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    Dedication 
 
    For those who believe timing is everything. 
 
    To Dawn, Jenna, and Michelle this one is for you.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Holden James is a thorn in my side.  He’s rude, conceited, and he’s also my boyfriend’s best friend. When Ezra suggested we move into together, I didn’t know he meant the three of us. Two’s company and three is a crowd, at least that is what I thought…until one night changes everything.  
 
    Conleigh Meyers is the last person I should want. She’s my best friend’s girl, therefore untouchable. At least she was…until one night ignited a fire in me that burns only for her. I try to stay away from her but it’s impossible with her room across the hall from mine. There’s only one thing I can do…let her go. That’s the idea anyway. However, fate has other plans. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    2 ½ years ago 
 
    “Shots! We need shots. We’re college girls now!” Bailey screams, slapping a ten-dollar bill down on the bar. 
 
    “You got ID?” The bartender questions. His blue eyes laugh at us as though he knows we aren’t old enough. His muscles flex as he pops the cap off a bottle of beer. His smile is warm, friendly—cute in that charming, I’ll take you home for a one night stand kind of way. Pure trouble. The kind of man I need to steer clear of.   
 
    Before Bailey can sulk in defeat, the guy next to her says, “It’s cool Tom, they’re with me.” 
 
    Turning her attention from the cute bartender, Bailey bellows, “Well, hello there tall, bearded, and sexy,” shooting him a flirty smile.  
 
    “You look barely legal,” he tells her. 
 
    “Legal enough,” she fires back. 
 
    He throws his head back with a chuckle. “I’ll give you that one.”  
 
    I look at his piercing grey eyes, so grey they almost appear silver. I can’t help but find this guy attractive. He’s tall with wide shoulders and his smile exudes confidence. Not over confident but bordering on cocky for sure. I am almost jealous of the attention he is paying to Bailey, but she’s a blonde bombshell and I would expect no less. She is always the center of attention anywhere we go. Curves in all the right places, knows exactly how to get her way, and uses it to her advantage and at times, mine too.  
 
    The bartender sits our shots in front of us and my eyes widen as he lights them on fire. I blow the flickering flame out and knock it back. My face twists, expecting a terrible aftertaste, but instead a sweet creamy taste coats my tongue.  
 
    “Better than you expected,” another handsome guy says, joining the guy talking to Bailey. His green eyes zero in on me. His sandy blond hair seeming as if he just came from the barber it’s styled so perfectly. “I’m Ezra.” He holds his hand out to me with a gentle smile on his face. He isn’t as tall as his friend, not quite so domineering; he has that boy next door vibe. The kind of guy who brought the teacher an apple every day and would carry your books for you vibe.  
 
    “Conleigh.” I smile back. 
 
    Bailey is busy chatting with the other guy leaving me on my own with Ezra.  
 
    “First time here?”  
 
    “Yeah, Bailey insisted.” I hook my thumb in her direction, and she is already making out with the guy she just met and right at the bar too. I don’t know whether to shake my head or laugh.  
 
    “Holden doesn’t waste any time,” Ezra tells me, seeming a bit embarrassed. He rocks back on the balls of his shoes and fidgets with his keys. He’s dressed as though he’s been at a business meeting, button down shirt pushed up at the sleeves, as though he is unwinding after a long day.  
 
     I shrug. “Bailey doesn’t either, apparently.” 
 
    “You want to dance or something?” 
 
    “I’m a terrible dancer,” I confide. 
 
    His eyes light up. “Me too, so we will be evenly matched.” He grins and for some reason, I follow him, and we proceed to make idiots of ourselves, both of us having two left feet.  
 
    “What year are you, freshmen?” He queries, his curious eyes holding a twinkle of amusement.  
 
    “Is it that obvious?” I laugh. Then I step on his foot and he howls. A dimple pops out in his right cheek. It’s cute.  
 
    “Step aside, E. Allow me to show her how it’s done,” Holden says, winking at me.  
 
    Ezra moves aside and Holden grabs my hip bones and pulls me into his body. “Relax, let the beat of the music guide you.” 
 
    Easily, I get lost in the music and him; there is something about Holden. He has charisma, but he was just lip locked with my bestie. I feel her eyes on us as this guy holds me close.  
 
    “What are you doing? Are you trying to piss my friend off?”  
 
    “I’m dancing. If she gets upset about it, she has issues. We just met.” 
 
    “She’s staring a hole through me and you were just kissing her.” I push my palms against his chest which only results in him grabbing my hand with his and putting his other hand on my butt. 
 
    “Maybe I want to kiss you too,” he flirts and I blush.  
 
    Looking away from him, I see Bailey talking to his friend, Ezra and by the speed her hands are gesturing she can’t be saying anything good.  
 
    “Listen, I’m sure you’re nice and all, but I don’t do leftovers.” 
 
    “You wound me, but I get it.” He steps back and takes a bow. “Let’s play pool. Me and your girlfriend against you and Ezra.”  
 
    I shrug and follow him to our friends.  
 
    Ezra grins at me and I find his boyish grin endearing.  
 
    “Was showing your girl here what it feels like to dance with a real man.” Holden punches Ezra and winks at me.  
 
    Bailey laughs but I can tell she is still upset.  
 
    I don’t know why she is so mad. We only met these guys like twenty minutes ago. It isn’t like I am trying to step in and steal him away from her. Sure, he’s twenty shades of sexy—all man with the beard that graces his face, while Ezra pales in comparison but he seems closer to my age.  
 
    Holden, based off our brief encounter reminds me of the sort of man a girl like me could lose herself in and get her heart broken by. I don’t want heartache, I’d rather guard my heart and my panties. Because the way Holden keeps looking at me, I’d surely lose them fast with him. 
 
    The night moves fast and Holden has turned his charm back on Bailey while Ezra has kept an easy conversation moving between us. As I suspected he is around two years older than me, where Holden is closer to five years older.  
 
    I don’t know why my eyes keep leaving Ezra and checking in on Bailey and this Holden guy, but every few minutes his steely gaze finds mine and he semi-smiles. By the end of the night however, Ezra is giving me a ride to the dorms and Bailey is walking down the street, following Holden home. 
 
    “We should hangout again sometime, maybe you can step on my feet again,” he teases. 
 
     Wagging my finger in his face I say, “I warned you.” 
 
    “Yeah, you did.” He grabs my finger and leans forward. “Would it be too forward if I kissed you right now.” 
 
    Blush creeps up my cheeks. I bet Bailey and Holden are doing a lot more than kissing. Not that I care or should care. “I’d be offended if you didn’t even try,” I tell him, trying to get my mind off Holden and what kissing him would be like.  
 
    Ezra’s kiss is soft and sweet. My mind instantly goes to those steely grey eyes that belong to Holden though, and I know Holden’s kiss would be anything but sweet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
     Chapter 2 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    Present Day 
 
    I was seven years old the last time I hugged my father. I can still remember the way his goatee tickled my nose when he kissed my forehead as he promised he’d walk me to school the next morning. “I’ll see you in the morning, caterpillar. I love you.” He called me caterpillar, because he said one day I would blossom into a beautiful butterfly. When he’d take me on his weekends we’d always go to the butterfly garden. I always thought it was so magical. 
 
    His large fingers tugged on my dark hair as he smiled down at me. I looked up into his hazel eyes, getting lost in the flecks of green and gold. The My Little Pony nightgown I was wearing dragged on the floor, brushing against my purple carpet. It was a size too big, but I loved that spaghetti strapped gown because he gave it to me.   
 
    I clung to his belt loop with my small pointer finger curled around the worn denim. He pried my finger loose with a lopsided grin. I scowled, but then I smiled as he tickled my rib. “Daddy has to go.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to go. Please, daddy, please stay, just a bit longer.” I pouted my bottom lip and held my breath. 
 
    My mom sighed from the doorway to my bedroom. I didn’t spare her a glance; I knew the exhausted expression she’d be wearing, it was the only one she wore when he came around. Her patience with my father had ran out when I was a baby. They were practically babies themselves when they had me. They were barely juniors in high school when I was born. With government assistance and help from my mom’s parents they graduated high school and were married briefly. My dad worked delivering pizzas, taking any job he could to support us, while my mom went to nursing school. They didn’t know what love was, even though they attempted to pretend at first, or so my mom has told me, the few times I have gotten any conversation out of her where my real dad is concerned. In her eyes, he’s been dead since the moment he received his sentence.   
 
    “Five more minutes,” he conceded, picking me up and putting me to bed. Kneeling on the floor next to my twin bed, he stroked his fingers across my forehead, forcing my eyes shut. “Go to bed, my sweet girl.”   
 
    My eyes fluttered as he continued to wave his hand over my eyes, whispering promises that were broken even before they left his lips. I can recall the low, heated whispers as my mom walked him to the door, then the slamming of that door jarring me from my near sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” Bailey questions as I shrug my red sweater over my head, exchanging it for my black cable knit one instead. 
 
    “Yeah, I promised, and, why wouldn’t I?”  
 
    She shrugs, her blonde hair falling behind her shoulder with the motion. Her baby blues soften as she semi-smiles. “I just worry about how this will affect you.” 
 
    “Okay, mom.” I shake my head. I have been hounded to death by mother about this very topic for three months now. “I’m fine. It will be fine. It’s only one day.” 
 
     She snorts. “One day at a prison.”  Her face scrunches and she rolls her eyes.  
 
    “Bails, I know you love me, but I am doing this for me. I need this. I need…I don’t know——closure.” I sit on the bed with my legs crisscrossed. Gathering my brown hair in my hands, I twist it into a bun and secure it with a hair-band. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll back off.” She holds her hands up, her lips twitching with unspoken words. “Does Ezra know you’re doing this though?”  
 
    Biting my bottom lip, I shake my head. “You know how he feels about my dad. It isn’t a fight worth having. Besides, he won’t be back from his trip until late. It will be over by then and I won’t even have to mention it to him.” I shrug it off, but deep down it does bother me that Ezra isn’t more supportive of my being in contact with my father. I suppose as my boyfriend it is in his nature to be overly protective of me, much like my mom is, but I need him to be on my side with this. This is my first real chance to sit down and spend the day with my dad. They call it A Walk with God. It’s an experimental program where inmates who have earned good behavior get one day where their children can come and spend the day with them. It’s mainly for smaller kids, but my dad was one of the few who qualified, only twenty of fifteen hundred as a matter of fact.  
 
    Bailey, my childhood best friend and former roommate sighs, but doesn’t press me. We were roommates our first two years of college and until I moved in with my boyfriend, Ezra. We’ve been friends long enough now that she knows when I decide on something, that’s it. I don’t go back. A lot of planning has gone into this day and my dad has worked hard to maintain his good behavior so we can share this day.  
 
    Over the years, we have talked through letters and briefly over the phone, but I’ve never went for visitation, until today. My dad didn’t want me to see him locked up and my mom agreed that it wouldn’t be good for me. What changed my dad’s mind? I’m not sure. Maybe time. So much time has passed since I’ve seen his face in person or felt the warmth of his embrace, the calming feeling that a girl only gets from her dad. The peace that quiets any storm. At least that’s how I remember him making me feel…like he was a hero who would always protect me. That was all lost to me when I was seven though. One choice changed both our lives, forever.  
 
    Bailey stands at my closet, fingering through my wardrobe, deciding on an outfit to steal from me. She has work today, I do too, but I called and said I was sick. I wouldn’t miss a day with my dad for anything. 
 
    Leaning over the edge of my bed, I grab my boots from the floor and lace my them up over my skinny jeans.  
 
    Bailey turns her attention back on me after grabbing my grey tunic and leggings. “Just be careful, and text me later.” 
 
    “I will.” I groan and sling my purse over my shoulder, following her out the door.    
 
    “Later, jerk,” she teases as she gets in her car. 
 
    Outside, I rush in hopes of grabbing a quick coffee from the Starbucks across the street. I am in desperate need of caffeine. 
 
    I’m standing in line waiting for my name to be called for my order when a call comes through from my mom. I sigh and answer knowing she won’t stop calling until I do anyway. “Good morning,” I say, already dreading the speech that is sure to come. 
 
    “Good morning, sweetheart. What are you up to today?”  
 
    As if she has forgotten.  
 
    “Getting a coffee,” I tell her just as my name is called. 
 
    “That’s nice. Are you on your way to class?” 
 
    She knows I’m not, today is Saturday, but part of me wants to lie and tell her what she wants to hear. 
 
    I don’t do that though. I get my drink and head back across the street to my car, as I talk. “Mom,” I say on a sigh. “You know what today is. You know where I am going and why.” 
 
    “I just don’t want him to hurt you or let you down.” 
 
    “He already did that when he went to prison thirteen years ago. It’s a little late to be concerned.” I take a sip of my latte careful not to burn my tongue. 
 
    “I didn’t call to argue, Conleigh Nicole. I’m your mother and I worry. Prisons are dangerous and you’re a pretty young girl.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. There’s going to be plenty of people around. Lots of small children. There will only be twenty inmates present, including my dad. Stop being such a mom,” I joke, attempting to lighten her mood. 
 
    “It’s my job,” she says, her tone soft.  
 
    “I’m getting in my car. I’ll text or something when it’s over.” 
 
    “No, you’ll come for dinner and tell me about it. Okay?”  
 
    “Tomorrow,” I concede.  
 
    “Sunday, family dinner, don’t forget,” she confirms and tells me she loves me and to be safe for the millionth time. My mom wants the best for me but we’ve never been what I would call close. Sure, she has provided me a good life, but I don’t go telling her my secrets or asking her for any real advice.  
 
    “Bye, mom.” 
 
    “Bye, sweetheart.”       
 
    After surviving her call, I start my car and spend a moment enjoying my coffee while my car warms up. 
 
    My cell phone rings again. A text from Ezra. 
 
    Honeypie: Have a great day at work. I can’t wait to see you.  
 
    Snookems: You too! When does your flight land? Mom wants me over for Sunday dinner. 
 
    Honeypie: Late. I’ll probably crash as soon as I get in. You should go see your mom.  
 
    Ugh! Didn’t he just say he couldn’t wait to see me? 
 
    Snookems: Driving, talk to you later xx 
 
    Yeah, we totally have cheesy nicknames for one another. 
 
    I’ve loved Ezra Joseph since my freshmen year of college. Technically, two years and counting. He graduated last semester and he’s working at his father’s corporate advertising firm. He’s the lowest man on the ladder and the boss’s son, therefore he’s working overtime to prove his worth not only to his father but to his peers. He doesn’t want them seeing his position as a handout from daddy, but it also means we are seeing less and less of each other. Take right now for instance, he’s in Miami working on a jingle for a fast-food chain that is growing in popularity in the South. Ezra is good at what he does, and I’m so proud of him, but at the same time, I hate it, because he’s moving up quicker in the company than he has let on. Even his group of friends is changing. He goes for drinks with the guys from work now instead of hanging out with Holden and the guys from his frat days. That guy, that version of Ezra, the funny guy I fell in love with seems to have disappeared and been replaced with Mr. Career. I know I shouldn’t be jealous of his job, but a big part of me is. 
 
    I’m scared that we are heading toward a break or worse, a breakup. We’ve been dating serious and steady for some time. I don’t expect a ring on my finger any time soon, but I feel like we are standing still in our relationship, while he moves on with his life, leaving thoughts of us like dust in the wind. I don’t know what I want to do with my life. I’m not as career driven and goal oriented as Ezra is where my future is concerned as far as a solid career. I’m pursuing my teaching degree in special education, because I want to help people, but my heart isn’t in it anymore. I’ve been writing dark, erotic books. Ezra blows them off like they are a foolish hobby, and I guess in a sense they are, but I’ve been submitting excerpts to publishers under a pen name. 
 
    I’m scared though. Afraid of what Ezra and my family would think. Truth be told, I am scared to let anyone know the words on the paper belong to me. They aren’t happy words. Nothing like those who know me would expect me to be writing in my spare time. Ezra knows that I write, just not what I write about. I’ve been secretly tweeting and blogging online under a pen name as well. A few of my posts have a lot of hits, plenty of retweets.  
 
    I feel so torn. The rest of my drive though, I can’t help but get more ideas for new stories.  
 
    Two hours later, as I pull into the visitor parking of Hildegar prison, I begin to panic. I’m getting to see my dad for the first time in nearly thirteen years. My hand trembles as I take the keys from the ignition. I’m already on the verge of tears. Will he know me? Will I recognize him? Sure, he has seen the pictures I’ve sent of myself over the years, but this is different. This is face to face. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I remind myself that even though it’s been years and he has done bad things, this man is still my father, an important piece of my life that I have been missing for way too long. 
 
    Before exiting my car, I retrieve the two forms of identification needed from my wallet. I’ve already been pre-screened for today’s visit, but I still have to produce ID. 
 
    Walking slowly, I make my way to the visitor’s entrance. I’m really going through with this. I’m really going to meet my dad for what feels like the first time in my life, because thirteen years is a long time, and we’ve both grown and changed. He’s no longer the hero who tucked me in at night, and I’m no longer his little caterpillar who believed he could save the world. No, those people are long gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Conleigh 
 
     Inside, I sign in and hand over my driver’s license and student ID card. Next, I am patted down and searched. Before I can go to the visitation room, I’m given a briefing about today’s events and what contact is acceptable. 
 
    I wish I could’ve brought Ezra with me. His feelings about my father aren’t so great. He thinks he’s a low-down dirty criminal, and maybe he is, but he’s still my dad. He was a guy who made a really bad decision. He’s a man who has been serving his time and paying for that mistake every day of his life. A mistake that cost him watching me grow up. A bad choice that cost him the love of his life.  
 
