m sorry for all the things I am going to miss. Just know that when I’m lying in that bunk, you will be my first thought in the morning and the last thought before I close my eyes. I’ll dream of you and when the world is exploding around me, I’ll close my eyes and think of those blue eyes and you’ll bring me peace. I’ll never stop loving you, Ember, not even when I take my last breath. God, I love you so fucking much. I know when the time comes, I’ll get off that plane, and you’ll be right there waiting. We have our whole lives sweet girl that I can spend worshipping you. I can’t wait to be your husband and be a daddy to our babies. I miss you already, and you’re asleep next to me. Even in your sleep, no conscious thought, you have to be as close as possible to me. Our love is a once in a lifetime love, Em. We will look back on this time and it’ll be a bump in the road. A road that is as old as we are. We’ve grown together and we will grow old together. Never doubt that. I’ll love you forever sweet girl.


      -Hale

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      January 2012


      Ember


      I’m half asleep when I hear commotion outside. “Nan?” I say, my voice hoarse with sleep. I throw my legs over the side of the bed, searching for the lamp in the dark. Throwing on an old robe, I walk down stairs, turning on lights to guide my path.


      I reach the front door and open it, peeking outside. The last thing I see before my world goes black is two marines in dress blues.


      
        

      


      I don’t remember much about the funeral, I just remember the physical pain; it was like my heart being was being ripped out of my chest. The overwhelming feeling of despair. The looks of pity and the sorrow in everyone’s eyes. Small towns are like that; everyone knows everyone. Everyone’s business is everyone’s business... it’s all anyone talked about: Hale Jarreau dying. Fighting so we could be free. He’s brave, courageous, a small town hero.


      My mind has been hazy for weeks. The doctor prescribed me medicine for anxiety and sleep. I can’t eat. I can’t sleep. I can’t function. I’ve questioned my faith, my belief in God. I’ve cried and I’ve screamed at God. I don’t understand how this could happen. I don’t understand what I’ve done to deserve this pain. They say Hale’s daddy was drunk at the funeral. I wanted to scream and beat him with my fists. This is your fault you asshole! Why couldn’t you be a father? Why couldn’t you love that little boy who so desperately needed you? He wouldn’t have felt the need to run from the place he called home! I wanted to blame everyone, including myself. I should’ve done things differently. But that won’t bring him back. Nothing will bring him back.


      Everyone keeps saying “It’ll get easier, time heals all wounds.” What a bunch of bullshit. I want to scream, but instead, I smile and nod. Spineless. They say it was an IED, and that he didn’t suffer. Over as quick as it happened. His entire team was taken out and they had to piece everyone back together. When I think about it, I feel sick. It makes me sick to imagine the love of my life that way. I can’t imagine what the world will be like without Hale Jarreau. My world doesn’t exist without him in it. They say there are five stages of grief… it starts with denial.


      


      Ember,


      If you’re reading this then you already know what’s happened. I’m so sorry baby. I’m so fucking sorry I couldn’t keep my promises to you. I know you’ll read this curled up with my old sweatshirt and be crying tears that I wish I could be there to dry. God Ember, my heart hurts even writing this letter to you, but I know I have to say this. The day I moved into that house next to yours and saw you playing in the yard, covered in mud, your hair in lopsided pigtails, you changed my life. You didn’t know it then, hell I didn’t either, but from that day forward you were a part of me. I know the days will be hard Ember. I know there will be days that you feel like giving up, but baby, I need you to be strong for me. I need you to live your life. I need you to do it for me, so I can rest easy up here. I’m in a place where there’s no pain and every day I will watch over you. We were the lucky ones, Ember Ann. We may be young, but the love that we share is a love that can’t be lost. Even with my last breath, my love for you will move mountains. I never thought there would be a time where I wasn’t there with you, but life has a way of throwing us things we’re never prepared for. I need you to promise me that you’ll live your life and you’ll do all the things we laid awake under the stars talking about. I want you to know that you were the very best thing in my life. Every moment spent with you was more than I ever could’ve asked for. You’ve brought me more peace and happiness than I ever thought I would see, Em. I want you to know that I don’t regret my decision to be a Marine. I died fighting for people who deserve this freedom. I know it doesn’t seem fair baby and I wish more than anything in this world that I could be there with you right now, but I died being brave. I gave my life for something that meant something. I gave my life so that every day you can wake up and do all the things that make you happy. Listen to me, Ember. You’re going to go to school and you’re going to be a nurse. You’re going to help all those sick babies just like you told me you would. Even when the days seem hard and long, you’re going to get up and know that I’m looking down on you with the biggest smile on my face. On the days that are hard, I want you to think back on all the happy things that we shared. There’s going to come a time where you’ll find someone new and you’ll fall in love and don’t you dare push him away. I know the person that you will fall in love with will be perfect for you. You have so much love to give and I won’t let it die here with me. You’re going to get married and be the most beautiful bride in the world and then you’re going to have little babies that look just like you. You have to do all those things, Ember. You have to do them not just for you, but for me too. I love you. There aren’t enough words to describe how much I love you. There’s never going to be a past tense on that word because I love you just as much up here as I did when I had you in my arms. Be strong and be brave. The sacrifices I’ve made may not seem worth it, but they are Ember. I’ll love you forever and even after.


      -Hale

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Part Two:

        

      

    

    
      
        “She lives her life like a flame; a dance of purposeful chaos.… Her enchanting light can guide you and quell your fears… She’s hot; warming those who respect her and burning those who don’t… She is a flame with an unforgettable glow… A weak man will try to dim her luminance… but her soul mate will take pleasure in fanning the blaze.” – Steve Mariboli

      

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      Ember


      “I’m done. Seriously, I may die in the next five minutes if I don’t soak my feet.” My best friend Blayr says. We’re rehearsing for a huge show at the community center for the Harvest Festival and I’m pretty sure we could both dance it in our sleep. “Practice makes perfect, B. Quit bitching.”


      “Well, then we’re perfect No worries, Em. C’mon I want a margarita and reruns of my baby Jax. I swear I’m going to kill Gemma if she doesn’t stop fucking with Tara. I swear Sons of Anarchy makes me want to pack all my shit up and join a badass motorcycle club.”


      I start gathering all my things that are scattered around the studio, shoving them all in my pink Nike bag. “I’m pretty sure Samcro is looking for everyone BUT a prima ballerina, but maybe in your dreams.” I turn to the ancient tape player in the nook by the door, shutting off our music and tossing the tape in my bag. “Let’s go Ms. Badass, I’m dead on my feet,” I yell back at her as I walk towards the parking lot.


      I climb in and crank the air to high. Living in Louisianathe heat is no joke. At any given time you are drowning in a bucket of sweat from one hundred percent humidity. Yep, one hundred.


      “I have to go by Nan’s tonight. Wanna meet up later for dinner?” I say as I look over at Blayr.


      “I have to finish a paper for psychology, so I’ll text you later and let you know. Do you have class in the morning? We should so go out! We haven’t been out in forever. Let’s go Ember!” she pleas.


      “Maybe?”


      “No, every time you say maybe it’s really no. You’re such a maw maw, Ember, I swear. No one would even know you’re old enough to drink. When is the last time you did something not dance or school related? Nan probably has a better social life than you,” she says exasperated, throwing her hands up.


      I love Blayr. We’ve been friends since birth, and our mothers were best friends. We’re exactly 22 days apart. I think of her more as a sister, an annoying one, but my sister. We’re complete and total opposites. She’s vivacious, outgoing, and full of life. I am quiet, reserved and a total introvert. We mix like water and oil, but I don’t know what I would do without her. I don’t know who I would be without her.


      “How about I let you know later? You know Nan, I’m sure I’ll be playing bingo with her and Mr. Barker until midnight. Okay, maybe she does have a better social life, but I’m happy with my life, B. Just let me be,” I whisper.


      “Em, I just want you to get out more. You’re a college student! Go out and have a little fun. You don’t have to feel guilty for moving on with your life...”


      “Stop, I don’t even want to open that door right now. I’m fine, stop pushing me when I’m not ready.”


      “He’s not coming back, Em. You can’t put your life on hold for a ghost.”


      I sigh, pulling in the driveway of our small two bedroom. I turn the car off, grab my bag from the backseat, and start to open the door.


      She grabs my arm, pulling me to her.“I love you. I just want you to be happy. You know that right?” she whispers as she hugs me close.


      “I know. I just feel like there’s so much empty space inside me. How can I be happy when I know he’s never coming home? He was my world B, my whole world.” I sob into her neck, her arms tight around me. Lord knows what I would do without her.


      Pulling away, I open the door and step out. Turning back I tell B over my shoulder, “Text me later and we can figure out some plans. Love you.”


      It’s not often that I like to lose my shit in front of others. I can’t stand the look of pity on their faces. Pity isn’t what I want. I don’t want you to look at me and think of me as the sad girl that can’t move on. Don’t pretend to understand my pain, because you don’t.


      
        

      


      Walking to the closet, I pull down the box from the very top shelf and sit on the floor. Removing the lid, I begin pulling out the memories of us. I know if Hale saw me now he would be disappointed in the person I’ve become. Death takes its toll on everyone around them, sucking the life out of what’s left. I would do anything for another minute with him. I would give up every last breath to hear his laugh, to see the dimple in his cheek when he smiles, to feel the stubble on his jaw, and to his smell clinging to his t-shirt as he holds me tight. For months after he died, I spent hours reading over the letters and emails, and running my finger over pictures. My body became a shell, barely taking me through each day; the grief consumed me. I laid in bed, wishing for an escape from the pain that I felt every day. Every second of everyday felt like hell.


      Looking back now, I wonder how I even made it through those days. How I even put one foot in front of the other. I know I have to move on, I know that. It’s actually doing it that is the hard part; the part that I struggle with every day. I go to school, I dance, I visit Nan, but I don’t live anymore. I go through the motions. I have to make a change. I want to be someone Hale would be proud of. I know he would want me to be happy and to chase my dreams. I have to start with putting this box away. I’m going to go out and make friends. I can do this for me and for Hale. I’ve got to accept that he’s gone and start living my life, no matter how much my heart hurts. It’s time to start healing and move forward. I want to live, not just survive.


      I put the lid back on and stand, reaching to the very back of the closet, and set it on the shelf. I turn off the light and close the door, grabbing my phone from my desk as I make my way towards the living room. I plop down on the couch and text B.


      Me: Okay, let’s go out. I need to do this.


      B: Is this a joke Em? If so, not funny bitch! I got super excited for a second.


      Me: I’m serious, let’s go to that new place that opened on Laffite.


      B: On my way home NOW.


      Me: See you soon xx


      


      “Remind me why we have to do this again...” I say as Blayr wraps another long strand of my hair around the curling wand.


      “Because you NEED time out with other people your age, not the senior citizens of Crescent. Quit bitching, you can do this!”


      Rolling my eyes, I sigh. “Fine but can we hurry?”


      “These locks must be tamed, Em,” she replies. She finishes curling my unruly brown hair and starts applying makeup.


      “Keep it on the down low. I don’t want to look like a hooker,” I playfully tell her. “Me? Never!” she laughs and continues with the brush against my cheeks. “I’m so jealous of your cheekbones, they’re perfect. Seriously. I have the fattest chipmunk cheeks,” B complains.


      I move towards my closet, searching through jeans, t-shirts, and sweaters. Looking back over my shoulder I say, “B... is this place casual enough for jeans?” She looks at me like I’ve grown a beard and says “Are you nuts? Ember, it’s a nightclub, not Chili’s. Seriously, come on.” Taking my hand, she drags me toward her room. “We will find you something perfect! I’m bound to have something.”


      I sit on her bed while she sifts through her closet. “Jeez, B, it’s time to donate some of this to the Goodwill. Like, yesterday,” I say, looking around at the clothes, purses, and shoes strewn everywhere, “there’s enough stuff here to clothe an army.” “All necessary grasshopper, trust me,” she says with her head buried in her closet.


      “Got it! How about this?” She pulls out a dress that looks like it would cover maybe the top half of my curvy, hourglass figure. “Hell no. There is no way in hell I’m fitting in that! Not unless you’re hiding the other half of it behind you. Have you seen these hips?” I gesture to my body. “Will you please just try it on? It’ll look perfect, I swear,” she hands me the dress, shooing me into the bathroom. Not sure if I’ll make it through this with my sanity.


      


      An hour later, we’re stepping out of Nashville’s truck. He’s a friend of Blayr’s from school and apparently he and B have been texting for a few weeks. I feel guilty for not knowing that. I’ve been so focused on dance and school, I haven’t had much time for girl talk. My stomach is in knots, my palms sweaty; I’m nervous but excited at the same time. ‘C’mon babe, let’s have a good night,” B says, looping her arm through mine as we hand our ID’s to the bouncer. His eyes run down my body, and he looks up, smirking. “You’re good, have fun,” he says, handing me my ID back. My cheeks heat. It’s such a foreign feeling, a man appreciating my body. Something I haven’t felt in years, or maybe it’s just something I haven’t paid attention to. We head inside to find a table. The place is packed, the lights low, and the music loud. Nashville yells over the music, “Can I get you girls something?” B looks at him with a sly smile, “Yeah Nashville, how about some shots? We need to loosen my girl up!” She says, giggling. I can do this, I keep repeating over and over. It’s taking everything I have not to bolt for the door.


      


      Nashville comes back with a tray full of shots, he hands us the glasses full of clear liquid and a slice of lime. “To Ember finally joining the real world!” B yells and holds her shot up. We clink together and then tip them back. It slides down my throat, leaving a trail of fire in its wake. Jesus, people drink this for fun?! “Oh God, that is disgusting, what the shit was that?” I yell, barely able to form my words. B and Cam are cracking up, tears running down B’s face. “Patron baby, only the best for you,” she says in between laughs. Grabbing my hand she drags me to the dance floor, throwing her hands up, swaying to the music. I close my eyes and lose myself in “Trap Queen”, hips swaying to the beat. If there’s anything I did right in my 23 years, it’s dancing. Dancing is the only thing I truly allow myself to love. It relaxes my heart and makes me feel free.


      I look up at the people dancing around me; the lights so dim I see only shadows moving together. Somehow I’ve lost B and Nash in the crowd, but instead of panicking I force myself to breathe and move to the music, just letting myself go for once. I tense as I feel two hands slide over my hips and I’m suddenly pulled back against a warm, hard body. Looking over my shoulder, all I can make out in the darkness is the shape of his face and the unruly hair falling in his eyes. He guides my hips against his front as we move together to the music, running his hands down my sides and over my hips. Part of me feels guilty for another man’s hands on my body and the other part feels liberated and free. I feel guilty for not feeling guilty. I know Hale would want me to find love again. I just have to find the strength inside myself to let him go.


      


      We dance for what seems like hours, our bodies moving together like they’ve been acquainted for years; dancing to the same old tune. I open my eyes and see B and Nash making their way back towards us. I turn to tell him I need to get back to my friends and his hands are suddenly gone. I look and only see his back retreating in the crowd. Okay, well great to dance with you too, mister.


      “I’ve been looking for you forever Ember Ann, shit I almost had a damn heart attack,” Blayr screams in my ear, pulling me from my thoughts. “Who was that?” She asks, I see the questions dancing in her eyes.


      “Just a guy who wanted to dance I guess, we didn’t exchange email addresses,” laughing, I tell Nash to excuse us and pull her towards the restroom.


      “It was so odd B, I feel like I knew him even though I never actually saw his face. It was too dark,” I say as I step into the stall.


      “You should’ve got the digits,” I hear her giggling through the door. I stand, pulling the dress back down as far as I can possibly stretch it. I can’t believe she talked me into wearing this thing.


      “I’ll meet you outside, I need to breathe for a second,” I tell her as I open the sliding lock on the door. I see her slipping out the door as I head to the sink to wash my hands. I take a minute to look in the mirror. My brown curls fall down my back, almost to my butt. I can never bring myself to cut it even though it’s a pain to fix every day. The dress B has me stuffed in fits my body like a glove ending only a few inches above my knee. The sweetheart neckline shows off just enough cleavage, but still covers enough to make me feel comfortable. I’ve always been modest about my body and this would be the very last thing I ever picked for myself to wear. Leave it to B to pull me out of my comfort zone head first.


      I finish washing my hands and grab some napkins, heading towards the door. I toss them in the trash and head back outside. I spot B and Nash by the bar, B looks completely smitten and my heart warms for her. I miss that feeling. I miss Hale. Even now, my heart feels like it’s buried with him; with no chance of ever getting it back.


      “Em, you good?” B yells over the music. I nod and make my way over to the bar while they head to the dance floor.


      “Water, please?” I tell the bartender. Playing with the edge of my napkin, I’m lost in thought when I feel someone’s eyes on me. I turn back towards the dance floor, trying to make out faces in the dim light. The bartender hands the water over and I give him a five. “Keep the change.” He smiles and shoots me a wink before moving on to the man standing next to me.


      I turn towards the tables and head over. I pull the stool out and try my damnedest to keep the dress from riding up and giving everyone a show. This dress and these heels are seriously driving me insane. B comes and pulls out the stool next to me, sitting down gracefully. How she manages to do that in six inch heels blows my mind. Apparently, I need to practice around the house if I ever want to do something like this again. Don’t girls work out in them or something? Although, I would be fine in a pair of skinny jeans and my converse. Just another thing B and I are complete opposites on. She will dress up to go to the grocery store, while I’m fine in yoga pants and some tennis shoes. Oil and water. Describes our relationship to a T.


      “Are you having fun?” She asks, looking hopeful.


      “Of course! I’m really glad we came,” I tell her, biting the side of my cheek to keep the truth from spilling out. Is it the tequila? It has to be. I just don’t want to bust her bubble. I’m trying to do the whole “move on” part of my life, but crowds just aren’t my thing. The only fun part of tonight was dancing with the stranger. Okay, saying that in my head sounds deranged. I’ll just keep that bit to myself. Remembering the way his hands ran up my sides, my heart beats faster and my cheeks begin to heat.


      “Are you about ready? I’m exhausted. Where did Nash go?” I ask as I look around the dance floor.


      “I think he said something about a guy he knew by the door. I’ll shoot him a text and tell him to meet us here,” she says, looking down at her phone.


      We wait at the table as Nash comes strolling up, a guy trailing behind him.


      “Ladies, this is Tyler. We train together at the gym.” He gestures to the guy next to him. Tyler nods at us. “What’s up?” He’s tall, with shaggy brown hair falling in his eyes. His dimples are adorable and he smells like he walked off of an Armani ad.


      “Hi, I’m Ember. I’m Blayr’s best friend. Nice to meet you!” I say, sticking my hand out. He grasps it, and his hand feels warms and rough like he works with them daily. Blayr introduces herself and asks if he wants to join us. “Yeah sure,” he says, never taking his eyes off me. I almost question if he’s the man I danced with on the floor, but the hair isn’t right.


      B and Nash begin arguing over the latest football draft and I’m looking around, anywhere but at Tyler. “Wanna dance?” He asks, drawing my attention to him. Do I want to? Not really. Should I? Probably.


      “Yeah, let’s go! Although I can’t do much in these,” I say, gesturing towards the heels. He laughs, grabbing my hand. We head to the dance floor, making our way through the crowd. The music pounds through the speakers and he pulls me against him. We dance close for the next few songs, but it feels nothing like the dance I shared with the stranger earlier.


      “I’m going to head back to the table, my feet are killing me,” I say in his ear. He nods and we walk towards the table. B and Nashville are lost in conversation as we approach, not seeming to notice that we even left.


      “B, let’s go. These shoes are going to kill me. Seriously,” I wince, shuffling back and forth between feet.


      “Okay, fine. But we are so doing this again. I had a blast!” She giggles, jumping down.


      “Yeah, this one has had enough,” Nash laughs as he grabs her hand and steadies her.


      “Tyler, it was really nice to meet you. I’m sure we’ll see each other again with these two. Have a good night!” I say, leaving him by the door. B and Nash say their goodbyes. We finally make it to the car and I could cry I’m so excited to be going home and getting out of these things.


      We pull up at the house, and I thank Nash for being awesome and driving us. He gets B out of the front seat. She passed out somewhere between the bar and home. Rolling my eyes, I head towards the house. Unlocking the door, I put all of our stuff on the table, and direct Nash to B’s room. I see him set B in bed, brushing her hair from her face. It’s adorable how much care he puts into putting her in there. Once everything is situated, I change into an old t-shirt and climb into bed. Laying here, replaying the night in my mind, my heart seems conflicted about what my head is telling me. If this is what I have to do, why does it feel wrong? Why do I feel like I’m betraying him? He gave his life and I’m living mine carefree. Closing my eyes, I whisper to no one, “It has to get worse before it can get better. Right?”


      


      With a week left until the Harvest Festival, B and I are practicing at least four hours a day. My feet and body need a good soak; my brain needs a breather. Dancing is my passion. I enjoy every minute I’m on my toes, but even they need rest after this week.


      “B, let’s go... we have to be at Nan’s in twenty minutes!” I yell through the door, trying to hurry her along. I swear if we were ever on time for anything, Hell would freeze underneath us. Looking in the mirror, I pull my hair into a ponytail. I fix my shirt and pants and I grab my shoes, bending down to slip them on. I grab my bag and make my way out the door. I’m leaning against my car ten minutes later when Blayr strolls out, bag in hand. She’s dressed to the T. Her hair perfectly straight, her makeup flawlessly applied and her skinny jeans and shirt look like they were made to fit her body. What takes her a few minutes, takes me a few hours. It comes naturally to her.


      “You can’t rush this beauty Ember, really,” she says, climbing in the passenger seat. Rolling my eyes, I throw my bag in the backseat and buckle up.


      “You are ridiculous. Seriously. Ridiculous. I’m going to stop claiming you,” I say, smirking.


      Changing the subject she says, “So, Tyler has been asking Nash about you. He wants to take you out.”


      “Really? I don’t know B, I’m not sure if I’m ready for that yet,” I whisper, keeping my eyes on the road.


      “Just think about it, no pressure. I just wanted to tell you,” she says, reaching for the radio. Cranking it up, we sing along all the way to Nan’s. Pulling in the driveway, I glance next door to Hale’s. It’s been empty since his daddy died last year. I feel the sadness squeezing my heart. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. It’s moments like this when I feel like I won’t ever be the same again.


      Turning the car off, we step out and head inside to Nan’s. Opening the door I yell out, “Nan we’re here!” I hang my purse up and take my shoes off. Nan will have a fit if I walk on her floors in my shoes. Heading towards the kitchen I notice the pictures of Hale and I hanging along the hallway. Some days are better than others and today is not one of the better ones. It must be for trying to let go and find peace. I find Nan at the stove and give her a hug. Sighing I tell her, “Missed you Nan. It hasn’t been a very good few days for me.” She hugs me close whispering, “All better in time baby, he would want you to be strong. It’s time to live, Ember.” I feel the tears escaping down my cheeks. She wipes them away then kisses my forehead and moves to Blayr to fuss over her dress. She knows I wouldn’t want her to make a big deal. If there’s anyone who understand my feelings it’s Nan.


      Last night was a big step for me and I know I just have to take baby steps. It won’t happen overnight. I know there will be sad days, but there will be happy days too. Maybe if I say it enough, I’ll convince the hardest judge ... Myself.


      
        

      


      I have a huge paper due Friday and I agreed to go out with Tyler tonight. He’s supposed to be here at 7 to pick me up. It’s 4:30. I’ve gotten none of my paper written and my closet is destroyed. I’m nervous. I’ve been biting my nails all day, trying not to panic, and call him to cancel. My first date in... ever? Did Hale and I ever really go on dates? Spending time together just happened, it was never planned. He lived next door so he would just- “Stop,” I tell myself. Focus. I grab my phone from my nightstand. Times like this call for Blayr.


      Me- Please tell me you aren’t busy and are close to home?


      B- Already on my way, babe. You know I wouldn’t let you leave the house in yoga pants. ; )


      Me- Not funny. Maybe I should just cancel? Netflix and wine night? Yes. Pick up some wine at the grocery!


      B- Ember Ann, put the phone down and get your ass in the shower! NOW!


      Me- Fine.


      


      Tossing my phone on the bed, I head towards the shower and turn the water on hot as I can stand it; then remove my jeans and tee and toss them into the hamper. I’m two seconds from talking myself out of this. I don’t even know why I agreed in the first place. I take a quick shower. As I step out I wrap the towel around myself and I can hear B moving around the house, probably picking me out something short and tight to wear. Sitting on the toilet, I take a deep breath and tell myself, “I can do this. It’s just a damn date. I can do this. You’ve been through hell, it’s just a date. I can do this.”


      I open the door and walk back into my room to find Blayr laid on my bed, reading her latest Cosmopolitan. “Did you know Adam Levine is getting married? Lucky bitch, God I hate her. She’s so not even that pretty,” she says, throwing the magazine down dramatically.


      “Blayr, she’s a model. Of course she’s that pretty. Don’t be jealous she got to him first,” I laugh, picking up my brush and running it through my tangles.


      “Well whatever, Charlie Hunann is still single so there’s still hope,” she replies, grinning.


      “B, time to work your magic. Hurry before I throw up and change my mind,” I tell her, handing her the brush.


      


      By 6:45 I’m plucked, styled, and dressed. Ready to go. Well physically, mentally I’m not so sure. My hair falls in loose waves down my back, my blue eyes shine with the perfect smokey eye. If there’s one thing B is good at, it’s making me over. I tell her at least twice a week she should quit college and go to beauty school. I can barely get my mascara and eyeliner right, and she’s made me a different person. Thankfully, I get away with wearing some dark skinny jeans with a black blouse, black blazer, and an opal necklace that is to die for. Her words, not mine. I’m even wearing wedges that don’t seem like they will hurt THAT bad. Hopefully we don’t do anything too strenuous or I’ll be regretting it later.


      Tyler rings the doorbell at exactly 7. I look at B, my palms clammy from nervousness. Sensing my nervousness, she hugs me tight, saying, “You’ve got this babe. Be confident. You’re beautiful inside and out. He will love you as much as I do. Try not to overthink.”


      She opens the door, ushering him inside. “Hey Tyler. Better be a gentleman and have her home before 12,” she winks, sashaying away, leaving us standing there alone.


      “Hey Ember, you look beautiful,” he leans in to kiss my cheek, grabbing my hand.


      “Thank you. I’m ready if you are?” I ask him, grabbing my bag from the hook.


      “Yeah, I figured we could maybe go to dinner and see a movie? I’m open to whatever,” he says, stepping out onto the porch.


      We head towards his truck and he opens my door for me, helping me inside. What a gentleman. When is the last time I saw a man do that? He starts the truck and we drive in awkward silence until he says, “Ember, you okay?” Great, five minutes in and I’m already doing a shitty job at this.


      “Yeah, I haven’t really ever done this, so I’m sorry if I don’t know exactly what to do,” I reply, looking down at my hands in my lap. Trying to gather my confidence, I look up at him. “I’m excited. Where should we eat?” I smile, hoping to lighten the mood.


      “Do you like Italian? We can go to a place in the city I’ve heard great things about?” He asks.


