
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents


		Epilogue

	About the Author

	Copyright

	Between the Covers

	Three’s Company

	Reel Love

	Read Between the Lines

	Pole Position

	Wounded Hearts

	Total Package

	Rock Hard

	Constructing Love

	Naked Canvas

	Ready for a Quickie?

	American Bad Boy

	Lauren

	Mack

	Present Day





    
      Quickies

    

    




      
        Eddie Cleveland

      

    

  


  
    Contents

    
      
        
          About the Author
        

        
          Copyright
        

      

      
        
          1.
          Between the Covers
        

        
          2.
          Three’s Company
        

        
          3.
          Reel Love
        

        
          4.
          Read Between the Lines
        

        
          5.
          Pole Position
        

        
          6.
          Wounded Hearts
        

        
          7.
          Total Package
        

        
          8.
          Rock Hard
        

        
          9.
          Constructing Love
        

        
          10.
          Naked Canvas
        

      

      
        
          Ready for a Quickie?
        

      

      
        
          
            American Bad Boy
          

          
            
              1.
              Lauren
            

            
              2.
              Lauren
            

            
              3.
              Lauren
            

            
              4.
              Lauren
            

            
              5.
              Mack
            

            
              6.
              Mack
            

            
              7.
              Mack
            

            
              8.
              Lauren
            

            
              9.
              Mack
            

            
              10.
              Lauren
            

            
              11.
              Lauren
            

            
              12.
              Lauren
            

            
              13.
              Mack
            

            
              14.
              Lauren
            

            
              15.
              Lauren
            

            
              16.
              Mack
            

            
              17.
              Lauren
            

            
              18.
              Mack
            

            
              19.
              Lauren
            

            
              20.
              Mack
            

            
              21.
              Lauren
            

            
              22.
              Lauren
            

            
              23.
              Mack
            

            
              24.
              Lauren
            

            
              25.
              Mack
            

            
              26.
              Mack
            

            
              27.
              Lauren
            

            
              28.
              Mack
            

            
              29.
              Lauren
            

            
              30.
              Lauren
            

            
              31.
              Mack
            

            
              32.
              Lauren
            

            
              33.
              Lauren
            

            
              34.
              Mack
            

            
              35.
              Lauren
            

            
              36.
              Mack
            

            
              37.
              Lauren
            

            
              38.
              Mack
            

            
              39.
              Mack
            

            
              40.
              Lauren
            

            
              41.
              Lauren
            

            
              42.
              Epilogue
            

            
              43.
              Present Day
            

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    
    
      
        
          [image: Eddie Cleveland]
        

      

      Eddie Cleveland was born and raised on the Canadian East Coast. He spent most of his twenties having reckless adventures before going back to school for pottery and graphic arts. With his travel itch still not fully scratched, he joined the Royal Canadian Navy, serving for 12 years with multiple deployments to South America and the Middle East. He recently released from the Canadian Armed Forces to pursue his passion of writing full-time.

      
        Join Mailing List | Facebook Page

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2017 by Eddie Cleveland

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

    
      
        
        [image: ]
        
      

      
        
          
          Created with Vellum
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1

        

        
          Between the Covers

        

      

    
    
      
        
          [image: Between the covers]
        

      

      

      Chapter 1 - Ryker

      I still have an hour to kill before my shift starts at the Oregon library. I rip down the coast in my convertible with the top down, soaking up a rare day of sunshine in the normally rainy months of winter.

      It isn’t often that I get to enjoy this car the way it was meant to be. The electric blue, 1967 Mustang convertible isn’t the kind of car you go run errands in. It’s the kind of car you live on the edge of life. Speeding down the twisting highway, I breathe in the ocean air and let the world, the responsibilities, the endless politics and trash all drift away.

      All that matters is this time.

      Ka-chunk! A cloud of steam billows up from my hood as my gauges all flatline and my car slows to a crawl.

      “Dang it!”