    As I walk into the room, the laughter of children warms me and rapidly eases my nervous mood. If these kids can be all smiles and cheers, I can too, right?  
 
    I look around the room, feeling awkward and unsure of where to stand or sit. Kids of all ages, between three and twelve, are laughing, chatting, and playing. The room is somewhat large, filled with picnic style tables and seating. However, the bars on the windows that are high up on the walls of the room, are a startling reminder of where we all are and why. No amount of laughter can change the fact that this is indeed a prison.   
 
    Spotting an empty table in the corner, I take a seat and wait. It isn’t long before a woman taps a microphone and asks that everyone please quiet down and find a seat. Three guards circle the room, getting wandering kids to their seats. A young mother and her two boys sit across from me and I give them a brief smile. The boys appear to be twins, who I’ve placed to be aged around five. Goodness, my heart hurts deeply for these boys. This isn’t the way life should be for them, but here they are, all smiles, eager to see their daddy.  
 
    “Thank you all for coming. A walk with God is a unique and special program. Our hope is that the children aren’t forgotten, for they are the silent victims. I ask that you all remain seated and quiet while introductions are made. Today will be emotional but rewarding.” 
 
    After a small applause, the woman begins calling names of the inmates, one by one. I have to fight tears of my own back as the kids run to their father’s embrace. The expressions on their innocent little faces will haunt me forever. They hold so much hope, love, and a twinge of sadness. Everyone claps every time a father hugs his child.    
 
    The event organizers said they didn’t want this to be a sad occasion, but a celebration. For me though, this trash is depressing as idiot. I am thankful to be a part of it, to witness what is taking place today, but I think of all the children who will never have this opportunity.  
 
    The men present today are criminals, but I know that good people do bad things—we all make mistakes. We all have good and bad in us.  
 
    I keep watching and listening, waiting for the moment where my past and present will collide.  
 
    I asked my mother to be present at the event with me when I was first informed that my dad had met the requirements and requested I attend, but she declined. I was hurt and angry with her at first, but now I appreciate that she turned me down. Today is about me and him. No one else should be here to take away from our brief time together.  
 
    When it’s my turn, I’m frozen on the spot. I can’t breathe, let alone move from my seat.  
 
    “Alan Meyers.” My father steps through the door wearing that lopsided grin, the one he last gave me the last time he hugged me. He scans the room, his once curly dark hair that hung in his eyes is cropped short.  
 
    I can feel my tears welling up, threatening to spill out. I have to fight them back.  
 
    The man who had once promised me the sun and the moon is scanning the room, searching for his little girl. However, I’m no longer small. I’m grown, an adult really. This caterpillar has she her cocoon.  
 
    Finding my senses, I stand. His eyes lock on mine, but I can’t make my feet move. He crosses the room in four long strides. 
 
    “Conleigh,” he chokes my name out and holds his arms open. 
 
    Feeling much as I did as a child, I can no longer fight my tears as I throw myself into his welcoming arms. This is what peace feels like, getting to see him for the first time in so very long.  
 
    The room erupts with praise and joy. We are both crying but today is joyous. I forgave my father a long time ago. I made peace with the choices he made, the mistakes that brought us to today.  
 
    I step back as his weathered hands still grip my forearms.  He looks me over as I do the same to him, noticing the years have been kind to him. He’s still so handsome and easy on the eyes. It’s easy to see why my mother fell under his spell during her youth.  
 
    “You’re all grown up. I…your pictures don’t do you justice. You look so much like your mother. Takes me back.” His smile doesn’t quite reach his eyes.  He looks at his feet for a moment as both our arms fall away. I imagine he’s remembering her or maybe thinking back on the little girl he left behind not being so tiny any more.  
 
    “I get that a lot, but there’s some traces of you in my smile and my eyes.”  I smile at him, wiping away a stray tear.  
 
    “Let’s sit, tell me everything.” 
 
    We sit down and fall into easy conversation. I tell him about school, how my real passion lies with writing.  
 
    “Caterpillar, life is too short. Take it from me. If you aren’t happy now going into teaching, you never will be. Follow your heart and your dreams. Don’t be like me, kid.”  
 
    I have to take a deep breath, because his words hit me hard. Harder than I was expecting them to. I don’t want to think about making that choice just yet. 
 
    “Enough about me. Tell me something new with you.” My face falls. Immediately, I feel stupid. What could possibly be new with him? He is in prison, nothing probably ever changes here. 
 
    “I have news.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “I’m in prison, not dead,” he jokes, shoving into my shoulder with his.   
 
    “I’ve met someone.” 
 
    “What? Here?” I scrunch my nose. 
 
    “Well, kind of. Online. They have a site where you can chat. Her name’s Beth. I think you’d really like her. She’s a hairdresser.” 
 
    I nod, unsure how I feel about this news. I suppose I’m happy for him. I should be happy he has someone to talk to. 
 
    “Does she…does she know?” 
 
    “That I’m in prison?” 
 
    “About me, does she know about me?” 
 
    His eyes soften. “Of course, you’re the one thing I did right in my life. You’re the best part of me, Conleigh. The only good part.” 
 
    “Dad.” I shake my head.  
 
    “You don’t know how good it feels to hear you call me that.”  
 
    “Yeah I do.” I totally understand because when he called me caterpillar, my stomach flip flopped and I felt seven again.  
 
    The smaller kids and other dads are playing games, but I’m a bit too old for Simon Says.  
 
    We talk for a while longer before lunch is served.  
 
    He asks how my mom is doing and I tell him more about Ezra; he doesn’t seem too fond of the idea of us living together. Says that I need to slow down and enjoy being young, not be so serious. “Take your time. Don’t rush into marriage. None of it. Really get to know this guy. If he’s really the one, you’ll know.” 
 
    Cocking my brow, I ask, “Like you knew with mom?” 
 
    “Conleigh, you were the best thing, the best thing that ever happened to me, but if I could have waited another five years to have you or longer, I would have, because I wasn’t ready. Nowhere near it.” 
 
    I get that, I do. 
 
    “You think you want to marry this guy?” 
 
    I shrug. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You love him?” 
 
    His question catches me off guard. It isn’t a bad question, but hearing it, I wasn’t expecting to hesitate to answer. I love Ezra, so why am I unable to voice it to my dad?  Maybe I do love him, but I’m not in love with him anymore. I shake my head, feeling guilty for even having the thought. Ezra has been with me for two years. We’re perfect for each other, aren’t we?                           
 
         “Caterpillar, I may not know much, but I do know that if you have to think about it…it isn’t a good sign.” 
 
    My face screws up at that. “I love Ezra. You don’t know how great he is, because you don’t know him.” 
 
    “True, I don’t, but you’re my blood and deep down in your heart of hearts you know I’m right. That’s why you’re getting upset. We don’t like hearing things about ourselves we aren’t ready to admit.”  
 
    I swallow and look away, because deep down, I know he’s right. Ezra and I are headed in different directions. He’s fulfilling his father’s wishes and headed in his footsteps. Soon, he will want a wife and a family. I’ve never had intentions of becoming a young mother or marrying before twenty-five. I want to travel and experience the world. I don’t want a loveless marriage like my parents had.  
 
    However, saying and doing are two completely different things. I agreed to move in with Ezra not even a few days ago, because I was so scared to lose him. I was afraid we would break up if I said no. I was afraid of how my life would change if he were no longer mine.  
 
    I change the subject and ask him to tell me more about Beth and we talk about her until the end of the visit. When I leave, I promise him that I won’t stay away anymore.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    “Sweetheart, why did you ring the bell? You know you have your key.” My mom looks at me like I have three heads.  
 
    I shrug. “I don’t know.”  
 
    She shakes her head and brings me in for a hug. She squeezes me hard, nearly crushing me in her embrace, but as overbearing as she is, I do love my mom.  
 
    “You need to eat more. You’re skin and bones. Are you eating? Is something wrong?” 
 
    “I’m fine. I eat. I’m here for dinner, aren’t I?”  
 
    Her brows draw together as she pulls away. “Well, you had that spell in junior high.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and walk around her into the foyer to take off my jacket and remove my shoes. My mom’s house is more like a museum. Everything is clean and white; this house is so…sterile. It’s cold and growing up here once she married Ronald, I was afraid to touch anything.  
 
    My stepfather is an oral surgeon. He likes everything bleach white just like teeth. It’s kind of creepy when you think about it.   
 
    After kicking my shoes into the closet floor and hanging my jacket, I head to the dining room. Ronald is already seated at the head of the table with his sister, Beatrice, sitting to his left and her husband, Leo, to his right. Ugh. If I had known they would be here I wouldn’t have bothered. I suppose they are nice enough, but they go on and on about their son, Troy, and how fabulous he is doing at Berkeley.  
 
    It wouldn’t bother me so much if Troy wasn’t a pig, but he’s so gross. We aren’t cousins by blood, but still, I was raised to believe he was, and when I was fifteen, he grabbed my boob and made a honking noise. I still cringe at the memory.  
 
    “Conleigh, it’s a pleasure to see you,” Beatrice crows. “Troy is at the top of his class, he’ll be following in Ronald’s footsteps before long and be joining the practice. Did you ever decide on a major?” 
 
    “Special Education, but I was talking to my dad and—” 
 
    Before I can finish, I’m cut off. 
 
    “Your dad, isn’t he in prison?” Leo questions as though the idea of my talking to him is ludicrous.  
 
    “He is, I spent the day with him.” 
 
    “What?” Ronald looks between my mother and me.  
 
    “It’s a program for prisoners and their children. A walk with God,” I inform them.  
 
    Ronald tosses his napkin down as though I have somehow insulted him.  
 
    Beatrice’s face is pinched and Leo coughs as my mother glares at me.  
 
    “Why would you do a foolish thing like that? Ronald here is your father.” Beatrice basically jumps down my throat. “He raised you. Not that…” She waves an errant hand around. “That criminal.” Her lips pucker on the word as though my father is a vile creature.  
 
    My Nan, my paternal grandmother swore my father didn’t hurt Kerry, his girlfriend. The woman he is accused of killing. The problem with that is my dad was under the influence and doesn’t remember anything. Him and Kerry had been at a party where there were drugs and lots of alcohol and my dad apparently thought he was okay to drive when he most certainly wasn’t.  
 
    The accident report says that he hit a guardrail and the impact threw Kerry from the car. Her body landed on the freeway and my father drove off and left her. He woke up several hours later to the police beating down his apartment door to arrest him.  
 
    At first, my dad fought the charges but eventually he plead guilty.  
 
    I roll my eyes. “Ronald is not my father, he’s the man that married my mother. My father is in jail, sure, but he’s still my dad. And I will see him if I want to,” I snap.  
 
    “Candice, are you going to allow this behavior?” Beatrice questions, appearing appalled.  
 
    “Conleigh, sweetie, I need your help in the kitchen.” The tone of my mother’s voice indicates just how annoyed by my behavior she is.  
 
    “Excuse me,” I say, not attempting to hide my snarky attitude.  
 
    I hate coming here where everyone is so wonderful and I am expected to live up to their standards of perfection.  
 
    Joining my mother in the kitchen, I prepare for her to berate me.  
 
    “You just had to bring your father up, didn’t you? Why do you continually throw that man in Ronald’s face after everything he has done for you. He raised you when your father abandoned you. He paid for your car, your clothes, your school. He even gives you an allowance even though you are an adult.” She shakes her head; a bleach blonde tendril escapes her up do as she takes a shaky drink of wine.  
 
    “I never asked that man in there to do anything for me. You think he does them because he gives a trash about me? He only does them because I came as part of the package. You think I don’t know how he feels about me? How he wanted me to go away to private school, so he wouldn’t have to share you with me. I’m not stupid. Just because you turn a blind eye to the toe that you married doesn’t mean that I do.”  
 
    Thwack. That is the sound of my mother’s hand slapping across my cheek. The pain radiates through my jaw and up to my eye. 
 
    “You ungrateful little jerk. How dare you.” 
 
    I hold my cheek as her stare smothers me.  
 
    “That’s me.” I shove past her as she follows me. 
 
    “Conleigh, stop. I didn’t mean…” 
 
    “Thanks so much for this lovely family meal. But…I’m gonna pass, and you know, maybe forget about trying to contact me again. I’ll be sure to spend even more time with my real dad now, since you’re no longer my mother.” 
 
    I’ve made it to the closet now. Grabbing my jacket, I pull my keys, my wallet, and cell phone from the pockets. Taking the debit card Ronald gave me, along with the keys to my car, and the phone. I throw them down on a table in the entryway.   
 
    “There, now you can give it all back. I don’t want or need his handout. I’ll pay my own way.” 
 
    “Conleigh, don’t be ridiculous.  Do you think Ezra will support you? What are you going to do—go get knocked up so he will marry you?” 
 
    “No, because I am nothing like you. I don’t need a man to take care of me. I can take care of myself. If I can borrow the phone though, I’ll call Bailey to pick me up.”  
 
    “Whatever. Do what you want to. You won’t last a week without our help.” She looks at me with that tired expression she always gave my father, shakes her head once, and returns to the dining room.  
 
    We’ll just see about that. I’d rather work at a fast food place than have to come to her or Ronald for help. 
 
    I send Bailey a quick message, begging her to pick me up, then I walk to the end of the driveway and wait for her by the gate.  
 
    ———— 
 
    “What’s wrong with your car? Bails asks, as I get in the passenger seat. 
 
    “My mother. You know how she is.” I sigh and bang my head against the window. I’m not really in the mood to talk about it right now.  
 
    “She giving you trash still for seeing your dad?” 
 
    “You could say that.” 
 
    She smiles, sympathetic. Bailey has witnessed many of the fights I have had with my mom.  
 
    “I hope Jim will give me some more hours at the store. I’m going to need them. I just gave up my car, my phone, and my allowance.” 
 
    “Incredible! Are you insane? Conleigh, you need your car.” 
 
    “No. Bailey, I’m sick of her thinking she can control me with their money. I can make it on my own. I already moved in with Ezra. I don’t have to worry about rent or anything. If I drop out of school, I can work another job. I have the money my grandparents left me, I could use it for a down payment on a car.” I shrug as she drives. 
 
    “Drop out of school? No, sweets. No way. You need to finish school.” 
 
    “I don’t want anything they have paid for. I can re-enroll next year and apply for financial aid.” 
 
    “It’s your life,” she says. 
 
    “It is, isn’t it?” I grin and turn up the radio.  
 
    I can do this.  
 
    I don’t need them or their money. 
 
    My dad would be proud of me for standing up for myself and doing what I feel is right.  
 
    When Bailey drops me off at Ezra’s, him and Holden are just getting in, and I feel pissed all over again. He told me he didn’t want to go with me to my mom’s because he was too tired from his trip.  
 
    If he wanted to go out with Holden he could’ve simply said so. I wouldn’t have gotten angry had he been honest.  
 
    Bailey takes off after mumbling how Holden is the biggest prick in the world.  
 
    They had a short run of bad dates. Nothing serious. Bailey said she never slept with him.  But she still refuses to be around him.  
 
    I follow the drunken pair inside and debate whether or not to tell Ezra about my fight with my mom.  
 
    Ezra is in the bathroom and Holden is stretched out on the couch smirking with his hand in his pants. He’s such a pig. “Wanna give me a hand?” 
 
    “Not on your life.” I shake my head. Holden is being too bold tonight. He has always teased me. Bailey thinks he has the hots for me. He only likes giving me a hard time is all. He’s always loved to make me squirm, nothing more.  
 
    I give up on any attempt to hold a conversation with him and go into mine and Ezra’s bedroom to wait for him. Stripping my sweater and skirt off, I toss on one of Ezra’s old hockey t-shirts. He used to play in high school, but he injured his knee and had to give it up. 
 
    I get into bed without brushing my teeth. I know I should go brush them, but I really only want to go to bed at this point.  
 
    Finally, when I am about nearly ready to pass out, my boyfriend emerges and flops down on the bed with a heavy sigh. “Why was Bailey dropping you off? Did you two have a girl’s night?” He props himself up on one elbow, still wearing his stinky bar clothes.  
 
    Rolling onto my side, I face him. He smiles at me and I can’t stay mad at him for ditching me for a night out with Holden. They don’t hang out like they used to. You’d think I would want Ezra to make new friends, but with Holden I know what to expect.  
 
    “Well, I was going to wait to tell you, but I kind of gave my car back to Ronald and mom. Along with my bank card and my phone. I don’t have my keys, so I will need a new one made for the apartment.” 
 
    Ezra pops up. “You did what? I must have drunk more than I thought, because you couldn’t have just told me that you gave up everything. Why, Conleigh? Why would you do that? I just got my foot in the door with my old man.” 
 
    “This has nothing to do with you and everything to with the control they have had over me—my life.” 
 
    “Your choices affect me!” He jumps up off the bed and begins walking the length of the room. “You should have talked to me about it. Are they still paying for your tuition?” 
 
    Biting my nail, I go up on my knees as he stands in front of me. I shake my head.  
 
    “Goodness!” He shouts and returns to pacing. 
 
    “I don’t need their money, Ezra. I can take care of myself. I thought I would take a semester off and get a second job. I will get financial aid.” 
 
    “Maybe I can get a loan from my old man,” he suggests, but the look on his face tells me he would rather eat rusty nails. 
 
    “I wouldn’t want you to do that, Ezra. I would never ask you to.” 
 