      “Yeah, sounds great.” Looking out the window, I watch the lights fly by. I have to start somewhere, and this doesn’t seem like such a bad place to start.


      


      Dinner flies by as we get to know each other. I’m surprised how easy it is to talk to him, like having dinner with an old friend. There’s no spark you read about in the romance books, no butterflies, no accidental hand brushes as we reach for our drinks. He laughs at my dorky jokes, opens my doors for me, and holds my hand as we walk to the theatre. I wonder what a second chance at love would feel like. Would it be anything like what I shared with Hale? I chastise myself for thinking of Hale while out with another man. Jeez Ember, could you be anymore disconnected? On the way home from the theatre we stop for ice cream and sit on the outside patio. The weather is nice, with the leaves falling from the trees around us.


      “I really enjoyed tonight Tyler. It’s hard to believe this is my first date,” I say, trying to hide my embarrassment. I’m embarrassed to tell him that, but it is a huge step for me.


      “I had a great time Em. I’m glad you gave me the chance,” he winks as he takes a lick of his ice cream.


      We both start laughing. I really have had such a great time. I think Tyler will make a great friend. Maybe we didn’t get what we thought we would out of the date, but friendship is never a bad thing. He drops me back off at home, kissing my cheek, and thanking me for tonight. We make plans to see another movie next weekend after I get this huge paper out of the way. He’s a sweetheart and I’m already looking forward to next week. I walk up the drive, making my way to the porch swing. I sit, looking up at the stars. I know Hale’s looking down now. I just have to make him proud.


      


      Tonight’s finally the Harvest Festival and the theatre is buzzing with excitement. It’s packed full of family and friends of all the dancers. These are my favorite moments as a dancer, seeing everyone’s face as their daughters, sisters, and wives dance across the stage. It’s such a bittersweet day. It’s hard living in a small town where almost every corner reminds me of something we shared together, every memory, every laugh. All the first’s I experienced with Hale. Our entire lives were spent with each other. B and I are stretching in the back wing, preparing for our dance. We go on in about twenty minutes after the younger girls.


      Leaning against the bar, I pull my leg up in an L stretch, stretching my hamstrings. The worst mistake you can make is not stretching properly and I want this routine to be perfect. We’ve both worked so hard and dedicated so many hours to it. Taking a deep breath, I let it out and sink to the floor in a split.


      “B, I’m nervous. I hope it’s perfect,” I tell her, watching as she turns across the floor.


      “My little worry wart, we’ve got this. Confidence Ember, confidence. We’ve been practicing for ages. I’m just worried you might make sweet eyes at Tyler the whole time.” Laughing, she helps me up from the floor. “Stop stressing and just breathe. You have nothing to worry about.”


      We take our last look in the mirror and head towards the stage. I wave to a few girls we’ve danced with in the past and fuss with my leotard in nervousness while we take our positions. The lights dim, the music begins playing, and the curtains slowly slide apart. We move forward, taking our positions on the stage and I look out onto the crowd, searching for familiar faces. Nash and Tyler whoop and holler from the back. I grin, keeping my count going in my head.


      1..2..3…4..5..6.. With that we begin our routine, sweeping across the stage with delicate moves, our bodies lost in the music. Completely in sync. I feel free as I move across the stage; the tune so haunting and sad. A part of me feels like it’s what I need to truly free myself from the chains that have surrounded my heart for so long. As our dance comes to the end, the lights go dim on the stage and I look out on the crowd, stopping mid step- my heart stops beating in my chest. I’m stunned into immobility, my body is paralyzed at the sight. I feel my knees growing weak, my body ready to collapse. The cheers and applause drown out around me. B follows my eyes to where I’m staring, the tears blurring my vision.


      Sitting front row, center to the stage is Hale Jarreau.


      And then I hit the floor.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      Hale


      War changes a man. There’s no sugar coating it; no glorifying it. No making it anything less than what it really is. I live in fear. Spending every day looking over my shoulder. I can’t be in crowds without breaking out in a cold sweat. My senses heightening with fear and panic. I’m paranoid that at any moment, I’ll be thrown back into the hell I was rescued from. Four years ago I was captured by a group of insurgents while doing a tour in Afghanistan. I was held captive until they almost blew my fucking leg off. Apparently, not being able to walk put a damper on their plans. Surprisingly, they didn’t kill me. I can’t tell you how many times I wished they would kill me. How many times I begged God to take this pain away, to save me from this. Instead of killing me, they put me through hell every day. Now, my life will never be the same. I’m no longer the man that I used to be; I’m a fragment of who I used to be.


      I was rescued and kept at Walter Reed in Washington, DC, where I was “rehabilitated” and sent on my way like it never happened. Like the last four years of my life haven’t been ripped away from me. The physical scars may fade, but the scars on the inside are so deep, they’ve taken root in my heart. My heart is black, fueled by vengeance and revenge. I want to be the man they all used to know. I want to be a lot of things that I know I’ll never be again.


      I don’t know what brought me here today; I can’t explain why I find myself in this seat, staring up at her blue eyes wide with disbelief. Maybe to torture myself with something I can never have again. I won’t taint her innocence and steal her ability to see the beauty in the world. If I’m condemned to this life of hate¸ I won’t bring her down with me. The best thing I can do is stay away, but you know what they say... misery loves company.


      


      Ember


      As I crack open my eyes, the lights blind me. My head’s pounding like I was run over by an eighteen wheeler. I try to sit up, but halt when I realize I’m surrounded and laying on the floor backstage. The haze in my mind clears and causes me to bolt upright. “Hale! Hale! B, where is he?” I scream at her, frantically trying to make my way to the stage.


      “Ember, calm down babe. You fainted and bumped your head. Here, drink something. Take it easy for a second,” she says, handing me a bottle of water someone thrusted at her.


      I take a second to compose myself, but I feel the scales tipping and I think I’m going to lose it any second. I know what I saw. I saw him sitting there, his hair too long, curling around his ears. The same brown eyes I’ve been dreaming about, praying to God to bring back to me. I know I’m not crazy.


      “B, I know you saw him, we both did. Where is he? What’s going on?” I plead to her for answers. I look around at all the faces staring at me, like I’ve gone crazy. Someone has to know something. They had to have seen him sitting right there. Looking towards B, her eyebrows are drawn, the worry is etched on her face. “Ember, I…“, she stammers, not finding the words to say. I take a deep breath and close my eyes, massaging my aching temples. Slowly, I sink to the floor and untie the straps from my toe shoes. My feet are on fire and aching, my mind on overload. I pick them up and head towards the dressing room, ignoring the questions I hear thrown my way. I step into the dressing room and shut the door behind me, twisting the lock. Walking towards the dressing table I flop down on the dressing chair. Maybe, I am crazy. Maybe I didn’t see him and it was my imagination. I’m exhausted and haven’t been sleeping.


      Grabbing my phone from the dressing table I dial Nan’s number, hoping her voice will bring me comfort. She picks up on the third ring and I exhale with relief.


      “Hey Nan.”


      “Hey baby girl, how was the recital? I’m sorry that I had to miss it, this cold is kicking my behind.” She laughs and my heart warms at the sound. Just hearing her voice calms the storm raging inside me.


      “I danced my heart out Nan. I’m calling because I think I may be losing my mind, but I’m not sure anymore. I’m not sure of anything anymore.” My voice cracks with emotion. I feel the tears welling in my eyes. I take a deep breath, trying to keep calm.


      “What’s wrong baby?”


      “I saw Hale. I know it sounds crazy, I know it does, but I saw him. I looked up and he was right there, staring back at me. God, Nan. I want so much to believe he was really there and it wasn’t my mind playing tricks on me. He looked so much older than when I saw him, his hair was longer, his face was full of stubble like he hadn’t shaved, but his eyes, Nan,” I choke on a sob, the pain in my heart unbearable. “His eyes were so sad, they were full of pain. Nan I saw him, I have to find him. I’ve tried so hard to move on but I can’t. I have to make sure he’s okay.” I say as the tears run down my face, my chest heaving.


      “Take a deep breath baby, you need to calm down. I don’t know who you saw Ember, but Hale is dead. I know it hurts, I know it feels consuming sometimes, but you have to be stronger. I think you need to start talking with someone, to get this out of your heart. If you let it, it’ll consume you my beautiful girl.”


      “Okay, Nan. I’ll call you later when I’m home. Love you,” I press end, disconnecting the call.


      Bringing my knees to my chest, I lean my head against them and take a few breaths. I’ve got this. I’ve come too far to go back now. It must have been my exhaustion, my mind playing tricks on me. Rising, I grab my keys and bag, and head towards the door. A good night’s rest and something for my pounding head is all I need.


      


      I wake up to sunlight streaming through the windows. Wincing, I look over at the alarm clock and see that it’s one in the afternoon. Meaning I’ve been asleep for fifteen hours. Apparently my body needed rest more than I realized. Yesterday still weighing heavy on my mind, I glance at the picture of Hale and I after graduation that sits on my dresser. We looked so happy and carefree. I don’t know if what I saw was real, but my heart feels like it took a devastating hit. Grabbing my phone from the nightstand. I check my text messages from the night before, seeing several from B, a few girls from school and two from Tyler.


      Tyler: Still up for that movie?


      Tyler: No? Let me down easy then Em ; )


      Grinning, I text him back.


      Me: Sorry! Rough night, how about tonight? –Em


      Tossing my phone next to me, I get out of bed and head towards the bathroom. Jeez, I must’ve taken a serious fall when I fainted because my head is pounding. I take a quick shower then throw my yoga pants and tee on and head downstairs. I don’t hear B in her room so I’m guessing she must be at school. Looking around for my laptop I realize I left my phone upstairs. I start up the stairs, retrieving it from my bed. I plop down and cuddle beneath the covers. Unlocking my phone, I see the message from Tyler:


      Tyler: Sure thing babe. Pick you up at 7?


      Me: Sounds good, see you then!


      That means I have a few hours to read and relax. Hopefully this damn headache will be gone by the time I have to do something with the mop on my head.


      


      I wake up suddenly, my heart pounding out of my chest, my phone ringing loudly right by my ear. I must’ve fallen back asleep while reading. Shit! Tyler! I jump up from the bed, rushing to the bathroom to turn my straightener on. I walk back into my bedroom, pick up my phone and look through all the texts, calls, and voicemails. I dial Blayr back first.


      “Hey babe!” Her voice yells through the phone.


      “Hey! Where are you? I’ve been sleeping all day, I swear I didn’t even realize I was that tired.” I tell her, looking through my closet for something to wear.


      “I’m out with Nashville, we’re going to ride go carts and eat dinner. Whatcha doing tonight?” She asks. Please don’t ask for us to join them. Please please pl-


      I hear her pull the phone away then screech, “Why didn’t you tell me you were going out with Tyler tonight! Y’all come with us. It’ll be like a double date!”


      “Well, seeing as how I haven’t talked to you since my minor mental breakdown last night and he just texted me this afternoon that would be why. I think we’re just going to see a movie B, I’m not really up for anything more right now.” I sigh, pulling a pair of jeans from the hanger. It’s supposed to be cool tonight and jeans are a step up from the pajamas that I currently want to wear….


      “Whatever, tomorrow you’re mine. We need a pedicure, my feet look ridiculous.” I can hear the noise in the background, and Nashville talking close to the phone. Whatever he is saying causes her to giggle.


      “Yup, sounds good. Talk to you later!” I press end without her getting another word in. Even though I love her dearly, she can be exhausting.


      I lay my clothes out on the bed and head into the bathroom to finish fixing my hair and makeup. Tyler will be here any minute and I’m not even close to being ready. I run and grab my phone to send him a text when the doorbell rings. Groaning, I toss the phone down on my bed and head down the stairs. Grabbing the doorknob, I swing it open. Tyler stands there with a grin, “Well if you want to wear that for our date, I’m not complaining.” I laugh and open the door, letting him inside.


      “Sorry! I fell back asleep after texting you and now I’m rushing to get ready. I won’t be long, I promise. Make yourself at home.” I tell him, gesturing to the living room.


      “No worries, we can always make a later movie. Or we could just stay in and watch one?” He asks.


      “No it’s fine, just give me like ten minutes.” I turn and dash up the stairs, quickly making it to my room. I throw my clothes on, run the straightener over my hair, throw a little makeup on and brush my teeth. Good thing I’m not a high maintenance girl or we would not be making the seven thirty movie. Grabbing my purse, I turn the lights out and head downstairs. I find Tyler right where I left him, playing a game on his phone.


      “Ready?” I call from the foyer, grabbing my keys from the hook.


      “Yup, let’s go beautiful.” He replies, opening the front door and holding his arm out, gesturing for me to go. “Ladies first,” he says, winking. I lock up and we walk to the car. The weather is perfect. Not too cold, not too warm, and little humidity. My hair might actually look normal for once. Shocker.


      We get to the box office with five minute to spare. “We have to hurry the previews are my favorite,” I say to him, grabbing his hand, pulling him towards the snacks.


      “God, my ass getting fat is so worth the chocolate covered peanuts. I swear,” I tell him as I look at the candy counter. “So worth it,” I laugh, telling the cashier what I want then handing over my debit card.


      “I highly doubt anyone complains about the size of your ass Em, probably just the opposite.” Looking downwards he smirks.


      “Okay, moving on. Let’s go. I love scary movies, I’m so excited!” I tell him as we walk towards the theatre.


      We make it into the theatre as the previews begin to roll and take our seats. He reaches for my hand and takes it, running his thumb back forth over the soft skin. I look down at our hands andthen at him, but make no move to pull away. This, I’m okay with. I can take baby steps, right? I feel like the past few days have been a move in the right direction, but last night knocked me a few steps back. I can’t decipher between what was real and what I imagined. It felt real and my heart aches for Hale.


      The movie passes relatively quickly it seems. I jump a few times and hear Tyler laugh under his breath. I elbow him huffing, “Not funny, ass, I just don’t like things jumping out at me!”


      Right, he mouths right back, his handsome face tipping up in a grin.


      After the movie we head to meet B and Nash for dinner at the diner. Apparently Nash texted Tyler asking if we wanted to meet up. I’m going to kill Blayr. This is hard enough for me, without having an audience.


      We arrive at the diner and he walks to the other side of the car to open my door and holds out his hand. I grasp it, stepping out. We walk into the diner and spot them right by the door.


      “Hey y’all!” B says, looking up from her menu.


      I give her the look. The look that says I’m not talking to you for at least a day. She just smirks. The bitch.


      “Have y’all ordered?” Tyler asks.


      “Nope, this one can’t make up her mind to save her life,” Nash gestures towards B.


      The waitress arrives and we all put in our order, including a very large margarita for yours truly. It has been hell the past few days and I want to unwind.


      Interrupting my thoughts, B says,” How about we go out after this? I’m in the mood to dance!” As soon as the words leave her mouth, I’m saying “No thanks. I’m still not feeling a hundred percent. I think I’m going to go visit Nan. Maybe watch a movie with her or something.”


      Our food arrives, breaking the awkward silence that has settled at the table and we all dig in. I clear my plate, apparently starving. With everything that’s been going on, eating is the last thing on my mind. Tyler pays for my dinner and we walk to the car. He opens my door, helps me in and then lets himself in.


      “Where does your Nan live? I don’t mind dropping you off,” he says softly, as if he’s testing the waters. He probably thinks I’m mentally ill with the hot and cold routine. I sigh, “It’s just been a really rough few weeks Tyler, I’m sorry. I’m battling some demons and depending on the day, I’m losing. I lost someone that meant more than anything to me and I’m still struggling. I’m not ready for a boyfriend. I’m just looking for friendship. Can we be friends?” I say as sincerely as I can.


      “Of course Em, I’m not trying to push you. I would love to be your friend,” he says and my body visibly relaxes. I don’t want to lose his friendship, but he has to know that I can’t offer him anything more than that.


      He drops me off at home so I can drive my own car. He even walks me to the front door and I feel a pang of guilt in my stomach. I feel bad for not being able to be what he needs, but still grateful he isn’t bitter. “I’ll see you soon?” I whisper to him, pulling him to me for a hug, “Thanks, Ty.” I kiss his cheek and unlock the door, stepping inside. I run upstairs and pack a small overnight bag to bring to Nan’s. I head back downstairs and grab my keys and lock up. Throwing my bag in the backseat, I get inside and crank the radio up to drown out the thoughts running through my head.


      


      I pull up at Nan’s and cut my car off. Staring at Hale’s house sitting dark and quiet. I decide to go look around and see if it seems like anyone has been there. Granted, I think Nan would have told me if she saw someone, but I just can’t shake the feeling that I’m missing something- that the big picture is so much bigger than I realized.


      Leaving my bag and keys on the hood of my car, I use my cellphones flashlight to guide the way. It’s dark and creepy, but I need to do this for some peace of mind. I tiptoe up the stairs and try to peer inside the window next to the front door. My flashlight causes a glare on the window and I see the curtains are pulled closed. Hearing a noise I whip around, my flashlight shining in front of me. I see nothing, so I head around to the shop where Hale used to work on the Camaro. Walking to the door, I step inside and see a dim light hanging above the Camaro.


      My jaw hits the ground, and my heart beats out of my chest. There stands Hale Jarreau, wrench in hand, staring right back at me.


      


      Hale


      I heard her the second she drove up. I know her better than she probably knows herself. I can predict her next move before she even decides on it and I knew it wouldn’t be long before she ended up here. It was a mistake going to the club that night and it was a mistake showing up at the Harvest Festival. I knew that when I did it, but I couldn’t stay away. That’s me, a glutton for punishment.


      I moved back into Dad’s house a few days ago, but I’ve been doing my best to keep quiet and not draw attention. I’m not ready for the whole town to be in my business- not that I ever will be. We stand there in a silent stare off, neither of us wanting to break the moment. I take a moment to appreciate her body, one that my body aches for every night in my dreams. My hands itch to run down her body, my dick jerking against my zipper when I see how she’s filled out since I’ve been gone. I hate to see the pain in her eyes and know that I’ve caused it. I hate knowing she will hate me as soon as I open my mouth, but I also know it’s what’s right. I can’t be the person to take all the good away from her. Her hair is long now, almost to her ass. Her perfect heart shaped ass that sits in those jeans begging for my touch.


      “Hey Ember,” I say, my eyes never leaving her.


      She raises her hand to her mouth to try to stop the sob that escapes. Her whole body begins shaking and the sight destroys me.


      “A-a-ar-e yyo-uu real?” she stutters, barely able to form her words. “I can’t be dreaming. You have to be here.” Always my Sweet Girl.


      I drop the wrench onto the work bench and pick up the old rag that sits on the car.


      My mind is fighting a war with my heart, and my body, not knowing who to listen to, stays stuck in place. I want to comfort her, hold her and tell her it’ll all be all right, but I can’t open that door. I can’t let her think I can be that person. I’m not the person she used to know.


      “No one knows I’m here Ember, you can’t tell anyone. I just want everyone to leave me in peace.” My voice is low and scratchy with emotion, strangled at best.


      She moves towards me slowly, taking hesitant steps, and for each step she takes, I take a step back. “Hale, you’re alive! I can’t even believe you’re standing here in front of me! Do you know how many nights I cried myself to sleep? How many times I begged God to take me instead of you? Do you know what my life has been like? I need to touch you, please let me touch you. I don’t understand, why are you doing this to me?” She sounds close to hysteria.


      I know why she feels that way and God I wish I didn’t have to be the one to make my Sweet Girl hurt, but that’s the point. I am poison and I will do nothing but hurt her, destroy her. I love her enough to let her go; to give her what she would never ask of me. If hurting her makes her move on then I have to do it, even if it kills me in the process.


      “Ember, I’m only going to say this once. I am not the boy you used to know. You need to turn around and walk right back out of that door. Turn around, walk back to your car and go home. Don’t come back here. I know you don’t understand that and I’m sorry, but I promise it is what’s best for you. Forget about me and move on with your life. I know life has dealt you a shitty hand, but you need to move forward and be happy. I made a mistake showing up at the club and a bigger one showing my face at the recital. That’s what it was, a mistake.” I see the hurt on her face. It’s cruel, but if it’s the only way to get her to leave then so be it.


      “How can you do this to me?” She screams, picking up an old tool and throwing it at me. “How could you stand there and say those things to me after I mourned you? I have lived the past three years in a constant state of heartache mourning you. And you tell me to forget about you? To move on? Are you fucking insane, Hale Jarreau!? You’ve lost your fucking mind! They told me you were DEAD, Hale! DEAD. I wept on your casket before they lowered you into the ground. How are you standing here?”


      I see another tool flying towards me so I duck, the pliers barely missing my forehead.


      “Stop it, Ember Ann. Stop it right now! Fuck! Stop! This is the way that it’s going to be and you best accept it, do you hear me? I’m not fucking playing, Ember. Do you want to know what I’VE been through?” I yell at her, hitting my chest. “Do you think it was a walk in the park? My entire squad was killed. I watched them blown to pieces in front of me while I was gagged and forced to my knees to watch! MY brothers! The only family I’ve ever known! You don’t know what the fuck I have been through! You were the only thing that kept me alive Ember. The only thing that kept me breathing in breath after breath, but you know what? You buried your love in that coffin and that’s where he’s going to stay. I’m not that man anymore and I hope you realize it. The shit I’ve seen, the shit I’ve been through, it changed me. I’m sorry it hurts you, I truly am, but I am not the man that you knew. I’m sorry.” I whisper the last words, trying to get my breathing under control. She sinks to the floor in front of me, her body shaking with sobs.


      “I can’t believe you’re here. God, Hale I love you! I love you so fucking much. How can you say this to me? It feels like I’m losing you all over again. Why are you torturing me this way? What did I do to deserve this heartbreak over and over?” Her chest heaves with every word. I’m worried if she keeps on she’s going to be sick.


      “Ember, pick the phone up and call Blayr. Tell her you need her and go home. I want you to take these pieces I have already left behind and put them back together. I want you to go to school, finish your dancing and find a man to make you happy. I am not that man, Ember. I am not him. I’m sorry. Things have changed and you have to understand that. I will destroy you. I will be like poison in your veins. I’m fucked up. My heart is black and cold. I’m sorry.”


      Wiping her nose and face on the back of her hand, she looks at me. “You know what, Hale? You can tell me your heart is black and cold, but I know that’s a lie. I have loved you my entire life. From the moment I laid eyes on you, I loved you with a love so deep and fierce that it consumed me. It consumes me every day. I’m listening to all that you’re telling me, but I don’t believe a word coming out of your fucking mouth. I don’t know how you can sit here and tell me that you don’t love me anymore. It’s bullshit. I have loved you through it all, even DEATH! I am still here, fighting for you. I will always fight for you. I’ll take on the entire world if it means it’ll save you. I’ll even take on you. I won’t let you do this to yourself. So you sit here, you work on your cars, and I’ll go back to my house. But don’t you think for a fucking second that I’ll forget you and move on. I love you. I loved you when I was six years old, I loved you when I thought you were buried in the ground, and I’ll love you even if you won’t love me back. I’ll love you even when you don’t love yourself. Push me away all you want, but I’ll fight for you till MY last breath. Until I am dead in that ground.”


      With those last words my black heart crumbles into pieces. I thought there was nothing left inside me but revenge, hate and vengeance, but there she is. In the deepest, darkest part of my heart, refusing to let go.


      Standing up from the floor she turns on her heel and walks toward the door, grabbing the handle. She stands there, pausing briefly and turns around. “I’m going to walk away right now, Hale, but I won’t give up on you. This isn’t the end. I’ve survived the last three years without you, I’ll survive this. I’m so disappointed and heartbroken right now. It may be true that you aren’t the same person you used to be, but you will always be the man that I love. The man that held me when I fell out of a tree and broke my arm; the man that wiped my tears and kissed all my hurt away when my life was falling apart around me. I can’t forget that Hale. I can’t forget those moments and it’s cruel for you to ask me to try.” Opening the door, she slams it shut behind her, and she’s gone.


      


      With that, I sink to the floor, my head in my hands, and for the first time in my life I cry.


      


      Ember


      Walking back to the car my entire body hurts with the pain I just received. My body feels like it took physical blows. Hale is alive. I can’t wrap my mind around the fact that he is alive, standing 100 feet from me. My heart aches for the things he has been through. My sweet, brave man has been through more in his life than any soul should ever have to endure. He’s pushing me away to protect me. I know him better than he knows himself. Whatever he is going through, he wants to shield me from. He’s spent our entire childhood trying to protect and defend me. It’s time someone did it for him.


      I make it to my car and climb inside. Resting my forehead on the steering wheel, I take some deep breaths. I have to get home before I let these tears out. I can’t sit in Nan’s driveway and cry all night. Starting the car, I back out of the driveway and pull onto the highway. There are so many thoughts running through my head. Why would he hide from me? How can he even be alive? I’m mourning the man I’ve lost, the man that has been tortured and almost killed. I’m mourning for the pain that he has had to endure. I’m mourning for the innocent love that was so unfairly stolen from us.


      I have been a lot of things and I have been through a lot in my life, but now is the time to be strong. It’s time to gather enough strength for both of us, and it’s time to get back the man that I desperately love. Nothing in life worth having comes easy. I told him I would fight for him, and I’ll fight till my last breath.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Part Three:

        

      

    

    
      
        "People think a soul mate is your perfect fit, and that's what everyone wants. But a true soulmate is a mirror, the person who shows you everything that is holding you back, the person who brings you to your own attention so you can change your life."


        -- Elizabeth Gilbert

      

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      Hale


      Boom! Pew pew… Help…. Help Jarreau! Help!


      Bolting upright in bed. I’m on my feet in the blink of an eye. My weapon drawn and ready. I see nothing in front of me, but shadows from the moonlight. Sweat drips from my body, and my heart is beating out of control; my body high on adrenaline. It’s the same nightmare every night, the same torture I live with daily. I didn’t do enough to save them. I should’ve fought harder, longer. I should’ve saved them… Why couldn’t I save them? The guilt living inside me eats at me every day. It weighs down on my shoulders. I slowly lower my weapon, placing it back next to my bed. Every night before I close my eyes, I set my gun next to my bed- loaded and ready. I need to feel the security of knowing if something happens, it’s close to me. Call it another fucked up thing I brought back with me. Reaching for the lamp, I switch it on and let light flood the room. The same room I grew up in. Not a thing has changed, everything exactly where I left it. Not that my old man would’ve given a shit whether I died there or not. The only thing he ever gave a fuck about was the bottom of a bottle. Deacon growls from the doorway, where he’s poised with his head down low and teeth bared as if ready to attack on my command. “Down boy,” I give him the sign, telling him to be at ease. When I left Walter Reed, a group called Paws for Veterans reached out to me. They’re a group that provides animals for wounded veterans with PTSD. Apparently my shrink thought it would be a good idea, for the “emotional support”, and that’s where Deacon came in. He’s full bred German shepherd and he’s my best friend. He’s the only one who seems to understand what I’ve been through, and the only one who helps me through the moments where my chest gets so tight it’s hard to breathe. My shrink believes I don’t have a severe case of PTSD, but obviously it’s bad enough to need fucking “emotional support’. I don’t even attempt to understand all the psychological bullshit that gets thrown at me. I like having him around, so he stays.