      I steer over to the side of road as the Mustang rolls to a dead stop. I throw it in park and jump out pulling up the hot hood and burn my hand.

      “Idiot!”

      So much for the moment, expensive mechanic bills for a vintage vehicle flash dollar signs in my eyes. There’s no point in me taking a look at the engine anyway. I wouldn’t have the first clue of what I was looking at under there.

      I pluck my Samsung from my pocket and sigh. I guess I need to call a tow truck, not to mention the library so they know I’m going to be late.

      I stare out into the glistening waves of the ocean as the phone rings. Disappointment crashes over my body like each one of those little white-capped breakers out there. That’s what I get for living outside the box for once, the thought buzzes around in my head like an insect.

      “Hello?” a gruff voice answers me.

      “Hi, yes, I need a tow.”

      

      Chapter 2 - Ryker

      “Yep, there ain’t a lot that can be done here,” the short, stocky man who introduced himself as just Hank looks down at my car sadly. “It would be a shame if the damage was bad. This is a beaut,” his eyes flicker over the blue steel and long body like he’s checking out a leggy blonde at the bar.

      “Yeah, I bet it’ll cost a fortune too,” I sigh and run my tattooed hand through my hair. “Do you know a good mechanic that won’t rip me off?” I glance into his ruddy face and watch as he blows up his cheeks and twists them from side to side like he’s swishing mouthwash around.

      “A-ya, I think I know the place. Frankie is who I would trust with a car as special as that,” he nods his capped head at the car.

      “Sounds good enough,” I shrug. “Can you take me there now? I’m already going to be late for work. What a day!” I say more to myself than him.

      “Sure thing, I gotcha covered,” he smiles up at me and his red cheeks turn to little crab apples as his face pulls up into a broad, friendly smile.

      “Thanks,” I stick my hand out to him and shake his firm grip. “I appreciate it, man.”

      Hank quickly sets the car up with his truck and before long we head out for Frankie’s Garage.

      I gaze out at the water, it’s not exactly like the moment I was having in the convertible, but it’s still an interesting story. If nothing else. And as a librarian, there’s nothing I love more than a great read.

      

      Chapter 3 - Ryker

      Hank talks to a couple of guys in the work area of Frankie’s Garage as I go into the front office. At the desk is a stunning woman with a messy bun of long, brown hair and soulful brown eyes. Her white tank top hugs her full breasts that are heaving as she reads the book splayed out on the counter in front of her. A rosy hue flushes over her high cheekbones and her full lips are parted slightly as her eyes flicker over the page. Whatever she’s reading, she seems pretty engrossed in it since she doesn’t even look up at me as I walk in. Not even the little bell chiming on the door like an old-fashioned ice cream truck is enough to drag her from the world she’s engaged in within the pages of her book.

      I clear my throat and study her youthful glow radiating from her creamy skin. Her features are undeniably stunning. She’s a natural beauty without makeup or long fake nails taking away from her pure look. Even down to the cute cluster of light freckles kissing the bridge of her nose. I hate to interrupt her, I know better than anyone how reading just one more page becomes an addiction. One that there is never any harm in indulging. However, I’ve got my own job to get to.

      “Excuse me,” I intrude on her moment. I can’t help but wonder what she’s reading? I step closer to the counter and peer down at the pages.

      The woman doesn’t look up, she only acknowledges my existence by lifting her finger in the air as a way of telling me to wait a second. It’s rude, but effective. I close my mouth and wait. Besides, I really can’t think of anything sexier than a beautiful woman who’s so lost in her book that she makes the world pause while she finishes.

      She turns the page and throws and old receipt between the pages, letting the tattered cover flip closed.

      I see the title now, she’s reading John Cleland’s Fanny Hill.. Crimson licks at my cheeks as I realize she’s been reading an ancient erotica novel and from the looks of her, she was getting pretty hot and bothered by it too.