    “I know, but if you drop out the chances of you going back are slim to none.”  He drops down on the bed next to me and I rub his shoulders. “What goes through that head of yours…I’ll never know.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to say anything, but I saw my father yesterday. And before you say anything. I don’t need another lecture. It was good for me.” 
 
    Ezra pushes my hands away and turns so that he can see me.  
 
    “Did he put you up to this?” 
 
    “What? No. I don’t know if I want to be a teacher anymore. I don’t know what I want to do with my life, and I feel so much pressure all the time. I mean look at you. Did you really want to fall straight into your father’s shoes before twenty-five?”  
 
    “Why would you even say something like that, Con? You know I have always wanted to take over the company one day.” 
 
    “I know but…wouldn’t you have liked to travel and experience life more before settling into the daily grind. I want to see the world. I want to try different jobs in new cities.”  
 
     He pinches the bridge of his nose. “Where is this coming from? I thought you were onboard with my plan.” 
 
    Ezra has a five-year marriage plan. A plan that I thought would change…maybe I was fooling myself; I feel sick to my stomach.  
 
    “I don’t want to talk about this anymore tonight. I have to be up early and I’m exhausted.”  He begins unbuttoning his shirt and kicking his pants off. “Suck me off,” he says with cold eyes.  
 
    Does he really think I want to give him a blowjob right now? 
 
    “Ezra, I’m not in the mood.” 
 
    “You’re my girlfriend and someday soon you’ll be my wife. I think giving me head should be at the top of your priorities.” He strokes his cock and grins. “You know what, if you want to quit school that would be okay with me, because once we are married, you’ll be staying home to take care of the kids. Mom has already been looking into a nanny like I had growing up. That way you’ll have help and can go to the gym to keep your figure.”  
 
    He can’t be serious. I don’t even know what to say to him right now. I hope it’s the liquor talking.  
 
    He grabs my hand and puts it on his hot flesh and leans into my neck and bites me. It isn’t a playful nip. It hurts and I don’t feel turned on at all. I feel confused. 
 
    “Come on, Con, time is wasting. I need you.” He reaches up my shirt and pinches my nipple, twisting it between his fingers.  
 
    Pushing his hand away, I tell him, “Stop that. It hurts.”  
 
    “When did you become such a prude?” He scoffs and tells me to never mind. I scoot up the bed and sit and watch as he pulls up a porno on his phone and jerks off in the bed next to me as though I am not even here.  
 
    I want to tell him to go idiot himself right now but that is exactly what he is doing.  
 
    I stay quiet and go to bed with our future heavy on my heart.  
 
    Maybe moving in with him was a mistake.  
 
    Maybe we should have taken a break.  
 
    Right now, I feel as though everything in my life is spiraling down the rabbit hole.  
 
    Screw it. I get out of bed once Ezra’s breathing has evened out, and I am sure he is asleep and unable to stop me. I log into my university email and type an email to my advisor letting her know that I would like to withdraw for the semester. Maybe I will take the money my Nan left for me and travel somewhere far away from here.  
 
    Already, I feel as though a weight has been lifted from my shoulders. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    The next morning, I have an email from my advisor. She wants to meet with me to make sure I want to completely withdraw or apply for a deferment. With my grades, I could apply for a grant. Ronald will receive a portion of the tuition back. I schedule an appointment to talk with her and get ready for work. In the kitchen, there is a note from Ezra.  
 
    Snookem’s, 
 
    I’m sorry about last night. I had too much to drink and I was an insensitive jerk. I should have said, I’m sorry your mom can be overbearing and I love you.  Your mom loves you. So does Ronald. We all only want the best for you. We’ll talk later and Holden will bring a key by your work at lunch. I am leaving you the spare key to my car. You can drive it to work today. Holden is giving me a lift to the office and I will get an Uber home. I left you one of my old cell phones on the dresser, I already had it added to my account and programmed important numbers for you. 
 
    All my love, 
 
    Ezra 
 
    I groan. He must have spoken to my mother. I don’t know whether to choke Ezra or forgive him. 
 
    When I get to work, I am stuck tagging the sales racks. I hate working retail. I despise all the rude people who shop here, but I guess it pays and I should be happy I’m not working fast-food, yet.  
 
    The one perk of working here though is the employee discount. I eye the spring arrivals, daydreaming about being on a beach somewhere with a cocktail and a book while sticking red and green stickers on price tags.  
 
    “Excuse me, Miss. Do you have this in an extra-large?” The busty blonde who reminds me a lot of Mimi from The Drew Carey Show questions, her vibrant purple eyeshadow and pink lipstick exaggerating her facial expression holds up an electric blue sequined dress.  
 
    “Not in this section.  Have you checked in the plus size wear?” I don’t mean my suggestion to come off as rude, but there is always a customer who thinks she can still fit into the junior’s clothing like she did before kids and ten years of marriage.  
 
    “I’m not plus-size. I have wide hips.” She twists her nose and mouth up at me.  
 
    “Ma’am, this is the junior’s section. The sizes are tailored to fit teen girls.” 
 
    “Well, I have never.” She mocks a face of horror as though I have insulted her beyond her belief. “I want to speak to a manager,” she demands, storming off toward the perfume counter. 
 
    I sigh and go back to my task. There is no making some people happy.  
 
    Moments later, I see the woman fake crying to Ted. He’s the department store manager and I swear the guy hates me. He is always writing me up for something.  
 
    He talks with her for a moment and leads her away.  
 
    Great.  
 
    I don’t see any sign of the crazy lady or Ted before or after I return from my lunch break. Maybe I will get off with a mild warning or escape a talk with Ted completely.  
 
    By the end of my shift, there still isn’t any sign of Holden or my new key for the apartment for that matter. At least I was able to drive Ezra’s car today. He had Holden drive him to work and said he’d catch an Uber home, but he took his keys with him. I am using his spare car key. Which means I will have to rely on Holden to let me in.  
 
    When I go to clock out Ted calls me into the office. “Please, have a seat.” 
 
    “What’s up?”  
 
    “You called in Saturday and didn’t file the proper paperwork. You were out of days and today with the customer you upset that’s too many marks against you and I have no choice but to let you go.” 
 
    “What? You’re firing me?” 
 
    “Afraid so. I’ll need you to turn in your name tag.” He gives me a fake grimace. I know the jerk is enjoying this all too much.   
 
    I rip it from my shirt not caring if I tear a hole in it.  
 
    ——––— 
 
    Holden James is a jerk with a capital J. I wouldn’t be surprised if the dude counts the notches on his bedpost by actually carving them in the wood with a knife. I’m not sure what he does when he isn’t driving me mad other than play cards, and shooting pool in the back of some dank bar, Big Mike’s Grill.   
 
    I’ve only been here a few times, and the times I was here, I wasn’t impressed. I could’ve sworn a guy was pissing in the corner; it was so gross. A couple was dry humping on a couch, and a huge fight broke out. One night, a guy was stabbed in the parking lot. After that incident, I swore I’d never go back, and Ezra promised me I wouldn’t need to. The only appeal of the place is the Saturday night open mic. It always draws large crowds, or so I have heard. My best friend, Bailey, likes going to the open mic nights. Well she used to until she kept running into Holden.    
 
    Anyway, I don’t have a key of my own still, since Holden neglected to bring one to me today. I am technically moving the last of my stuff in tomorrow. Holden was supposed to get a key made for me and bring it to me at lunch. Of course, he was a no show. I should’ve known better than to depend on him. Holden isn’t known for being dependable. I’ve never known him to keep a promise, and I gave up setting him up with my friends forever ago. I set him up with my cousin, Whitney, when she came for a visit and he took her to a strip club. Who does that? Holden James, that’s who. My friend, Carissa went on one double date with us and Holden, and she swore she’d never do it again. She said she wasn’t looking to join the long line of one-night stands that plague that man.  
 
    After three ignored text messages and thirty minutes of standing in the cold, I give in and drive to the Grill. It isn’t a shock to my system seeing Holden’s rusty tin can he calls a truck sitting in the lot. Stupid jerkface. I’d kick his ride if I weren’t afraid it’d fall apart on impact. I swear that thing is an accident waiting to happen.  
 
    I lock Ezra’s car and head inside. Once I’m through the doors, I’m hit with the wave of stale smoke. I’ll definitely need to wash my hair tonight. There’s no way I can show up to meeting my advisor smelling like rear in the morning. The Grill is your basic rundown bar that has music, cheap beer, and burgers.  
 
    As soon as you walk in the bar, there’s an ATM to the right. The middle of the room serves as the seating area and a few booths line the opposite wall of the bar. In the far back corner is a stage and small dance floor. To the left is a hallway that leads to the bathrooms and the pool hall that is in the basement where the poker games happen.  
 
    “Welcome to ladies’ night. What’s your pleasure, doll?” The man behind the bar calls in my direction as I scan the room in search of Holden. The Grill is as dirty and crowded as I remember. The appeal is all the cheap drinks. Peanut shells crunch under my heels as I step forward. The bar top is dark and that’s probably a good thing. I don’t want to think about all the germs it holds.  
 
    I really don’t want a drink, but find myself in need of one just by being here. A couple of rough looking bikers are eating a pizza, smiling in my direction. I ignore them and search the booths. I still don’t see my roomie.  
 
    “Screwdriver,” I shout over the blaring of the jukebox as I Love Rock ‘n Roll starts to play. “Is Holden here?”  
 
    The guy shakes his head with a laugh as he pours my drink. “Yeah, he’s here.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I don’t bother asking what he finds so amusing. I lay three ones on the bar and take my drink. 
 
    With my drink in my hand, I sip it through the tiny red straw and continue to walk further to the back and down the hall to the basement. There’s a game of poker happening but my elusive roommate isn’t sitting in any of the chairs. The guys playing don’t give me a second glance and return to their game. No one is playing pool, so I head back upstairs. I turn toward the stage but that area is empty.  
 
    Maybe he isn’t even here. Wouldn’t be the first time he’s gone home with a stranger. Maybe he is off somewhere getting laid.  
 
    I’ve witnessed too many of his walks of shame, especially when we went on spring break together. Cancun was amazing. Other than the girls, Holden was actually kinda fun on that trip. He came to my rescue and took me swimming with the dolphins when Ezra was too hungover to get out of bed. He said it was food poisoning, I beg to differ. Not that it matters now.  
 
    I guess Holden has his moments. Right now, however, as I am walking to the bathroom isn’t one of his finest ones. As I am walking toward the ladies, he walks out of the men’s room, zipping his pants with a floozie following close behind him wiping her lips.  
 
    He brushes a hand through his sandy hair and smiles at me. Holden is gorgeous in that rough lumberjack way. His hair is never styled, but the chunky pieces that lay in misdirected sections, make it appear as though he puts in a lot of effort to get it that way. He stands over six-feet two-inches tall and is a wall of muscle. He has a face you don’t forget, a strong jaw that is shadowed by his five o’clock shadow. The man looks as if he were carved from stone by the God’s themselves. He’s truly an Adonis, until he opens his mouth.  
 
    “Con—lee,” he draws out my name in greeting.  
 
    “Key, please.” I hold out my palm only for him to lock his fingers with mine and push me back in the direction of the bar. His white tee stretches across his chest and I have to look away from his brute like muscles as they flex with the movement. I’ve known the man for a few years and still, he makes me flush at times.  
 
    “Incredible,” he hisses, continuing to walk me backwards, forcing me to bump into strangers like a jerk. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re in deep trash. You’ve made my list. I’ve been trying to message you.”  
 
    He only looks at me with his steely grey eyes, giving me an apologetic smile.  
 
    “I need a key to get in.” 
 
    “My phone died.” He grins producing it from his pocket with his other hand instead of the key I desperately want. 
 
    I snatch my hand away. “I don’t want your phone. Just a key to get in the apartment.”   
 
    Some other overplayed 80’s song starts up and Holden attempts to dance with me, spilling my drink on my shirt. Typical Holden.  
 
    “Stop it!” I try to yell at him over the loud music.  
 
    “Come on.” He takes my drink from me and downs it.  
 
    Jerkface. Gah, he infuriates me.  
 
    “I was drinking that.” I nearly stomp at him.  
 
    He smirks his signature smirk that gets him his way with all the ladies, but not with me. I don’t fall under his spell.  He slowly drags his tongue across his bottom lip to capture the last of my drink. “What kind of friend would I be if I let my best friend’s girl drink and drive.” 
 
    I glare at him. “It’s like two blocks.” 
 
    “Dance with me, and I’ll buy you another.” He tries to pull me closer. He’s impossible. His thick arm cages around my waist, pulling me into his body. The heat of his body nearly ignites my clothing as he grinds against me.  
 
    My attempts to push him away with my palms on his chest go unaffected.  
 
    “You remember the first time I danced with you…I told you I wanted to kiss you.” His eyes zero in on my lips.  
 
    He wouldn’t dare. 
 
    “How much have you had to drink?” I ask, needing his attention away from my mouth. 
 
    “I’ll dance with you.” The floozie from bathroom hallway rubs her hands down his thick arms. Her red nails are chipped and her eyeliner is about an inch thick under her eyes as she peers at me with distaste over his shoulder. 
 
    Really Holden. I mentally shake my head. He could do better, but then again, I am sure he’s done worse.  
 
    He releases me, as my disgusted expression whips across his face. “See, you have a willing partner.” I try again to get what I came for. “I really need to get home and get dinner started.”  
 
     He tugs on a strand of my dark hair. “It’s ladies’ night, Con. Live a little. Big E won’t be home anytime soon. He’s probably that tight rear jerk from his office. What’s her name…June.” 
 
    “Judy,” I correct him, hating that his words sting me. Judy is Ezra’s assistant and she’s gorgeous and sophisticated. She fits in perfectly in the corporate world, unlike me with my holey jeans and oversized hoodies. “Forget you, Holden.”   
 
     “I’m game. You might as well have a good time. I’ll even stop drinking and drive you home myself. Cut loose. Get the stick outta your rear.” He smirks, and I shake my head, suppressing the urge to laugh.  
 
    Like I’d get in his death on wheels’ mobile.  
 
    “I’m going to cut something alright.” I’m about to snap on him. 
 
    He’s probably right about Ezra, getting in late. He is always entertaining a new client or working late on a project with Judy, but I trust Ezra. Even around a woman like Judy, but I was looking forward to a bath and my book. I’ve been reading the Game of Thrones books after I got hooked on the TV adaptation.  
 
    “You wound me.” He smiles and moves side to side, clutching his chest. 
 
    “I’ll just take the key, but thanks for the invitation. I don’t think your friend will like my stealing your attention.” My nose crinkles on the word friend. 
 
    “Pfftt.” He rolls his eyes. “Cheryl don’t care, do you?” He nods in her direction as she still grips his arms. 
 
    I begin to say of course not, but stop myself. Ezra says I’m too hard on Holden. I don’t know why I let his antics get to me, but he seems to get under my skin. It’s as if he enjoys pushing my buttons.  
 
    “I don’t mind.” She smiles anything but friendly at me. She minds a lot, and I don’t care enough to be bothered. She’s another notch on his bedpost, I’m sure. I’ve never known him to have repeats, maybe one or two. But never a real girlfriend.  
 
    That along with him having a fling with Bailey is why I started dating Ezra. He’s safe. He won’t hurt me and use me like a guy like Holden would.  
 
    Holden begins to move his hips more, thrusting his rear backwards at his friend. It’s almost easy to get swept away by his charm. He has an easiness about him that draws you near, until you get to know him. I know him though and the games he likes to play. So, I shake my head with a frown. 
 
    “Stop, I really need to get home.” 
 
    Holden pouts like a child. 
 
    “I have to see my advisor tomorrow. Early.” I don’t know why I’m explaining or making excuses. This is ridiculous.   
 
    “Fine, but you owe me a beer and a dance.” 
 
    I raise my brows at him, and he winks as he tucks his own key in my hand. It’s dangling from a bottle opener keyring with a picture of a pinup model on it. He’s such a pig.  
 
    Curling my fingers around the keyring, I shake my head and go home to wait for my boyfriend. Tomorrow, I’ll make my own dang key. Ezra should have gotten me one made. I shouldn’t be depending on Holden for a blasted thing.  
 
     Ezra is my boyfriend, it’s his place to take care of me to an extent. He tries, I mean he did attempt to solve the problem of us not getting enough time together. Tired of hearing me complain about canceled plans, Ezra took the plunge and asked me to move in with him. I was sure we were headed for a break or a break up.  
 
    I was taken off guard when he asked, but we were at a crossroad in our relationship—take it to the next level or walk away. I was sure I was prepared to walk away until he got down on one knee and proposed that I live with him. 
 
    It seemed romantic at the time and it was, until I found out his best friend, Holden would also be living with us. I thought he meant we’d get an apartment of our own, but he only meant I would move in at Holden’s with him. Ezra and Holden have been roommates since his freshmen year of college.  
 
    I don’t know why I got my hopes up, but at least we’ve taken the next step in our relationship.  I haven’t told my mom and Ronald that I moved off campus yet. They aren’t in favor of my relationship with Ezra getting serious too fast. It’s not that they don’t like him, but they think I’m too young to be dating seriously. They want me to focus on my degree.  
 
    Something else I haven’t told them…I’m not going to pursue teaching anymore, I’ve made up my mind. I want to be a writer. I’m not likely to tell them a blasted thing though after the trash with my mother. After this semester, I’m not sure if I’ll return for the next. I have so many ideas and no time to write the stories playing out inside my head.  
 
    Going through the motions, I prepare dinner in hopes that Ezra will be hungry when he gets in and appreciate my effort. I never get to cook for him. Living at the dorms, I only had a hot plate and a microwave. There was only so much I could do with the two.  
 