      My leg aches with stiffness. Even if I wanted to do something meaningful with my life again, my leg would never allow it. The fuckers almost blew my knee cap off when they took me. I’m surprised the infection didn’t kill me. Extending my leg, I massage the raised bump. My skin around the wound looks marred and gangly. If only the physical scars I bared were the worst of my problems. My mind is fucked up beyond repair, far worse than my body ever could be.


      Gripping the sides of the bed, I stand slowly and head towards the bathroom. Flicking on the light, I head to the mirror and open it and grab the pills inside. I open the lid, pop two into my mouth, and swallow them dry. Looking at myself in the mirror, I don’t even recognize the man staring back at me. Fuck, I can’t remember the last time I shaved or had a haircut. My eyes look tired; the bags under my eyes look dark and deep. The scar above my eyebrow is ragged and disgusting looking. That’s what I see when I look in the mirror. A fuckup; a bastard that couldn’t save the men who always had my back. My fucking brothers. I look down at the sink and squeeze my eyes shut tightly as I take deep breaths. Sometimes, when I’m just sitting here and thinking of shit, I think back to what I went through over there and I get sucked into a flashback. It’s not just any flashback, but one that feels so real I can’t tell the difference. I can feel the sun beating down on me. The sweat seeping through my cammies. I can still smell the desert air and ammunition all around me. When I finally come back to the present, thirty minutes will have gone by. My whole body will be tense and dripping sweat as if I was there. I won’t remember walking across the room and grabbing my weapon. It’s as if my body is wired to react even when I’m not fully there. That’s how I know I’m fucked up. It’s just one of the many things that keep me away from Ember. Someone getting lost so far in their own head should stay away from anyone they don’t want to tear down with them.


      After I was released from the hospital, I stayed in DC for physical therapy. I didn’t feel like dealing with the hassle of moving to a new place when truthfully, I had nowhere to fucking go. I couldn’t go home to my dad’s house. Not with him drinking all the time and me still having flashbacks and nightmares that would’ve given him a fucking heart attack. I found an apartment close to the rehab center, and I took a cab everywhere. I couldn’t stand to ride the subway. It was too small of a space and all the crowds freaked me the fuck out. I didn’t go out. I didn’t make any friends. I didn’t socialize with anyone but Deacon. I stumbled across a tattoo shop that I heard some guys at therapy talking about and I started going a few times a month. After six months or so I was covered: my arms, my chest, and some of my back. It was a high I so desperately chased after the first time the needle touched my skin. The first tattoo I ever got, even before my Eagle, globe and anchor, was Ember’s name. Even after everything I’ve been through, after everything I continue to go through every day, she’s the first thing on my mind when I open my eyes and the last before I close them. No one knew where I was and it was for a reason. The only reason I entertained the idea of coming home is because of the house. It was sitting here rotting since the old man passed away and I couldn’t hide away in DC forever. I’m going to find someone local for physical therapy and try my best to keep my mind in a sane place.


      I walk out of the bathroom, flicking off the light as I head back towards the bed. I grab my old leather journal from the nightstand and crawl back under the covers. Flipping it open, I pull out the pictures hidden within. I run my finger over her face, seeing the smile on her lips, her blue eyes looking back at me. I remember grumbling at her to put the phone away, to stop with all the pictures, but now they’re a lifeline. The pictures are so worn from years of being held, I don’t know how much longer they’ll last, but looking at them calms the storm inside my heart. They say soulmates find each other no matter where they are in the world, and that their lives will intersect at one point. Fate, destiny, hope. That’s what I had with Ember. It’s like God made us one; two halves and together we were whole. I will sacrifice my happiness in order to give her life. Drifting off, her blue eyes are the last thing my mind sees.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      Today, I’m heading into town to Jared’s shop to talk with him about a job. Jared Marshall taught me everything I know. Everything I know about cars, engines, bodywork... I learned it from him. The entire town will know once I pull up and I’m dreading it. I hate being the talk of the town. That’ll be one they haven’t heard; a dead man walking in town. Hopefully, it’ll all die down quickly and I can be left in peace. I need a job to keep me busy and out of my head. I got a pretty good chunk of money from the Marines. Apparently being captured by the enemy calls for some kind of monetary retribution - not that any amount of money in the world would ever make up for the shit that I’ve been through. It won’t last me long though, not with all the repairs Dad’s house needs. I have to put a new roof on, put flooring in the house, and repaint everything. I hope working and repairing the house will keep me from losing my mind.


      Grabbing my keys from the table, I open the door and head towards the shop where the Camaro sits. I haven’t driven her since I’ve been home, not wanting to draw attention to myself. Or maybe because the thought of Ember overwhelms me every time I crank it up. I shove the key in the ignition and back out towards the street. Everything I pass, every spot in my hometown, reminds me of what I’ve lost. Every memory these places draw from me makes me angrier. Angry at everything I’ve given up. Angry for my life, the love of my life, and the person I use to be, being ripped away from me. Angry that I’m back here… angry in general.


      I pull up at Jared’s and shut the car off, getting out and slamming the door shut. I see nothing has changed in the five years I’ve been gone. I see the office door open so I walk up, knocking on the door frame.


      Jared looks exactly the same, as if five years hadn’t gone by since the last time I saw him. He’s still carrying too much weight around his middle (that I’m sure his wife is still on his case about). His hair is still buzzed close to his scalp. The Marines stuck with him, and I guess old habits die hard, oorah. Looking up from his paperwork, he notices me standing in the doorway, a look of shock sits on his face. This I expected. What would I think if I saw someone I believed was dead for the past three years standing in front of me? His face has gone white as a ghost, and he slowly stands from where he was sitting; the old rickety chair creaking as it moves.


      “Hale?” He asks. I can hear the shock in his voice.


      “Yeah Jared.” Walking into the office, I shut the old wooden door behind me.


      “How are you sitting in my office? I put you in the ground boy, this can’t be real. I saw them hand her that flag right off the casket. They did the twenty one gun salute!” He shakes his head as if to bring him back to reality.


      “I’m sorry to just come in here and throw this on you. I really am. It’s a long ass story, Jared. One I don’t much like repeating. I’m ready to leave it all behind and move on with what’s left of my life.” I tell him, taking my seat across from his desk. “I need a job. I’m fixin’ up my dad’s place and I need something to keep me busy. You know I’ll work hard and long for you.”


      “You gotta give me something Hale. You walk right back into my office like you’re back from the fucking dead!” He looks at me like he still can’t quite believe what he’s seeing.


      “We were ambushed by enemy forces. My brothers were killed. I was captured and they held me for over a year. Almost blew my fucking knee cap off and now I’ve got PTSD. A fucked up knee and I need this job to stop me from drowning myself in the bottom of a bottle.” Even saying it out loud sounds fucked up out of this world.


      “Have you seen her?” He asks me softly, looking me in the eyes.


      Fuck I don’t want to answer that. I hate myself enough for it. I don’t need everyone else’s bullshit too. “Yeah I have, Jared. Not something I really wanna talk about there either.” I feel antsy like a caged animal.


      “You ruined her, Hale. That girl walked around this town like a zombie for months. The light left her eyes. It was hard for everyone to see.” Fuck. As if I really don’t hate myself enough; despise the man and the coward I am.


      “It’s complicated. There’s nothing left I can offer her. I’m here for a job and that’s it. You gonna give me one?”


      “Yeah boy, you know I’ll never turn you away. You wanna start tomorrow at seven? Be here when the shop opens.”


      Standing, I stick my hand out, offering it to him. “I’ll be here. Thanks man.” Shaking my hand, he tells me, “I’m glad to see your face boy.Jesus, I still can’t believe you’re standing here. It seems like a dream or some shit! If you ever need someone to talk to, grab a six pack, and I’m here,” he says, sincerely.


      “Trust me Jared, I’m the last person you wanna swap war stories with. I’m trying my best to live every day without reliving them. I appreciate it.” Turning towards the door, I open it and stroll towards the parking lot. I take a look around, seeing that the town hasn’t changed a bit, same ole houses and buildings. It brings some comfort knowing that even when the world is exploding around them, Crescent is the same place it’s always been.


      


      The next few days are spent refreshing my memory of the newer model cars. Oil changes, tire rotations, and working on engines. It keeps my mind busy and off all of the shit floating around inside it. Apparently, everyone in town knows what happened, and I’ve had people walk by the shop and just stop and stare like I’m some fucking science experiment or a ghost. I guess when you see someone be buried it’s hard to forget; regardless of what you see standing in front of you. Thankfully, I haven’t seen Ember around. The last thing I need is another run in with her. I’m having a hard enough time keeping my ass at the house and away from her. Seeing her with that asshole walking from the movie a few weeks back was enough to throw me into a rage. I never said it was fair. I know it’s not. I have no right to feel this way. I’m the one pushing her away and treating her like shit. It just killed me to see him grab her hand like she was his. Obviously I'm more fucked up than I like to let on.


      “Hey man, you wanna get some beers after work?” Nash asks. He’s the mechanic Jared hired a few weeks before I started. We’ve been working together at the shop the past few weeks and he’s asked a few times. I have no desire to pack inside a building with no direct sight of the door and a bunch of drunk fucks while listening to shitty ass music.


      “C’mon dude you never do shit. yYou’ve gotta get out and live a little. Shit, you’re like 23 and you act like my grandma.” He throws a rag at me, laughing as it hits me in the face. “It’s just a few beers. Just us and the guys. Hopefully some pussy to cheer your mopey ass up. No tight spaces man. We’re going to do a bonfire out in the fields.”


      If I go, maybe he’ll stop pestering the fuck out of me. It’s has been years since I saw anyone I grew up with.


      “Yeah, I guess cocksucker. Now leave me the fuck alone and let me work.” I punch his shoulder, shoving him out of the way as I grab the jack and walk to the Chevy I’ve been doing an oil change on.


      
        

      


      I pull up at the bonfire around eight and see twenty people or so milling around, beers in hand, and the girls standing in circles talking animatedly. It’s like right out of a movie. One about the small ass hick town with nothing better to do on a Saturday night. Parking my truck next to all the others, I cut the engine and get out. I walk over to where everyone is standing, and everyone just stops; staring at me like I’m an alien with two fucking heads. This is what drives me crazy. I hate being the center of attention and I prefer to keep to myself. Walking towards Chase, I see his arm thrown around a girl with platinum blonde hair. Her tits pressed against a tiny t-shirt, that’s obviously too tight for her. It’s like twenty degrees, so why the fuck doesn’t she have a jacket on? My response to tits is why she doesn’t have a jacket on. Fuck, I sound like a pussy. Chase is another guy I met while working at the shop. He comes up to hang out with the guys a lot. He’s an okay guy, but it’s not like I’m the poster child for happy friendships.


      “Hey man. Glad you came. You already know our boy Nash. This is Jake, Tasha, and Dex.” He gestures to each person as he introduces them. The guys nod and shake my hand and the girls just giggle and don’t say a word. Shit, is this what guys like now a days? The only thing I’ve been acquainted with in the past three years is my hand. Fucking sad, but true. I don’t have any desire to try dating or even put in the effort it takes to fuck some random girl. It just doesn’t work for me. None of these girls do it for me. The fake tits, and plastic ass faces caked with makeup. My dick wants nothing to do with that.


      Shaking my head, I leave them standing there and head for the ice chest that’s holding all the beer. Might as well drink a few while I’m here. I reach inside and pull a Bud Light can from the selection and pop the top, taking a long swallow. Looking over I notice headlights coming down the old dirt road, and a small black car comes into view. Sipping the beer, I watch as a blonde get out of the passenger seat. Blayr. Shit, how do they know Chase and Nash? I see the passenger door open and Ember climbs out, looking like a wet dream. Her hair falls in curls down her back, her cheeks are flushed from the heat of the car, and her jeans fit perfectly against her ass. I have to tell my dick to calm the fuck down before I embarrass myself in front of all these people. She walks into the crowd, greeting people as she goes and heads over to where Nashville is standing. He better not even fucking think of touching her. He pulls Blayr to him and I let out the breath I was holding. I didn’t want to have to beat the shit out of anyone tonight.


      I walk back over, taking a seat on the tailgate that sits open across from the group. Ember looks up, and I see her jaw drop. She’s obviously wasn’t expecting me of all people to be here. Shit, I can’t hardly believe I came either. Her face is a canvas of surprise and desire. At least that's one thing that hasn't changed. Her body will always belong to me, no matter who she's with, or how she feels towards me. It's always been mine. I see Blayr whisper in her ear, and Ember bites her lip, nodding. Blayr heads towards the middle, dragging Ember behind her. My sweet girl, always following. Never taking the lead. Always been like that.


      Breaking our stare I look at the people surrounding me. The guys looking for a girl to bury their problems inside for the night. The girls looking for a man to be different from all the rest. And I sit here alone, looking for solace from the nightmares filling my head every night.


      


      Ember


      Of all the places in the damn world for Blayr to drag me to, she drags me here. Granted, I’m sure she didn’t know Hale would be here but still, how am I supposed to be around him all night? I need alcohol. Stat. Following behind B, I head to where the keg sits and I raise my eyebrows at her, smirking.


      “I’m so down.” She yells Nash’s name and he quickly comes over, no doubt for the chance to put his hands on her.


      Apparently, I’m feeling brave tonight as I brace my hand on the sides of the keg and my feet are lifted off the ground. Doing keg stands like we are in high school, mature of us. I only last a few seconds as the rancid tasting beer slides down my throat, causing me to cough. Ugh, I am not cut out for this shit. Glancing towards Hale, I see his face set in hard lines and his jaw clenched. Fuck it, I don’t belong to him. I can do what I want.


      I see Chase passing around cups and I gladly take one. Bringing the drink to my lips, I finish it off in one long gulp. The beer combined with the few shots we had before arriving are coursing through my body, giving me the liquid courage I desperately need. I walk to the middle of the field where everyone is dancing and close my eyes, moving to the beat. The cool wind blows my hair as I move, causing chills to break out on my neck.


      The music pounds through the speakers of the truck and my body comes alive, moving on its own to the beat. I look back to see a guy watching me, his eyes sliding up and down my body appreciatively. Bringing my hands above my head, I let the music guide me. The alcohol burns in my veins making my head feel light. Finally, free of the shit that’s been weighing me down for so long. I close my eyes, swaying my hips to the music. I feel him walk up behind me and his hands sliding to my hips. Just as soon as his hands touch my body, they're gone. I'm pushed forward, my feet stumbling over the other as I barely catch myself on some poor guys arm.


      "Don't fucking touch her," Hale yells more of a roar then a sentence, throwing the guy backwards. I rush over to him, placing my hands on his chest. "Stop Hale. Stop it now." I push him backwards, trying to get his attention away from the point of his anger. Pushing me aside he charges the guy, which is no one’s fault but his own since he's decided to puff up and act like he can take Hale. Whatever dude, I tried. Hale swings punch after punch into the guys face. I'm shocked no one has tried to break it up. When I see the guy’s body go limp, it's time for me to stop him. Rushing towards them, I pull Hale back from him with every bit of strength I have. I know he would never lay a hand on me. He would lay down his life before he would hurt me. Grabbing his face, I yell, "Look at me now, Hale Michael.” Finally, he drags his eyes away from the poor guy and looks at me. Out of the corner of my eye I see B and Nashville walking towards us. "We need to go before his buddies show up." I drag Hale behind me, pushing our way through the crowd that has surrounded us.


      "Jesus Hale! What the fuck was that?" Nashville screams at him, fumbling for his truck keys as we get further away from the crowd.


      "Just get in the fucking truck. Ember, who’s driving you?” He asks, grabbing my arm and halting me. My body is loose, and my head’s fuzzy from everything I’ve drank tonight. The last thing I feel like doing is fighting with Hale. Or anyone for that matter.


      I shrug him off, crossing my arms over my chest. "Not that it's any of your damn business, but Nashville is dropping us off at the house. God, you have some nerve Hale. Some fucking nerve!” Spinning on my heel, I leave him there and stomp to Nash’s truck. Hopping up into the backseat I slam the door, and settle back against the seat. I’m so mad, I’m seeing red.


      


      Hale


      I'm so mad, I'm seeing red. Fuck, I lost my mind when I saw him put his hands on her. I couldn't stop myself; the next thing I knew my fist was against his face. He's lucky I didn't break his fucking jaw. I take a few calming breaths and jog towards Nashville’s truck. I can’t drive after the drinks I had, and the last thing I need is to be pulled over for a DWI. I see Blayr perched in the front seat next to him, chatting away. Sighing, I walk around to the driver’s side and open the back door. Hopping up into the truck, I lean my head back against the headrest and take more deep breaths. I’m trying to reign my anger in and knowing she’s sitting less than a foot from me doesn’t help the situation. I open my eyes and look over at her and find her staring back at me. The tension is so thick you could cut it with a knife. This entire night turned into a cluster fuck, and now my knuckles are bruised and aching. My balls feel like they may burst if I have to stay in this truck with her much longer. I just want to bury myself inside her and never leave.


      "You're an asshole, Hale. You had no right to touch that poor guy!" She screams at me, hitting me in the chest. She’s so close I can feel her breath against my face. "I'm so damn mad at you, I could leave you here and not give a damn." I see the angry tears welling up in her eyes. Shit, I didn't mean to make her cry.


      "Let's not pretend you're upset over some prick at a party, Ember. We know what the real problem is here. Doesn't change anything." My head is starting to pound. It’s like my body aches to touch her. She’s so close yet so far away. Even if she is in arm's reach, I refuse let my hatred for the world taint her.


      "Fuck you, Hale. You're not fooling anyone but yourself." The entire car goes silent with her words. I look over at her and see the little smirk sitting on her face. I want to grab her by the neck and pull her to me, kiss the sassiness right out of her. I want to slam my mouth onto hers and show her just who’s fooling who.


      "Yeah, well that’s the way it’s supposed to be Sweet Girl." I tell her, never breaking eye contact. She rolls her eyes, crossing her arms over her chest and looks out the window. That's right babe, show me the sassy. I want it all. We can fight all night, but it won't change how things have to be or how things are going to be. My love for her will conquer all. Even her. Looking away, I glance out the window seeing the city lights fade behind us. We pull into the driveway and I thank Nashville for the ride and apologize to everyone for losing my temper. The only friends I have and I'm already fucking it up. Let's add it to the list, yeah?


      As I get out of the truck, I hear a door slam and then Nashville’s truck powering down the drive. I whip around and see Ember standing there, arms crossed over her chest.


      "What are you doing, Ember? You better walk right on over to Nan’s. Not in the mood for anymore fighting tonight." I turn towards the house, pulling my keys from my pocket. I need to ice my knee and elevate it. It’s been hurting ever since I threw douchebag on the ground. I fumble with the keys and end up dropping them by my feet. “Fuck,” cursing, I reach for them. Ember is there suddenly, picking the keys up and unlocking the door effortlessly. She opens the door and walks right through like she owns the damn place, leaving me standing there dumbfounded. I hear Deacon growl as she walks into the living room. “Down, boy. Now.” I’m still standing on the porch trying to wrap my head around this stubborn as shit woman.


      "Hale Michael get in the damn house and shut the door. Now." She says, leaning against the door into the kitchen. "I know about your leg; Nashville told me. You need to sit and elevate it and relieve the pressure.” With that she turns on her heel and walks into the kitchen. Lord have mercy, this girl will be the fucking death of me... What a sweet death it would be.


      Sighing, I run my fingers over my face, feeling the stubble of my beard against my hand. I need to shave, but I haven’t even given it a thought until now. My hair is too damn long, falling in my eyes. Constantly driving me nuts. I throw the keys on the table by the door and walk towards the kitchen. I hear her fumbling around with shit, probably making herself at home. I walk through the kitchen and I spot her wrapping the ice pack in an old kitchen towel. “Go sit on the couch Hale.” I know it’ll do no good to argue with her. I hobble to the couch and slowly sit, grabbing the arm of the chair as I lower my ass onto the cushion, wincing at the pain that shoots up my leg. I need to get back into physical therapy before I’m crippled.


      Just as I close my eyes I hear her walk into the living room. I look up, seeing her standing over me and my hands ache to touch her. She sets the ice on my leg that’s resting on the coffee table. Clenching my fists I ask her, “Why are you here, Ember? What good will this do either of us?” Looking towards her, I see the pain flash across her face. I hate being the person to cause that pain, but I’m too fucked up to make myself happy, let alone anyone else. I can’t be the man she needs me to be. “If there was one thing you ever were Hale Jarreau, it was stubborn. I remember the time Nan told you to put a jacket on while you were outside playing football with the boys and you told her you’d be fine and didn’t need a jacket. Three days later you were laying on the couch with the flu. Even then, you were worrying about me. Every second of every day you had to make sure I was taken care of and happy. What changed Hale? It kills me to sit next to you and act like I wouldn’t give anything to be in your arms.” She looks down at her hands in her lap, “You may not be the same man you were when you left, Hale, but the love of my life is in there. I know he is. You just have to let me in. Let me take the hurt you’re feeling away. Let me be the one you talk to. I love you. I want to be with you Hale, I have for my entire life.” Just hearing her voice calms the storm raging inside me. It’s so exhausting to fight the thing your body craves the most. Now I know what an addict feels when tempted with their drug of choice. Mine just so happens to be sitting on a silver platter right in front of my face.


      Rising slowly from the couch, I take one last look at her and force my feet to carry me towards the kitchen. My fists clench at my side, my entire body is tight with need. Walking towards the counter I grip the edges, dropping my head down, taking deep breaths. She’s like the drug I need coursing through my veins ;a taste of her could cure all the pain. God, I sound like a pussy. I know Ember is my once in a lifetime love. I just hope that she can find that love again with someone who deserves her and can give her the world.


      Pushing away from the counter, I stroll back through the living room towards the stairs. Yelling back over my shoulder, “I’m headed to bed, lock up on your way out, yeah?” I take the stairs slowly, but as quickly as my bum ass leg can carry me. Deacon follows right behind me as she opens the front door and I hear her whisper, voice thick with emotion, “I love you, Hale. You stubborn asshole.” Then the door closes. Yeah, well at least you get it. Hopefully one day she’ll understand it’s for her own good. Pulling my t-shirt over my head, I throw it on to the floor with the rest of the clothes I haven’t bothered washing. I quickly remove my jeans and socks and head to the bathroom. I turn the water on hot, the hotter the better, and I welcome the burn, maybe it’ll wash all my sins away. I step inside, wincing as the pain shoots up my thigh. This fucking leg’s good for nothing.


      Standing underneath the stream of hot water, I rest my forehead against the cool tile. The water a welcome burn. I sigh as the steam settles all around me. My body screams for release… I’m wound up so tight I feel like I could fucking explode. Groaning, I fist my dick, running my hand from tip to base. I close my eyes and think of the way it felt moving inside of her as I work my hand, finding the right amount of pressure. I think of the way her tits looked, splayed out beneath me like my favorite fucking meal. Her tight walls squeezing me, her soft moans in my ear, her nails running down my back as she pulls me deeper. I feel my balls draw tight and it doesn't take long before I'm groaning with release, coating the shower wall with my cum. The water washing away any trace of my weakness. The only thing I have left is control. The control I do have is dangling like a thread; threatening to be ripped away in the blink of an eye.


      
        

      


      I’m starting the day in a foul fucking mood. My head is fucked up from seeing Ember and I got even less sleep than normal. My leg feels like I ran a damn marathon and I’m not taking the pain pills. The last thing I need is to become dependent on them. I need to do stretches and the exercises that the physical therapist told me to do. I’m going into town to the hardware store to get some wood to start redoing the floors in the house. The sun is shining and is a warm contrast against the cool air that hits my face as I open the front door. I head to the barn and open the doors wide. Dad’s old ‘87 Chevy pickup is what I’ve been using to haul materials back and forth. The Camaro isn’t big enough for anything and I worked too fucking hard to have the paint get butchered by some boards. Climbing inside the old truck, I crank it up and roll the window down. By the time I arrive in town my stomach is rumbling and I realize I completely forgot to eat. I pull into the diner and park out front. I climb out and pocket the keys. My stomach steadily growling. I open the door and run smack into Ember. She looks up at me with wide eyes and then to the tall, dark headed guy that stands next to her. She looks as if she wants to say something, opening and closing her pouty pink lips, but stops. I guess the death stare I’m currently directing at this douche is enough for her to think twice.


      “Hi Hale,” she says quietly.


      I nod, never speaking a word. This damn town is too fucking small.


      “This is my friend Tyler. Tyler... This is Hale.” She says to him as if he knows who I am.


      I’m not even going to entertain this conversation and if that makes me the dick then so be it. I look between the both of them and shake my head, stepping around Ember and going to the nearest booth. I don’t even take a second look at her because I know the hurt on her face will cause a physical ache. She doesn’t understand my reasoning, but it’s for the best. I don’t even trust myself alone, and I would never put her in harm’s way... Even if it’s myself I’m saving her from. I quickly order the works from the waitress and wait in silence. Everyone seems to be on their cell phones or iPad and I’m sitting here with nothing in my hands. My little flip phone is simple. Just the way I like it and it’s not like people are lining up around the block to talk to me. My food appears in front of me and out of the corner of my eye I see Ember laughing at whatever douchebag says to her. Just like that, my appetite dies with her laughter. It should be me making her laugh, holding her hand in public as we eat dinner at the diner we grew up in. It’s sad that our lives have come to this. Sitting across the room from one another, not acknowledging each other’s presence. I signal for the check and the young waitress brings it over quickly. I hand her my card and wait for the receipt to sign. Once I get the receipt I quickly sign and leave a hefty tip. I leave in a hurry without a glance at Ember and get in the truck. I go straight to the hardware store and collect all the stuff I’ll need to work on the floors.


      


      ❖


      The moonlight casts a shadow upon the room as I lay in bed, restless, staring out at the night sky. I close my eyes, trying to find sleep when I hear a ping on my window. I’m on alert immediately; I walk to the window and open it, peering out into the night. I see Ember standing there below.


      “My car won’t start… Can you see if it needs to be jump started? I don’t want to wake Nan up,” she asks.


      Sighing, I shut the window and grab a t-shirt and pair of shorts from the dresser and head downstairs as Deacon trails behind. I find Ember leaning against her old Honda, arms crossed, looking aggravated. Yeah princess, I don’t much want to be here in the middle of the night either.


      “What are you even doing awake at this time of night?” I ask as I grab the jumper cables from the trunk of the Camaro. I quickly pop the hood and hook the cables up. I feel her eyes on me as I work under hood and I drag my eyes up to hers. She looks breathtaking bathed in moonlight and I find myself moving towards her.


      “Why are you really here Ember?” I whisper, my lips a breath away from her own. I see her tongue flick out and wet that pink, plump bottom lip that I want to suck into my mouth.


      “You’re playing with fire, and I know you won’t like the burn, baby.” I tell her and turn on my heel, leaving here there a look of shock on her face. I’ll be the asshole. I’ll take that hit.


      “Get in the car and see if it starts, Ember. It’s the middle of the night and I’m tired.” She shoots daggers at me with those blue eyes and I smirk, fueling the fire I see dancing behind her eye. “You could’ve called Tyler to come help you, huh?” I tell her as she cranks the car up. The sound of her engine fills the air. I remove the jumper cables and toss them to the side, then slam the hood shut.