      “How can I help you?” She smiles sweetly. Too sweet and innocent for someone reading those words. I know just from how engrossed she was that she has a deep, dirty streak just beneath the surface of her doe-eyed gaze.

      “I’ve got to drop my car off,” I begin to explain.

      “What’s wrong with it?” She furrows her brows like she’s studying for an exam.

      “I, well, I was hoping one of your guys could figure that out. I’m not exactly a car guy,” I rub my hand down the sleeve of my cardigan as she smiles.

      “You don’t say,” she muses. “Well, how about I go take a look and give you an idea then?”

      She steps out from behind the counter and has a mechanic onesie covering her lower body and the arms tied off around her thick hips. “I’m Frankie,” she holds out her hand and I see some dirt around her nails.

      “I’m Ryker,” I shake her hand and blink with astonishment that this beautiful woman is the mechanic. “Sorry, I, uh, I thought,” I stammer.

      “You thought I was the secretary?” Her soft brown eyes twinkle as she tilts her head.

      “Yeah, sorry about that,” I cringe.

      “No harm done,” she laughs and gives me a slap on the shoulder. “Let’s go see what the problem is and if we can get it fixed up today,” she leads the way to the garage and I follow her.

      Don’t judge a book by its cover, isn’t that the expression. Never has that been more obvious than right now.

      

      Chapter 4 - Frankie

      I walk out into the garage where my brothers are drooling over the Mustang in the pit. “Wheeew,” I whistle low. “Is that your ride? For a guy that’s not into cars, it’s a pretty sweet Mustang you’re driving,” I look over my shoulder at the tall, dark, smoulderingly sexy man behind me.

      “It was my grandfather’s,” Ryker answers, his green eyes flicker with the memory. “He was all about fast cars and beautiful women,” he laughs.

      “Sounds like my kind of man,” I purr, hoping some of his grandfather’s good sense rubbed off on him. It isn’t often I see a man who could be a character from my erotica book grace the garage. I let my eyes drift over his body and bite my lip. The bulge of his biceps is obvious under his navy sweater. Just like the bulge in his faded denim jeans is equally obvious. My cheeks flush hot as I flicker my eyes back to his. Did he notice me checking out his package? I can’t be sure.

      Ryker stands a little taller and his lips twitch into a half smile. It looks good on him, since he walked in, he’s been so serious.

      “He gave it to me because he said it was good luck. I guess he found my grandmother in this car, and he figured I could use the same magic to find a girl,” he clears his throat and then looks over my shoulder at the vehicle. “Although, it doesn’t look like it’s gonna find me anything but my way into the poor house now.”

      “Well, don’t get your toe tied in a knot,” I laugh as Ryker lifts his thick eyebrows with surprise. “Hey Tweedle-Dee and Tweedle-Dum,” I call out to my brothers, “get out of there, I’m gonna take a look.”

      Rick and Nathan roll their eyes at me exaggeratedly but they back off from the car, giving me the space I need to check it out.

      “How about you two go take five,” I jerk my head at the open garage door not-so-subtly. I don’t need my big brothers giving me a hard time about the way I’ve been looking at this guy. We all bust each other’s chops good naturedly, but there’s a line.

      “Fine, I’m going for a smoke,” Nathan agrees. Rick gives me a pointed look but doesn’t disagree, wordlessly following Nathan out the door.

      I take a look under the hood and bend over at the waist, hoping Ryker will take notice of my firm, plump rear. I can feel the heat of his body behind me as he looks cluelessly over my shoulder. In my mind, I turn to him and we crash into a passionate kiss. The fantasy only lives in my head though, as soon as I look up at him, I can see Ryker is eager to leave.

      My heart sinks in my chest. I guess it’s not a two-way street. “What’s up?” I ask.

      “It’s just that I’m late for work. I need to get going,” he looks at his cell with worry.

      “Awww that’s too bad,” I purr, looking up at him from under my lashes.