    I take a sip of wine, not wanting to tell Ezra I was fired today.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Three hours later, my dinner is cold and untouched.  I keep watching out the window for headlights or listening for footsteps…anything to alert me to Ezra’s arrival. 
 
    The apartment is spacious, it’s the upstairs of an old store. Holden uses the downstairs for his business. My only complaint would be that there is only one bathroom. 
 
    It’s definitely outfitted to be a bachelor pad with a black leather sofa and matching recliner serving as the only seating in the living room. A 60-inch television serves as the focal point of the room. Any gaming console you can think of is housed underneath on an entertainment stand, along with several books full of blue-ray movie discs.  
 
    Finally, I hear someone coming up the stairs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
     Chapter 6 
 
    Holden 
 
    “Where you running off to?” Cheryl pesters at my side, as I finish my final beer of the night.  
 
    “Home. Alone,” I add on, making my intentions clear. She served her purpose, now she needs to move on.  
 
    I move to toss my empty bottle in the trash.  
 
    “Seriously, alone?” 
 
    “What I said,” I say, continuing to brush her off. I nod to Waylon as he wipes down the bar. “I’m out. Lock up for me.” 
 
    “Sure thing, man.” He gives me a chin lift.  
 
    I really need to see about hiring an extra bartender. Cheryl does okay, but she doesn’t have great belly. Belly and rear attract more men who spend money buying women drinks, trying to get laid. And they like having something pretty to look at. I don’t mind it either.  
 
    I leave Cheryl to find some other sorry mongrel to take her home. I knew better than to mess around with her, but I’m a sucker for good head. That’s one thing she does a great job at. She’s a lousy waitress. Missy should be back after she has her six-week checkup, but I’m not counting on it. Waylon said she is loving staying home with the baby.  
 
    I make my way to my truck, patting my pockets for my keyring, and then I remember my jerk gave my keys to Conleigh. Rubbish, I need to walk anyway with as much as I drank tonight. I only wish it wasn’t so cold outside.  
 
    Nearly four hours and six beers after Conleigh left the bar, I make my way home. Ezra’s car is parked in front of our apartment, but I doubt he’s here. If he keeps working like he does, he’ll be bald or gray by thirty.  
 
    He doesn’t deserve Conleigh. He’s all wrong for her. So many times, I have wished that the first night I met her, I’d seen her first. I wish like mad that I had never kissed Bailey. I swear fate messed with me. Conleigh should have been with me that night and Ezra should have picked up Bailey.  
 
    Bailey gave me a thank you kiss for getting their shots and she was a little eager. I should have pulled away. I should have told Conleigh that it meant nothing and that I wanted to get to know her, because she was the prettiest girl I had ever seen. I didn’t do that though because I saw the way Ezra kept staring at her. He was just as mesmerized by her as I was.  
 
    I never stood a chance all because of one dumb kiss. Conleigh has never looked at me the way I want her to. She only sees me as the jerk who pissed off her best friend.  
 
    Trudging up the stairs, my feet are heavy. I should’ve come home when Con showed up. I feel like a toe for forgetting her key. She probably thinks I did it on purpose, but I got on a roll working earlier and it really did slip my mind. I’m working on a hope chest for Waylon’s four-week old daughter.  
 
    Before I can knock to be let in, the door flies open and Con’s face falls when she sees that it’s only me.  
 
    “Sorry to disappoint you,” I mumble as she moves away from the door.  
 
    Her dark brown hair rests in a tiny knot on top of her head. She pads across the floor runner to the small dining room that separates the living room and kitchen.  
 
    “You hungry?” She says, her tone soft, but sad.  
 
    “Sure, I can eat.” I pat my stomach as she takes up a chair, tugging the oversized university sweatshirt over her bare knees. She’s wearing grey tube socks with white and navy stripes, they are sliding down her calves. She keeps adjusting them, but they keep sliding back down her tan legs.  
 
    I kick my boots off and follow her to the table.  I can hardly tear my eyes away from her silky legs.  
 
    The smell of garlic assaults my sense and I look to the table.  
 
    She wasn’t kidding. She really came home and made dinner. Garlic bread, salad, and spaghetti sits on display in the center of the table.  
 
    “You’ll probably have to heat it up in the microwave,” she tells me with a frown, as she twirls her fork in the pasta on her full plate. “The salad is probably wilted too.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I offer her a smile that she ignores. “Shoulda stayed at the Grill with me.” I observe and she pushes her plate away.  
 
    “You okay?”  
 
    She sighs and shakes her head. “I was fired today.” 
 
    “So, come work for me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Come work for me at the bar?” 
 
    “You run the bar?” 
 
    “I own the bar.”  
 
    “You think that I would come work at that pile of trash bar for you” 
 
    “I’ll pay you ten dollars an hour. Tips under the table. I need you and you need me.” 
 
    “I need to talk it over with Ezra.” 
 
    “Is he your boyfriend or your daddy?” 
 
    “That’s original.”  She rolls her eyes. 
 
    “Think about it. You’d make dang good tips.” 
 
     She nods. “I will. I’m going to bed. I’ll clean this up in the morning.”  
 
    “Sure, no problem.” I shrug and grab an empty plate, loading it up with noodles and sauce.  
 
    In the kitchen, I glance at the clock on the stove and it reads 11:15. Dang. Ezra should’ve been home by now. I put the plate in the microwave and pour a glass of milk while I wait. I hate the way he is doing Conleigh. I know that he said he made a mistake when he cheated on her with Judy, but in my gut, I know he’s still seeing her. When I dropped him at the office the other day, she was standing at the door waiting for him with a coffee and when she kissed his cheek in greeting, his hand went to the small of her back, an intimate gesture.  
 
    Once the microwave dings, I take my plate and drink to the dining room. Maybe Ezra will come in before I finish and join me. Seems like we haven’t really hung out much lately. Rubbish, I see Conleigh more than I do him and she just moved in.  
 
    I was hesitant when he mentioned her moving in. This has been a bachelor pad since I first bought the building. However, Ezra swore it wouldn’t change my lifestyle, and he said it wouldn’t be long before they found something for the two of them. When I turned twenty-one I was given access to my trust fund and invested in this property. I use the basement for my workshop. I create furniture and anything really out of pallet wood. College wasn’t for me. I dropped out as soon as my funds were released. It wasn’t like I had anyone who cared to stop me.  
 
    I let that thought go and rip off the crust off my bread; it’s hard as a blasted rock, but the center is soft.  
 
    As I am enjoying the meal that was cooked for another man, I can hear the faint sound of Conleigh’s sobs.  
 
    Part of me wants to comfort her, make her laugh or something, but it isn’t my place. I finish up eating and still, there is no sign of Ezra. 
 
    All this food shouldn’t go to waste, so I transfer it into plastic storage containers, sticking them all in the fridge. Then I load the dishwasher and set it to start in the morning so it isn’t running while we are sleeping. I don’t have to wake up early, but I remember Conleigh mentioning she has an early class or maybe that was the other day.  I don’t know why I care. It isn’t my place to and Conleigh has made her feelings about me perfectly clear. 
 
    When I reach the end of the hall, I can hear Conleigh on the phone with one of her friends making excuses for Ezra. This is why I don’t do relationships, it only leads to disappointment. I’ve had enough of that trash in my life. Don’t have room for more.  
 
    Lifting my shirt over the back of my head, I toss it on a chair and shove my jeans down. After kicking my socks off, clad in my boxers I get ready to crash.  
 
    Idiot, I forgot to brush my teeth. That’s the only thing that I want to change about this place, a spare bathroom. We’ve not ran into any issues yet, but then again, it’s only been a few days of having a chick live here. I never thought I’d see the day that girly trash would be lined up on my sink.  
 
    Pink toothbrush, a curling iron, and a makeup bag.  I stick her trash under the sink. Out of sight out of mind.  
 
    When I see her tampons under the sink…I don’t know if this is going to work.  Girl trash in my space is a big fat nope. I’ll give it time, maybe they’ll get a place of their own—soon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    I toss and turn in bed, unable to find comfort. Ezra crept in more than an hour ago. He showered and crawled into bed without even acknowledging me. I wasn’t facing him, but I was awake. I thought maybe he’d apologize and try to make it up to me with sex. I assumed that was why he showered. I guessed wrong.  
 
    I know he’s tired and under pressure from his dad, but I thought with our living together and it being my first few weeks here, he’d actually be home to spend time with me. With a heavy sigh, I shift under the sheets and roll over to the middle of the bed, laying my head on his shoulder, wanting to feel his warmth…wanting to be close to him…to remind him, I’m very much here.  
 
     I want to talk to him about my job situation or lack of one. Maybe I should take Holden up on his offer to work at the bar. It’s close by and I could walk until I find a car. 
 
    Ezra shifts under my touch. 
 
    The smell of his manly soap clinging to his skin makes me feel relaxed as I snuggle closer to him.  
 
    Not even two seconds have passed before he is twisting away from me. “Too hot in here for that C,” he grumbles. His words are like a bucket of ice water to my confidence.  
 
    I miss him.  
 
    I miss us.  
 
    Without a word, I grab my book from the nightstand along with my new to me phone. Maybe tonight, I’ll sleep on the couch. Part of me expects Ezra to call out to me and apologize, but he remains quiet.   
 
    I look back at him once more, and he doesn’t even look in my direction. His blond hair is feathered across his forehead, and I fight the urge to brush it back from his face. I could swear he’s pretending to be asleep. If he didn’t want me here why did he invite me to move in? Maybe this was too much for him…and for me. I just hate this distance that seems to be separating us.  
 
    In the living room, I take up residence on the couch and attempt to get comfortable, to no avail.  Swiping my finger across the screen of my phone, the clock illuminates 3:30 in the morning. My alarm is set to go off in three hours. What’s the point in sleeping? Instead, I make my way into the kitchen to start the coffee pot. When I get upset, I eat, so I start poking around in the fridge. It’s a terrible habit. The dinner I made sits neatly in Tupperware containers. I smile, maybe I’m being paranoid. Ezra must’ve cleaned up for me.  
 
    Maybe he really is just tired from a long week at the office. I don’t know what I expected but it wasn’t this.  
 
    There’s a couple of eggs inside the door, so I make myself a fried egg sandwich and sip on some black coffee.  I am meeting with my advisor this morning to finalize everything although I am sure she will try and convince me to stay.  
 
    After finishing my breakfast, I return to the couch and flip through my emails on my phone. I can’t believe I’m on the couch and Ezra is sleeping as if he hasn’t ignored me since I moved in. Maybe I should just hold off on getting the rest of my clothes. Maybe I shouldn’t have agreed to this living arrangement.  
 
     I keep refreshing my inbox, hoping that I will have an offer from a publisher any day now. Letting out a heavy sigh, I open my book and get lost for the next two hours in King’s Landing.  
 
    My alarm sounds on my phone, signaling I need to move fast to the shower.  
 
    I tiptoe into Ezra’s—our room, to gather my clothes as quietly as possible. My boyfriend is sound asleep. It doesn’t escape my notice that he does appear to be exhausted, purple rings shade small circles under his eyes. Now I feel bad.  
 
    I gather up my clothes in my arms and slip back to the bathroom. Placing my clothes on the back of the commode, I start fiddling with the shower, adjusting the temperature of the water. At least the shower appears clean, I was expecting to need to wash the tub out before I could get in.  
 
    After stripping down, I get in and pull the curtain back. I hope I remembered to lock the door, the curtain is only a clear plastic liner. I’ll have to see about getting something darker…more private.  
 
    I’m busy scrubbing the shampoo through my hair when I hear the sound of the toilet lid slamming down. My eyes widen and slowly, I peek around the curtain, shielding my body. Not that it matters. Whoever is in here has certainly gotten their eyes full.  
 
    Ezra. Thank goodness.  
 
    He rubs a lazy hand through his hair. “Morning,” he mumbles. 
 
    “Morning.” I smile weakly and duck my head back under the spray of water.  
 
    “Want me to drive you to class and go on over to your dorm to grab the rest of your stuff. We can grab something to eat after.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect.” I’m just happy that we are going to spend today together. He took the day off, which I know must have been hard to do. I’m sure his old man wasn’t happy when he put in the request. “The office was okay with you taking the day off?” 
 
    “I told them I have a dentist appointment.” I see him shrug.  
 
    I guess he hasn’t told his parents that I moved in either.  I’m not pushing that right now, not when I haven’t told mine either. Not that what they will think matters. I know I should tell Ezra I lost my job and am thinking of working for Holden, but he seems to be in a decent mood and I don’t want to ruin it. I still have to confess about school as well.  
 
    As I turn the water off, Ezra brushes his teeth. When I step out and wrap a towel around my body from the shelving over the commode his eyes narrow on me. He spits, then rinses before advancing on me.  
 
    He practically growls as he wraps his arms around me, pulling me flush against him. The water from my hair trickles down my back in cold drops and I shiver. “I’m sorry I was so grouchy when I got in. I’m so tired, baby.” 
 
    “I understand.”  
 
    His nose brushes along my jaw, inhaling the scent of my cherry blossom shampoo. “I’m so glad you’re here.” 
 
    “Me too,” I whisper against his lips, needing a kiss to confirm his statement.  
 
    His hands travel down my hips to my thighs, then he squeezes my butt before lightly spanking me. “Get dressed.”  
 
    I nod, chewing on my bottom lip, still wanting that kiss, but not receiving it.  
 
    Left on my own, I continue to get ready.  
 
    As I am blow drying my hair, I could swear I can hear yelling and a door slamming. When I turn off my hair dryer the apartment is quiet again. I pick up my dirty laundry after brushing my teeth and head back to the bedroom to grab my bag. Ezra is seated on the edge of the bed, dressed for work. His head is buried in his hands and he won’t even look at me.  
 
    “Hey, talk to me.” I stand in front of him, rubbing my hand up his arm.  
 
    The touch I have been craving, wraps around me, hugging me as he pushes his head against my stomach. Crouching down, I tilt his chin up. His green eyes are so empty. “My father called, seems he’s checking up on me and knows I lied about my appointment. He told me I can come in to work, or I can find a new job.”  
 
    I sigh inwardly, knowing he doesn’t need any grief from me. I can see that he feels lousy.  “That’s nasty.” I press my mouth to his. He returns my kiss and it feels lifeless, no spark, no warmth. I pull back. “It’s fine, you have to go. I can manage without you.” I smile, but even I know it’s anything but genuine.  
 
    “No, it’s not. I asked you to move in hoping it would make things better and it is only getting worse. I’m a trash boyfriend.” 
 
    “Stop beating yourself up. Things have been complicated, but I’m sure they will slow down, eventually.” 
 
     He shakes his head and I hate to see him so defeated. “I doubt it.” 
 
    “I live here now, so you will have plenty of opportunities to make it up to me.” I attempt to coax a smile from him, but it doesn’t work.  
 
    “True. I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to it.”  
 
    Ezra brightens a small fraction, flashing me a semblance of a smile before kissing me, and this time, I feel his passion return.  
 
    “I’ll see if Bailey can help me lug the rest of my junk home.” 
 
    “Already handled. Holden is going to meet you at the dorms after your class.” 
 
    “Um, okay.” Yeah, I’ll definitely be asking Bailey. There’s no way I am counting on Holden. “Can I have your key? I’ll get a copy made today.” 
 
     Ezra looks up at me, annoyance flickering in his blue eyes. “Holden didn’t get you one?”  
 
    Shaking my head, I laugh. “Nope. I had to hunt him down at that bar last night so I could get in.” 
 
    “I’m sorry baby, I would have done it myself, but I’m always a day late and a dollar short. I can’t seem to make anyone happy.” 
 
    “You make me happy,” I tell him, hoping he doesn’t notice the rise in my voice. When I lie I tend to get high pitched. However, even after two years together, Ezra hasn’t picked up on it.  
 
    “I have to go if I’m going to make it on time.” 
 
    “I’ll see you this evening then?” 
 
    “I’ll call you on my lunch break.” He proceeds to remove his door key from his keyring and hand it to me.  
 
    I move away so he can get up to leave.  
 
    Ezra doesn’t even bother with kissing me goodbye. I remember when he’d never leave me without a proper kiss. How can I be living with him and feel even further apart? 
 
    Grabbing the backup cell phone Ezra gave me, I schedule an Uber. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
     Chapter 8 
 
    Holden  
 
    Tossing and turning, I attempt to get comfortable again, after being woken up by Big E fighting with his toe of an old man. I guess Ezra was supposed to have the day off to finish moving Conleigh in. Dude was in a jam so I offered to step in and help out. I even walked back to the bar to get my truck so I can do it. Thankfully, I keep a spare key in the glovebox.  I don’t know what Conleigh did with my keys last night. I can get them back later.  
 
    I shouldn’t have agreed to this trash. It isn’t my problem, but I felt compelled to do something. I still think them moving in together is a mistake, but it isn’t my relationship. I like Conleigh and Ezra is my dude, but those two don’t belong together. They don’t have a blasted thing in common other than the fact that they’ve been together so long they are afraid to call it quits. That’s my opinion anyway.  
 
    This moving in together was a last ditch effort to prolong the inevitable. But since I flaked on getting Conleigh a key made this week, (I might have liked her needing me to let her in and her name popping up on my phone) I give up on sleeping in and roll my sorry rear out of bed.   
 
    Making my way to the bathroom, I sigh in relief knowing I have the place to myself.  Silence is golden. I drain my toe and shake it once before flushing. If you shake it more than once you’re playing with it.  
 