      “Leave it running for thirty minutes so it doesn’t happen again.” I turn towards the house, leaving her inside the car.


      “How did things get so fucked up Hale?’ I hear her say behind me, her voice so low I almost don’t hear it.


      I turn to face her once more and the look of pain on her face guts me. I don’t have to ask myself that question. I know exactly where the fuck our lives became a tangled web of heartbreak and pain. The best thing for her is to stay as far away as she can from me.


      “Go home Ember. I don’t want to stand out here all night talking about shit that doesn’t matter.” Even as the words leave my mouth, I cringe. It’s hard to even say them to her. My heart hardens a little with each altercation between us.


      
        

      


      Ember


      For so long I've dreamed of Hale. I've wished for him, pleaded and begged to God to bring him back to me. Now, he's here barely a mile away from me. I thought the pain of losing him was the greatest pain I'd ever known. The pain was crippling. Devastating. A physical ache I felt in my bones. I was wrong. What's worse than burying the love of your life in the cold, hard ground? Watching that love stand in front of you and deny you. Deny what you've been holding on to for so long. There's no pain in the world like knowing Hale doesn't want me, that he doesn't need me the way I need him. It feels like I'm grasping at anything we had left, trying so hard to bring him back to me, back to where he belongs. I can't imagine the hell he has gone through, I won't even try. But I will stand next to him while he fights the demons that so desperately want him. My heart feels like it's been broken all over again. My spirit feels crushed. I need time to think, time to sort through the thoughts in my head.


      Sighing, I look out at the park in front of me, loving the feel of the cool wind against my face. Fall is the most beautiful time of year and it’s my favorite season. I love seeing the leaves littering the ground, preparing for the new. I love the crisp air and the decorations scattered across the town. My phone ringing breaks the silence, causing me to jump at the sudden intrusion on my peace. Fishing through my purse, I find it buried in the bottom under all the useless shit I insist on having in there. Sliding my finger across the screen, I almost drop it on the concrete, but catch it the second before it hits.


      Shit. "Hello? Hello..?"


      "Is this Ember Dubois?" A male voice comes through the speaker, deep and monotone.


      "Yes, who's this?"


      "My name is Dr. Marks, I'm calling from United Memorial. There's been an accident and we have your grandmother here with us. You are listed as her next of kin and I tried to reach you as soon as possible. We need you to get here Ember, as soon as possible? Can you do that?" He speaks loud and clear as if I’m a child and I won’t understand him.


      "Y-y-es. I'll be there in 10." My voice shakes as the words tumble from my lips. Pressing end I toss my phone back into my bag and take off running towards my car. My hands are shaking and the tears burn hot behind my eyes. I try to take a calming breath and I gather my strength, start the car, and hit the gas, my tires squealing as I peel out of the parking lot. Nan has to be okay. I don't think my heart can take any more pain. Reaching over towards my bag I dig out my phone and dial B's number. C'mon, pickup. Trying to keep my eyes on the road and my panic under control, I keep the phone between my shoulder and ear, both hands steadying the wheel. That's all I need is to get into a wreck when I'm on the way to Nan at the hospital. I press the pedal down farther, picking up speed, racing to get to Nan. Finally, after what seems like a billion rings, B answers.


      "Hellooo hoooker," she sings into the phone, giggling.


      "B its Nan. Someone from the hospital just called and said she's there and I needed to go right away. I'm scared, B. They couldn't tell me what's going on.” My voice cracks. The tears threaten to break through and I start to take deep, calming breaths. "Please meet me here, I can't do this alone," I whisper to her.


      "Of course babe, I’m out the door right now. I'll be right behind you. Just try to stay calm and take deep breaths. Nan will be okay. You know she's got more years left than any of us," she says, trying to lighten the mood. All I can concentrate on is if Nan will be okay.“Thanks B. See you soon. I love you,” I whisper to her.


      “Love you back babe.” I hear her start her car up. I’m so thankful to have her in my life.


      I pull up at the hospital and my nerves are so bad I can feel my hands shaking against the wheel. I can't find a fucking parking spot. I finally give up and pull under the emergency room entrance and throw the car in park. I climb out and run towards the entrance. My heart's beating out of my chest and I'm worrying out of my mind about whether or not Nan is okay. Walking into the hospital, I see people everywhere; nurses, doctors, patients, children, but not a familiar face. I jog over to the nurse’s station, "Yes ma'am I'm here to see my grandmother. I got a call that she was here, which floor is she on?" I can hear the panic in my own voice. She looks at me sympathetically, her eyes holding sadness instead of the hope I'm so desperately wanting to see.


      "Are you Ember, sweetie?" She asks, taking my arm and guiding me to the patient waiting room. It worries me even more knowing that she was told to wait on me. Why would they do that?


      "Yes, I tried to get here as quick as I could, there was no parking so I just parked under the emergency room entrance…" I'm rambling because I'm scared. "Can someone please just tell me what's going on? I need to see her, or speak with her. Which room is she in?"


      The nurse, who I see is named Mary, guides me into the plump leather chair in the waiting area. "Just wait right here baby girl. I'll have a doctor come to you just as soon as I can okay?" She give me one last sympathetic look, pats my arm and walks off towards triage. I see her scan her badge and disappear through the automatic doors. The magnitude of it all comes crashing down as I find myself sitting here alone and Nan is somewhere in pain. I feel helpless and scared. I hear the doors open and a man wearing a white lab coat strolls through. He walks towards me and my heart drops to my stomach.


      “Ember?” He asks


      “Yes, I’m Ember. Are you the doctor who called?” I need to know what’s going on. My nails are chewed to shreds from my nerves.


      “Yeah, sweetie. Ember, your Nan had a heart attack. I’m not sure exactly what happened. She was with her friends down at the community center and she collapsed. They called the ambulance and we got there as soon as we could. I did everything I could Ember. I tried very hard to save her.” As soon as the words leave his mouth, I feel my body go weak, and my vision gets hazy. I feel myself falling from the chair towards the cold hospital floor below me.


      “Ember, Ember…?” Nan is my last thought before the darkness takes me.


      
        

      


      They say that pain makes a person who they are. It helps to shape them into someone strong, someone who can withstand the forces that get thrown their way. Pain is inevitable. It’s something we don’t have control over. We can’t choose who hurts us. We can’t choose the events that bring the pain into our life. We only hope that we can shape the unfortunate, sad, painful things that happen to us into something better. We hope that we can make the best out of the shitty hands of cards that we get dealt. We can learn, we can grow, and we can make changes for the future. We can use those moments of pain and make lessons out of them.


      It feels like a dream. I feel myself trying to come to, trying to enter the land of the living again. I can feel the strong arms surrounding me, holding my weightless body tight. I smell the masculine scent that’s so familiar to me. I hear the voices around me, the bustle of life continuing to move on. Cracking open my eyes, I see the one face I know will be my saving grace. Hale looks down at me, his big brown eyes filled with tears, red and swollen from the ones he has already shed. I know what he's crying for; I know it wasn't a dream and Nan is really gone.


      


      Hale


      I was pulling up the old, rotten boards in the kitchen when I heard my phone ring. It’s a little piece of shit flip phone I picked up on the way back into town. Only a handful of people actually had the number, so when I heard it ring I halted, mid hammer. Dropping the hammer to the floor, I rushed over to the table and pick it up, answering in one motion, "Yeah?"


      "Hale its Blayr. Nan's at the hospital, they called Ember and she's on the way there. I have a flat tire, I'm on the side of the road and Nash is coming to get me. I just didn't know who else to call... I know she would want you-"


      Cutting her off, I say, "I'm leaving now. I can be there in ten." Pressing end, I toss the phone on the table and sprint up the stairs. I throw different clothes on that probably aren’t even clean, and head downstairs and collect my wallet, phone and keys as I go. Fuck turning off the lights and locking up, I know Deacon will keep an eye out and I have to get to Em. She can't face this alone. I make it to the hospital in four minutes instead of seven and probably breaking every speed limit law in the state. I find a parking spot as close to the front as I can and take off full speed for the door. I run straight into an older guy heading out the door. I apologize quickly and head for the nurses station.


      There's several nurses standing around chatting, some looking at charts, and some going over things with patients. I need someone to direct me to the right place, now.


      "Ma'am I'm looking for Mrs. Dubois? Ember Dubois? Do you know where I can find her?"


      An older lady wearing worn scrubs approaches me, placing her hand on my arm, "Hi Sweetie, I’m Mary, I'll take you right to her. Are you family?"


      "Only family she has." I tell her and my voice cracks with emotion. God, this is all so fucked up. I should've been there for Em. I shouldn't have left her alone to deal with this shit. She was never supposed to be alone. Guilt eats at me as she leads me to the waiting room.


      The first thing I see when I enter the room is Ember, lifeless in a heap on the floor. My heart drops and I run to her full speed, dropping to my knees and gathering her in my arms.


      "Ember, baby... Ember? What happened to her!" I scream at the unfamiliar faces surrounding me. A man in a white coat approaches and looks at me with a hard glare, "Who are you son?" He asks.


      "Who gives a fuck who I am? Why would you just leave here there? What in the fuck is going on? Why can't someone tell me what's going on?" I scream at him. My temper is seeping through my skin. I feel like the fucking Hulk right now.


      "She just fainted, right before you walked through the door. I just instructed the nurse to get me smelling salts and an ice pack. I tried to catch her in time, but she fell before I could catch her." Just as he finishes, the nurse comes through the door clutching the supplies. He hands me the ice pack and I press it to the tender spot at the back of her head. I refuse to let her go, not to some stranger she doesn't know. I don't want him to be the first thing she sees.


      "Can you at least tell me what's going on? Where's Nan at?” I look at him, pleading for answers. My sweet girl is dead weight in my arms. I hold her close to me, so close that I can feel her heart beat against my skin.


      "Did you say that you are family? I'm not sure what the Dubois' would want me to discuss if-" he trails off. I'm the only damn family she has left and I've been stupid enough to push her away and I won’t do this shit anymore. It's her decision if she wants to be with me and all my fucked upness. I won't take those choices from her any longer.


      "I'm her fiancé." I was at one point and I will be again. I’ll do everything in my power to put my ring on her finger and a baby in her belly.


      "Mrs. Dubois passed away this evening, sir. She had a heart attack and we weren't able to revive her. We tried everything in our power. I'm so very sorry for your loss," he says sincerely.


      My eyes burn with tears and my throat feels tight as I try and hold them back. Nan? God what did I do? I feel like this is my fault. I've fucked this all up. My poor sweet girl. I've done nothing but fuck her life up ever since she met me. Nan was like a mama to me. My heart feels like it may explode inside me and the pain causes a physical ache in my heart. It aches for Nan and for the pain that I’ve caused to all the people around me that have shown me nothing but love and acceptance. It aches for myself, for the fucked up situation I’ve put myself and everyone in. I feel the tears escaping down my cheeks and I bite my lip to hold back the sob that I can barely hold in. People probably think I’m a pussy, but fuck, they’re my family. They’re the closest thing I’ve ever had to a normal life.


      "Hale?" I hear her sweet voice below me, barely above a whisper. I look down at her and see the face of an angel. Her big baby blues staring back at me. I pull her up to me and wrap my arms around her as tight as I can. I would crawl inside her if I could, just to bring her closer to me. I hear her sobs against my chest and her body heaves with every breath she struggles to take. Running my hand over her hair I rock her back and forth in my lap, trying my hardest to be strong for her.


      "I'm so sorry baby. God I'm so fucking sorry. I love you, so fucking much. So fucking much Ember." The words tumble out my mouth. The only thing on my mind is begging for forgiveness. I want nothing more in the world than to take away the pain she is feeling now. I wish I could take it all from her and carry it for her.


      "She loved you Hale. She loved you so much. She cried for days when we buried you. She prayed every night to have you back with us and you're here. It's all she wanted, I know it." She sobs against me, and I feel my shirt soaked through with both of our tears. The words cut me like a knife and I feel even more guilt press down on me.


      "I know baby. I'm so sorry, I'll miss her too." I whisper against her hair, trying my damndest to be strong for her.


      I don't know how long we sit there, the world passing us by. No one stops their lives to notice another’s is falling apart. Humans are selfish by nature, caring for themselves before another. I see the people being rushed through the ER doors, their lives hanging by a thread and I feel sympathy for their families; for what they have to endure if their loved ones leave this earth. Death is never easy, it’s never kind. It hits you when you least expect it; reminding you that it's always in control. Your life is a gift to never be taken for granted like so many of us do. For the life I have lived, I've learned the hardest of life's lessons, and now it's time to make it right. No matter what the future holds, I'll hold my sweet girl through it all. I'll show her I can be the man she needs me to be. Fuck, it won't be easy, it won’t even feel good sometimes, but she will know that I'm trying and that I’ll never leave her side again.


      


      Ember


      The next few days pass by me in a blur. Nan left a last will and testament, complete with letters for Hale and I to be read in private. Her funeral was taken care of, thankfully, because I'm not sure if my heart would've been able to take planning it. Hale hasn't left my side in three days except to use the bathroom and shower, and even then he leaves the door open. Like he's worried I may fall apart at his feet. Everyone is tiptoeing around me like I'm a china doll made of porcelain waiting to explode at first touch. I loved Nan with everything inside of me and she was like my mother. She held me when I was sad, doctored my boo-boo’s when I was hurt, and she taught me about all the important things about life that I hadn't experienced yet. She taught me to be strong, brave, and to always fight for what I believe in. To never give up on what's mine. I'll miss her terribly, and every day I'll hold on to the wisdom she's given me.


      This morning is the funeral. I woke up before the sun streamed through the windows. My body still lethargic from the tears I've been crying the past few days. I reach my hand out, feeling for Hale, thinking maybe he crawled in the bed with me, but all I feel is cool sheets against my hand. He may have not left my side, but he's still keeping to himself. I feel him there, but not truly here. I know he's tiptoeing around me like everyone else, but I don't need to be handled like fine china. I need him to hold me and show me it'll be alright, the best way that he knows how.


      Rising from my bed, I glance towards the old alarm clock that sits on the nightstand and see it’s only three in the morning. Shit, it's early and I'm freezing. Walking into the hallway, I quickly find the thermostat and turn the heat on. Nan's house is like an icebox and I feel the shivers run down my spine. Walking quietly down the hallway I find the guest room. I see Hale laying on his stomach, arms holding the pillow, his body moving with light snores. His back is a canvas, telling it's own story. The scars run from his neck down his back, and I feel the tears burn behind my eyes. I bite my lip and bring my hand to my mouth, barely holding the sob back. This poor beautiful man. What has he had to endure in his life? My chest aches for all the loss and heartache that surround us. This is the first time I've seen him without clothes on in years. His body showcases so many stories, each tattoo its own work of art. The moonlight streams through the window casting light around the room. Walking over to the bed, I lightly pull back the covers and before I can blink Hale is out the bed, his eyes wide with panic and frenzy. He's reaching for his gun, cocking and aiming it at me before I can even take a breath.


      "Hale, baby it's me. It's Ember. Put that down," I tell him, my voice strained with panic. My hands are raised in front of me to show him I'm empty handed. I didn’t know things were this bad. I should've known.


      "Ember?" He says, my name sounds like a question he's asking himself. He shakes his head as if to clear it.


      Slowly, he lowers his gun, setting it back next to the bed. He runs his hands through his hair, dragging them over his face. "God, baby I'm so sorry... Shit. I have these nightmares, and It's hard to sleep-" Walking up to him, I pull him towards me and wrap my arms around him, feeling his body tense next to mine. Instead of pulling away, I hold on tighter and pull him closer. I feel his entire body go lax, his muscles releasing the hold they have on his body.


      "I'm here Hale. I know what you've been through is unimaginable and I know I’ll never understand, but I will be here. All we have is each other now. You're all I have left." I whisper as the tears run down my cheeks onto his skin. I feel him wrap his arms around me, his head going to the crook of my neck. This strong, selfless man sobs into me. His body begging to find solace in my arms.


      "I love you. I'll say it a hundred times a day until you believe me, Hale. I'll be here and I won't leave you." My lips against his ear, I whisper it over and over.


      Finally, I pull back the covers and crawl into the bed. The sheets are still warm from his body. He comes around, lifting the covers and sliding in. I feel his hand at my hip, sliding around to my stomach, pulling me tight to his body. I close my eyes and enjoy the feel of his body against mine. How long has it been since I've felt peace in his arms? As if he hears my thoughts, he tightens his arms around my middle. I feel his lips against my hair, traveling towards my neck.


      "I love you, Ember. We'll do this together, somehow. I won't leave you again. I pinky swear." Those words he's spoken so many times in the past make my heart beat faster. I don't want empty promises. The past few days have left me weak with heartache, the finality of it all takes a toll on my body and I finally succumb to sleep. The last thing I hear before drifting off is Hale's whispers of love in my ear.


      


      I wake to the smell of coffee and the sound of pots from the kitchen. Stretching my arms above my head, my muscles groan at the relief. My entire body feels stiff and sore. I look next to me towards Hale’s side and see it vacant. I throw my legs over the side and follow the smell radiating from the kitchen. Bacon and eggs? My stomach growls at the thought.


      I walk into the room and find Hale naked from the waist up at the stove, pushing the scrambled eggs around the skillet with a spatula. I take a moment to admire his body before he notices my arrival. Full of hard lines and muscles, his body is truly a work of art. Tattoos cover his arms and chest. I got a glimpse at them last night, but in the morning light I’m truly able to appreciate them. On his arm, my name sits. My body flushes with heat at the sight of him. My nipples harden against my cotton nightshirt that hangs to my knees.


      Like he senses me there, he turns towards me, the grin on his lips making him look like the boy I once knew.


      “Morning Em. Thought I would make breakfast, we have a long day ahead of us.” He says as he scoops the eggs on to the plates he has set out next to the stove.


      Normal people probably wouldn’t be thinking about sex the day of their grandmother's funeral, but I want him. I miss feeling his skin on mine, his eyes full of hunger, and his hands running down my body.


      Turning back towards me his eyes drop to my chest and down the length of my body.


      "Let's eat Em, we have to be at the funeral home by 8." Gathering both of our plates, he walks to the dining table and sets them down. My cheeks warm at the dismissal; so much for the kitchen table fantasy. Rolling my eyes, I take a seat at the table. I eat the eggs in a hurry, and take my plate to the sink and rinse it. It seems so strange to sit at the table with the love of your life and not say a word. It just goes to show how things can change, how people can change.


      


      I step into the satin black dress that has hung in the back of my closet for months. My heart hurts at the fact that it's now that this dress has to be worn. I reach behind me to secure the zipper and curse when I’m not able to pull it all the way up.


      "Dammit. Can't anything go right?" I mutter to myself.


      "Want me to zip it for you?" Hale's voice breaks through my thoughts. He's leaning against the door frame wearing his dress blues, his brown eyes are shining bright. He's freshly showered and smells delicious.


      "Yeah, I can't get the zipper all the way up," I whisper. I'm overwhelmed and dreading today. I wish it wasn't another heartache that brought Hale truly back into my life.


      Walking up behind me, his fingers clasp the zipper at the base of my back and my body responds immediately. The shivers course through my body as his fingers trail up my spine. Pulling the zipper to the top, he wraps his arms around my body, and pulls me towards him. His body fits perfectly with mine, like we're perfectly in sync with the other. I feel his lips trail up my neck, to the sensitive spot behind my ear.


      "It'll be okay, Em. Let's be strong for Nan," he whispers against my ear.


      
        

      


      Pulling up to the funeral home, my nerves are shot. Seeing the tall, looming building spread out before me broke the dam that I had been trying so hard to keep closed. I cover my mouth as the sobs rack my body, my chest feeling tight and constricted. Great, the start of a panic attack. I hadn't had these since I thought Hale was dead. I feel his hand capture mine. He threads his fingers through mine, tightening his grip. Reassuring himself or me? Bringing my hand to his lips, he sweeps them across in the gentlest caress I've ever felt from Hale. His touch alone puts my body at ease. Closing my eyes and leaning my head back against the headrest, I take deep breaths, gathering myself before saying, "We have to go in. I don't want to, but we have to. It's just so final... Knowing that when we walk out of there it's over. I miss her so much Hale. I miss being able to tell her all my problems and I miss her advice. I don't know what I'm going to do. I feel like it’s just the beginning." Leaning over the armrest he pulls me into his arms. I bury my face in the crook of his neck, inhaling his scent. Some things never change.


      


      Hale


      I wish more than anything in the world I could take this pain away from her, fuck. I wish I could carry it all for her and she would never have to feel it again. As we sit here on these pews, her tucked against my side and her sobs ringing out to the church, my heart aches. If there was ever anyone that could bring me to my knees, it’s her. The preacher walks to the podium and you can practically feel the sadness as it settles over the room. The only sounds to be heard are soft sobs coming from the people scattered across the room. Clutching Ember tighter, I kiss the top of her head and whisper how much I love her. Sometimes it feels like the world is against us, but we’re fucking determined to make it through. The pastor preaches about life and death, about life after death, and about how blessed we are to live the life we do. He’s right, we are blessed to be alive, but you shouldn’t have to fight so hard for happiness. My sweet girl shouldn’t have to fight to feel happiness in her life. All that surrounds us is heartache and tragedy. From this day forward I’ll give my last breath to bring that happiness back into her life.


      


      Ember


      Sitting in Nan’s living room after the funeral, I greet everyone who has come to pay their respects and bring sympathy food. That’s what you do in a small town: everyone will make a dish and bring it over, offering their condolences and homemade pie like it’s the answer to all your prayers. I’m exhausted and my body is close to shutting down, but B has been an angel sent from above for helping me with everything. She has organized all the casseroles and pies that have been brought, entertained the guests and been the best host. I literally don’t know what I would’ve done without her. The saying is true; blood isn’t always thicker than water. That girl has been my best friend since we were babies and she has never once betrayed me, and never once talked about me while my back was turned. Sure, we have our fights, but it’s over as soon as it starts. I can count on her to be there in any situation at any time. Those are the friends you want.


      Hale hasn’t left my side since we left the house this morning. I could tell being in the church made him antsy. His body was tense and he was constantly glancing at the exits. The thought alone brings tears to my eyes. My beautiful man has been through so much. I think of my problems and compare them to his and there isn’t even anything to compare. I know he’s battling things I can’t even imagine and I know Nan’s death was hard on him too, she practically raised him.


      “Ember, honey I am so sorry about your Nan. She was a great woman. Now, you let us know if there is anything that we can do!” I look up to see Mrs. Martha, the town librarian, standing in front of me. Her pink two piece suit stands out in a sea of black and momentarily, a smile graces my face. Leave it to Mrs. Martha to stand out.


      “Thank you very much Mrs. Martha. Nan would appreciate you being here,” I recite for the hundredth time. She reaches down to hug me, and like a robot I respond. It feels like I’m going through the motions. It’s not that I don’t appreciate everyone’s kindness; I would just prefer to mourn alone right now. I lean back against the couch and rub my temples, trying to massage the ache that has formed.


      “You need some Advil, baby?” Hale wraps his arm around my shoulder and pulls me to him, placing a kiss to the spot I was just rubbing. It’s feel like we can pick right back up where we left off and not feel a hint of awkwardness. I shake my head and lean into him. His dress blues feel stiff against my face, but my body relaxes against him.


      “I think I just need to go lie down. I’m exhausted Hale. I need a moment to be alone and rest.”


      I kiss his cheek and rise, making my way around the room to thank everyone and offer goodbyes. Walking up to B, I find her locked in conversation with Nashville, both speaking in hushed tones, but obviously in an argument. Tiptoeing forward I say, “Sorry to interrupt guys, I just wanted to tell you I’m going to lie down. I have a really bad headache.” B looks at me sympathetically, “No problem babe, go lay down I have everything handled. I love you.” She pulls me into a hug and I tuck my face into her neck, wrapping my arms around her small frame. “I love you too B. Thank you for all your help.” I mean it more than anything. Today would have been a disaster without her and Hale here to help.


      I pull away from her and turn to give Nash a quick hug too. I’m not sure what these two have going on, but I sure hope that they fix it. I think they’re good for each other. B’s head is always in the clouds and she needs someone to help keep her grounded. That’s why I’m the conservative one in our friendship. After making my rounds I finally head up the worn, creaky stairs to my old room. I look around and nothing has changed. Nan said she could never take any of it down because this would always be my home no matter how old I was. I sit on the twin bed and look around at the walls of all the memories that sit in front of me. Pictures of high school dances, birthday parties, awards from school, and of course hundreds of pictures of Hale and I. Just seeing him back in town, living in his old house and knowing why he’s here right now causes pain in my heart. Even though I have wished and prayed for so long for God to bring him back to me, even when things seemed hopeless, I can’t help but question if his heart is truly in it. He’s gone from hot to cold and I just can’t keep up. I don’t expect him to act like he was never gone, and I don’t expect him to open like a book for me. I know it’ll be hard, but I know it’ll be worth it. I truly believe our love could survive anything. Reaching down I remove the black six inch heels that B insisted I wear with this dress. Not only is my head pounding, but my feet are sore and aching. Tossing the shoes aside I see the overnight bag B packed for me on the old cherry oak dresser. I rise from the bed and gingerly walk over to it, wincing with each step. I hate heels; I swear I’m not meant to be a female.


      Running my fingers along the dresser I see the picture of Nan and I at my graduation. She’s holding me tight against her, her smile shining. I run my finger over her face as the tears begin to fall from my eyes. I bring my hand to cover my mouth and try to hold the sob from escaping. God, I don’t know how to live without her. She’s raised me pretty much my entire life and my heart hurts knowing she’s gone. Sinking to the floor, I lean back against the dresser and close my eyes, not bothering to wipe away the tears. I hear the door open and quickly shut, and I see Hale walk through. He walks up to me in long strides and uses both arms to gather me off the floor, setting me onto the old twin bed.


      I hear him moving around the room, and then it’s dark. I feel the bed dip and him slide in beside me, his body warm and familiar. He drags me against his body, settling his arm around my waist and his lips against my hair. There are a lot of things I haven’t experienced in life. There are things I don’t understand, like Nan dying. But if there’s anything that I do know, it’s that I belong with Hale Jarreau. His soul was made to fit with mine.


      “I love you.” I whisper to him.


      “I love you, Sweet Girl. So fucking much it takes my breath. I’m not going anywhere Ember, I’ll be here forever. I swear it to you.” His arms tighten around me as if to prove what he’s saying. As if his touch is the answer.


      


      Hale


      It took all of ten minutes for her breathing to even out and her body to relax, finally in a deep sleep. I clutch her tighter to me and press kisses against her hair. She wrecks me. I swear she owns every fucking piece of me. All the fucked up pieces of me. My sweet girl is my salvation. If there is any chance of ever having a normal, peaceful life, it’s with her. I don’t know what the next few days will hold. Who knows what’s going to happen to the house, and neither of us have read the letters Nan left. I don’t think she could take it right now. Fuck, I don’t know if I could take it.


      I doubt there’s any chance of sleep gracing me, but I’ll lie here all night if it’s just to hold her. The little moans she’s making in her sleep are making my dick hard as a rock, wrong time and place, but fuck, I can’t help it. She brushes against me with her plump little ass and what am I supposed to do? Groaning I separate myself from her slightly, not wanting to stir her from sleep. I’m sure she would appreciate my dick grinding against her at a time like this. Jesus Hale.


      I quietly get up from the bed and reach for the quilt at the bottom of the bed, covering her body with it. I take a second to glance at the walls that are covered with our memories. The time in life that was so innocent and free. The only care in the world was if Dad was going to be home that night and if so, Nan’s house was an escape. I never had the chance to tell Ember, but Nan was the first one I visited when I came back to Dad’s. I talked to her for hours, only leaving when it was almost midnight. Even then, I wished for more time with her. She told me to face Ember with courage, not to hide behind the problems and demons I carried home with me. I know she’s looking down at us, smiling that ultimately she was the one to bring us together; not that there was ever truly a question that I was coming for Ember.


      “Hale?” I hear Ember whisper softly from the bed.


      “Yeah, baby. I’m here. I was just looking at all these pictures.” Walking back towards the bed, I sit on the edge, looking over at her body bathed in the moonlight. She rolls over to face me, bringing her hand to run across my jaw.


      “I like this.” She says, running her fingers over the stubble resting on my jaw.


      “Well I’m glad that you like it.” I lie back down beside her and pull her body against mine. She smells like rain, and something that belongs just to her. I’ll never forget that smell as long as I live. I swear when I would lay in the barracks I could close my eyes and smell her. I could never get her off my mind, she was a constant fixture; the only peace I experienced for so long.


      Running my fingers through her hair, I struggle to find the right words. I don’t know how to make this pain any easier for her, even if there were right words to say.


      “I know it’ll be hard Em, but tomorrow you need to decide what’s going to happen to the house. Nan left it to us both. I would never make a decision without you and I’ll support whatever you decide. I know it’s the last thing you want to think about baby, but we can do this together... And no, we haven’t talked about this, or us or any of it, but I won’t leave you, Em.” Pausing, I lean down and press my lips against hers. “I know I hurt you Ember, and fuck I’m moresorry than you know... I just have demons that I have to deal with. I have shit to work through that you can’t ever imagine and I just can’t stand the thought of tainting all of your goodness with the fucked up shit that comes along with me. I tried so hard to stay away from you. Every waking moment you consume my thoughts and I just couldn’t Ember, it’s like the night chasing the day... Seeing you on the floor in that hospital brought me to my knees. I can’t stand the thought that something could happen to you and I’m not there to save you. While I was in Afghanistan, you’re the only thing that kept me sane; the only thing that gave me hope in the pits of hell. I wish I could say that I left it all over there, but I didn’t, fuck not even a little. It haunts me Ember, every fucking day of my life. I’m working through it as hard as I can, but some days I worry I’ll never have peace back in my life. The only peace I ever feel is with you. I know I fucked up baby, but you’re it for me. I’ll spend every day for the rest of my life proving that to you if you give me the chance. I know things aren’t the same, but I still feel the same as I did when we were ten. I want to know you again Ember. I want to take you on dates and hold your hand... and I want to know all the things that make you laugh, even the things that make you sad. I know I’ll fuck up along the way, but know it’s because I’m trying to heal myself, but never doubt what I feel for you is real. You fucking own me, Sweet Girl. Every piece of my black heart belongs to you, for as long as you’ll have it. And even if you won’t, I’ll spend the rest of my days loving you.” My chest feels lighter after finally telling her everything I’ve been holding inside since I saw her lying lifeless on that floor. Her eyes shine back at me with tears, the blue like a faraway sea and she pounces, her hands grasping both sides of my face, pulling me to her and sealing her mouth to my own.


      


      Ember


      I never expected for those words to leave his mouth. Sure, he’s thrown his I love you’s around a few times, but never did I expect the depth of what he had to say. As the words left his mouth, all I could do was bite my lip to keep the tears at bay. They welled behind my eyes, begging for release. For so long I have craved those words, they have haunted my dreams. Those unruly locks I wanted to run my hands through, begged for my fingers. His top lip was fuller than his bottom lip and each time his tongue darted out to wet them, I clenched my thighs together. We’ve endured so much in the year’s together, heartache, separation, pain, revenge... But the one thing that would never change is my body’s need for his. His body played mine like a well-tuned instrument.


      As soon as the words leave his mouth, I’m on him, his lips against mine; drinking in the taste I’ve so desperately craved. My body fits perfectly against his and I can feel his erection digging into my stomach. He truly has no idea how long I’ve wanted this.


      


      Hale


      Fuck, I feel like I could cum in my pants like a fucking teenager. Hearing her little breathy moans and exhales are enough to drive me over the edge. I bring my hands from her hair, down her sides and pull her hips against mine. My dick rubs against her stomach and I feel my balls draw up tight. Fuck, I’m really going to embarrass myself if I don’t control myself.


      “Ember, tell me to stop. Fuck, I can’t stop.” I whisper against her skin that feels aflame against my lips, as if I’m the one lighting her up... Her tight little body fits perfectly against mine and the curves and nooks were made for me to explore with my tongue, over and over. I lay her back against the small bed that barely holds our bodies; I can feel every contour her body holds. Dropping my forehead to hers, I bring my lips down on hers, groaning as I feel my dick brush against her.


      


      “Ember, I’m going insane. I want to bury myself so far inside you, I ache.” I bring my lips from her jaw, down the sensitive skin behind her ear, to the crook of her neck. My tongue drawing a path to her collarbone, nipping, sucking and marking her as mine. There’s nowhere else I can imagine that feels like home. Running my hands along the underside of her beautiful tits that beg for my lips, I lift her dress above her hips. I look towards her to make sure I’m moving in the right direction and that she wants this as much as I do, and I see the desire burning in her eyes. I see the way she pulls her lip between her teeth as if to hold back the moan that I want so desperately to claim. I pull the silk dress above her head, tossing it aside and leaving her in nothing but a tiny scrap of lace to match her bra. I kiss down her chest and push the cups down, finding the hard peaks of nipples that are begging to be sucked and close my mouth around one. Pulling it into my mouth, sucking and biting the tip lightly, I hear her moan my name, and my dick gets harder. Never in my life has my name sounded so perfect coming from her mouth. Fuck, my dick is practically busting through the zipper. Moving my attention to the other perfectly round mound I give her the same attention, sucking the pert, pink nipple into my mouth. Her touch is driving me out of my mind with need and she arches against me, bringing her closer against my cock. Our bodies move together in a frenzy as if on their own accord. Her hands reach under my shirt and her nails drag across my abdomen, and I feel them contract to her touch. Reaching behind me, I grasp the neck of my shirt and pull it over my head, tossing it away somewhere in the dark. Who gives a fuck?


      “Hale, I want you... please.” My sweet girl begs as I suck the tender flesh of her neck into my mouth, hard enough to leave a mark. Suddenly, she sits upright and pushes me onto my back. Her thighs straddle my hips and she begins kissing a line down my chest only stopping to suck my nipple into her mouth. Fuck, Jesus Christ. Seeing her take charge has got to be the sexiest fucking thing I’ve ever seen. That’s it baby, show me your sassiness. Continuing her path, her little pink tongue darts out to leave a trail of heat down my abdomen and she begins working the dress pants down my hips and I kick them aside, leaving me in nothing but my boxer briefs.


      I gently grab her nape to stop her movements. This isn’t how the first time I’ve been inside her in five years should go. She deserves to be worshipped, I want to devote all my time to making her body mine. I want to feel her cum against my face as I send her over the edge, her body writhing beneath me and thighs clamped tight. I want to take my time with her body, learning every new freckle and dip that I’ve missed. Sitting up, I pull her in my lap and I feel her heels digging into my back, her breaths coming in soft pants against my lips, the sound enough to do me in.


      “I’ve done everything wrong Ember, this is the one thing I need to do right. I want you more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my entire life, but I will do right by you. Let tonight just be about you, okay?” I whisper against her skin, dipping my mouth to her chest and nipping a downward path. Throwing her head back my name leaves her lips like a prayer, and I reach behind and unclasp her bra, freeing it from her shoulders. Pressing kisses against her shoulders, I lay her body beneath me and close my eyes, taking a moment to revel in the feel of her skin slick with sweat against mine. My tongue travels to the lace that sits between her legs and I run my nose across the front, drawing a moan from her lips. Her hands fist in my hair, bringing me closer against her center that’s soaked through the material. Fuck, she smells like heaven and I can’t wait to put my mouth on her. I slide my fingers under the straps, drawing them down her hips and she lifts to help me slide them off.


      Seeing her laid out beneath me wearing nothing but a smile will be forever burned into my memory, forever a taste on my tongue. The most perfect sight I’ve ever fucking seen. I bring my mouth to her pussy and swipe my tongue in one long lick. Her body arches completely off the bed and her hands begin to fist the sheets. That’s right baby, I fucking do this to you. I own this body. When I’m done, you’ll never forget it.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      Ember


      Never in my life have I wanted someone as bad as I do right now. Seeing Hale’s head between my legs is a sight I never ever want to forget. He’s devouring me like I’m his last meal. I feel my body tighten around his fingers as he curls one upward, touching a spot inside me I never knew was there. My hands fly to his hair reflexively, pushing him closer to me and I feel myself chasing the best orgasm of my life. Is it because of Hale’s deliciously perfect mouth or the fact that I’m with the love of my life who knows my body better than I ever could? Both.


      “That’s it baby, give it to me. I want it. C’mon Sweet Girl.” He grumbles against my flesh, causing shivers to run down my spine. The second his mouth closes around my clit, I’m gone. He lights my body up like a firestorm, the heat consuming us both. Only he can take me to a place like this. My orgasm courses through my body and I’m screaming his name. The words tumble from my lips as if they have a mind of their own.


      “Haaaale, fuck. Ahhh,” The aftershocks continue to rock my body as he drags his tongue in lazy motions, his fingers still buried inside me. After what seems like forever he begins to plant kisses upwards towards my chest, his teeth grazing my skin lightly, and tongue soothing the bites as he goes.


      “That was all you baby. The first of many and you are fucking perfect.” He whispers against my lips then captures them in a searing kiss. I never thought of what I would taste like on his lips, but the second his tongue slides inside my mouth, all thoughts leave my mind except the feel of his stubble against my cheeks, and his fingers dancing across my flesh.


      “I love you. I’m going to run to the bathroom real quick. Don’t move, not a muscle.” He grins as he hops up from the bed, snagging his briefs on the way to the bathroom.


      I’m not sure if I’ll ever be able to move from this bed. Maybe a few days from now, which is perfectly fine by me. I hear the toilet flush and he walks back towards the bed. My mind is still filled with sex and even after the mind blowing orgasm he so graciously delivered all I can think of is him inside me. My eyes drift close and I burrow further into the covers, feeling sated and relaxed. I feel the bed dip and his warm body against my own as he pulls me to him.


      “Get some sleep, baby.” My body is hauled half on top of his own with my head resting on his chest. I can’t remember the last time I felt so relaxed and safe. Finally, sleep consumes my body and my last thought is his heartbeat against my ear.


      
        

      


      The next morning, I wake to the sun streaming through the window directly onto my body, which explains why I’m burning up. I forget that I’m staying at Nan’s and not at my apartment with the blackout curtains. Stretching, my body feels deliciously tight and sore in all the best places, reminding me of last night with Hale. I sigh and glance around the room, noticing no sign of him or Deacon. I throw the covers off my body and get out of bed., Heading towards the dresser to find something to cover my still naked body. I see Hale’s bag on the floor by the door and I pad towards it and search for a t-shirt. Finally, I find an old “US MARINES” shirt towards the bottom and pull it over my head. I pick my panties up from the floor and slip them on. Thankful the shirt falls almost to my knees. I’m thinking of the soreness between my thighs as I walk to the bathroom and grab the toothbrush from the holder. I quickly brush my teeth and run my fingers through my hair, which looks like a rats nest. I guess being in love with the same person for over half your life will still have its insecurities. I toss the toothbrush back into the cup and head to the kitchen, taking the stairs two at a time.


      I see Hale at the stove cooking us breakfast for the second time this week. It’s smells amazing and my stomach gurgles with that thought.


      “You know a girl might get used to this Mr. Jarreau. Two days in one week?” Walking up behind him I wrap my arms around his waist and drop a kiss between his shoulder blades before taking a seat at the table.


      “Well I aim to please Sweet Girl.” He walks up, plate in hand, and gives me the sweetest kiss at the corner of my lips, causing my cheeks to heat. It seems so domesticated and married life like. Not at all how I expected things to go between us.


      “Do you always wake up before the sun rises?” I say between bites of scrambled eggs.


      “Most days. I only sleep a few hour a night... The nightmares... It’s just hard to get any sleep.”


      “We have to meet the lawyer today in town. sSo, I’m going to go home and shower. I have some projects I was working on.” He picks his plate up and brings it to the sink, rinsing and putting it in the dishwasher.


      “Sounds good. I’m going to head to my apartment and do some cleaning and I need to catch up on school work. I only have a few more days of fall break.”


      He walks over and grabs my face with both hands and steals the breath right from my lungs with a kiss meant to make my knees weak. Pulling back he rests his forehead against mine, his eyes never leaving mine, “We’re in this together Ember. Every day I’ll show you that I’m here to stay. I’ll fight everybody who stands in our way. We’ve been given a second chance and I won’t lose it.”


      The tears burn behind my eyes and all I can do is nod. I bury my face in his chest and let the tears flow, silently thanking God for bringing this beautiful man back to my life. I’ll take him in whatever way I can get him. We stay like this for a while before my tears dry and I detach myself from him. I press my lips against his and whisper, “I love you.” Grabbing my hand we ascend the stairs to gather the stuff we have strewn everywhere. “I’ll pick you up at your apartment around four. We should be early just in case.” He tells me as I shove the dress back into my bag and pull out the only pair of jeans I packed. Slipping them on I see Hale’s heated gaze on me. The look on his face shows he’s trying to keep himself composed. I button them up and slide on the sandals I had packed, and we make our way back down the stairs. Hearing Deacon barking, I grab my keys and bag and open the door. Hale goes out before me, pausing to give me one last kiss before I shut the door and lock it behind me. I press the key fob to unlock my car, throw the bag in the trunk and get inside. I’m not looking forward to this meeting, but I know it’s necessary. I’m just hoping I can make it through the entire thing without the tears.


      
        

      


      At exactly four I hear Hale knock on the door. I’m running behind because I got caught up in my psychology paper and I didn’t step into the shower until a minute ago. Poking my head out from the curtain I yell, “Come in!” I pop my head back in and I grab the shampoo, lathering my hair. I’m trying to hurry, but I’m also enjoying the quiet time all to myself. I quickly rinse the soap from my hair and grab the pink loofah Nan gave me for Christmas. My heart pains with the thought of her and my eyes well with tears as I grab the body soap.


      Trying to rush, I quickly shower and grab the towel from the rack, wrapping it tightly around my body. I step out and I see him laid on my bed with a picture frame in hand.


      “Sorry, I’m trying to hurry!” I head to my closet and grab the first thing I see; jeans and a dark brown sweater I swiped from B’s closet. I walk to the dresser and grab panties and a bra and turn towards the bathroom, but Hale’s voice halts me.


      “I remember the day this was taken. I remember how happy you were to start our lives and leave everything behind. What happened Ember? What did I ever do to deserve this fucked up shit?” He says, his voice barely above a whisper. Turning to him, I see the pain etched on his face. I walk towards the bed and sit down on the edge, grabbing the picture from his hand. It’s the picture that was taken the day after graduation and I remember it too. Everything was simple back then. I do wish Hale never had to leave, but I know everything happens for a reason.


      “All we can do is move on from it Hale, we can’t let the ugly consume us. Like you told me last night, we’ve been given a second chance and all we can do is embrace it. We have to fight back, Hale. We can’t let this rip us apart any further.”


      Reaching for me he runs his thumb over my lip in soft swipes, “I’ll fight forever, Ember Ann.” He sits up and pulls me to him, pressing his lips against mine. Within seconds my body comes to life and I press my thighs together to dull the ache that’s forming.


      Pulling away he says, “We’re late Em, go put your clothes on so we can leave.” I grab the towel to keep it together and get off the bed. I feel his hand connect with my ass cheek through the towel and I look back to see a boyish grin on his face.


      “Watch it Hale Jarreau. I know where you sleep at night.” I laugh and pick my clothes up, walking towards the bathroom.


      
        

      


      Sitting in the old musty office of Sherman Dougherty with Hale’s hand clasped tightly in mine, we wait to hear what the will says. Mr. Sherman is a tall man, with kind eyes and a bright smile who doesn’t look a day over 80. His secretary Andrea sat us in his office and offered refreshments for our wait. Not long after, Mr. Sherman walks in, thick envelope in hand and sits down at his desk. He reaches out, shaking both of our hands, and pulls several papers out of his folder.


      “I just want to start by saying how very sorry I am for your loss. My job is never easy and the friendships I make along the way are ones that I keep for a lifetime. Your Nan was a very special woman and I appreciate the time that I got to know her. She has asked me to have her will read aloud to you both and then to divvy her assets between you both. Hale, she couldn’t have been happier to have you back in her life. Says it was a blessing from God above.” Pausing, he clears his throat and begins reading


      “I know you’re probably wondering why in the world I brought you all the way down here to have you listen, but that’s exactly what you need to do is listen. I want to apologize to you Ember, for not telling you that Hale was alive. I am so sorry, my baby girl, for the pain that you have endured. You need to be strong for me and I need you to be strong for Hale. That man loves you more than you will ever know and I want you to always remember, even when it feels hard to, that he fought to make it back to you. No matter what demons, heartache, or fights you have to battle, always keep that in your heart. I brought you here together to tell you both that I love you and that I will always be with you. You two have faced more in a lifetime then what even seems imaginable, but you’re here now, together, and that’s all that matters. I want you to never give up on one another and keep my memory alive around this time. Do you hear me? Don’t you let Mr. Barker starve. Bring him some dinner a few times a week. He’s as alone as I was and he was a very dear friend to me. I’m leaving you both my house. You are free to do what you please with it, but I think I know what decision will rest in your heart. All of my assets have been divided accordingly and the only request that I have is to be happy. Live your lives in a way that you’ll never forget the beautiful memories that you’ve had. I love you both very, very much and I’m so sorry that I won’t be here to see my grandchildren.


      -Nan.”


      He continues, “I just need you to both take these documents with you and return them within seven business days with your decision on what to do with the property.” He hands us a sealed envelope and thanks us for our time. Standing, he shakes our hands and apologizes for having to run out.


      After he leaves Hale and I sit there in silence, reflecting upon the words we were just told. Getting up from the chair slowly, I walk towards him and climb into his lap. His arms automatically wrap around me, and as the sobs rack my body, I know in my heart that Hale is here to stay.


      


      Hale


      The entire ride home she hasn’t said a word. With her hand clasped tightly in mine, she stares out the window watching the city pass by. The lights cast a shadow on her face and I can see the tears against her cheeks. It kills me to see her hurt.It causes an actual pain inside my chest. Bringing her hand to my lips, I place a kiss against the smooth skin of her palm. Finally, a smile graces her lips, and I let out a sigh of relief.


      “Everything is going to be okay Sweet Girl. We have to think about all the good things in life that surround us.” Pulling into the driveway at Nan’s, I park and shut the car off. She climbs over the center console and into my lap. Wrapping her arms tightly around my neck, she lays her head on my chest and sighs.


      “Do you know when I realized that I was in love with you?” I whisper to her with my lips against her hair. I feel her shake her head no.


      “We were fourteen. You were standing outside my window at two am, throwing rocks at it until I answered. I remember being so fucking mad seeing you out there in your pajamas, soaked to the bone. It was freezing and when I opened the door I was ready to throw you over my knee even then and spank your ass. You were standing there clutching this little ball of fur that looked like a drowned rat. You told me you heard meowing by your window and you couldn’t stand the thought of it being out there in the rain all alone. We stayed next to the fire with that damn cat until you both stopped shivering and fell asleep in my lap. I knew then I would move the ends of the earth for you. Anything in this world you wanted from me, I would’ve done it then to make you happy. You’re the only girl I’ve ever been inside. The only girl I’ve kissed. Some would call me a pussy, but you know what Ember, fuck them and fuck what they think. I’ve been in love with you my entire life. You’re perfection. You’re smart, kind, and God, so fucking beautiful it blinds me. I will spend my entire life loving you and treating you like a queen. I know our lives haven’t gone as planned. I know I broke your heart and I’m so sorry baby, so fucking sorry. I’ll spend every day making up for that, but God gave us a second chance. We have to take these bad days and get through them together. It’s not going to be easy and we know that. Shit, nothing in our lives has ever been easy, but we have each other and that’s all that matters.” Pausing, I place her hand over my heart, “You feel that Ember? It beats for you. I will love you until it stops beating, and even after that. Some days I thought I would never make it out of there alive, but I would feel my heart beating and know I had to fight. I had to make it home to you. I did it for you, Ember. I promised I would come home to you. It took longer than I ever wished it would but I’m here now.” I use my thumb to wipe away the tears that fall from her cheeks.


      “What do you feel is right baby? There is no wrong answer. If you want to sell the house and live at the apartment, then that’s what you can do. I don’t expect to move in with you and marry you tomorrow, Ember. Fuck, it feels like we picked up right where we left off, but I want you to be comfortable at the pace that we move. It’s in your hands, baby.” My chest feels lighter and less constricted getting that out. I need her to know that I’m here for as long as she’ll let me be. And I will marry her. I will marry her tomorrow if she fucking let me.


      “I just can’t let it go, Hale. I can’t let this house go. It feels like I would be betraying her... How many memories does this house hold for me? For you? Can you imagine anyone else living in it? Making the memories that WE deserve?” Her voice cracks and a sob breaks through. I pull her tight against me as her entire body shakes with sobs. Fuck, she’s killing me.


      “Sweet girl, calm down. Take some deep breaths, I don’t want you to be sick. C’mon baby, just take a few deep breaths.” I tell her rubbing my hand against the soft skin of her back, hoping my touch will calm her.


      We stay wrapped in each other for so long I lose track of time. The rain started a while back and the wind howls with each thunderclap. Her breathing evens out and I think she’s fallen asleep when she pulls back and looks at me, running her thumb across my lip. I swear those blue eyes can see in my fucking soul.


      “You are a good man, Hale Jarreau. Whenever they came to the door, to tell me you were... gone... I blacked out and they caught me as I fell. God it was so horrible. I keep having nightmares that I’ll wake up and you’ll be gone. Like you were never really here at all. I just could never wrap my head around the fact that you were gone. Everyone told me to move on, to live life, to find happiness with someone else, but I couldn’t Hale. I couldn’t let you go. I knew in my heart it wasn’t right. I would have these dreams about you, that you were here and I guess it was because I knew. You’re my soulmate, Hale. The ache I felt in my chest was like a physical pain... Something I lived with until I saw you sitting in that auditorium. I thought I was insane until I saw you standing in the shop. I don’t know what the future will throw at us, but I can’t be without you again. I can’t do it Hale, it almost killed me. Promise me you’ll stay with me. Promise.” She pleads, holding my face between her hands.


      “Till forever, baby.”

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      Ember


      


      Reaching for the door handle, I open it and run towards the house. I can feel the freezing rain soaking me through and my makeup running down my face. I look down and see the t-shirt clinging to my body and by the look that Hale’s giving me, he sees it too. I unlock the house and step inside, peeling the wet layers from my body as I go.


      “I’m going to run upstairs and change, then I’m going to put a pizza in the oven and work on my paper. Do you want to stay?” I stand there shivering and run my hands up my arms. I feel my nipples press against the thin fabric of my bra and I pray he doesn’t see.


      “I need to go home and get Deacon... do some things around the house,” he tells me, trying to look everywhere but my chest. He isn’t doing a very good job. His eyes drop to my chest and I can see the heat behind his stare. “We’ll talk more in the morning baby, I love you.” He presses a quick kiss to my cheek and leaves, leaving me dumfounded.


      Turning on my heel, I head upstairs and close the door as I walk into the bathroom. Removing the soaked clothes from my body I turn on the shower as hot as I can stand it and climb inside.


      


      I’ve been lying in bed for hours, listening to the rain pound against this old tin roof. You’d think after so long it would’ve put me to sleep but no, I’ve tossed and turned to the point of frustration. My body seems restless along with my mind that’s preoccupied with Hale being a hundred feet from me. It’s like we were teenagers all over again. The thunder rolls and the lightning flashes outside the window, causing me to jump. I’ve loved thunderstorms since I was a child, always taking solace with Nan when they would pass through. Hurricane season is a normal thing in the south and basically a way of life. I hear a fist pound against the door through the sound of the storm and I dash from bed. Taking the stairs two at a time, I reach the door in record time and yank it open. Standing there in the pouring rain, drenched from head to toe is Hale. The water soaks through his shirt causing it to cling to his body and my nipples harden at the sight. God, this man is like my own personal sin. Hale stalks forward and backs me into the house. Cornering me like I’m the prey and he’s the predator. Once we’ve made it over the threshold he kicks it closed with his foot and pounces, grabbing the nape of my neck and pulling me forward as he captures my lips. His tongue slips inside my mouth and he tastes like whiskey and mint, a combination I never thought to find appealing, until now. I feel his teeth tug at my bottom lip, pulling it to him and sucking it into his mouth. I feel the wetness coat my panties and I groan against his mouth. Suddenly, I’m hoisted off my feet and pinned against the door. My legs automatically wrap around his waist and l can feel him hard against the one place I ache. I move my hips searching for friction to get relief and he breaks the kiss, bringing his forehead against my own.


      “I couldn’t wait any longer. I laid in that fucking bed and thought about you so close to me, and I couldn’t wait. I had to be here with you, with you laid out beneath me and your skin against mine. God Ember you consume every thought in my mind. I feel like I’m losing it. I’m trying to take it slow, but I’m dying.” He pauses and I feel his lips so close to my own I can’t tell where his breaths begin and mine end.


      


      “Bring me upstairs Hale; I need this just as bad as you do. I never asked for slow.” I whisper against his ear and he pulls me from against the door. I see him lock the deadbolt behind him and then he’s headed for the stairs, never letting my feet touch the ground. His lips touch some part of my body, always, and his hands drift lower to my ass, pressing my center against his hardness. My body is buzzing with desire and anticipation. Using his foot to nudge the door open, he lays me on the bed and reaches behind his head to pull his t-shirt off. His body is perfection. The muscles in his abdomen can be counted, and the tattoos on his chest paint a picture so beautiful, I can hardly stand it. I sit up and reach for the hem of the old ratty nightshirt I slipped on before bed, getting ready to toss it to the floor when he halts me-


      


      “Don’t. That’s for me Sweet Girl. I can’t tell you how long I’ve dreamed of stripping you bare and sinking myself inside you. Don’t take that from me.” His voice sounds hoarse and tight, like his composure is barely there. Rising up to my knees I let it go and pull him towards me, pressing hot, wet kisses to his chest. “I’m trying not to lose control and to take it slow Em, but fuck I can’t wait to feel you move above me.” He tells me as he kisses a path down my neck, leaving a fiery trail in the midst. It’s as if I’m scorched. His lips leaving their mark on not just my body, but my soul. I feel his fingers brush against my thighs, causing a shiver to run down my spine as he reaches the hem of my shirt and pulls it above my head. My body is laid out bare for him beside the white lace panties I threw on earlier tonight. This man is wreaking chaos on my body, and I’m begging to be lost.