    My mind flashes to Conleigh playing with her socks last night and I get hard. I shake my head. “Nope. Not going there, buddy!” I curse my toe and the mongrel twitches to argue as I catch the sweet smell of her perfumed soap from her shower this morning.  
 
    I kick off my boxers and make my way to the kitchen to make a pot of coffee to wake my rear up. I usually sleep naked, but with Conleigh living here, I am trying to be respectful. However, she isn’t here now so I can enjoy my freedom. While my coffee brews I kick back in my recliner and flip on the TV to watch the morning news and check the weather. My brain is messing with me and keeps going back to a certain pair of tan legs in those socks.  
 
    My toe grows harder, and I stroke it as I look at the Channel Nine weather girl. She’s kind of hot for a nerd. I concentrate on her lips as she waves a hand across the map, talking about snow. I try to imagine her mouth on me. Her red lips wrapping around my cock but my mind betrays me, going back to my best friend’s girl.  
 
    Stroke.  
 
    Pump.  
 
    Idiot me.   
 
    I know it’s wrong but I’m too invested in getting off to stop now.  
 
    With my cock in my hand, I make my way down the hall, and I’m a sorry mongrel. I open the door to their bedroom, seeing my prize on top of the hamper by the closet. Her socks. I grab the top one, feeling a bit crazed, but I’m so turned on, I can’t stop myself.  
 
    I cross the hall to my room and shut my door. With my legs spread on my bed, I wrap her soft cotton grey, striped sock around my cock, relishing in the feel of it against my heated skin, imagining it’s her touch.   
 
    So wrong.  
 
    Stroke. 
 
    Pump. 
 
    Grunt. 
 
    A bead of sweat breaks across my forehead as I continue to jerk my cock. The fabric rubs and slides with every motion. Precum beads at the head of my cock. 
 
    Pump. 
 
    Stroke.  
 
    Squeeze. 
 
    Hiss.  
 
    Idiot yeah. I can see her in my head, licking her lips and batting her long lashes at me. Her fingers run up her leg, then slowly pull her sock up over her knee. Then she says my name. “Holden.” 
 
    “Yeah, baby. You want my cock in your pretty little mouth don’t you. You want to be my little hussy and take my toe deep in your throat. You want to suck me until I cum all in your mouth, don’t you?”  
 
    Dang, I’m so close. I jerk faster. 
 
    Stroke 
 
    Pump. 
 
    Squeeze. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    “Holden?” I hear my name; my fantasy almost seems to be coming to life.  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    Knock. 
 
    My eyes shoot open, landing on my doorknob. 
 
    I’m praying that I am imagining things.  
 
    Knock. “Hey, um…Holden, it’s me…Conleigh.”  
 
    Idiot! Did she hear me?  
 
    “I hope I’m not waking you. Holden? Are you there?” 
 
    Hell yes, sweetheart, I’m here. 
 
    I let out a growl. 
 
    “Holden…” 
 
    My name leaving her lips sends me over the edge and I explode, all over her sock.  
 
    “Just a minute,” I grunt out as my toe spasms, jetting my cum all over my hand. 
 
    I look down at the mess I made and it hits me, I just choked my chicken to thoughts of my best friend’s girl. And not only that, I stole her sock to masturbate with. What is wrong with me? 
 
    “I’m running late and in a hurry. My Uber was a no show and I need you to give me a ride, please?” 
 
    “I’m coming!” I snap. No, I already did that. I shake my head, wad her abused sock up in my fist and shove it in the drawer of my nightstand. I hurry and pull my jeans from last night back on. I wipe my hand across my brow. Idiot. I just smeared my spunk on my forehead. This is a blasted disaster. I grab my dirty shirt from my chair and make do, using it as a rag.  
 
    I do a check in the mirror. I appear normal. Sweaty but normal.  
 
    Opening my door, I lean against the frame, so she can’t fully see me. “Hey, what’s up?” My voice comes out in a breathless whisper.  
 
    She smiles at me. Then she licks her bottom lip. My cock jerks. Jerks at the sight of her teasing that lip, wishing it were my toe she was caressing with that tongue. I’ve got a serious problem. It isn’t just now hitting me how dang attractive Ezra’s girl is, I’ve wanted Conleigh since I first laid my eyes on her. I shake my head. I gotta snap out of it. I just need a good lay, that’s all.  I can’t keep having these fantasies about her. It’s been two years of this torture and now she is staying across the hall from me. I’m a dead man.   
 
    “I could really use a ride.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.”  Idiot yeah, I got something she can ride all day and all night.  
 
    “Oh, I forgot to give you your key back. I have Ezra’s, so I’ll get a copy made later today.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I snatch my keys from her hand and slam my door in her face.  
 
    Real smooth jerk. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    Well, that didn’t go as expected. I know I’m not always at the top of Holden’s list, but that was downright rude. Is he mad that Ezra asked him to help me collect the rest of my things? I’m half tempted to march in his room and give him an earful, but I stop myself. I’m already running late, and I don’t want to start off living here by fighting with Holden. I’m sure we will have our moments, but I would like to avoid them if possible.  
 
    I don’t know why I let him get to me.  
 
    I grab my bag and go wait by his rusty heap for him. 
 
    The whole ride to campus he doesn’t speak. 
 
    I break the silence. “What did you mean when you said that Ezra was probably Judy?” 
 
    His grip on the steering wheel tightens. “Don’t know what you are talking about.” He stares straight ahead, unable to meet my eyes.  
 
      “I took you for a lot of things, Holden, but a liar wasn’t one of them.”  
 
    “I was drunk and being a jerk,” he offers with a shrug of his shoulder, but he still won’t look at me.  
 
    An uneasy feeling burns in the pit of my stomach, and I suddenly don’t feel like meeting with my advisor. I want to tell Holden to drive me to Ezra’s office so I can see for myself just how closely he is working alongside of Judy, but I don’t. I trust Ezra.  I do, so why am I questioning it?  
 
    We make it to campus in record time, but there aren’t any decent parking spaces near the admissions building.  
 
    “It’s fine, I can walk. Just let me out here.” 
 
    “You aren’t walking that far in the cold rain, Con, you’ll catch a cold,” Holden growls at me.  
 
    Finally, a space opens up and Holden scrambles to lock it in before someone else nabs it. I hate being late, it makes me flustered and ruins my whole day. Not that it isn’t ruined already, between Ezra having to work, Holden’s jerkface performance, and now my being late, today is perfectly terrible. I’m not impressed with the start of my day. I thought Tuesdays were supposed to be a good day.  
 
    Today is feeling a heck of a lot more like a dirty Monday.  
 
    Grabbing my bag with my form in it, I thank Holden, and I make a mad dash for the administrative offices.  
 
    If I cut through the grass it will get me there faster, at least that’s my plan until I go sliding on the wet lawn and fall on my rear. Pain shoots up my elbow and I am scared to look at my wrist and see the damage.  
 
    Tears prick in the corners of my eyes as rain pelts down on me. Today my patience is really being tested.  
 
    I give. Screw the meeting, I will reschedule.  
 
    Mortified, I begrudgingly take the hand offered to me. Holden. 
 
    I sigh in relief as he hovers an umbrella over my head. “Thanks,” I tell him, using my good hand.  
 
    “Are you okay? I saw you go flying and tried to run after you, but I wasn’t fast enough.” He’s rolling his lips inward, fighting the laughter erupting from his chest.  
 
    I offer him a weak smile. “I’ll live. My wrist is hurting, but I’m sure it’s nothing.” 
 
    “Just a little rain.” He grins again looking over my soaked appearance. “Looks like you have nasty britches.” 
 
    I flip him the bird and make the humiliating walk to my former dorm. I can hear snickers and giggles as people get a load at the mud that is marking the rear of my jeans.  
 
    Outside of my dorm, the rain has slowed to sprinkling.  
 
    “I’m gonna grab a coffee while you get cleaned up. I’ll see if I can find a closer parking space and see what we can fit into the cab of my truck. We can make a few trips if needed.” 
 
    “Thanks, Holden.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    He walks off leaving me alone with my thoughts.  
 
    Inside my room, the one I shared with Bailey, for the past two years I feel nostalgic. This is the room where we grew so close. We shared heartache and laughter. The warm feeling doesn’t last long though.  My eyes land on a photo of Ezra, on my desk. We made a lot of happy memories in this room too. Ezra first told me he loved me laying on my small bed. The butterfly wings in your stomach, can’t sleep, can’t eat feeling vanishes before it can really form. That new exciting feeling is gone. I shake away the memories we’ve made in this small room and change out of my tarnished clothing.  
 
    I need to do laundry anyway when I get back to the apartment. 
 
    Holden returns still wearing a trash eating grin spread across his jerk face. 
 
    “Here I was hoping you’d still be all wet.”  
 
    “I’m not in the mood, Holden,” I warn him. 
 
    “Come on, we both know it wouldn’t take much for me to get you in the mood,” he teases as he steps into the room, sucking up all of the oxygen with him.  
 
    I can’t fight the smile that tugs on the corners of my mouth.  I shake my head and toss a bag at him. “Take this down to your truck, please.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am.” He salutes me like a dork. 
 
    Shaking off his antics, I go back to work sorting through the rest of my belongings. 
 
    I’m making good progress when Holden starts reading from one of my notebooks.    
 
    “He wrote poetry in waves that raged against the shore of my body and then he left me to drown.  
 
    My favorite flavor is the taste of you on my lips. 
 
    Slow like honey, I want to drip my essence on your tongue.  
 
    I can’t erase the stain of your sweat from my skin…I don’t want to.  
 
    The flick of my tongue against your clit…my desire.  
 
    A hole in my soul is all that you have left me with.  
 
    You give me butterflies…with one look.  
 
    I want to steal you away, take you somewhere he never has.  
 
    I want to touch you in places he’s never been.  
 
    I want to own you…every inch.” 
 
    His voice is cool and domineering and he speaks my words as though he wrote them himself.  
 
    “Did you write this?” 
 
    I nod as my face turns ten shades of red.  
 
    “You shouldn’t be embarrassed. I’m impressed.” 
 
    “You don’t think it’s dumb?” 
 
    His eyes soften and he steps closer to me as I go to grab my dirty wet clothes and stuff them into a bag.  Holden grabs my wrist and fingers the black lace panties in my hand. “It’s hella sexy, Con.”  
 
    My body trembles as he takes the black lace garment and holds it up to his nose and inhales deeply. “Dang, you smell good.” 
 
    “Holden, you shouldn’t…do that.”  
 
    He holds a finger to my lips and I desperately want to lick it.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because it isn’t right and you know it.”  I yank my underwear back from his hold and shove them into the laundry bag. “We should get going.” 
 
    He nods, his eyes holding my attention.  
 
    “Did you write that about Ezra?” 
 
    “What? No. It’s for a book.” 
 
    “A book?” 
 
    “Yeah, just forget about it. It’s a pipe dream.” 
 
    “You want to be a writer?” He asks as he follows me out the door.  
 
    “It’s stupid.” I shake my head not wanting to get into this right now.  
 
    “If it wasn’t about Ezra then who was it about, Conleigh?” 
 
    “I told you. It was for a book I wrote.”  
 
    His brows perk up as we wait for the elevator. “You wrote a book.” 
 
    “I did. Can we please drop it?” 
 
    The elevator opens and we maneuver the last bags and boxes inside. 
 
    “Can I read it?” 
 
    “You want to read my book?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    My eyes narrow on him as the elevator doors close. “You like to read?” 
 
    “There’s so much you don’t know about me.” He smirks as those steely eyes of his smolder at me daring to trap me in their gaze once more.  
 
    Goodness, how I wish I could find out all the things I don’t know about this man, but I shouldn’t desire it.  I shouldn’t have the urge to press the emergency stop button and do very bad things to my boyfriend’s best friend. Especially not Holden of all people. But when he looks at me like that, like he wants to eat me alive, I can’t help the images that fly through my head of him having his way with me. The images that inspired my book.  
 
    There is no way I can let Holden read it or Ezra for that matter. Not that he would want to. He finds reading to be boring.  You see, my book I submitted to the publishing houses is my deepest and darkest fantasy. It’s about a man stealing his best friend’s wife.  
 
    It’s my wildest dreams, my darkest thoughts.  
 
    It’s all the things I wish Holden would do to me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Holden 
 
    Packing the last of Conleigh’s stuff in from her dorm, I’m wondering how she ever fit so much trash into that small room. It took us three trips to get the last of her things brought in from the truck and now she is officially moved in.  
 
    Things were going okay between us and she seemed to be enjoying my company until Bailey showed up and made a wiseass crack about my polluting her air with my presence. She helped Conleigh unpack and left about ten minutes ago, thank goodness. I hate that snotty jerk.  
 
    I’ve had about all I can stand of chicks today when I get a call from Ezra.  
 
    “What’s up man?” 
 
    “Eh, you know playing boyfriend to your girlfriend while you slave at the office.” 
 
    “Yeah, just don’t get too comfortable, Conleigh belongs to me.” 
 
    Like I need him to remind me.  
 
    She comes down the hall with a laundry basket on her hip looking all cute with her hair pulled up on her head in her signature bun.  My eyes gaze down to her legs. She’s changed into a pair of shorts and another pair of socks that slide down her calves a bit further with every step she takes. Dang it.  
 
    “Is it cool if I do my laundry?” 
 
    I press the phone between my ear and shoulder. “You don’t need to ask my permission, babe,” I say with a trash eating grin to piss off Ezra and remind him that if he doesn’t treat his girl right, there are other men who will. Like me.  
 
    “Watch it, Holden,” Ezra growls on the other end of the line.  
 
    “Don’t you have work to do? What do you want anyway?” 
 
    “Make sure Conleigh gets that key made today and then get lost. I have a surprise for her and don’t want your furry mug around to kill the mood.” 
 
    “Don’t dis the beard, man. Your girlfriend seems to appreciate it. She told me this morning how she wished you’d grow one.” I laugh as I feel daggers shooting across the kitchen at me as she tosses her clothes in the washer.  
 
    “Yeah, sure. Just be gone when I get home tonight.” He hangs up and I can’t help but watch as Conleigh tugs on one of those socks.  
 
    She suddenly leans up as though she could feel me watching her. She blushes and I rub my beard. “Thanks for helping me today. I am sure you had better things to do besides lug me and all my garbage around.” 
 
    “That’s what friends are for, right?” 
 
    “Right,” her voice comes out in a high-pitched squeak. She smiles and goes to the fridge. 
 
    “About the job, my offer still stands. You can start tomorrow. I will text you the details later.” 
 
    “Okay. Thanks. Ezra won’t mind, I’m sure. I do need a job. I still haven’t told him I was fired and I forgot to call my advisor. Incredible.” 
 
    “So, I guess whenever you want to go I will run you to the hardware store and get that spare key made.” 
 
    “You would think I would have remembered but after falling on my rear and missing my class, I guess I forgot. I promise you this won’t be a habit. I’m going to look at cars tomorrow.” 
 
    “I really don’t mind being seen with you in my truck. It’s good for the rep,” I tease. 
 
    “Maybe for yours, but I don’t need to be known as another notch on your bedpost.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” She rolls her eyes and continues poking around in the fridge.   
 
    “Yeah.”  I let out a sigh. “I’ll be down in the shop. Just whenever you want to go…you know what, I’ll leave my keys on the counter you can drive yourself.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “You can’t hurt Tank.” 
 
    “Wait…you named your truck Tank?” 
 
    “Yup,” I call out over my shoulder. 
 
    I don’t want to be another notch on your bedpost.  Her words echo in my head as I stomp my way downstairs to my shop. I don’t need this trash, especially from her. She thinks I don’t see the way her eyes smile at me. The way goosebumps pebble across her skin when I touch her or hell,  how I see the way her pulse spikes because her chest rises faster and faster. She’s attracted to me. It scares her. Idiot, it scares me too, because I thought I had accepted she was Ezra’s girl. We’ve both kept our distance since the first night we met. Because Bailey saw me first.  
 
    Taking my aggression out the only way I know how, I grab my hammer and crowbar.  
 
    Board by board, I tear the old pallets apart, trying to shove Conleigh Meyers out of my head. It was easy to do when she wasn’t living here. Now I am surrounded by her constantly prancing around in her socks. I swing the hammer, knocking a board loose. The next one is stubborn and I need the crowbar to pry the thing off.  An image of her upstairs bending over to put her clothes in the dryer flashes in my head and I have to fight the urge to go up and catch a glimpse of her again.  
 
    Aggravated, I wipe the sweat from my brow with an old shirt laying on a nearby workbench. I need to finish up the chest for Waylon’s baby.  
 
    Grabbing a rag, I stand in front of the shelf where I store my paint and stain when I hear my truck fire up.   
 
    Next, I hear the grinding of the clutch. Incredible, I hope she can drive a standard. I didn’t think to ask her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    It took me a few tries but I finally got the gist of changing gears and made it to the hardware store without stalling. I am kind of proud of myself. When I get back, Holden is still down in his shop. The door is open so I walk in to give him his keys. I’ve never been down here before. There’s stacks of wood all around, of all different colors and sizes. There are saws of different makes and they make me nervous. I can’t help but think of Holden nearly sawing off a finger or something in here.  
 
    Looking around at the different projects he has started, I never knew he was so talented. Did he build these chairs and tables?  
 
    I hear the grinding of a sander and follow the sound until I find the source.  
 