      


      Hale


      Her tight little body on display in front of me causes the last thread of restraint I had to snap. Pulling her to me, I assault her mouth with my own. I lay her down beneath me and bring my weight down on top of her. Weaving my fist in the hair that’s at her nape, I give it a jerk to the side to get better access to her neck. I feel her little hands grasping at my belt buckle, trying her hardest to get it loose. Fuck, those little pants leaving her mouth make my knees weak. She lets out a frustrated sigh when my belt buckle proves to be stuck. Ah, my sweet sassy girl. Chuckling, I begin my descent down her chest. Taking my time with each rosy peak. My mouth waters with the sight of them, hard and greedy for attention. Drawing it in my mouth, I suck and she thrashes below me, pleas falling from her lips as she pushes her fingers through my hair. That’s it baby, show me my feisty girl. Using my tongue, I trace down the flat plane of her stomach to her belly button and dip my tongue inside. I run my finger down the damp spot forming on those perfect little white panties. My dick aches knowing I put that spot there. The caveman inside me begs to be released. I want to mark her body, burying myself so deep inside her we become one. Letting my cum coat her insides.The spot where no other man will be. Using my tongue I lick her through her panties and her body bows from the bed. Moving her panties to the side I lap up her wetness with a broad swipe of my tongue. I close my eyes and silently thank Jesus for sending me my own personal slice of heaven. Her pussy tastes like the most delicious thing I’ve ever put on my tongue. I hastily slide them down her hips and toss them aside. Slipping my middle finger inside her I curl it in a come hither motion, rubbing against the spot that will have her gripping my hair wild... I devour her like she’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted, until I feel her walls tighten against my finger and I snatch my finger back, halting the orgasm that is trying to consume her body.


      Her words come out breathless, “Really Hale? Jesus!” I chuckle against her thigh, nipping with my teeth and praying it leaves a mark.


      “Sorry Sweet Girl, the next time you cum will be when I’m buried inside you.” I tell her as I begin kissing up her body. Suddenly, she sits up and I’m pushed flat onto my back. Her hands are against my chest and nails digging in as she straddles my waist, her pussy rubbing against my dick that is straining against my pants. The only barrier between us is the denim she is grinding herself against. Jesus I’ll cum in my pants if she doesn’t stop. Seeing her head thrown forward, her hair like a curtain between us. As she works herself against me, it’s enough to fucking do it. It reminds me how much things have changed not only between u,s but to us. She’s not the shy, little doe I once knew. The girl above me is confident, sexy, and brazen. Wrapping those soft brown locks around my wrist I pull her head up slightly. I want to see those baby blues staring back at me. Her fingers fumble with my belt and she finally yanks it free, pulling it loose and working the button open. Before I’m able to stop her, she slides her hand inside my boxer briefs and wraps around me. My dick pulses at her touch. Her eyes flare with desire as she frees me from my briefs. She uses one hand to yank them down and the other to run her thumb over the pre cum forming at the tip. My sweet sassy girl is taking charge. Fuck, she’s a goddess. I move her hand away and get up quickly, losing the jeans and briefs. Standing in front of her naked, her eyes travel the length of my body and she bites her lip. That fucking lip biting makes me want to bend her over my knee and spank her perfect little ass. I reach for her and lower her to the bed; our mouth’s taking anything that comes into reach. It’s a frenzy as we come together. Her nails dig into my back, urging me closer and I can feel her warm and wet, rubbing against my cock that aches to be inside her. Reaching for her hands, I thread them together and lift them to the headboard.


      “Are you sure Ember? Is this what you want?” My voice sounds foreign to my own ears, hoarse and scratchy.


      


      “Do you have doubts Hale?” She whispers back, her eyes wide. As if I haven’t been dreaming about this shit for years. She has no idea what she fucking does to me.


      “There’s no place in the world I’d rather be than here Sweet Girl,” I pause, dropping my forehead against hers. “God Em, you consume my thoughts. Even in the pits of Hell l I sought you out. I can’t imagine life without you.”


      She removes her hand from mine and grasps my dick, bringing it closer to her and I close my eyes and take a few deep breaths, trying not to lose control. She cums first, always. I slowly slide inside, moving slowly to let her adjust. She cries out and I immediately pause. She breathes deeply then pushes me farther inside her with her feet against my ass. There’s no way to describe what being inside her feels like. The only thing I think of is coming home. My body fits with hers like she was made just for me. I pull back slowly and sink inside her until we’re skin to skin. Her nails score my back, urging me on and I pick up her thigh, hooking it against my hip, to get a better angle. I start moving inside her, her pussy grips me like a vise, and I know there’s no way I’ll last long. This is the first time I’ve been inside anyone since I left her. Just the thought alone has me picking up speed, my thrusts hard and fast. I feel my balls slap against her ass and she cries out, my name spilling from her lips. I feel the familiar tingle at the base of my spine, and my balls drawing up tight, so I reach down to rub her clit. I won’t go without her. Bringing my mouth to hers, I swallow the breathy moans leaving her lips. “C’mon baby, cum for me. Let me feel you.” I whisper against her lips. I slam inside her once more and I feel her come apart beneath me. Her orgasm squeezes around my cock, and I let go. Together we cum, our bodies perfectly in sync. I drop my body down on hers, wishing I could get even closer to her. Fuck, it never feels close enough. Moving inside her slowly, she milks every drop from my cock.


      “God Ember. I fucking love you. Fuck, I love you so much.” Planting kisses all over her face, I draw a giggle from her lips. She looks like a goddess beneath me. Her cheeks heated and pink, all for me.


      Still buried inside of her and I’m already thinking of having her again. As we lay there skin to skin, heartbeat to heartbeat, I thank God for the second chance He’s given me. There’s nothing in this world I wouldn’t do for Ember. Finally pulling out of her body, I press my lips against hers and then get off the bed. Walking to the bathroom to clean up. Grabbing a rag, I quickly run the warm water over it and clean myself off. I grab a separate rag for her and wet it. Walking into the bedroom I see her laid out in the bed, her hair mussed and she’s drifting off. I bring the rag between her legs and clean her off. Taking care of her is my number one priority in the world. I toss the rag aside and climb in beside her, pulling her into my arms. The storm still rages outside and I know immediately she’s asleep. Her chest rises and falls softly against my own. The storm rages on outside and my eyes drift shut. I doubt I’ll get a peaceful moment of rest, but if there was anything that would give me peace it’s this beautiful girl lying in my arms.


      
        

      


      I wake up suddenly with the feeling of dread creeping up my spine and my body drenched in sweat. Fuck, I’m glad I woke up before the flashbacks started. I don’t want her to have to see that shit. I feel Ember stir beside me, snuggling in closer and sighing against my chest. I hate that this shit even touches her. I kick the sheet off and try to cool down. Her nipples harden against my chest with the sudden cool air and my mouth waters. My dick stirs to life and I reach over and lay her gently on her back. Her hair fanned out behind her makes her looks like a fucking dream. She never stirs as I spread her legs and run my tongue along her pussy. I take my time devouring her, and finally as I suck her tiny little clit into my mouth her hands find my head, pushing my face harder against her. Pulling back a fraction I look up at her and find her cheeks flushed and her chest heaving.


      “Mornin’ baby,” I smirk and plant kisses along her thighs. Moving up her body I settle against her and tease her opening with my cock, barely pushing inside and then pulling back. Her moans against my ear give me exactly what I need and I spend the rest of the morning relearning her body in the best way.


      


      Ember


      Hale and I are sitting on the couch, watching Sons of Anarchy reruns and sharing a bowl ofCaptain Crunch at three in the afternoon. He kept me up until the sunlight began streaming in the windows and I am not complaining. Having him next to me doing something as simple as watching TV and eating Captain Crunch seems like a dream. It’s hard not to touch him constantly, when it feels like he could disappear in front of me.


      “I’m going to keep the house, Hale. I know you’re working on your dad’s house, so I’ll talk with B and see if I can move in here and she can stay at the apartment. I don’t want to leave her with more of a burden than she can handle. Is that okay?” He smirks, “You don’t have to ask me Em. This is just as much yours as mine. I hope one day I’ll get you under the same roof as me, but we can take things at your pace. I know school and dance is going to be a lot.” He picks my hand up and kisses the palm.


      “It’s not like you’ll be very far... It’ll be just like we’re in high school again. Minus the dry humping.” I laugh, giving him a playful shove.


      “Nope, but a lot of fucking humping babe.” Good Lord.


      
        

      


      Hale decided today that he wanted to take me on a real date. Things have been so hectic with Nan’s house and dance, especially with school starting up in a few days, it’ll be nice to have time together. I feel like there’s so much new to learn about him. Thanksgiving is tomorrow and I’m planning to cook a meal for him and B and Nashville. I know a few of Nan’s recipes and it’s just Hale and I. Neither of us have any family outside of each other. I tried to ask Hale where he was taking me tonight, but he’s tight lipped. The only thing he’s said is wear something comfortable and be ready by seven. I’ve been trying to unpack as many boxes as possible today to have some resemblance of organization. Everything’s strewn around and I can’t find half of the things I’m looking for. I decide on a simple cream sweater and a dark wash pair of jeans that go perfect with the brown riding boots I just miraculously pulled from a box. After stepping out of the shower, I take extra time to blow dry and curl my hair, letting it fall in long waves down my back. I sit down at the old cherry wood antique vanity that was passed down to Nan from great grandmamma to me, and take a moment to look at myself. My cheeks are flushed, my eyes are bright, and my skin looks healthy. It’s as if just having Hale near me brings out the best in me.


      I hear footsteps behind me and I see Hale leaning against the doorway, watching me in the mirror. I was so lost in my head I didn’t even hear the front door open.


      “I don’t know why you even put that shit on Em, you don’t need it,” he says, gesturing to the makeup that sits in front of me.


      My cheeks heat at the compliment and I quickly swipe the lip gloss against my lips and stand. I pick up my purse and join him by the door.


      “Flattery won’t get you anywhere mister.” I leave him standing there and sway my hips for affect. I hear his groan behind me. “Maybe we should just stay in and see a movie... I’m pretty sure there are a few spots on your body my tongue hasn’t touched.” He says as he comes up behind me and wraps his arms around my waist, nuzzling my neck.


      “Nope, you’re the one that said we should go on a date and you’re right. Things have happened so quick with us, Hale. I’m just afraid something is going to go wrong like it always has. It seems like every time we find some semblance of happiness, it’s ripped away...” Turning to face him, I wrap my arms around his neck and bury my face in his chest. I feel like all I’ve done is cry for the past week and I wanted tonight to be fun and light, a night of pushing the rest of the bullshit away. Of course, I mess that up with my tears. “I’m sorry Hale, I’m trying to be strong,” I whisper to him.


      He lifts my chin with his fingers, bringing my eyes to meet his own, “Hey, you have nothing to apologize for Sweet Girl. The shit we’ve been through Ember... It’s only going to make us stronger. It just gives us something more to fight for. We will make it through this.” Bringing his lips down to meet mine, he gives the sweetest, most tender kiss. Even if Hale isn’t the best with his words, he moves mountains with his touch. Even if we could never speak another word to the other again, our bodies could communicate in a way that our words never could.


      Grinning, he grabs my favorite leather jacket from the coat rack and helps me slide it on and cuts off the lights.


      “You know, maybe we should stay home. I’m feeling a little tired.” I joke, waggling my eyebrows at him. He halts mid-step. “Get your ass in the car Ember Ann before I take you in that house and fuck the shit out of you.”


      I think I may need to back inside and change my underwear. Jesus Christ. This man is so yummy and he is all mine.


      


      Hale


      She’s so fucking beautiful, I can’t keep my hands off of her. The entire ride to the restaurant I kept glancing over at her until she caught me staring. I’m like a love-struck puppy. I planned on bringing her into the city and walking around downtown, but my leg has been fucked up all day, from moving all of her stuff from the apartment. I couldn’t sit it out and let all the other guys move shit while I watched. Now I’m paying for it. So I’m going to take her to her favorite Italian place in town and to see a movie. Whatever, call me cliché, but at least she’s mine for the next four hours.


      I pull the Camaro into a parking spot at the very back of the lot while she laughs at me for being “paranoid’. I love this car and these assholes around here can’t even respect their own shit let alone anyone else’s. So, I’ll take a little extra walk. Leg be damned.


      Opening the door I step out and tell her, “Stay put. Don’t even touch the handle.” I shoot her a smirk, and walk around to her side, opening the door and holding out my hand.


      “Beautiful?”


      She giggles and places that soft sweet hand in mine and I yank her to me, bringing my mouth against hers. Those soft, supple lips beg for my teeth and I slide my hands into her hair, pulling her closer. I swear it’s as if every time our lips touch we’re lost. Now I sound like a pussy. Pulling back, I whisper against her jaw, where I’m kissing “As much as I love that we’re like horny teenagers, I did promise you a date babe.”


      I put my arm around her shoulder and clasp her hand in mine as we walk towards the diner. We used to come her as kids all the time and the memories still play fresh in my mind. I hope to see that light in her eyes again and know I fucking put it there. All the fucked up shit of mine aside, my goal is to give Ember everything I can. To make a home for us. Marry her and put as many babies in her belly as she’ll let me. She’s it for me. There’s no other soul on this planet who fits with mine. It’s not fate, its reality. I know there won’t ever be anyone else for me, just as much as she does.


      I open the door for her and place my hand on the small of her back guiding her inside.


      “Two for Jarreau please,” I tell the hostess that greets us. She looks at me with a smirk, her eyes inviting way more than dinner. “Right this way Mr. Jarreau.” She winks as she grabs two menus, and walks off towards the table.


      I look at Ember and the look on her face is priceless... She looks like she may murder the poor girl right here in the middle of the diner.


      Kissing her head, I pull her to me, “No one but you, Ember. Don’t even let it cross your mind. It’s you that’ll be riding my cock tonight, not some slut who has no respect for anyone else, let alone herself.” She stands there with her mouth hanging open and her cheeks flushed, like she can’t believe I just said that.


      “We will talk about that statement later. Let’s go.” She leads me to the booth, throwing daggers with her eyes at the girl waiting for us to be seated. I nudge her to scoot over so I can slide in beside her.


      “If there’s anything else I can do Mr. Jarreau, please come let me know.” The hostess giggles, twirling her hair around her finger. Is she serious? This isn’t Clueless; that shit isn’t cute. I actually like a female with something in her head besides fucking air. I open my mouth to tell her to fuck off when Ember stops me.


      “Okay, you can cut the shit and go back to the little podium you left behind. We’re obviously together and you’re obviously looking to find a new job. Now run along,” she waves her hands to shoo her. She just fucking shoo-ed a girl. My feisty girl is full of surprises. The confidence that radiates off her body is the biggest turn on.


      “Just wait till I get you home Sweet Girl. I’ll let you show me just how feisty you can get,” I smirk, dropping a kiss to her cheek as she rolls her eyes.


      Picking up the menu I see that it hasn’t changed a bit. Good, I know exactly what she’ll order. Looking around, I’m thankful the place isn’t packed tonight, and that I’m facing the door. I can’t sit with my back turned without having a panic attack.


      I feel her elbow jab against my ribs, bringing me from my thoughts. “Earth to Hale. Hello?” She’s saying.


      “Sorry babe, just thinking.”


      “I’m dreading going back to school. It’s funny, before all of this I welcomed the escape that school offered me. Now I’m dreading it consuming all my time. With dance and school, I won’t have much free time to spend together, and now I resent it.” Her eyes fill with tears.


      “We’ll spend whatever second we can together baby. Eventually things will calm down and we’ll have some sort of schedule. I’m going to continue working on Dad’s house and at the shop with Jared. We will make it work. What are you majoring in?” I ask her, kicking myself that it’s something I don’t know. Another thing that was ripped away from me.


      “Early childhood education. I want to be a teacher. At first, I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do, but sometimes I work with the younger girls at the studio and just seeing their faces light up when they learn something new or get a move, just right makes me happy. It gives me purpose. I think Nash is going to end up moving into the apartment with B,” she shakes her head.


      “Well at least she won’t be there alone Sweet Girl. I’m sure she understands.” I know she feels guilty about leaving Blayr behind, but she shouldn’t. Blayr understands and chose to stay behind.


      “I’m going to start working on Nan’s house. I want to use some of the money that she left me to put furniture in the house. I want to work on making it mine.”


      


      “I already told you that I will help Ember, you don’t have to hire someone to do it. I can do it.” I tell her for the tenth time, since we’ve had this discussion before.


      “I don’t want to put too much on you Hale... You need to rest more and prop your leg up.”


      “Don’t worry about me baby, I’ve got this. How about we go furniture shopping this weekend? I’ll bring the truck and you can pick out whatever you want.” I see her eyes light up at the thought. It’s sad that something as simple as that would be what makes her happy.


      “Yes! We also need to get a tree... Christmas is in three weeks. God Hale, the first Christmas we’re spending together. It makes me so happy! We have so much to decorate. Do you want to decorate your dad’s too?” She looks so hopeful. I don’t want to tell her I don’t give a shit what holiday it is as long as she’s with me. I’ll dress like fucking Santa Claus if it makes her happy.


      “We can just do Nan’s. I’ll stay over with you for Christmas. What do you want?” I know she’ll say nothing, but I’ll be damned. I’m making this the best fucking Christmas she’s ever had.


      “The fact that you’re here is enough of a present to last me a lifetime. Trust me.” She gives me a smile that loosens up the ice surrounding my heart.


      We spend the night talking about old times, learning new things about the other, and laughing at old stories about our childhood. Tomorrow she starts back to school and dance three days a week and it’ll be hard to have a moment to ourselves. I plan on spending the rest of the night inside her tight body, showing her just how much I plan to worship her.


      
        

      


      I came up with the idea while her head was buried inside of an English book. I’ve been searching for over a week for something to get her for Christmas, something that was perfect. She didn’t want any material things, but I got her a pair of diamond earrings that I hope she’ll wear. Now, with only two weeks left, I’m fucking panicking. I need to talk to B and get her to help me set it up without Ember finding out. I want it to be a complete surprise. Jared mentioned a few weeks ago that if I ever wanted to use his hunting cabin to just let him know. You know to get away from all the “town talk” he says. As I sit here watching Ember so submersed in the book, she probably doesn’t even realize I’m watching her, I got the idea to take her there. She gets out for winter break this Friday, and I want to take her up there and spend a few days. His cabin is way out in the woods in the middle of fucking nowhere right on the lake, and I know she’ll love it. I know she’s bummed that B is flying to Colorado to spend Christmas at Nashville’s parents, but I think this will make up for it.


      Her coughing pulls me from my thoughts. She sounds like she’s hacking up a lung. Reaching over I press my hand against her forehead to try and gauge her temperature.


      “Jesus Ember, you’re burning up. Close the books, c’mon. Go upstairs. When did you start feeling bad?”


      “It’s just the weather. I don’t think being in the rain the other day helped. I need to finish this paper, but I’ll go to bed as soon as I’m done I promise.” Her cheeks are flushed from the fever and she has her brown hair in a pile on the top of her head. She’s wearing my old football hoodie, some pajama pants, and still has the blanket wrapped around her.


      “Baby, you’ve got a fever, you need to take something and get your ass in bed. The paper can wait till you feel better.” I pick the book up and close it, making sure to mark her place. I bend down and pick her up right off the couch, ignoring her squeals of protest and start up the stairs. Once in the bedroom I set her down on the bed and pull back the covers, tucking her in tight.


      I leave her in there to get some Tylenol and a Gatorade from the fridge. Walking back into the room I see her sound asleep and curled into a ball. I hate to wake her up, but she has to break the fever.


      “Em, baby. Wake up I need you to take this for me.” I nudge her gently pulling her from sleep. She quickly swallows the pills and lays down, burrowing into the covers. If she’s not feeling better by morning, then we’re going to the doctor. I’ll have to call out of work. I go back downstairs to lock the house up, cut the lights off and feed Deacon then head to the bathroom for a quick shower. I dry off with the plush brown towel that Ember insisted on buying on the “furniture” trip that ended up being an every fucking thing under the sun trip. The things I do for my woman, yeah? I cut the light off and walk back into the bedroom, slipping inside the covers next to her. Her body radiates heat, but nothing like it was before the medicine. I pull her body against mine and tuck her head against my chest. I never want to take this for granted... all these moments that seem so small.


      


      For the first time in years, I sleep peacefully. I didn’t wake up drenched in sweat from the same nightmare that has been replaying in my head like a broken fucking record. I did wake up drenched in sweat because of the furnace that was pressed against me. I realize that furnace is Ember and she’s fucking burning up. I run my fingers through her hair, “Wake up baby. We need to get you to the doctor. You’re sick.” She groans and moves her body away from me. I chuckle, “Sorry Sweet Girl, I’m not going anywhere. I’m going to get dressed. Can you get your clothes on?” I hope out of bed and throw some clothes on then head downstairs and throw some food in Deacons bowl. I finish getting everything ready and run to the car to turn it on and warm it up. By the time I make it back upstairs I see Ember has changed, but is laying back down in bed.


      “C’mon babe, let’s go.” I call from the door. She gets up slowly and pulls the hoodie closer to her. We stop only to grab some medicine from the kitchen and then we’re out the door. I grab her purse that she forgot in her haze and get in the Camaro. The heats blowing full force and I see her still shivering. I’m sure it’s the flu and if I hadn’t made her go she would probably still be in that bed. Damn frustrating woman.


      The doctor’s office is packed when we finally make it inside. People are everywhere, all coughing and sneezing. I’m automatically on alert, taking in my surroundings and willing myself not to breakout in a cold sweat. We walk toward the reception desk and speak with the nurse who looks frustrated and overwhelmed. She hands Ember a clipboard and a pen, asking her to fill it out and bring it back. We find a seat towards the back of the room and she begins filling out the paperwork. I feel so damn helpless not being able to make her better. When she’s finished I walk the clipboard back to the nurse who tells me that they’ll call her name when they’re ready.


      After waiting over an hour the nurse finally comes through the door and calls her name. We follow through the door from the waiting room and we’re placed in a small room with instructions that the doctor would be in shortly. Tucking Ember tighter to my side, I place a kiss on her forehead, hating the burn of her fever against my lips.


      The doctor finally comes in and pokes and prods her, taking a swab of her throat and promptly diagnosing the flu. Shocker. He prescribes an antibiotic for the ear infection that she hadn’t even mentioned and said she would be down for about a week. So, I would be staying at Nan’s to take care of her. Perfect, I can get some shit done around the house that Ember refused to let me do. We make a stop at Walmart on the way home to get her prescriptions, junk food, and lots of juice. I made her stay in the car while I ran in and got everything. As soon as we make it into the house, she walks to the couch, bundles up with the covers, and is asleep within a minute.


      


      Ember


      My entire body feels like it’s been hit by an eighteen wheeler carrying the heaviest cargo ever. Even my eyes hurt. I’ve spent the past three days in bed and only today do I feel well enough to get out of bed and move around. Hale has been so sweet, I can hardly stand it. He’s waited on me hand and foot, and he even washed my hair in the shower. I’m hoping to feel better by the weekend so we can decorate the house and put the tree up. I swear Hale has spent more days here than at his Dad’s. Deacon has a doggy bed right by my bed.


      Hale’s fingers run through my hair causing a moan to leave my lips. It feels like heaven. I look up and see him looking down at me, a smirk forming on his lips.


      “Finally, those eyes I’ve been missing,” he jokes.


      “I still don’t feel one hundred percent, just not so deathly. I think I’ll take a bubble bath. I could use someone to wash my back….” I tell him teasingly. Sitting up, I leave him there and walk to the bathroom. I take off the old hoodie I’m wearing, tossing it to the side and turning the faucet on, running the hot water and adding too many bubbles. I’m reaching behind my back to unclasp my bra when I hear the door open. Looking over my shoulder I see Hale standing in the doorway. His eyes travel the length of my body and he steps inside, closing the door behind him. He reaches behind his head and pulls the white t-shirt he was wearing off. He stalks toward me and without warning takes my lips in a kiss so fierce, I lose my breath.


      “Time for that bath right baby?” He smirks, dropping his jeans and briefs standing there in front of me gloriously naked. It never gets old seeing his body. His knee the only imperfection on him, and it’s not even something I notice anymore. The only time it’s brought to attention is when he’s done too much and it starts to ache. He works out tirelessly every night keeping his body in top shape and God does it pay off. His stomach is chiseled with each carved muscle standing out prominently. There’s a fine strip of hair from his belly button leading downward and my mouth waters. I want to lick every inch of him. My fingers itch to touch him, to acquaint myself with every muscle on his body. I hook my thumbs in the waistband of my yoga pants and drag them down my hips. Leaving me in nothing but an old cotton bra and panties. His hands travel to my face, grasping both sides as his lips connect with mine. His tongue parting the seam of my mouth and slipping inside. He moves his hands from my cheeks, down my sides, and over my hips, grasping my thighs and picking me up. He deposits me on the counter and we come together in a frenzy. It’s never been like this. He’s always gentle and tender, like I’m going to break beneath him; this is raw and primal. His fingers travel to the front of my body inside the panties that are soaked through. Pushing his fingers inside my body, he fucks me while his thumb rubs against my clit.


      “That’s it baby, use my fingers, and take what you need from me.” He whispers against my ear, his stubble causing a delicious burn I want to feel between my legs. The sound of water splashing causes me to startle.


      “Oh fuck!” Hale bellows, slipping his fingers from me and running towards the tub that’s now overflowing all over the bathroom floor. All I can do is laugh as he slips in the puddle of water and barely catches himself on the edge of the porcelain tub.


      “Jesus Christ!” He quickly shuts the water off and sticks his hand in to remove the stopper, causing more water to slosh over the side. Naked and bent over the tub full of bubbles, he looks over at me and laughs. “Fuck, so much for that huh?”


      I hop down from the counter and reach behind me to unsnap my bra, pushing it off my shoulders and letting it drop to the floor. Reaching inside for a burst of confidence I slide the panties down my legs and kick them to the side. Walking towards him, I drop down to my knees in front of him and watch his eyes go wide. A look of disbelief resting on his face.


      “Em you don’t have t-“ he begins to say, but halts on a groan as my lips wrap around the head of his cock. I feel his hands tangle in my hair as I slide as far down as I can go without gagging. Lots of research was involved in this, I just wanted some way to make him feel as good as he makes me feel, daily. I never imagined it would be something I actually enjoyed doing. I slowly slide him out of my mouth and he groans as it makes a pop sound. I wrap my hands around him and slide my tongue from the tip to the base. I take him inside my mouth, sucking gently until his hands tighten in my hair, “Fucking Christ Ember, you have to stop.” I look up at him and he gently pulls me back and off my knees.


      “I will die a happy man Sweet Girl. God, you’re fucking incredible.” Bringing his mouth down on mine he slips his tongue inside, not mentioning the taste of him on my tongue. I’m suddenly lifted off my feet as he steps inside the bathtub that’s now half full and sits. He never breaks our kiss, deepening it as his tongue strokes my own.


      “Ride me baby. Fuck, I need to be inside you,” he whispers against my ear. His filthy mouth alone has me ready to fall over the edge. Rising up on my knees that straddle his waist, he brings himself to my opening. I grip his shoulders and slowly sink down on him until he’s buried to the hilt. There’s no better feeling than him inside of me, stretching and filling me. My head falls back in ecstasy as I grind against him. Loving the feel of his stomach grazing my clit. He bends his head down to take my nipple into his mouth, giving it a hard suck and a nip. Together we move, each finding the perfect rhythm. His hands grip my hips as he brings me down on his cock. I feel my body begin to crest and ready to crash like a wave. His name slips from my lips along with chants to God. Taking my words as encouragement, he slams me down harder with each thrust until I cry out and I feel myself tighten around him; losing myself in the best orgasm of my life. He pulls me against him and buries his face in my neck as he groans my name, spilling himself inside me. We stay there momentarily, riding the aftershocks of what we just shared, neither wanting to part. His fingers run a lazy path down my spine inciting shivers.


      “I love you.” Those words are such simple words but are a testament of everything we’ve endured. They are just three small words that can mean nothing to some but mean everything to us. The water cools around us and my skin begins to prune, but in this moment there’s nothing that would take me from Hale.


      


      Hale


      Throwing the last bag into the trunk of the Camaro, I slam it shut and my eyes travel to Ember standing on the porch as she gives B a hug goodbye. They act like we’re moving halfway across the country, instead of going to the cabin for four days. Finally the tears and hugs stop and I give Nash a handshake and B a kiss to her forehead and we’re off. I pull the Camaro out of the driveway and onto the highway. Glancing at Ember as she stares out the window.


      “You good Sweet Girl?” I ask, grabbing her hand from her lap.


      “Yeah, I’m just worried about B. She and Nash are having issues and I just want her to be happy,” she mutters.


      Sighing I tell her, “Ember, I’m bringing you here for you to relax and enjoy yourself. Not constantly worry. Please promise me you’ll try to stop stressing for just a few days? Please?” I give her my best puppy dog look, smirking as a smile breaks out on her face.


      “There you go, that’s what I want to see. Plus, Christmas is in two days. Who couldn’t be happy about Christmas?” Keeping my eyes on the road, I press kisses against her hand, that’s clasped tightly in my own. Right where the fuck it belongs. She’s right where she belongs, right next to me. Suddenly she removes her hand from my grasp and runs it over my dick which is hardening by the second. “Know what I’m excited for?” She says mischievously.


      “Fuck, Ember. I’m driving. Do you want us to wreck?” I groan then clench my jaw as she squeezes lightly.


      


      “I’m just saying! I’m looking forward to spending time together. Alone. No distractions. Just you and I. Well and Deacon. I’m devoting all my attention to you I promise. I didn’t even pack a school book... Just my kindle.” Groaning I reply, “Now I’ll never see you. Especially with the huge ass claw foot tub they have in the bathroom.” I look towards her and see her eyes light up. “Seriously! Thank you for taking me Hale, it’s perfect.” She turns the radio up and relaxes back into her seat. I wish all of our days could be so simple and carefree. One day.


      
        

      


      We arrive at the cabin just before dark and the sun is setting above the lake. Ember is ecstatic and seeing her smile is enough for me. “Have I told you how much I love you? Jesus Hale this is beautiful!” She cries, jogging towards the cabin. I had Jared give me the keys a few days prior so I could stock it with food and staples. I also set up a small Christmas tree, because she’s having a fit about not having Christmas at “Home”. Hearing her say home, like we belonged there together was like fucking music to my ears. The sprawling cabin lays between large pine trees that line the driveway. The smell of pine fills the air, mixed with the smell of fresh air that you just can’t find in the city. The lake seems to be a few hundred acres wide and goes on and on, no end in sight. It’s such a peaceful feeling knowing you’re out in the middle of nowhere with no one surrounding you. Up ahead sits an old boat tied off to the dock right behind the house, a long path of stone steps lead the way. Deacon bounds ahead, running towards the dock and looking out onto the water.


      “Baby, can you go inside and get the lights turned on and the heater cranked up? I’m going to start bringing all of our bags inside. I’m pretty sure you packed enough shit for a month.” I tell her as I walk around to the trunk and open it, grabbing the bags and setting them outside the car. Jesus I’m looking forward to burying myself in her tight little body. We aren’t leaving that damn bed for at least two days. I pick up the two heaviest bags and carry them towards the house when I hear a blood curdling scream from inside. Dropping the bags I take off running full speed. Barely making it up the stairs, until I see her standing on the kitchen table pointing at the floor.


      “Shit Ember! Jesus Fuck!” I yell.


      “It’s a damn rat, Hale. It’s bigger than my head... I thought it was going to eat me!” She says frantically, still pointing behind the couch. Good Lord, women. Walking over to the couch, I see a small little tiny mouse, half the size of a hamster sitting there. Rolling my eyes, I walk over to the table and place my hands on her hips, lifting her from it and onto the floor. “Really Em? It’s tiny, that mouse won’t even get close to you.” I plant a kiss to her forehead and go back outside to retrieve the bags I hastily dropped. I make quick work of getting all the bags and odds and ends inside the house. Ember busies herself putting everything away. I reach into a bag and pull out the old movies I packed just for her. “Hey Em, look what I packed.” Holding up the movie to show her. Her expression softens and she walks over to me, taking the movie from my hand. “I don’t deserve you, you know that Hale? You always think of things to make me happy. I feel like I can never do enough for you. You deserve it too.” She says as she runs her fingers along my jaw. “You bring me more happiness than you know, Sweet Girl. Trust me.” I bring my lips down to hers and slide my tongue inside her mouth, desperate for a taste. She immediately takes charge and deepens the kiss, her hands fisting in my shirt, trying to pull it over my head. Breaking the kiss, I pull away, “Em, we have to put all this away. We have four whole days to spend in the bed, I can promise you’ll be satisfied.” Not that I can’t wait to be inside her again, I just want her to have a chance to explore.


      “Fine, if you say so.” She huffs and turns on her heel and goes back to the kitchen, grabbing an onion, sausage and okra from the fridge.


      “Please tell me you’re making Nan’s gumbo.” Nan’s gumbo is the best thing I’ve ever fucking put in my mouth. The only person who comes close to making it is Ember.


      “I am. I want to eat it by the fire. And you’re watching American Horror Story with me so don’t even try and get out of it.” She tells me, grinning. Deacon wines from the doorway, asking to be let out. I walk to the door and open it, ushering him outside. Following him outside I take a seat in the old wood rocking chairs that are set up there. The view is breathtaking. The cabin seems to be on its own private place in the world. No disruptions or unwelcome distractions. The door opens and Ember comes out, walking to where I sit and sits on my lap. I wish we could stay forever, just like this.


      


      Ember


      “God Hale, it’s so beautiful it takes my breath away.” I say as I gaze out upon the lake, the sun setting in front of us.


      “Yeah, me too,” he replies. Looking towards him I see his gaze fixed on me and not where my eyes had just been. This man makes my heart melt into a puddle. I drop my forehead to his and revel in this moment with him. I wish we could stay here forever and block out all of the horrible things we’ve been through. Together, we sit on the porch, rocking in that chair, watching Deacon chase bugs around the yard. One hundred percent content.


      “I’m going to go inside and finish the gumbo up, you coming?” I ask him as the sun goes down and the night surrounds us.


      Nodding, he rises from the chair and takes my hand, calling Deacon in with us as we go. I head to the kitchen and finish chopping ingredients while he sits on the couch, remote in hand. If we could do this every day forever, I would never ask for anything else. I scoop all the vegetables into the pot and combine them with the sausage and turn it on high. I finish putting all the things that sat in bags away and toss them into the trash. Joining Hale on the couch, I lay with my head in his lap, my attention focused on the tv. His fingers thread through my hair, and soon I catch myself drifting off.


      I wake up with a start unaware of my surroundings. I don’t even remember falling asleep. Hale’s not on the couch or in the kitchen, but I hear the shower running. Slowly rising, I stretch my arms above my head and yawn. Jesus, I didn’t realize I was so tired. I make my way into the kitchen and lift the lid from the big pot of gumbo, inhaling the Cajun aroma. Smells delicious. I make sure the pot is turned off and I walk into the bathroom where Hale’s showering. Steam coats the mirror and hangs on the walls. I see his silhouette within the glass door as the water cascades down his body. Every muscle on his stomach glistens as the water falls to the floor around him. He looks breathtaking. Noticing my presence he looks towards me, his eyes immediately flare with heat and his gaze travels hungrily down my body. I shed my clothes in seconds and open the door, stepping under the spray. By the time we step out the water has long since run cold and Hale has kissed every inch of my body.


      I wrap the towel around me tight and dash towards the bedroom for my toiletries bag. We stand together brushing our teeth and I wash my face and moisturize. Digging inside my bag I find the packet of birth control that I take religiously and pop one out then toss it in my mouth. I begin squeezing the water out of my hair and pull it into a quick braid. I hate it in my face. Together we climb into the huge king size bed that the master bedroom is equipped with. Hale reaches out and drags me to him, our limbs tangling together under the heated blanket we’ve bundled under. Deacon whines by the bed and I let him come lay with us. The bed is plenty big enough. My heart feels full with both of my boys snuggled tight against me.


      


      Hale


      I wake up long before Ember ever stirs, but I’m still thankful as fuck for the few hours of peaceful sleep I get. It seems like the nightmares don’t come as often and I can probably thank her for that; along with the rest of the long ass list of things she’s brought to my life. Rising from the bed I throw on a pair of briefs and head to the kitchen. Deacon trails right behind and walks to the front door, whining and scratching to be let out. It’s a simple routine between us both, but one that brings comfort. Comfort in routine and uniformity. Probably something I’ll never be able to shake... The military does that to you. I begin searching in the cabinets for a coffee cup, finally snagging one from the very last cabinet I look in. I’ll wake Ember with some coffee and breakfast. Busying myself, I start the coffee and begin making French toast which I know she’ll love.


      I’m putting the toast onto a plate when I feel her hands slide around me, her skin warm and soft against my stomach.


      “Morning handsome,” she says as she begins pressing kisses between my shoulder blades.


      “You were supposed to stay asleep until I brought you breakfast in bed.” Turning towards her I press my lips to hers, enjoying the mused, sleepy look on the face. It amazes me how she can roll out of bed looking like an angel.


      “I couldn’t sleep after you got up. You’re my personal heater.” She laughs, snagging my coffee cup off the counter.


      “Anyway, it’s Christmas Eve. We have lots of cookies to bake.” Only Ember would cook a shit ton of cookies for two people, just because it’s Christmas.


      I pick our plates up and set them on the small kitchen table that’s placed next to the big bay window. I’m going to chain the door shut and never let her leave.


      “I can’t believe it’s already Christmas... it feels like it was just Halloween. It’s been almost two months since I first saw you.” It’s been the best two months of my fucking life. I feel like a king laying my head next to hers at night. I can’t tell you how many times I thought of giving up and her blue eyes gave me the only fucking hope I could ever need.


      “I know it hasn’t been long baby, but fuck, I love you so much. I don’t know what I would be without you.” Her eyes well with tears and she smiles, “Deep conversation over breakfast huh?” Laughing, I peck her lips and finish eating.


      We spend the day outside with Deacon, playing Frisbee and exploring the area. There’s a hot tub on the back deck that I plan on getting Ember in as soon as it gets dark out. I’m dying to be inside her. I’m sitting in the rocking chair on the porch when she comes through the door with a beer, handing it to me and taking a seat in my lap.


      “Whatcha thinking about?” She asks.


      “Just life baby. I’m thinking about never leaving here. Spending all of our days in bed and watching Netflix. I could be happy with that.” She laughs, “If only, if only. We should warm the hot tub up soon. I’ll reheat the gumbo.”


      We make our way inside, fix left overs and sit in front of the TV. I’d rather spend all the boring time in the world with her rather than something exciting with anyone else. It’s all the small things in life that I cherish with her. Call me a pussy, but it is what it is. You haven’t had all the years of marriage and babies and all the shit you wished for all your fucking life with the girl of your dreams.


      “You know? I’m feeling sorta tired. I think I’ll go take a bubble bath and read for a while.” She says, rising from the couch. She pecks a kiss to my lips and walks off towards the bedroom.


      “Sure baby, I’m gonna watch a few more episodes and I’ll be there.” I tell her, glancing up from the tv.


      


      Ember


      My stomach is in knots as I walk towards the bathroom, my courage slowly slipping. Hale isn’t the only one with a surprise gift up his sleeve. When he told me he was taking me away for the Christmas holiday I was shocked and I immediately called B, freaking out. I had no idea what to get him that would blow his mind. She promptly picked me up and together we headed straight to Victoria’s Secret. After hours of trying on various pieces of “lingerie” and a pair of “fuck me” heels (as B likes to call them) I finally had the perfect present for Hale. I know how fond of lace he is and that’s exactly why I just made the excuse of being tired, so I could put this on and surprise him. I dig through my overnight bag and pull out the signature pink bag and the heels and walk to the bathroom. I take my time washing my body and making sure I’m smooth everywhere. Stepping from the shower I rub the body lotion over my body and step into the red lace teddy, smoothing the lace against my body. I slip my feet into the heels and check my hair in the mirror. Wow. The difference lingerie does. I poke my head through the door and check for Hale. No sign of him, perfect.


      


      “Hale, could you come see me for a second?” I shut the door quickly, locking it shut behind me. I hear his footsteps as he walks into the room.


      “Yeah?” He says through the door. The knob jiggles as he tries to open it. I bite my lip to hold the giggle in that’s ready to burst free.


      


      “Give me a sec, I’ll be out in just a min!” I yell through the door and take one last look in the mirror as I hear him sit on the bed. I cut the light off before opening the door and stepping out into the dimly lit room. Hale looks up from his phone as he hears my heels click against the floor and his jaw drops. I stop my strut right in front of him and his face is still a mask of shock, like he can’t quite believe that I would be the one to do this. When we were teenagers? No. I’m a grown ass woman and there’s nothing like seeing your man’s jaw drop when you strut your stuff in front of him. It gives me a power I never knew that I had. He tosses his phone to the side and his eyes never leave mine. He yanks me forward and my body falls on top of his own. Seconds later I’m on my back with my legs wrapped around his waist, those fuck me heels digging into his back. He slams his mouth down onto mine, almost painfully, but the perfect type of pain. We’re lost in a frenzy and for once he’s not treating me like a breakable doll. He’s normally a mask of control at all times, but as his hands travel the length of my body, pulling at the teddy, I know he’s let it go.


      “Fuck Ember, what is this?” He asks, trailing his lips down my neck. I feel him latch onto my skin and suck it into his mouth, leaving a mark. Jesus. Remind me to apply for a credit card at this place. I’m sick of being treated like I could shatter. I push his shoulders back and roll him onto his back until I’m straddling his hips. Groaning, I rock against his cock that pushes against the lace that’s soaked through. I look down at his face and see the hunger in his eyes. He lunges for me, and rips the lace from my body. I choke on a gasp as he says, “Sorry baby, I’ll buy you another. Fuck we’re making a trip there before we get home and I’ll shut the place down.” He can barely get the words out without stopping to kiss or lick a spot on my body. He takes my nipple into his mouth, and the sensation causes me to cry out. They feel hypersensitive, probably with need for him. He trails his tongue down my stomach and brings his hands to my hips as he begins to devour my pussy like a man starved. My hands latch onto his hair and pull him against my body. Suddenly his lips are gone and he pulls back from my body. He goes to lay on the bed and pulls me above him.


      “Sit on my face, Ember, and ride me. Grab the headboard and don’t fucking stop until I tell you to.” He tells me, lifting me clean off the bed and positions me above him. My hands fly to the headboard as his tongue dips inside me. My head drops back against my shoulders as I feel his fingers dig into my hips. My hips grind against his face in a rocking motion that he leads. Even in a position like this he still has total control over my body. It’s not long before I’m exploding over him, my orgasm taking over my body like I’m possessed. Never once does he stop, instead he says, “Again” against my skin, his voice vibrating against my heat that’s already sensitive with the orgasm that just tore through my body. His teeth nip at my clit and the shivers run down my spine. I feel the pleasure build again as his fingers slide inside me, and he sucks my clit into his mouth. I feel his fingers slide back lower to the spot he’s never touched. The feel of his beard against my thighs causes a burn so delicious, I’m falling over the edge. I almost feel like I’m going to black out, my vision gets blurry as his name leaves my lips.


      “Jesus Fuck Ember,” he growls against me as I ride the aftershocks. When my body finally comes back down, I collapse against the bed. I feel like a giant blob after that, but Hale doesn’t pause as he pulls me to him, taking my mouth.


      “I know this is for me baby and I hope I just showed you just how fucking much I loved it. You are the most beautiful thing to walk this whole fucking planet Ember Ann.” I bring my lips to his, sliding my tongue inside his mouth as he rises up on his knees. He grabs a pillow and pulls away, “On your hands and knees.” God I feel like I could cum just from this controlling filthy mouth he has. He always makes love to me, treating my body like a temple, but this is even better. I hope he can tell how much it turns me on. I immediately drop to my knees and he slides the pillow underneath my hips, bringing me higher. His hands dig into my hips and I feel his lips against my spine, kissing a line down towards my ass as he brings his hand down on my cheek. The sound of his hand against my flesh rings out and I look over my shoulder at him. He has a small grin on his face with an expression as if he’s making sure it’s okay. Slowly I bite my lip and nod my head. I don’t even know who I am right now, but I love it. I love the dirty girl he’s bringing out of me. Grasping my hips he yanks me back against him and I feel him hard against me. My pussy’s dripping, I can feel it against my thighs. He slowly slides inside of me and I clamp down around him, drawing a groan from him. His body comes down on top of mine and he drops his forehead against my shoulder. Pulling back he slides out and powers back inside. I cry out as he reaches a spot inside me he’s never been. It’s never been this way, never this good. Sitting back up he pulls my hips back to meet his as he pounds inside me. I feel his hands tighten as he thrusts inside my body. Gripping the sheets inside my fist, I rise up on my hands and push back against him as he thrusts in deep.


      “That’s it baby, fuck me back,” he groans and brings his palm down on my ass. His hands grab a handful of my ass and pulls it back towards him, trying to get deeper inside me. A few hard, punishing thrusts later I’m screaming his name and falling apart beneath him. His body comes down on mine, and he buries himself inside me and cums. His teeth latch onto my shoulder causing me to moan, and I feel him cum. Hot and deep inside me. There’s a special groan that’s reserved for when he cums and it’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard. It’s empowering to know that I can bring MY man that pleasure. He lies down beside me and keeps our bodies connected. I feel his lips against my shoulders, placing tender kisses against them


      “Was I too rough Sweet Girl? I’m sorry... I just lost it seeing you in that.” He whispers against my skin.


      “No Hale. I loved it. I would’ve told you, but I love when you lose control and stop treating me like I’m breakable! I love making love with you, but this is amazing. It’s explosive and I can’t get enough.” “You better replace that sexy lingerie that I bought for you, that your caveman self ripped off,” I say, laughing.


      “I told you I will buy that whole fucking store Ember, I mean it. God you were like my very own wet dream come to life,” he replies. We stay silent after that, enjoying the feel of skin on skin.


      


      Hale


      I wake up to the smell of her hair as my nose is buried in it and her body is stuck to mine. Last night was unfuckingbelievable. Seeing her in that outfit almost drove me out of my mind. My hands couldn’t touch her fast enough. I lost the control I tightly grasp and I was afraid I was too rough, but the way she mewed when I pushed in deeper, harder, showed me that she loved that shit. My sassy dirty girl. We’ve been so cut off from the real world I almost forgot that today’s Christmas day. Talk about the best present a guy could get. I slowly peel her off of me trying not to jostle her. Once she’s laying on her side in the bed, I pull the covers over her and she snuggles into them. She needs the rest since it was just a few hours ago that she passed out next to me. I blindly find my briefs on the floor with the help of the small sliver of moonlight streaming through the window and quietly call for Deacon to follow me. We head into the kitchen and I go for a Gatorade in the fridge. A chill runs through my body and I realize how fucking cold it is. I must’ve forgotten to crank the heat up before she called me into the room and gave me the shock of a lifetime. My dick twitches at the thought. Jesus it hasn’t even been four hours.


      I grab the blanket that sits on the back of the couch and lay down on the couch. I must’ve dozed off because I wake up as Ember walks into the living room, wearing nothing but the t-shirt I wore to bed earlier.


      “Can’t sleep?” I ask her. She nods and pulls the blanket back, climbing on top of me and laying her head on my chest. I bring the blanket back down on us and wrap it close. She’s warm from crawling out of the bed and I welcome the heat. She snuggles closer and says, “Our first Christmas together, Hale. It’s the best one I’ve ever had. I love you.” Jesus she’s got me wrapped around her finger.


      “You know this trip wasn’t the only thing that I got you right….” I trail off and smirk at her. Her eyes get wide and she starts to say something, but I cut her off, sitting us both up. I set her to the side and retrieve the blue box that I ordered online weeks ago and sit back down beside her.


      “Merry Christmas baby.” I tell her, handing her the box complete with the white bow. The tears well in her eyes and she hasn’t even seen the fucking thing. Shit I hope she loves them. Her hands shake as she opens the box revealing a set of two carat diamond earrings. She looks at me then back down to them, a shocked expression resting on her face. She looks back at me and I see... disappointment? What would she be disappointed about? It hits me like a ton of bricks. She wanted it to be a ring. Ah, my Sweet Girl. I would marry her tomorrow if she’d have me. I thought she wasn’t ready and I didn’t want to push her.


      “I love them Hale, they’re so beautiful. This is too much.” She glances back down at the small box and smiles, fingering the earrings. I can tell she likes them, but it wasn’t the diamond she was expecting when she saw that box. That’s okay, she’ll get that ring before she knows it. That’s all I fucking needed to know.


      “I’m almost scared to wear them Hale. What if they fall out or something? They have to be so expensive.” She says as she removes them from the box and puts them in her ears.


      “Don’t worry about the cost Em. I got them because you deserve them and I wanted to do something to make you happy.” I pull her to me and place a kiss on her head. We cuddle on the couch and soon drift off with Deacon laying close by.


      


      Ember


      The next couple of days pass blissfully. Our time at the cabin comes to an end and all I feel is disappointed to be heading back home to the real world. As Hale begins to load the car up, I take Deacon for a walk around the property and stop at the edge of the lake. The sight in front of me is breathtaking. The water shines as the sun beats down from above, glistening and slowly rocking with the waves. As I close my eyes I say a silent prayer. Praying nothing penetrates this happy bubble that surrounds Hale and I. We’ve come so far in such a short time... I just can’t even bear the thought of being without him. I feel like we of all people deserve some happiness in our life. Looking back towards the car I see him leaning against it, arms folded over his chest, and a grin on his lips. I call Deacon and we head back towards him.


      


      “You know we could just stay here forever?” I tell him as I wrap my arms around his neck. His fingers come up to the diamonds in my ear.


      “Gotta get back to the real world baby. I’ll take you all over the world if it’s what you want.” He plants a kiss to my forehead and moves to shut the trunk. I open the driver side door letting Deacon inside and then I climb in behind him.


      “Don’t tempt me Ember Ann.” I hear him call from behind me. This man, insatiable.


      Soon, we’re on the road and heading back to town. The weather seems to be getting colder by the second and I can’t wait to get in front of the fireplace. Two hours and a nap later we’re pulling into Nan’s. Yawning, I stretch my arms above my head. My body feels so tired and beat down, I guess I’m still not back to one hundred percent from having the flu. I climb out and walk to the trunk, taking my bag from it and walking towards the house, only to be intercepted by Hale who insists I do not carry my own bag. In his caveman words “His woman doesn’t carry her own bags.” Rolling my eyes, I give him a quick kiss and head inside. The house is stuffy from being shut up for almost a week, but I immediately welcome the feel of home. Hale first said that he would be staying at his dad’s and not moving into Nan’s, but I don’t think he’s spent one night at his dad’s since I moved into Nan’s. His clothes began to pile up until his military grade OCD began to take over and then they went into a drawer... until the drawer was full and I had to make space for his jeans and shoes in the closet. His shampoo and soap a regular staple in my shower, along with his black toothbrush, and shaving cream next to my moisturizer. We fell into a comfortable routine and it hasn’t been brought up again. He fits seamlessly into my life.


      As he brings our bags in I begin putting everything away and getting the clothes together to wash. My head is pounding and seems to be getting worse the more that I do.


      “Baby, where are you?” I hear him call from the living room.


      “In here!” I tell him. I bring my fingers to my temple and massage.


      He walks into the laundry room and leans against the door frame.


      “Everything okay?” He asks.


      “Yeah, I just have a bad headache and I’m exhausted. I think I’m going to go lay down. He takes the laundry basket from me and sets it back on to the shelf.


      “Go rest Sweet Girl. I’m going to put everything away.” His lips skate across my forehead and for the hundredth time this week, I ask myself how I got so lucky. I head upstairs and turn the lights off once I reach the bedroom. Drawing the curtains closed, I remove all my clothes and throw on a big t-shirt then crawl into the bed. The sheets feel cool against my face and soon I’m drifting off. I wake briefly when I feel the bed dip beside me and I feel the heat of Hale’s body envelope mine. His body is hard and warm and I drift off when I feel him wrap his arms around me, pulling me to him.


      
        

      


      My eyes snap open as I feel pain radiate in my stomach. The room is completely black and I can barely breathe with the pain that shoots through my stomach.


      Reaching over, I nudge Hale, trying to wake him up as another sharp pain hits me.


      “Hale, wake up. Something’s wrong,” I cry, my voice strangled.


      “What’s wrong baby?” He says groggily as he reaches for the lamp next to the bed and turns it on. Worry is etched on his face. My hands clutch my stomach and I’m in the fetal position on my side. The pains feel like horrible cramps and it hurts to even move.


      “I don’t know it’s a sharp pain in my lower stomach.” I tell him unevenly. He pulls the covers back and looks my body over


      “Ember you’re bleeding, there’s blood on the sheets,” he tells me quietly. Looking down I see a small red circle of blood dotting the cream sheets. He immediately hops up, throwing his shorts and t-shirt on.


      “We need to get you to the hospital.” He says, taking charge and rounding my clothes up. He hastily helps dress me and then picks me up. I cry out as another pain hits me. Clenching my teeth I try not to let the tears spill. We make it to the car in record time and I don’t even flinch as he puts me inside and buckles me. He’s in the car and we’re on the way in what feels like seconds. We make the drive in 5 minutes and he parks illegally under the emergency overhang. I don’t even bother trying to open the door because he’s there, opening it and lifting me out. He storms through the door and sets me gently in the chair next to the nurse’s station.