    Holden is shirtless with a belt sander in hand going over the edges of a chest. My eyes aren’t on that chest though, they are on Holden’s pecs. Good lord the man is in shape. Sweat ripples down his abs, leading to the V- shape that vanishes beneath the waist of his jeans and the trail of hair that leads to other places. One place in particular, but I shouldn’t be thinking such wicked thoughts about Holden of all people.  
 
    He looks up, catching me staring at him, and I don’t dare look away because he has already caught me. The sander shuts off and he sits it to the side. “Did you need something?” He lets out a grunt and takes the cap off a bottle of water, chugging half then dumping the rest over his head.  
 
    “Um…” I wet my lips, suddenly feeling hot and thirsty. Saw dust forms clumps in his hair and on his torso. I fight the urge to dust them off as beads of water race down his neck. “Keys.” I clear my throat. “I have your keys.”  I reach them out to him and when his fingers close in brushing against mine I feel like I have been shocked. I swallow, feeling strange…sweaty even. Sweet lord my panties are wet. What’s wrong with me? 
 
    “Thanks,” he says, eyeing me curiously.  
 
    Does he know I’m turned on? My cheeks flush and his brow furrows.  
 
    “So, um…did you build all this stuff?” I ask waving my hand around at all the different pieces.  
 
    “Yup.” He fires the sander up again and goes back to work. I should go upstairs and finish my laundry but my feet won’t move. I watch Holden work, but mostly I look around his shop, taking in all the different items he has created by hand. And what strong large hands he has.  
 
    The sanding has stopped and he is sucking up the dust with a hose. His eyes though…those stormy eyes are centered on me. His gaze is so intense it forces me to look away. My eyes land on two wooden butterflies and my hand instinctively goes to my arm where I have a matching tattoo. Walking over to them, I reach up to touch them, taken aback by the detail that has gone into the pattern of their wings.  
 
    “Did you make these?” I call out.  
 
    My question is met with the heat of Holden at my back. There I go, biting my dang lip and chewing on the inside of my jaw to keep from turning around to that bare chest of his.  
 
    “I made them for you,” his gruff voice whispers against the shell of my ear and my arm touches the wall of his sweaty chest. Sawdust grits against my skin and I am afraid to move. I don’t know what’s coming over me today.   
 
    “Why?” I dare to ask. 
 
    “Because I knew you’d like them. Figured I’d give them to you some day.” 
 
    “And why haven’t you…given them to me?” 
 
    I have to turn and see his face. 
 
    He appears angry but as lost as I feel right now. Why is he mad? 
 
    “Did I do something?” I side step from his glare as it pierces through me and looking at him now, maybe I misread him…he’s hungry for something, possibly me? 
 
    I would be a liar if I said I didn’t know Holden found me somewhat attractive. The first night we met he told me he wanted to kiss me and God did I want him to, but it would have ruined everything. I’d be a liar if I also said I hadn’t wondered what would have happened if he did kiss me.  
 
    It’s just as I have imagined. The way he is looking at me right now as he takes a step closer.  
 
    “Is it uh…hot in here?” I step back looking around, not knowing my way around the room.  
 
    “I feel fine. What’s the matter, Conleigh?” He takes a step forward and I feel all his usual joking is aside.   
 
    “I’m just gonna go finish my laundry.” I turn to leave when his voice pulls me back.  
 
    “It’ll never last. You and Ezra. We both know that first night at the bar who should’ve taken you home. It sure wasn’t him.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this?  For two years Holden. Two years I have watched you idiot anything that moves. Why bother with me now?” 
 
    “He doesn’t deserve you.” 
 
    I shake my head as tears threaten to fall.  
 
    “Go kill yourself.”  
 
    As I am walking up the stairs, he comes through the door. “I did that this morning with your sock!” 
 
    I slam the apartment door and go straight to mine and Ezra’s room, locking the door behind me.  
 
    We need to get our own place.  
 
    —–—— 
 
    At some point, I must have dozed off. I wake up to the light tapping of a knock on the bedroom door. “Con, let me in, baby.” Ezra.  
 
    Wiping the sleep from my eyes, I am still on edge over Holden’s strange behavior. Perhaps he was drinking.  
 
    “Hey,” I say, unlocking the door and allowing him into the room.  
 
    “Were you sleeping? Why was the door locked?’ 
 
    “I must have dozed off and just habit from the dorms I guess.”  
 
    “Well, get dressed. I have a surprise for you.” He smiles and ushers me toward the closest. “Wear something nice.” 
 
    Wear something nice. He sounds like my mother. Ugh.  
 
    “How nice? Where are we going?” 
 
    “Dinner. I have a client meeting us for a drink, but he won’t stay long.” 
 
    I sigh. I thought he was taking me out, but what he really means is he wants me there as eye candy.  I’d rather stay here and write.  
 
    Ezra brushes past me, going into the closet and pulling out my signature little black dress. “I was thinking this would be perfect. You know I love it on you.” 
 
    I want to say to him, and you know how much I hate dressing up, but I refrain. I smile and take the dress from his extended hand.  
 
    Ezra eyes his watch as though he is in a hurry and I am slowing him down. I hate when he does this. He plans a date and doesn’t tell me he has reservations and conveniently has a client who stays through the whole dang meal. I guess it is sweet that he is trying to include me and balance our relationship and his career, but I usually end up sitting there bored and listening to them discuss business while I look pretty. I hate it and would rather stay home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    When we get to the restaurant our table isn’t ready so we are seated at the bar where Judy and some older guy in a suit that looks like it costs more than I will ever make in ten years joins us. I sip on a cocktail while they talk business. I can’t help but notice the way Judy’s eyes seem to linger on Ezra a moment too long or how she finds a way to touch him on the arm briefly every few minutes.  
 
    Maybe I am paranoid or simply feeling guilty for having sexual thoughts about Holden.  
 
    “If you’ll excuse me, I need to go to the ladies’ room,” I tell Ezra and he doesn’t even look at me.  He waves his hand over his shoulder with his back to me and continues talking. Mongrel.  
 
    I go to the bathroom and go straight for the largest stall in the corner. What I really want to do is go home, but I find myself typing notes on my phone for the follow-up book to my love triangle book. I am still holding onto hope that someone will love it. As I type away lost in my fictional world I hear a woman talking on the phone.  
 
    “It’s pretty pathetic that she’s so blind. I mean, he hasn’t said three words to her since I arrived. He’s only with her because her stepdad is some big shot surgeon and promised to take out a huge ad with him. He doesn’t want to lose the account. I’ve been him for months. She’s a doormat.” 
 
    She continues rambling on but I can’t listen to anymore. I peer through the crack between the door and the wall but I can’t see her. However, I recognize her nasally voice. Judy, Ezra’s assistant. She did this trash on purpose. Well, harass her. Though I suppose Ezra has already. With my head held high, I plaster a smile on my face and go for the sink, ignoring her as she applies her lipstick feigning a shocked expression.  
 
    I make for the soap and accidentally elbow her, causing her to smear her lipstick down her chin. “Oops,” I call out, not bothering to hide my pleased smile. 
 
    “It’s fine.” She grabs a tissue and dabs at the red line.  
 
    I don’t say anything. I don’t know what to do. I should be upset. I should want to bash her head into the sink, but I don’t. I feel eerily calm. I simply smile at her and dry my hands. She keeps glancing at me, waiting for me to make a move or say something, but that is what she expects me to do. Get upset and do or say something to justify her means. Not happening.  
 
    I rejoin Ezra at the bar and go for my drink with a shaky hand. 
 
    “Are you okay?” He questions and it’s now that I notice he is alone.  
 
    “Never better.” I down the rest of my drink and beam at my no-good piece of trash cheater of a boyfriend.  
 
    “Judy and Mr. Malvoy said it was lovely to see you. Our table is ready.” He places his hand at the base of my back, and I cringe while wondering if his hands have been on Judy today.   
 
    He guides me to the hostess podium to be shown to a table. One where his parents and mine are seated.  
 
    “What’s going on? I hiss. 
 
    “It’s a surprise. Don’t ruin it.” 
 
    The alcohol I consumed moments ago lurches in my belly and I feel ill.  
 
    “Conleigh, are you quite alright, you look positively sick,” my mother pesters with fake concern.  
 
    “Must be something I ate earlier.”  
 
    Ezra’s mother, Monica looks at my mother with a knowing glance. She must’ve told her about the three months in middle school I suffered from bulimia. I’m sure she failed to mention it was from all the stress she was putting on me to look good in my cheerleading uniform.  
 
    “Well, have a seat,” Ronald insists as Ezra pulls out my chair.  
 
    “Thanks,” I tell my scummy boyfriend with a clipped tone, trying to fight the urge to leave right now.  
 
    “How’s that campaign coming?” Ronald asks Ezra once he has taken his seat next to his father, Corbin.  
 
    “What campaign?” I hedge.  
 
    “Didn’t Ezra tell you? He’s handling all my advertising now. As my future son-in-law, I feel it best to keep business in the family.”  
 
    I cock my head towards Ezra. “Why didn’t you say anything, sweetie?” 
 
    “It was meant to be a surprise but I had a brilliant idea that will save Ronald thousands and give me a reason to do this.” He pushes his chair back and our parents fall silent.  “Conleigh Nicole Meyers,” he says, going down on bended knee and taking my hand in his. Suddenly a violinist appears at our table and the whole dining room goes quiet. “I never knew I could love someone as much as I do you. From the moment I met you, I knew you were special. I said to myself, I’m going to marry her and she is going to give me beautiful children. I wanted to wait until you finished school, but why wait when I know what I want. I want you to be my wife, Conleigh. Will you marry me?” I watch in horror as he pulls a ring box from his pocket. He opens it and looks at me expectantly.  
 
    I always imagined when Ezra popped the big question that our families would be present just as they are now. I thought we, Ezra and I, would both even shed a few happy tears. However, nothing about tonight feels joyous. Nothing about tonight feels right. It feels forced. His words sound well-rehearsed and fake. I can’t believe he is pulling this right now.  
 
    “She’s speechless,” my mother interjects.  
 
    “The ring belonged to Corbin’s mother. It’s a rare diamond,” Monica offers as though it will weigh on my decision.  
 
    Ezra is holding the ginormous rock, ready to slip it on my ring finger. Everyone is staring at me and the room is spinning in slow motion. I feel like I am on a tilter world amusement park ride. An image of Judy looking like a clown with her red lipstick smeared across her lips flashes behind my eyes.  
 
    My phone buzzes from my clutch and I don’t know why but I grab it with everyone watching me like a sideshow.  
 
    “Conleigh. What are you doing?” My mother grabs a hold of my arm as I see Holden’s name on the screen.  
 
    Holden: Be at the bar around 11 am tomorrow to begin your training. 
 
    Dear God, is this a sign to say forget Ezra? 
 
    A red number one is glowing on my inbox for my email. I click it as Ezra growls. “Conleigh, I am asking you to marry me. Put down the phone. You’re making me look like a darn fool.” 
 
    My eyes widen in shock.  It’s from a publisher. They want my book.  
 
    I look at Ezra and he squeezes my hand growing impatient.  
 
    “Marry you. Aren’t you asking the wrong idiot!” I snap.  
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” I hear Ronald asking. “First the car and her phone. Is she on drugs?”  
 
    “What I am is an idiot who was informed moments ago that her boyfriend was his assistant behind my back, while unable to breakup with me because he was afraid it would cost him a huge account with my stepfather.”  
 
    Monica’s hand goes to her mouth. Ezra gets up from the floor and my mother shoos the violinist away.  
 
    “What are you talking about, cheating on you. Why would I ask you to marry me? Who told you this?” He demands.  
 
    “I overheard Judy on the phone while I was using the restroom. Why would she say it if it weren’t true?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out. I swear to you Conleigh, I don’t know why she would say such things. I’ve never gave her any reason to believe any of that to be true. I asked you to marry me because I love you and want to spend our lives together.” 
 
    “You said that Ronald’s campaign led you to asking me, so why is that?” 
 
    “I thought we could use our engagement photos for the advertisement. You have such a beautiful smile, I thought the whole world should see it and see our love.” 
 
    “By advertising my stepdad’s practice?” I laugh.   
 
    “Why don’t you take her on home,” Monica suggests.  
 
    “That’s a great idea. I will get a cab,” I announce, pushing my chair back.  “As always, it was nice to see everyone,” I exclaim with mock enthusiasm.  
 
    “Conleigh, wait.” 
 
    I stop and give him one chance. “Don’t lie to me.” 
 
    “It was one time,” he admits. 
 
    “See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?  Thank you.”  I spin around and make my exit. Outside of the restaurant, I go to make a call for a cab and realize that even my phone isn’t my own. I’ll fix that tomorrow.  
 
    I should go to the dorm and stay with Bailey, but I stupidly moved the rest of my trash in with Ezra like an idiot.  
 
    “Conleigh, please just give me a chance to explain. At least let me drive you home.” 
 
    “I gave you two years of my life, Ezra, two years! All you had to do was be honest with me. Why did you ask me to move in with you? Why did you just propose?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want to lose you. You’re everything to me. I swear on everything, I only want to make you happy, Con. That’s all I want.” 
 
    I nod, unable to find my voice. The valet brings the car around and I allow Ezra to drive me home in silence. I don’t know what to say. I keep replaying our conversation over in my head. I wish I could say I believe him, but out of everything he’s said, there are two things he didn’t say.  
 
    He didn’t apologize and he dang sure didn’t promise it wouldn’t happen again. He says it was one time as though that somehow makes it okay.  
 
    When we get to the apartment, Ezra shuts the car off and locks the doors, keeping me from exiting the vehicle. He attempts to take my hand in his and I pull away. Right now, I can’t bear for him to touch me.  
 
    “I need space, Ezra.” 
 
    “I understand. Just promise me that you will think about our future, Con. I love you, always.” 
 
    “I will,” I tell him, unsure of what tomorrow will hold.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Holden 
 
    “Hey, Holden,” Cheryl purrs, running a hand down my arm.  
 
    Shrugging her off, I look to the door as it bounces back from the force of Ezra barreling his way in. “Not now,” I tell her. “Not ever again.”   
 
    “Forget you, Holden.” 
 
    “You’d like to.” I smirk and head to the end of the bar to see what’s up with Big E.  
 
    One look at his long face, I know something is wrong.  
 
    He lays a hundred-dollar bill on the counter and says, “Tequila, keep it coming.” 
 
    My stomach churns, but I do as he asks. He doesn’t do well with the stuff, but he’s a grown rear man and I’m not his keeper. After he knocks back three shots, I ask him, “What’s going on, man? You lose a big account or something?”  
 
    He shakes his head. “You warned me.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Conleigh. I proposed and she found out about Judy. I messed up, but she’ll forgive me. She has to.” 
 
    Idiot. I set this in motion. I’m a lousy prick. A selfish mongrel because my first instinct is to go after her, my best friend’s girl and comfort her. I want to take her in my arms, tell her she is better off without him, and harass her senseless.  I don’t do those things though. I come around the bar and take up the stool next to Ezra.  
 
    “A girl like Conleigh, man…she’s one in a million.” 
 
    “What would you know about her? You wouldn’t be able to nail a girl like Conleigh if she was the only woman on earth.” 
 
    My blood boils. She should have been mine from the start. “That a challenge?” I take a shot of my own.  
 
    “You really think my girl would have you?” He scoffs and tosses two more shots back. 
 
    “You being serious right now?” He doesn’t want to challenge me on this. Not right now. Not when I know she’s hurting because he’s a jerk who can’t keep his toe in his pants.  
 
    “Sure, why not. You think you can have her, go for it. I messed up bad. She will get past this.” 
 
    “You’ve had too much to drink. I’m cutting you off.” 
 
    “No, I’m serious. She needs to get me back. We need to be even. She needs one night to get this trash out of her system.” He spins a shot glass around the bar top and looks at me with glossy eyes. “You should do it. Go home right now and see if she will forget you. Then when she feels like she’s gotten revenge out of her system, she’ll be ready to marry me.” 
 
    “Do you even hear yourself right now and how messed up that logic sounds.”  
 
    “Look man, she’s a good girl. I can make this trash right for her and after we’re married, we’ll get a house in the burbs, and I can have Judy in an apartment in this city.”  
 
    I wasn’t even considering what he said but this trash royally pisses me off. How can he sit here and say this trash about the woman he claims to love? He doesn’t plan on stopping this trash with Judy. He doesn’t deserve a girl like Conleigh. He wants me to harass her, but not happening. I’m going to steal her away from him. He might be my friend, and I know it makes me dirty as idiot, but Conleigh deserves to be with a man who respects her. A man who will treat the way she deserves, like a queen. My queen.  
 
    “So, you’re saying you want me to walk out of my bar right now and go to the apartment and seduce your girl so she will forgive you for messing around.” 
 
    He points the empty shot glass at me and says, “Bingo.”  
 
    “Okay…I’ll do it.” I pour him another shot and then say phoo, handing him the bottle.  “Help yourself, man.” 
 
    “You’re a good friend, Holden.”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s me.” I shake my head. “Waylon. Make sure he gets a cab and close up tonight.” 
 
    “You got it, boss.”  
 
    Climbing into my truck, I don’t know what I am doing.  He just gave me his blessing to harass his girl. What’s wrong with him? He can’t love her. If I had a girl like Conleigh I’d want to cut out the eyes of every man who even dared to look at her.  
 
    ———— 
 
    When I got home, Conleigh was curled up on the couch with a bottle of wine. Those socks she drives me wild with were sliding down her legs. It would have been easy to take advantage. It would have been easy to seduce her in her heartbroken state, but I didn’t do that.  
 
    Taking up her feet in my hands, I place them on my thighs as I sit down. She looks at me with teary eyes as I rub her feet and tug her socks back up to her knees.  
 
    “Rough day?”   
 
    She snorts and wipes her face with the sleeve she has balled up in her fist. Her dark hair is in that tiny knot on her head that I would love to rip down and comb my fingers through as I kiss her like there is no tomorrow.  
 
    “I got an offer.” 
 
    “What?” Did he call and tell her what he told me to do at the bar? 
 
    “My book. I got an offer.” She smiles.  
 
    I clear my throat. That isn’t what I was expecting, but it’s good. More than good. “That’s great, Con. Told you your words were good.” 
 
     She rolls her eyes at me. “You read one passage.”  
 
    “You gonna let me read the whole thing?” 
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    “Are you gonna take the offer. What did they say?” I genuinely want to know. My fingers continue brushing up and down her sock, wishing I could peel them off her and kiss my way up her body, tasting every inch of her. 
 
    “I turned down the offer. It’s not a good deal. I talked it over with a friend I made online, she’s a writer. She’s big time. Her first book sold one million copies and she’s so amazing at giving me advice,” she spiels. 
 
    “I’m proud of you.” 
 
    “You know you are the first person who has ever told me that about my writing.”  
 
    “Well, I mean it. We should celebrate.” 
 
     She scoots further down on the couch and stretches her legs out, pointing her toes toward the wall. My hand automatically moves above her knee. Her skin is so silky, smooth…tempting. “What do you have in mind?” She asks, raising a brow at me and reaching me her wine.  
 
    “I don’t drink this trash.” I grin and move my hand before I move it to the hem of her tiny shorts she’s wearing. I take the bottle and sit it on the coffee table.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m kind of tired anyway.” She pulls her feet back and sits up, stretching her arms over her head. The shirt she’s wearing rides up over her stomach, showing off another butterfly tattoo on her hip bone.  
 
    “Why do you love butterflies so much?” I trace my finger over her blue winged ink and she shivers.  
 
    She beams at me. “My dad. My real dad. Not that toe, Ronald that my mom is with now. When I was a kid, he’d get me on the weekends and he would take me to the butterfly garden. He always called me his little caterpillar. Anyway, it was the only time where it was just me and my dad and it seemed so magical. Like we were in another land. A place where no one could take me away from him. I wanted to live with him, but he messed up and he’s in prison.”  
 
    “Dang, that sucks. I’m sorry.” 
 
    She shrugs with a sad smile. “It is what it is. I made my peace with him a long time ago. I actually visited him the other day. I got to spend the day with him. It was the first time I had seen him in thirteen years,” she confides, and I want to wrap my arms around her.  
 
    “That must have been intense.” 
 
    “It was nice. My mom wasn’t too happy with me and well, that is one of the reasons I was fired. I called in to spend the day with him and well. I could use that job, if the offer still stands.”  
 
    “I’d do anything for you, Conleigh. Does Ezra know about this book deal?” 
 
    She shakes her head, tugging her bottom lip between her teeth. “Ezra is complicated. I shouldn’t even be here tonight. Not really. Not after everything that has happened.” 
 
    I need to hear the words come from her mouth. I want her to say she’s done with him. “What happened?” 
 
    “Can I talk to you about it and you be…I don’t know…unbiased.” 
 
    “Tell me,” I demand.  
 
    She tucks those sexy legs up under her butt, turning to face me. “You were right. About Judy. He swears it was the one time.  One time too many for me. He had both our parents there and had the nerve to ask me to marry him. He wanted to use our engagement photos for an advertisement for my stepdad’s practice.” She scoffs, and I have to agree that was a toe move.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.”  
 
    “You’re his friend. I don’t hold you at fault for his choices. Tell me this though. Was it more than once?”  
 
    I look away from her. I shouldn’t be talking about this trash with her. I should get up and walk away. I should go to bed. I should do anything but tell her what I say next. “He’s still her and he doesn’t plan on stopping.” 
 
    “Thank you for being honest with me. This is the trash I would have expected out of you. You know that’s why I…never mind.” 
 
    “Why you what? What were you going to say?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, Holden. I guess I got what I deserve for playing it safe, taking the easy road.”   
 
    I grab her wrist and take her hand in mine, rubbing my thumb across her knuckle. “It matters to me. What easy road?” 
 
    “That night, at the bar. The night we all first met. I wanted you to kiss me. On the dance floor.” She looks away, her cheeks tinted a pale pink.  
 
    Inside, I am pumping my fist in the air. She wanted me too. “You thought I would hurt you?” 
 
    “I knew a guy like you would be the death of me. I knew Ezra was sweet, the boy next door. You were a storm. A storm to be reckoned with. I’ve seen the path you’ve left behind since I met you, Holden. I just never guessed Ezra was like that. I mean, I am not dogging you, because at least you own what you do. You’re honest and I respect that.”  
 
    “You want some honesty?” 
 
    Conleigh stares at me quizzically.  
 
    “Ezra told me to come here tonight and forget you because he thought I couldn’t. He thinks that if you idiot me, you will forgive him.” 
 
    “What?! Are you serious right now?”  
 
    “Sadly, no.”  
 
    “That’s what he wants? He wants me to forget you so he doesn’t feel guilty, is that it?” 
 
    “Pretty much.”  
 
    “Is that what this is tonight, you trying to get me in your bed?”  
 
    “No, I won’t forget you unless you ask me to and not to get back at Ezra. If and when we idiot, Conleigh. It will be because you want to, not because you want revenge.” 
 
    “What makes you think I won’t ask you? Maybe that’s exactly what I need tonight.” 
 
    I scoot closer to her and tilt her chin up, forcing her to look in my eyes. “If that’s what you want from me. A cheap, meaningless night. I’ll forget you and you can go back to the fantasy life with Ezra. It will be like we never touched, but if I forget you, Conleigh, you’ll feel my touch every dang day the rest of your life and wish you had given me a real shot.”  
 
    “What are you saying, Holden? You want to be with me?” 
 
    I shake my head and run my fingers through my hair. “I don’t know. Maybe.”  
 
    “It would never work between you and me.” She pulls away and stands up.   
 
    She holds her hand out. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Go where?” I eye her, certain she isn’t going to ask me.  
 
    “Take me to bed, Holden. Be my cheap thrill. Be my revenge, but one condition.” 
 
    I swallow. “What’s that?” 
 
    “I don’t want Ezra to know. This isn’t about him. It’s about you and me and putting right what should have been two years ago.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Fate. You were meant to break my heart, Holden.  I wasn’t all that upset when Ezra confessed about Judy. I was more upset that I never found out what it would be like to kiss you.”  
 
    I don’t think twice. I take her hand and pull her onto my lap. I wrap my fingers up in that messy knot on her head and yank her hair free. I comb my fingers through her thick waves as they tumble down her back and I crush my lips to hers.  
 
    I wasn’t prepared for this, but idiot me I am going to enjoy it. I’ll show her how dang good it could be with me and she will never go back to him. I won’t harass her like I said unless she asks me to, but I will dang sure enjoy getting her off.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Conleigh  
 
    I don’t know what I am doing. Maybe I have finally gone off the deep end. I feel reckless. I feel free as Holden ravishes my mouth with his. I never knew how dang good kissing him would feel. I know what Holden is about. We’ll do this and I will be what I swore I would never be—a notch on his bedpost.  
 
    I’m okay with that. It’s what I want. No one will ever hurt me as much as I have hurt myself by believing in the wrong man. Ezra is the wolf in sheep’s clothing and I am an idiot, but that’s okay. Tonight, I will give myself to Holden and set the world right again.  
 
    Two years ago, I should have let Holden kiss me. I should have had one night with him. I should have been upset when he never called and then I should have moved on with my life. Maybe Ezra would have fell in love with Bailey and she could have been the girl to give him what he wants in life, the family and white picket fence. The docile wife who stays home while he messes around and she raises their kids. Because that is what Bailey wants. A marriage and kids…the house…the American dream. Maybe I am just drunk and will regret this tomorrow. Maybe my logic is messed up but right now it is how I feel. Maybe I need to get Holden out of my system. Maybe he needs to get me out of his just as badly.  
 
    His tongue sweeps against mine, tasting and teasing. He’s a divine kisser. His large hands cup my rear as I straddle him. His beard rubs against me creating a delicious friction. Ezra’s face is always baby butt smooth. I push thoughts of him away. He doesn’t get a part in this. This has nothing to do with revenge. I lied, it has everything to do with Holden and me.  
 
    I rock into him, needing so much more than I am getting. I want him to make me forget this day. He moves his lips along my jaw, searing a trail down my neck. I go for his shirt, wanting to feel that sexy, muscular body pressed against mine.  
 
    His tongue flicks against my ear. “Slow down. If this is all I will ever have of you, I want to take my time.” 
 
    I shudder as he lifts me with him as he goes to stand. His erection presses against me. He’s so hard.  
 
    “Take me to your bed.” I can’t do this in the bed I share with Ezra.  
 
    He grunts his agreement and carries me down the hall as I cradle my arms around his thick neck. Words aren’t needed. Our bodies are doing the talking.  
 
    He places me on the edge of his bed, goes down on his knees, and so slowly places a single kiss on my right thigh. His fingers go to the top of my sock as he eases the cotton down my calf, trailing the path with his tongue. My panties are soaked as his whiskers prick my legs.  
 
    He continues to do the same with my other leg, only this time he kisses his way up my left thigh. My fingers thread through his hair, tugging him closer to me. His palms are braced on my thighs as he moves his fingers up further, edging along the seam of my panties.  
 
    “Idiot, you’re already soaked. Get these shorts off. I want to see your glorious pussy. I want to see all of you.” 
 
    I don’t hesitate and lean back on my elbows, giving him access to remove the booty shorts; I love to sleep in them. Holden shimmies them off and I lift my shirt over my head, leaving me in nothing but my panties.  
 
    “Now you. I want to see you too, Holden.” 
 
    He smiles at me, a smile that could outshine the sun. He really is a gorgeous specimen of a man and tonight, for just tonight, he belongs to me. I’ve not been with anyone other than Ezra. I know it sounds kinda lame that he was my first and at times I thought he would be my last. Maybe he will be and Holden can be my in between.  
 
    He comes down over me on the bed, supporting his weight with his forearms. He gazes into my eyes and my heart skips a beat. Holden isn’t looking at me like a woman he wants to mess. He is staring at me like I am the only woman in the world, the woman he loves. That can’t be though. He isn’t supposed to care about me. I don’t want Holden to be in love with me, because deep down somewhere deep within me, I know that just maybe I might love him too. I don’t even know how or when, it’s just something I feel, but can’t bring myself to think about right now. Not when his fingers are working on ripping my panties off. And that mouth of his, his mouth is seducing my nipple. Sucking the pebbled skin between his teeth, Holden nibbles gently, until it hardens into a point. He lets go with a popping sound and repeats the motion with the other as he rakes those large hands down my torso. His facial hair scratches across my belly as he works his way down to the heart of my fire. He hasn’t even fingered me and I am already near climaxing from his torturous lips.  Finally, he rubs a languid finger over my clit and proceeds to spread my pussy lips and stare at me.  
 
    Those thick, calloused fingers from working in his shop, rub and pet my pussy, spreading my arousal over my heated flesh. Holding up a finger, he licks it clean. “You taste better than I imagined.”  I can’t help but blush; Ezra never comments on how good I feel or taste for that matter. It is always about giving him the pleasure he seeks. Holden is taking his sweet time, making this all about me and my needs.  
 
    Running my fingers up and under his shirt, I feel his muscles tense and flex as he inserts a finger in me, sliding it in and out at a leisurely pace. Everything in me feels tight with need. I am aching for him to put me out of my misery as his mouth feathers kisses over my hot aching clit, his tongue snaking out and licking me here and there, driving me mad with pleasure. One hand comes back up and plucks at my tender nipples, neither being forgotten or feeling the least bit neglected under his attention.   
 
    Holden definitely knows how to please a woman. He laps at my pussy greedily, his licks increasing quickly. His finger thrusts in and out of me in time with his tongue, and I am free falling as tremors rake through my body, exploding in my core. He adds a second finger as his lips cap over my clit, sucking on my tender flesh as he did with my nipples, teasing me with his teeth and tongue.  
 
    My hips arch up as my nails dig into his scalp. “Oh idiot, Holden, I can’t take it anymore. Idiot me. Please,” I whimper, the pressure below increases as he scissors his fingers inside me, stretching me and hooking one of the digits until he finds my g-spot, making me orgasm.  
 
    Letting go of his hair, my hands fall to the bed as my climax wrecks me completely, turning me into a puddle of goo on his bed. Just when I think he’s finished he comes back at me, licking and sucking my throbbing pussy, taking me further over the edge as I gasp for breath. He licks me from rear to clit, gripping my hips, holding me in place. Though I am not sure I could move if I wanted to. 
 
    His fingers pinch my clit and his other hand comes down, smacking my pussy. I moan both shocked and loving the way he is dominating my body, knowing exactly what I need to keep riding the wave of desire. 
 
    “Your pussy is all swollen and pretty for me, Conleigh,” he says, gazing up at me through hooded eyes. 
 
    “Please, Holden, I want you inside me, I’m on fire.”  I am too, I am burning. It feels as though someone is raking a hot poker over every nerve ending in my body and the only way the sweet agony will stop is if he gives in and idiots me.   
 
    He wipes his mouth on the comforter, grinning at me before coming up to kiss me, and I can taste myself on his tongue and it’s so sexy. And now I want nothing more than to have his taste mixed with mine.  He stands up to remove his clothes, finally revealing that lean body I have been aching to touch and see. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Holden 
 
     Staring down at Conleigh, she is spread out on my bed, her pussy is swollen and pulsing with satisfaction and need. She has asked me twice now to harass her and I can’t hold back any longer. I’ve wanted nothing more than to sink balls deep inside her since the first time I saw her. Even if I only have her this one time it will be worth it in the end. I know I already sealed the fate of my friendship with Ezra the moment I kissed her. Heck, I was a goner the first time I ever laid eyes on her and I thought I was doing the right thing by stepping back, but ever since she moved in, I can’t stop thinking about her. She consumes my every waking breath and thought. God, I love her. I know that now. I’ll do anything to make her happy even if it means letting her go a second time, but right now I am going to be relishing in owning her body, even if it’s only for tonight, she belongs to me. Even if it costs me my friendship with Ezra.  
 
    Conleigh smiles up at me as I take my shoes off, followed by stripping out of my jeans, and tugging my shirt over the back of my head. She licks her lips as my cock juts out, proud and weeping at the head. Kicking my discarded clothing to the side, I move toward her.  
 
    As I get closer, she comes up on her knees as though she is worshipping me. “You’ve had me on your tongue, now it’s my turn, Holden. I want to taste you.” Her slender fingers reach out to stroke me, and I tremble under her soft but fiery touch.   
 
    More precum beads at the head of my toe and this beautiful woman dips her head down and licks it off. Idiot me. My balls tighten and her fingers work up and down the length of my shaft as I grow hard as steel. I can’t take it. Her dainty tongue wraps around my heated skin, licking and caressing me eagerly.  
 
    If she keeps this up I am going to nearly explode. As much as it pains me to stop her, I need to. I want to fill her sweet groin with my cum. I want to mark her. I want to ruin her for any other man, anyone who isn’t me. Tomorrow, when this ends, I want her body and her heart to remember where I have been. I want her to feel me with every step she takes. I hope her body aches and cries for my touch for the rest of her life. 
 
    Grabbing her face, I ease her mouth back and look deep into her eyes. “As much as I am enjoying this, I want to be buried in your pussy with your legs wrapped around me, feet digging in my rear, nails clawing at my back when I get off.”   
 
    Gently, I push back on her shoulder, guiding her onto the bed as I cover her taut little body with mine. Conleigh’s lips find mine as I spread her thighs and ease inside her delicious inch by inch. She is so tight, squeezing me hard as her muscles clench around me, keeping me from sliding further in. Her silky heat tightens and contracts as I settle between her legs, and kiss her like there is no tomorrow.   
 
    Just like I wanted, the balls of her feet dig into my lower back as her nails scratch down my back. Circling my hips nice and slow, I take my time relishing in how dang good she feels. Her gaze captures mine and this is far from. I hold her stare until she breaks away.  
 
    “Don’t look at me like that, Holden.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like that. You have this dopey expression on your face.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with dopey?” 
 
    “You’re looking at me like you… 
 
    “Like I what?” I thrust and she moans.  
 
    “Like you love me.” 
 
    “Would that be so terrible?” I push deeper and deeper until I feel like I am about to hit the walls of her stomach I am so deep. 
 
    “It would ruin everything,” she whispers and a tear slides down her face.  
 
    “Want me to treat you like a meaningless idiot?” 
 
    “No. I don’t know. Maybe,” she says, her voice soft and meek…almost ashamed.  
 
    “Fine,” I grit, pulling out. “Turn over.”  
 
    Conleigh flips to her stomach without a word.  
 
    Putting a hand under her stomach, I pull  her up on all fours. She looks back at me over her shoulder and bats her lashes like a sex kitten and it pisses me off.  
 
    “Don’t look at me like that,” I growl.  
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “Because, I don’t like it. You probably look at Ezra like that, and I’d like to think you aren’t thinking about him right now.” 
 
    “I wasn’t until you just said his name. Maybe we should just stop this,” she suggests. 
 