      “I’ll be right back with someone baby.”


      Not five minutes later he and an older nurse are walking towards me. She immediately bends to help me up and escorts me to a nearby bed that is hidden behind a white curtain. Her voice is soft and nurturing as she begins asking me questions, assessing my symptoms, and helps me lay back in the bed. She takes my blood pressure and temperature, then feels lightly on my abdominal area which causes me to whimper in pain.


      I close my eyes and try to take some deep breaths as Hale barks at her, “Okay it’s obviously hurting her! Get a fucking doctor in here.” My alpha, always taking charge.


      “Hale, calm down she’s just trying to help,” I whisper.


      He scoffs, “Ember you’re bleeding and in pain what do you want me to do?” I look over at the chair he is occupying and my heart swells at the helpless look on his face.


      


      “I’m going to be okay. I promise,” I tell him, reaching my hand out for him. He takes it tightly in his own.


      The nurse coughs awkwardly, “The doctor will be in shortly ma’am.” Turning on her heel she leaves us there alone.


      “I don’t like her. She wasn’t trying to fucking help,” Hale tells me, a look of distaste on his face. Even in terrible pain, he manages to make me smile. We sit there in silence, my hand clasped tightly in his as we await the doctor ,and about fifteen minutes later he walks through.


      “Good evening. I’m Dr. Reid, I know you’re not feeling good, so I will do my best to figure out what is going on quickly.” He introduces himself and shakes Hale’s hand. “Can you tell me what exactly is hurting you today?” He asks.


      “I’m having cramps and pains in my abdominal area and I have some spotting, but am not on my period...” I trail off. This feels so weird to tell anyone especially with Hale here. I’m sure he doesn’t want to hear about my period.


      “I see. I would like to do some blood work and get a urine sample. Possibly a pelvic exam. Is it possible for you to be pregnant?” He asks. I immediately shake my head.


      “I’ve been taking my pills every day. I haven’t missed one. There has to be a mistake,” I insist.


      “Have you been sexually active?” He asks, glancing at Hale.


      “Yes, I have, but I’ve made sure to never skip a day.” Hale squeezes my hand for reassurance. I’m glad he can tell that I’m embarrassed.


      “Well, we will start with a urine sample and blood work and go from there. Once we get those back I will have them administer a pain medication. I would just like to wait until those results come back.” He smiles politely and exits.


      “Hale I’m scared... I don’t understand what’s going on.” I whisper to him. I scoot over to the right side of the bed and look to him. He stands from the chair and lies down beside me, drawing me into his arms. I must’ve drifted off because I’m awoken by Hale sliding out from beside me. I see a redheaded nurse leaning over me. “I know you’re hurting sweetie, I’m just going to take a little vile of blood so we can run some tests and have you go get me a urine sample.” She says gesturing towards the bathroom.


      Nodding my head, I extend my right arm towards her. She ties it off, quickly taking the blood and I don’t feel a thing. She hands me the cup and helps me out of bed. I walk to the bathroom and slowly sit on the toilet, collecting the urine sample, and make my way back to the room. She’s waiting to take it from me and Hale helps me back into the bed. I feel like an invalid. I hope it’s something as simple as an infection that I can get over quickly. School starts back soon and I don’t want to start the semester being absent.


      A short time later Dr. Reid comes through the door with his file. “Ember, if it’s okay with you, I’d like to speak to you alone.” He says.


      My heart goes haywire and my mind automatically jumps to the worst conclusions.


      “I’d like Hale to be here please…” I tell him, my voice is barely above a whisper. Hale reaches out and grabs my hand tightly.


      “Alright Ember. We ran a routine pregnancy test to rule that out and it came back with elevated levels of HCG in your blood. They aren’t very high at this point, but they do indeed confirm you’re pregnant.”


      


      Hale


      My jaw drops. All the air evaporates from the room. I’m not even sure that I heard him right. Pregnant?


      “No that can’t be.” I hear Ember tell him. “I take my pills religiously, Dr. Reid. I’ve never missed not one. We were careful.” She insists, her voice raising an octave.


      “Did you use a backup protection? Condoms, a diaphragm?” Dr. Reid asks her.


      “No...” Her voice trails off into a whisper.


      She looks distraught, like she can’t imagine the thought of having a child with me. It fucking stings, and not that I’m even remotely ready to process that I’m going to be a father, but I already feel fiercely protective of my baby that’s growing inside of her.


      “I’ll leave you two alone to talk. I’m sorry to spring this on you. I believe that you are just having some cramping from the pregnancy. I’m going to have our ultrasound technician come in and give you an ultrasound just to make sure everything is going smoothly and see how far along you are.” He shakes both of our hands and strides out the door.


      “Hale… I…” She begins


      “No, Ember. I’m fucking upset right now,” I tell her, rising from the chair. I begin pacing the room as I run my fingers through my hair that stands on end.


      “I’m so sorry Hale, I thought that we were careful. I thought that we were protected. I would never try and trap you in anyway....’


      “WHAT?” I bellow. Does she honestly fucking think I’m upset at her for carrying my child? “Please tell me that you’re joking, Ember. Please. Do you honestly think that I would ever not support you or my child? That I wouldn’t be fucking thrilled that a piece of me is growing inside of you? Ember you are the love of my life. It hurts my fucking heart that this is even crossing your damn mind! I’m mad that you could be disappointed! You think I didn’t see your face whenever he told you that you were pregnant? You looked like someone kicked your puppy! You know the first thing I thought? I’m ecstatic Ember! I have had the shittiest hand dealt to me in life and this is my blessing from God. So excuse me if I’m a little pissed that you don’t feel the same.” By the time I’ve finished tears are streaming down her face and I feel like absolute shit that I’ve made her cry. I just exploded. Fuck, a child that I made. It’s something that’s hard to even wrap my mind around. My own dad was never anything but a piece of shit, especially to me, but my mom was an angel sent from above. I want to be the best dad I can be.


      “Hale Michael... I AM happy that I am having your child! I was afraid that you would be upset at me or angry that I wasn’t careful. I’m just scared. I can’t believe this is even real. It seems like a dream. Do you ever feel like such good things are happening that you’re afraid the other shoe will drop? I’m so scared something will rip this happiness away from us.”


      There’s a knock on the door and a nurse wheeling a large machine pushes through the door.


      “Hi, I’m Amber and I’m the ultrasound technician for Dr. Reid. He’s requested a vaginal ultrasound to check on the baby and just make sure everything is going great.” She says it brightly, smiling at us both. Ember just smiles and nods her head. The nurse places a white sheet, napkin looking thing over her lap and pulls out a wand. Soon, everything is in place and she gestures towards the black and white screen on the wall. Suddenly there’s a whoosh, whoosh, whoosh coming through the speakers. I look at the technician in alarm.


      “That right there is your baby’s heartbeat,” she says smiling.


      Embers entire body begins to shake with sobs as the technician points out the tiny little jelly bean on the screen that is our baby. My throat tightens as the tears begin to sting my eyes. God, there’s no better feeling in the world. That’s my baby. That’s my son or daughter on that screen. My beautiful woman is giving me a family.


      “It looks like you’re measuring about 4 weeks along.” The nurse says, gesturing to the small measurements on the screen. “That’s why it’s just a small little blip in there, but everything looks to be okay. I’m going to print a few of these for you to have. I’ll just talk with Dr. Reid for a minute and he’ll be in to speak with you.” She says, removing the wand and gathering all her things. She gives us a final wave and pulls the curtain shut behind her.


      “Hale... we’re having a baby.” Her voice is full of disbelief.


      “We’ve been planning for this our whole lives, Ember. I told you I was going to marry you one day when I was 10 years old. It may not be what we had planned, but you know this baby is a blessing. It was going to happen sooner rather than later if I had any say so in it. I want to spend my life with you Ember, that’s never changed.”


      
        

      


      Ember


      We make it home around four in the morning. Dr. Reid assured me everything was fine, but if I did feel extreme discomfort and heavy bleeding to come back immediately. It’s still hard to believe that there’s a baby growing inside me... Hale’s baby. Two months ago I never thought I would be able to fight my way out of the darkness that surrounded me, and now I’ve been given a second chance at life. Life with Hale. And our baby. I’m sitting on the couch watching tv and Hale’s running around the house acting like I am incapable of doing anything. While it is sweet that he’s so concerned, I just want to take a second and enjoy this moment. I call his name and he comes bouncing down the stairs, taking two at a time.


      “What? What’s wrong? Are you in pain?” He asks out of breath from sprinting clear across the house. Deacon and I just stare.


      “Hale, I am okay. I want you to sit for five seconds and relax. It’s okay. I’m okay. The baby is okay. Everything is okay.” I lay back on the couch, and cuddle closer into the blanket. “I’m just tired and my head is hurting, but other than that I’m okay.” I tell him.


      He reaches down and rests his hand against my stomach, “I’m just worried Sweet Girl. I want everything to be okay. Shit, I can’t even believe we’re having a baby. I just want to be the best daddy I can to my baby bean.” His words cause tears to well in my eyes. Jesus these hormones are ridiculous. Is it possible that he could be even sexier as a daddy? Bringing his lips to my stomach, he plants kisses all around causing me to giggle.


      “I know you will be the best daddy, Hale Michael Jarreau. That little bean is going to love you so much.”


      “Get some sleep baby. I’m moving things out of the spare bedroom. I want to move it all over to my dad’s house to get it out of the way. We need to get a crib, and matching furniture.” He says over his shoulder as he walks back up the stairs. We’ve known we were pregnant for all of three hours and he’s already working on a nursery. I don’t know whether to laugh or cry because I got so damn lucky.


      
        

      


      The next few days pass surprisingly quiet and calm. Hale has to go back to work so I spend my days tidying and watching Netflix. I’m not sure what we’ve decided to do with school yet, but I think I’ll finish this semester out and then take time off. It’ll always be there when I get back. I’m meeting Blayr for a “girl’s day” shortly. Lunch and pedicures, which sound perfect right now. I’m craving Nachos and a snowball. Pregnancy cravings at their finest.


      My phone buzzes with a text as I’m sliding my jeans up. I don’t even have to look to know who it is. Hale is having separation anxiety. Not really, but he’s made sure to text me at least once an hour to make sure I’m fine.


      H- How are you baby? Make sure to take the vitamins they gave you.


      Grinning I reply,


      E- Yes daddy we are fine. I took them this morning with the orange juice you bought for me. About to meet Blayr for a pedicure and lunch. I put your roast in the crockpot.


      H- I love hearing that word. Daddy. Be safe. I love you.


      


      Sometimes I feel the need to pinch myself just to see if he’s real. We’ve been talking the past few days about him seeing a therapist for his PTSD. He still wakes up in a cold sweat and last night he had a terrible nightmare. I woke up and ended up rolling onto the floor, because I was so afraid. He felt so bad he almost cried. He says it should be something he could control, but I know that it isn’t. He needs to talk with someone about this and that’s the only way he will overcome this. I can’t imagine what he’s been through, I just hope our love will be enough to pull him through it. The doorbell chimes, pulling me from my thoughts and I yell for her to come in. The door opens and Blayr, six inch heels and all, comes striding through.


      “I MISS YOU EMBER ANN!!” She screams as she pounces me for a hug. “I feel like since Hale has come back I never get to see you. I understand though. We need to make sure we drink lots of wine at lunch.” She laughs. I guess now would be the time to tell her I won’t be drinking wine or any other alcoholic beverage for at least nine months. She walks to the mirror that sits in the hallway and reapplies her lip-gloss.


      “Hey B, can we talk for a sec?” I say as I sit on the edge of the couch. She takes a seat on the couch and crosses her legs.


      “Okay, what’s up?’


      “About a week ago I had to go to the hospital. It was around one am and I woke up having horrible cramps. I found out that I’m pregnant. About six weeks or so.” I tell her. Her jaw drops and she squeals, “I’m going to be an aunt!!! Ember this is so amazing! I am so damn happy for you and Hale. God if anyone in the world deserves it it’s you two.” She pulls me into her arms and I immediately burst into tears. I can’t control them anymore, they’re like a free flowing river anytime anyone says anything remotely sappy.


      “I’m so excited B. I just keep thinking something will happen to take this away from us. We’ve had so much bad happen, I just want this to be the good in our lives.” I sob into her shirt. It’s an ongoing fear that I struggle with every day. The things we have sacrificed are things that can’t ever be replaced. But we can live for the future and that’s what I’m trying my hardest to do.


      “Ugh, okay enough tears! We have to go shopping as soon as possible. I have to spoil that baby rotten. It’s my job.” She laughs through the tears that gleam in her eyes. I’ve always been a tiny bit jealous of Blayr’s flawless looks. She can roll out of bed and not shower for a week and still look like a runway model. Her blonde hair always falls perfectly straight and her makeup never has a smudge, but there’s never been a competition between us. She’s the most selfless, kind person I’ve ever met, and I am lucky to have had her through everything.


      
        

      


      We decide on Greek for lunch and finally pull up at the restaurant shortly after the lunch crowd. I’m excited to spend girl time with her and even more excited for a salad. We spend the day together catching up on all that’s been missed the past few days. Now, we’re at home on the couch, and I’m currently sipping apple juice while she drinks a glass of wine.


      “How are things with Nash?” I ask


      “That is a topic I don’t even feel like starting on.” She says as she swirls her wine around the glass. “He’s perfect, Ember. I swear he is. He makes me feel like a queen, but he’s going back to Nashville soon and my life is here. We’re just keeping things casual.”


      “Riiight. That boys is so in love with you B, even I can see it,”


      “Not to mention we bicker over everything. He has the whole alpha male thing going on and naturally, I hate anyone telling me what to do so we argue over it.” Sighing, she sets her wine aside. “I need to get going. I have to be at the studio by six, but I will see you soon. I’ll come beat this door down, Ember Ann. Don’t make me!” Laughing we stand and she pulls me into a fierce hug. “You’re going to be a great mama babe, and I am so so happy for you and Hale both.”


      I watch as she grabs her purse and tosses me a little wave before opening the door and disappearing outside. I sink down onto the couch and close my eyes, just taking a moment to rest. Being pregnant is no joke. I see the picture of Nan and I at the fair a few years ago and a pain hits my heart. I wish so much that she could be here. I miss her so much and she would be having a fit over me having a baby. The fact that I’m able to raise my little bean in the same place that has offered me so much love and happiness eases some of the pain of her being gone. I’ll miss her everyday, but at least the memories we made will live on… because of her my life was filled with happiness.


      
        

      


      Hale


      Today, Em’s fifteen weeks pregnant and the past two and a half months have been the happiest months of my life. I’m so fucking ecstatic to be a father. I even got this book called What to Expect When You’re Expecting to read up on everything. Ember said if I don’t put it away she’s going to lock herself in the bedroom and not come out for the next six months. I just want to make sure we’re doing everything right. She can’t have fish or coffee, which did not fucking go over well. We’re heading to the doctor shortly to find out what we’re having. I’ve been patiently or not so patiently waiting for this day, for what seems like forever. I can’t wait to paint the nursery and move in. Everyone keeps asking me if I want a boy or girl and honestly? I don’t care either way. I want a healthy baby. I’ve started seeing a therapist in town for PTSD. After that night I couldn’t even look at myself in the mirror. I knew it was time to see someone. I couldn’t imagine ever hurting Ember or the baby even if I was asleep. The flashbacks happen more frequently when I’m tired or stressed and I never seem to be getting enough sleep. After a few days of Ember giving me the silent treatment, I called a buddy that served with me and he directed me to the right place. I didn’t think it would help at first, but the shrink is actually a retired vet himself, and I feel lighter every day walking out of that door. He knows what I’m going through; he’s been there and done it himself. Unlike a person who has never been in war and has no idea the lasting effects it truly has a man. Or any idea the type of scars our bodies hold inside and out. I’m going to see him until I can learn to live with myself, until breathing is easier. Ember has been the best thing to ever happen to me and I won’t let my fucked up mind lose her.


      “Ember hurry up before we’re late!” I yell up the stairs. I hear her moving around in the bathroom, putting on makeup. I tell her daily she doesn’t need that shit. My woman is beautiful without a trace of that shit on her face. I take a seat on the barstools we just recently purchased and cross my arms over my chest waiting for her to come down the stairs. Once we found out we were pregnant, we decided that it was time to sell my dad’s house and move everything over here. Deacon is content staying with Ember whenever I’m not around and I didn’t want him to have to stay at the house by himself. I didn’t have much to move since I came here with a couple duffle bags, but we decided to donate all of dad’s old furniture to the church. It’s been on the market for a few weeks now, but we haven’t really made much of an effort to sell. We’ve devoted all of our time to making this house our home. We’ve bought new furniture and decorations that Ember insisted on, and painted our bedroom a tan color to match the new bedspread and sheets. It’s the only place that’s ever really felt like home to me. Laying my head down next to her every night is a feeling that’s indescribable.


      She finally comes down the stairs. She’s just now starting to show a little. All I hear about how “fat’ she’s getting, but she’s so fucking beautiful it takes my breath away. My favorite time of the day is coming home and laying my head against her stomach. I feel like I’ve got it all.


      “Ready baby?” I ask her as she makes it to the bottom step. She grabs her purse from the side table and slides her hand in mine.


      “Ready.” I drop my head down and press my lips against hers. “I’m so fucking excited.” I grin.


      “Hale Michael! You do realize that a child will repeat anything and everything that comes out of your mouth?” She slaps my arm playfully.


      “Well seeing as how our baby isn’t even a full six months inside your belly yet, I think it’ll be a while before he’s able to pick up on that.” I open the front door, ushering her outside. It’s still pretty cool for March so I grab her coat from the rack and drape it around her shoulders.


      “You need to wear your jacket Em, I don’t want you to get sick.”


      “I know, I just forgot. Now, let’s go before we are late.” She leaves me standing there and climbs in the car. I open the door and get inside, “Says the woman who spent over an hour getting ready! All I had to do was throw my boxers on.” I tell her, cranking the car.


      “Well if someone wouldn’t have decided I needed to be “thoroughly fucked” then I would’ve been dressed a lot earlier.”


      “Not my fault you look so damn sexy in those yoga pants,” I tell her, grinning.


      We pull up at the doctor’s office and I quickly get out to open Embers door and take her hand.


      “I’m nervous. I don’t know why but I’m just nervous.” She says as we’re about to walk in the door. I pull her into my arms and give her a kiss that leaves her breathless. “Now are you ready?” Smirking, I open her door as she stares at me, blinking. I laugh and guide her through the door. We check in with the nurse and take our seats, waiting to be called.


      “What do you think it is?” I ask her.


      “I think it’s a girl. I don’t know, I just have a feeling. Mothers intuition?”


      “Ember Dubois?” The nurse calls from the doorway. Fuck, I can’t wait till she has my last name. She grabs my hand as she stands and together we walk through the doorway. Following the nurse, we’re placed in a large room with a TV on the wall. I feel like a kid at Christmas, I’m so anxious.


      “Okay Ember, I need you to pull your waistband down so I can see what we’ve got!” The nurse tells her as she applies some of the clear jelly to the wand. I scoot my chair closer to hers while she pushes her yoga pants down to her panty line. Her hand finds mine and she squeezes tightly as the nurse applies the jelly to her stomach and uses the wand to spread it around. We all glance towards the screen as our tiny little peanut comes into view. Ember’s hand squeezes mine as the heartbeat sounds through the television screen. God that sound never gets old. It’s like a fucking lullaby to my ears.


      “Okay, let’s see. We just have to hope little one will cooperate with us so we can get a peek!” She moves the wand around until she finally stops when she has a better picture.


      “Well, it looks like it’s a girl!” She says as Ember begins sobbing big fat tears and I jump from the chair yelling, “YES! Wohooo!!!” I don’t care how much of a pussy I look like right now. Daddy’s having a princess. I can hear Ember giggling behind me as I wrench the door open and walk outside.


      “Guess what everybody?! I’m having a GIRL! I’m getting a princess!” I tell everyone who will listen. Claps and cheers breakout through the office and I look back at Ember to see her laughing as the tears stream down her face.


      I walk up to her and drag her to me, slamming my lips down on hers. My tongue tangles with hers and I kiss the breath right out of her.


      “You will never understand the beauty of the gift you are giving me, Ember Ann Dubois. Never. I love you, so fucking much.”


      I hear a sniffle and see the technician with tears in her eyes. I laugh and apologize to her.


      “No, you two are so obviously in love it’s just a beautiful sight. I’m going to get this out of your way so you can make it down to her doctor’s appointment. Let me just print a few pictures for you. Congratulations, you two!” She quickly prints out the pictures of my princess and hands them to us, exiting the room.


      “I’m so excited I don’t even know what the fuck to do, Ember. I feel like climbing to the top of the world and screaming it to everyone.” I help her down from the bed as she rights her clothing.


      “I can’t believe it, Hale. A girl! I get to spoil her with clothes and pink everything.”


      “Now we can paint her nursery and pick out all of her bedding. Want to go when we leave here?” I ask her.


      She laughs, “Slow your roll big boy. We have an appointment after this and I’m exhausted. We will go this weekend.”


      The appointment goes great and Ember’s gynecologist, Dr. Brown, tells us everything looks great and he estimates a due date in August for us.


      My phone buzzes in my pocket as we pull up at the house and I tell Ember I’ll be in, in just a second. As soon as the door closes I answer, “Hey B. I’m sure she will be calling you in two seconds to tell you, so I’ll let her. But just makes sure you’re there by six. I want to have her there around six thirty. I appreciate all your help.”


      “No problem. That’s her beeping in. I’ll have it done.”


      I press end and head inside where I hear Ember screaming into the phone with Blayr. I can’t wait to show her what I have in store.


      


      Ember


      After all the excitement of the day I laid down for a nap and finally feel rested. Hale just woke me up and told me to get dressed he is taking me somewhere. A surprise. I hate surprises and he knows this, but he looks so excited I immediately get up and throw a pair of jeans and a sweater on. He leads me to the car and doesn’t give not one hint as to where we’re going. We pull up to an abandoned field in the middle of nowhere.


      “Hale, what’s going on?” I ask him.


      He gets out and comes around to open my door, reaching in and helping me out. We walk a short ways through the field until I see a small bonfire glowing in the distance. As we get closer I see that in the large oak trees behind it there are tons of lights strung throughout. There is a small path of white rose petals leading toward the tree and it suddenly hits me. This is the tree Hale and I carved our initials in when we were kids. It’s been so long since I’ve been here and it being dark I didn’t even realize it. I hear Hale trailing behind me as we approach the tree. I run my fingers over the carving that is still visible on the huge looming tree. I turn back to look at Hale and see him drop to his knee in front of me. My hand flies to my mouth as he grins, pulling the blue ring box from his pocket and opening it, presenting the most beautiful ring I’ve ever seen in my life.


      


      Hale


      “Ember...” My voice shakes with emotion, nerves, overwhelming fucking love for this beautiful angel standing in front of me.


      “I’ve lived my entire life looking for a place that I felt at home. Looking for somewhere that I felt safe, wanted, and loved. From the moment I laid eyes on you, you have been the center of my world. You have offered me unconditional love. You’re my best friend, Em. You make me laugh with all your bad jokes and clumsiness. Every morning when I wake up and feel you curled against me, I feel like I’ve got the world in my arms. There’s nothing else I could ask for. Our life has not gone at all as we once planned, not even close, but I wouldn’t change anything. Regardless of everything that we have been through, we have survived and we have come out stronger. Our love isn’t a love story, but our love is real. Our love is the type of love some people never get to experience. I want to spend every day of the rest of my life devoted unconditionally to you. I want to give you everything in life that you deserve and I promise to always put you first. I promise to always trust you, believe in you and support you. I want to be the best daddy I can be to our princess and the best husband I can be to you. There will never be anyone who loves you more than I do. It’s not possible, you’re a part of my soul. The other half that God has made just for me. Please marry me. Please tell me you’ll wake up every day in my arms. Give me forever Sweet girl.” As I finish, she drops to her knees in front of me sobbing, and pulls me to her. I almost drop the damn ring as she clings to me, blubbering. She presses kisses all over my face saying yes over and over again.


      I pull us apart momentarily to slide the two carat tear drop shaped diamond onto her finger. I knew the second I saw it that it was for her. If she only knew how happy she makes me every day of my life. I plan to spend the rest of my days being the best person I can for her.


      
        

      


      There are a lot of words that can be used to describe Ember and I’s love. Beautiful, heartbreaking, redeeming, and consuming. In life sometimes you only get one chance. You only get that one chance to get it right, but Ember and I were lucky enough to get a second. We were lucky enough to find each other again. Every day I thank the man above for bringing me back from hell. I thank Ember every day for redeeming me. I once thought my heart was black and cold, but that’s not true. There’s no way my heart could ever be cold and black with something as beautiful and pure as Ember inside it. They say that your soulmate can find you anywhere you are, no matter what part of the world you’re in, no matter how far apart. That they seek each other out as a part of life. That’s the type of love that Ember and I have. An all-consuming, once in a lifetime type of love. I know we aren’t perfect. We treat each day as if it’s the last we will spend together and don’t bother fighting and arguing over things that won’t really matter in the end. When you have the one thing that your soul seeks ripped away from you, you never take that for granted again. Some may not understand the love that we share, or even try to, but the important thing is, is that you understand that nothing in life is guaranteed. Just take the ugly, broken, bruised things, and make something beautiful from the wreckage.


      
        THE END

      

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      Lennox Renery Jarreau was born on August seventeenth at seven pm after twenty four hours of long, hard labor that my sweet girl took like a champ. The second I heard her cry I knew my life was changed forever. Those first moments we spent together as a family is something I will never forget, not as long as I live. Gazing down into those pretty blue eyes that she got from her mama, she had me wrapped around her tiny finger. I knew in that moment there wasn’t a thing in the world I wouldn’t do for my girls. I’d cherished each day with them as if it was my last because I know just how quickly it can be ripped away. I’m still seeing the PTSD therapist once a week and I’m slowly learning to cope with the shit floating around in my brain. It’s still hard to know my brothers lost their lives and there wasn’t more that I could do. It still haunts me, but every day that I see Lennox smile and laugh, gives me even more to move forward for. Ember is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever laid eyes on, she brings me to my fucking knees. When I walk into the nursery and see her fast asleep with our daughter curled into her chest, I lose my breath.


      Today, I get this beautiful, breathtaking woman as my wife. Looking back I never thought I’d have the chance to stand where I am today. I still feel like she deserves more than me, but fuck if I won’t spend my entire life devoted to her and my daughter. There was a time in my life I didn’t even think of what tomorrow would bring, let alone a future. Ember brings peace to my life. She shows me every single day that I am worth fighting for. I didn’t ask for the shitty things to happen, but I can show everyone that I’m a fighter. I won’t give up. Our love is a testament. It’s full of sacrifice and redemption. Our love shows that no matter what; never let the fight leave you. Fight for love. Fight for happiness. Fight for the person that breathes the air into your wounded soul. Fight for them even when they don’t believe they have the fight left inside of themselves. Every love has a story, this one was ours.
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