    “Do you want me to stop, Conleigh? You tell me to stop and I will. I’ll go back to the bar and find someone who wants to be with me.” I pause. “I hate knowing you share a bed with him. I hate knowing he gets to hold you at night.” 
 
    “He doesn’t. He doesn’t hold me. I feel like I am sleeping next to a stranger. I want… I wish it were you lying next to me,” she confesses, and I slam into her without mercy and I take. I take what I want and I take what she gives as she pushes back against me.  
 
    My hand comes down and slaps her rear, hard. I give it to her fast and rough, pulling her hair, biting her shoulder. I keep pounding into her tight little pussy that is curving to take my toe like we are a perfect fit. I don’t stop until I am cumming deep in her as she trembles beneath me. Afterwards, I collapse on the bed next to her in a sweaty heap as she runs her fingers across my chest, tugging here and there at the small patches of hair.  
 
    She’s quiet. Too quiet as I hold her against me, rubbing her back and kissing her softly. The front door slams shut and Conleigh goes deathly still. “Do you want me to make him leave?”  
 
    She shakes her head and blows out a heated breath. “Tell him…tell him I’m not here.” 
 
    “If that’s what you want.” 
 
    “I don’t want to see him right now. Especially after we…” 
 
    “Messed,” I finish for her. “You’re gonna take him back, aren’t you?” 
 
    She looks away from me and my stomach bottoms out. I finally have her and she doesn’t want me. It hurts just as I knew it would, but I wasn’t expecting it to hurt so bad that I feel like I can’t breathe, that I want to punch the walls, and tell her to get the heck out and never look back, but I don’t. I squeeze her tighter and kiss her once more. I’m not ready to let her go. I’m not sure I can walk away this time. I sure don’t want to.  
 
    “I don’t know, Holden,” she cries, appearing panicked. “You don’t even know me. Not really. We just messed.” 
 
    “I know that you love butterflies because when you were a little girl your dad used to take you to the butterfly garden. They remind you of him, before everything went wrong in his life. I know you always scrape the bottom of your yogurt with your spoon. It drives me crazy, that sound. But when you are running late and skip eating breakfast, I miss it. I know you cry when the save the animals commercials air on late night TV. I know what makes you tick. I know you love it when I breathe on your neck.” 
 
    “Holden…” she pleads.  
 
    “I’m not finished. I love the way you wear those socks. It drives me mad the way you fidget with them, tugging them up and down your silky legs. It makes me harder than a rock. I love watching you twist your hair into a bun and then curse when it falls to the side. Most of all, I love the way your eyes light up when you say my name, and the way your mouth tugs into a smile, even though you are trying to fight it. You don’t want me to know these things because the way you feel about me…baby, that’s real deep trash. It scares you, because you know if I have you…if I have your heart—I’m gonna own it. You’re scared that I will be like your dad. That I will somehow idiot everything up. And I am gonna tell you right now, Con. I will screw up, a lot. I’ve never loved someone the way I love you. It cuts me deep in my bones. I can’t sleep. I can’t eat. You have consumed my every waking thought, since you came into my life. It took you choosing him right now for me to realize that I have loved you since I met you.” 
 
    “Holden, please.” 
 
    “I’m not gonna stop loving you. Not ever. You were mine the moment I laid eyes on you. I was too blind to really see it, but deep down, Conleigh.” I hold my hand to her heart. “You feel that, deep down in there and you know it. You love me too.” 
 
    “Conleigh, are you here?” Ezra’s hand smacks against the wall in the hallway. “If you harassed her, Holden, I’ll kill you. I’ll kill you both.”  
 
    “What do you want me to do, Conleigh? You name it, I’ll do it.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Holden. I don’t know.” Tears well up in her eyes as Ezra bangs his fist on my bedroom door and jiggles the handle.  
 
    To be continued… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Dear Reader, 
 
    I hope you enjoyed part 1 of Stealing Conleigh. Don’t fret part 2 is coming soon. I won’t leave you hanging…for long. 
 
    Glenna 
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    Preview  
 
    When It Rains 
 
     When it rains, all we need is each other. 
 
    We don’t have to think, or talk about anything at all.  
 
    When I’m with him, time seems to stand still.  
 
    I shouldn’t want to be with him, but fate is plotting against me.  
 
    He’s my deceased boyfriend’s brother.  
 
    A man hardened by the war he fought in.  
 
    I have battles of my own to wager, but he won’t let me face them alone.  
 
    The only things standing between us are my broken heart and his loyalty to his brother. 
 
    Joey 
 
      
 
    “Babe, I’m gonna be late,” I protest as my girlfriend begs me to come back to bed. 
 
     Cassie went to pull the car around ten minutes ago. She will be knocking down the door, again, if I don’t get a move on. I lean down to kiss my love goodbye. 
 
    “Please Joey, give me five minutes and you won’t care.” Audrey sucks on my earlobe knowing I can’t resist. I’ve never been able to tell her no. 
 
    “If you want me to take you to that new sushi restaurant this weekend. I have to go to this meeting,” I tell her, trying to make her see reason. 
 
    She flops back against the feather filled pillows she insisted we just had to have, kicking her long slender legs in the air, puffing up like a blowfish, puckering her precious lips into a puppy dog pout. “Fine,” she growls in defeat as I go in for that goodbye kiss. “But just think of this on your lips all day.” She takes her finger and runs it over her clit before rubbing it against my lips. 
 
    “Audrey,” I warn with a smile.  
 
    She pops up resting on her elbows. “I love you Joey and my pussy does too.” 
 
    “I love you most Audrey, your pussy too, but I have to go.”  
 
    “Go on and leave me here to play with myself, since you won’t do it,” she teases, throwing her head back. Her dark hair puddles on the pillow behind her. 
 
    “Baby,” I say, wavering between joining her or leaving. 
 
    “No, it’s okay,” she lies, looking away from me. 
 
    “I’ll see you for dinner,” I affirm and go over to the dresser. Straightening my tie, I watch my sexy as sin girlfriend’s reflection in the mirror. 
 
    She begins rubbing her fingers over her bare pussy lips, with her head still thrown back, as if I’m already gone. She knows how to play me. I watch as she touches herself, her pretty pussy is glistening with her slick heat. Her lips are screwed into a perfect pout as she starts to pant. 
 
    I swallow hard as she pushes her shirt up and teases at her dusty pink nipples. Really getting into her performance, she moans, squeezing her knees together, smashing her hand between her thighs, and blocking my view. 
 
    She catches my eye in the mirror and smirks knowing she has me. 
 
    Her thick lips part, and she licks her bottom lip before sinking her teeth into her skin. 
 
    “Phoo,” I growl at her reflection. I have to have her, even if it is just for five minutes. I cross the small room swiftly, in three short strides. I loosen my newly straightened tie and run my hand up her t-shirt. Well technically, it’s my Guns and Roses t-shirt, but Audrey loves sleeping in it. I’ve had it since college. I’ve had that shirt longer than I’ve been with Audrey.  
 
    She’s my sister’s best friend. We met when Cassie was going through one of her many phases. She is always into something new. One week she was all about organic living, and the next she was all about some fancy leggings. The week they met she was into karaoke. It’s because of Cassie and Audrey that we started the bar. When our grandfather died he left Cassie, our brother Cameron, and me four hundred thousand dollars. The only catch was we had to invest it in a business. Audrey talked us into buying the hole in the wall she was working in. It needed a lot of improvements. We had our work cut out for us, but we were able to move into the three apartments upstairs to save on money. Eventually, the little changes we made to spruce up the bar started to pay off.  
 
    Cameron was already enlisted in the Army and overseas when grandpa had passed away. He left it to me and Cass to invest and give him his cut of the business. His apartment sits empty, waiting for him, he’s scheduled to be discharged in a few months and I can’t wait. I’ve missed the trash out of him. I can’t wait for him to see what we’ve done with the place. I want to surprise him with the deal I’ve got in the works. 
 
    He calls when he can or emails. I can’t wait to show off Audrey to him. But more than that I want him to have something to come home to that he can be proud of.         
 
    This meeting I’m heading to could change everything. I’ve spent the past year building our business, Carwell’s Bar & Grill, with Audrey by my side. Cassie was approached by an investor who wants to open a second bar in Legacy. He thinks we could become a franchise. This guy has big plans. Plans that could secure the life I want to give Audrey.  
 
    “Oh baby,” she coos against my mouth. Her lips are so warm and inviting, tasting of honey and vanilla lip balm. She never goes a moment without wearing it, it’s her thing. She tugs my bottom lip between her teeth, nipping me, as I palm her breast.  
 
    “Idiot, you make me so hard.” My toe is growing harder, needing to be inside her. She is like sexual napalm.  
 
    “I love it when you talk dirty Joey,” she says shoving my pants and boxer briefs down. 
 
    Audrey is the only person who calls me Joey. I am just Joe to most, named after my father, Big Joe. However, when I met Audrey, she decided that I was her Joey. She was looking all cute in her black tube top, dark-denim mini skirt, and cowgirl boots. 
 
     I kept asking for her number and she kept telling me no. She said, if we were meant to see each other we’d cross paths again. There was no way I could leave it to fate, I just knew she was the one. There was a spark between us, an instant attraction, but I felt as if I had known her my whole life, she was so easy to talk to. It was more than flirtation and insta-lust.  
 
    “At least tell me your last name,” I yelled in her ear over the loud music and she giggled, looking so sexy. The girl caught me completely off guard. I wasn’t used to women dropping at my feet, but I had never had to work so hard just to get a girl to talk to me. 
 
    Every word she spoke was a challenge I had to complete to get to know her. I’ve never met another soul as wild, free, and pure as hers. 
 
    She took my beer from my hands and downed it, before pulling me to the stage to sing a duet with her.  
 
    “I don’t sing and I can’t dance,” I confessed. 
 
    “Oh Joey, I have the perfect song. If you make me proud, I’ll tell you my last name.” 
 
    “You drive a hard bargain.” I groaned rubbing my hands over my face. I waited anxiously on the side of the stage as curious eyes stared at me from the audience.  
 
    Audrey smiled at me eagerly as Genesis, I Can’t Dance, played. 
 
    Awkwardly, I joined her for the song. She bumped and grinded against me, making me forget anyone was watching. It felt as if it were just the two of us in the room. 
 
    Needless to say, she was impressed with my effort, earning me her last name, and I later bargained for her number with a second performance. 
 
     “Give it to me, idiot me, baby,” she whispers against my neck as I enter her. I slam into her greedily as she bucks her hips, urging me to go deeper.  
 
    Her body moves in sync with mine. We have been together for two years and I still can’t get my fill of making love to this woman. I can’t wait to see her stomach swollen with my child someday, sooner rather than later, I hope. I can’t wait to put a ring on her finger. I’d ask her right now if I had the time.  
 
    My cellphone buzzes on the nightstand. 
 
    “Ignore it,” Audrey whines, but I know I can’t. This morning is too important.  
 
    Stretching, I reach for the phone, knocking it to the floor. 
 
    “Harder,” Audrey pants. “Oh yes! Like that right there. Now faster, baby.”  
 
    “Ew, Goodness, just stop, no, just no,” I hear my sister say through the speaker of my cellphone that is lying on the floor. 
 
    “Idiot,” I mutter. 
 
    “Hang up right now if you value our friendship!” Audrey growls. “I need him for five more minutes.” 
 
    “Shut it Audrey. Joe, you get your body parts away from my friend and get down here now!” She hangs up and I pull away from Audrey. 
 
    “Sorry, honey. She killed my mojo. I’ll make it up to you.”   
 
    “You owe me.”  
 
    I kiss her once more, savoring her taste. “I owe you,” I agree. 
 
    After a quick trip to the bathroom, I am on my way with thoughts of Audrey lingering in my mind.  
 
    She is my everything. 
 
    I want to give her the world. 
 
    I am thinking back on the day I asked her to move in with me. It was unexpected and I couldn’t believe she said yes, to living together. She was about to leave to move back home to her family in Kentucky. Things weren’t going the way she had hoped. Audrey couldn’t find a decent job to support her while the bar was shut down for renovations.  
 
    All I knew was I didn’t want her to get on that plane. I knew I had to act fast. If she got on that plane, I knew it would be the end of us. So I put myself out there scared to death she would say no, that it was too much too soon. 
 
    “Audrey if you get on that plane, I might die. I love you and I really want you to stay with me. Be with me, forever.” 
 
    “What are you saying Joey?” 
 
    “I’m saying come home with me, let me take care of you, let me love you Audrey.”  
 
    She wrapped her arms around my neck and pecked my lips. “You mean it. You really want me to stay?” Her face was masked with a hopeful smile to hide her fear, but I knew she was just as scared as I was, the trembling of her hands and fast beat of her heart gave her away. 
 
    “The rest of my life, I want every day to be with you.” 
 
    “Oh Joey, I’m going to make you so happy baby.” 
 
     We’ve been together every day since. Audrey wasn’t the settling down type when we started dating. She has never been career driven. Always just taking whatever job came her way. She was like a tumbleweed blowing in the desert, thirsty and with no idea of where she was headed. She still doesn’t know, but God do I love her. 
 
    She spends most of her time helping Cass and me with the bar. She doesn’t give herself enough credit. She has amazing ideas when it comes to attracting new customers, if it weren’t for her we wouldn’t have taken off like we have. The woman, my woman, is a marketing genius. She doesn’t see herself the way the rest of the world does. Audrey is smart, beautiful, and talented, but she is so not an early riser. I know I will need to call her in an hour to make sure she helps Lewis open. If I know my girl at all, I know she has already fallen back asleep.  
 
    Cassie reaches me a coffee as I scoot into my seat and buckle my seatbelt.  
 
    “I really could have gone without hearing you diddling Audrey,” she says scrunching up her nose as she pulls onto the street.  
 
    “Well thanks to you there wasn’t much diddling.” I grin. 
 
    “You are so lucky you are holding hot coffee.” She shakes her head, mirroring our mother. Her forehead crinkles in the middle exactly like Ma’s does when she is lecturing me about my lifestyle choices.  
 
    Our mother was none too pleased when she found out Audrey moved in with me over the bar. She is very old school when it comes to marriage, and she isn’t Audrey’s biggest fan.  
 
    “That girl isn’t right for you. She doesn’t have a real job and lives off you Joe. When are you going to stop messing around and settle down with a good girl that will give me grand-babies,” she said when I asked her for grandma Mundie’s engagement ring. “Stop thinking with Lil’ Joe and find a good girl to marry. I like Audrey but you aren’t meant to be.” 
 
    “I know you and Audrey don’t get along Ma, but she’s the one. I love Audrey. You can either accept it or not, but she makes me happy. If you can’t support my love for Audrey, then you don’t love me as much as you say you do.” I looked her dead in the eyes when I said it and then I left. We haven’t spoken much since. I haven’t popped the question yet, I was hoping Ma would come around and offer her support, but she hasn’t. That was six weeks ago. She just doesn’t like Audrey because she walked in on us having sex last year at Christmas.  
 
    My Ma has this thing for family traditions and she makes a big deal out of holidays, Christmas being the main one she goes gaga over. She goes all out with the food and decorations. Every year she insists that Cass, Cam, and me come home and spend both days with her. Last year I brought Audrey. I told Ma we come as a package. She wasn’t happy, but conceded, saying Audrey could sleep in my old room, while I could sleep in Cam’s room, since he was overseas and unable to come home.  
 
    I crept up the stairs in the middle of the night for just a kiss, but it didn’t end there. One kiss turned into burying myself balls deep in Audrey. I guess my old bed squeaked louder than I remembered, and Ma and her rabbit ears heard us, bursting in the room. I don’t think she was prepared for seeing my bare rear with the balls of Audrey's’ feet digging in my cheeks.  
 
    “Hey, lover boy.” Cassie snaps her fingers in my face. “I’ve asked you like five questions.” 
 
    “Sorry, just nervous about everything. Today is a big day in many ways.” 
 
    She eyes me suspiciously, trying to read me. 
 
    “You’re hiding something from me. Spill it Joe,” my sister demands. She might be Cameron’s twin but we share a close bond. Growing up everyone thought we were triplets. Ma got pregnant with Cass and Cam when I was around nine months old. So in a lot of ways we were a trio.   
 
    “Not a word to Audrey, but tonight over dinner, I’m going to ask her to marry me.” 
 
    “Shut up!” She smacks my chest with a wide grin. “I’m so happy for you Joe. Audrey though, you think she is ready for it. I mean don’t get me wrong...I love her dearly, but that’s a big commitment.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it Cass, you’ve been talking to Ma.” 
 
     “That isn’t what I meant. You know I adore Audrey and love the two of you together.” 
 
     We are paused at a red light; near the restaurant we are meeting Kevin Stark at for brunch. 
 
    “Forget it Cass. I don’t need your blessing either.” 
 
    My hand is tight on the door handle; the light is getting ready to change.  
 
    “Joe don’t be like this. I’m happy for you honest,” Cassie pleads but it’s too late, her true feelings are out now, and she can’t take them back. I thought of all people she would be happy for me, for us—Audrey and me. 
 
    “I’ll meet you there sis, I need some air.” 
 
    I get out of the car before the light changes and step onto the sidewalk. 
 
    The light turns and I wave my sister on. The car behind her honks his horn, and Cass throws her hands up as I cross the side street. 
 
    Suddenly I am struck hard, my body is catapulted, and I hit the hard fiberglass of a sports car. My body feels like I am shattering from the inside out as I roll from the hood and under the wheels. The last thing I see before my world stops is Audrey’s smile from this morning. Her pink lips curved in a sexy grin—my heaven, amid that is dying. 
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