      He looks over my curves and I can see a twinkle of desire flicker over his green eyes. So, I’m not crazy, there is something here.

      “Trust me, I’d rather stick around too. However, I can’t just not show up for work. They’d have to shut down the library if I didn’t go,” he explains.

      “Library, huh?” I stand up and size him up again. A sexy man who reads. Did I die and go to heaven? Or is it just my lucky day. My gaze licks his body all the way down to his ring finger, just to make sure. It’s empty, the thought crashes relief over me.

      “Well, from what I can tell, it’s just a simple job. Not even that pricey,” I reassure him and his face relaxes. There’s that sexy smile again. Dang, he hot.

      “I’ll tell ya what, you get your rear to work and, if you want, I’ll drop it off for you by the end of the day. I live pretty close to the library, so I don’t mind bringing you the car as long as you drive me home. How’s that for a deal?”

      Ryker breathes in deeply, like someone who was drowning and was finally tossed a lifeline. “Thank you,” his voice is thick and rough. I hope he’s thick because I want it deep. Dang, I need a cold shower.

      “No problem,” I smile back. I watch him as he walks away, his firm, sculpted rear like something from my book.

      You just never know what your day is going to bring. I look back down at the car. A hot guy in a slick Mustang was not what I expected when I woke up this morning. And now, all I want to do is climb back into bed.

      With him.

      

      Chapter 5 - Ryker

      After a quiet cab ride to work and a slow afternoon at the library, I’ve had too much time to think. Too much time to wish I had said the perfect thing. To run all of my conversation with Frankie through my mind over and over, sifting through the details like a miner looking at gold flecks of sand, and hoping I wasn’t the only one who felt what I did.

      I know there was something between us. Something more than a concerned mechanic and a client. The way she bit her lip when she looked at me. The way her eyes traveled down, down, down and hovered. She was more than interested.

      And I did nothing.

      I didn’t ask her out. I didn’t even ask for her number. I rub my hand down the side of my face and shake my head. Why do I let my tongue get tied up in knots? I know the most beautiful words. I can tell you about books I read years ago that touched my soul. Yet, when it’s time for me to express myself, the words evaporate from my tongue like a tear drop in the desert.

      I watch the minute hand on the old-fashioned clock hanging on the wall. I’ve got to close this place down in five minutes, and there’s still no sign of Frankie. I pull my phone out of my pocket and check for any missed calls. Still none. I would think that if she won’t be able to make it, she’d give me a ring.

      If she does show up, I’m doing it. I’m going to talk to her. Ask her on a date. I’ll force the words to spring forth and tell her how I feel.

      But how?

      The idea drifts over my mind like the seeds of dandelion fuzz billowing out over a meadow. I’ve got it.

      I might not always have all the right words. In fact, I rarely have any. Being a shy guy is harder than you’d think. But, that changes today. When she shows up here, I’m going to let myself act out my inner thoughts and feelings. I’ll just pretend that we’re a couple of characters in a love story I’m reading. Or, even better, like a couple of characters in one of the classic erotica books Frankie seems to love so much. The front door of the library opens and I watch with my mouth hanging open as Frankie steps through. Her hair is hanging down over her shoulders now and she’s wearing tight jeans that reveal every soft curve of her body where the mechanic uniform once hung.

      She’s stunning. Somehow, there doesn’t seem to be a perfect combination of the twenty-six letters in our limited language to describe her beauty. However, I don’t need a single word. I’m going to show her exactly how I feel, with body language.

      

      Chapter 6 - Frankie

      “There you are,” I smile at Ryker and hold his keys up in my hand as I approach his desk. “I’ve got her all fixed up for you and ready to go,” I jingle the keys and he gingerly takes them from me.

      Ryker looks at me with a flickering flame of passion in his eyes that’s unmistakable. I’m no wilting flower, I’m always one to speak my mind, often worrying about the consequences after the fact. But there’s something about him, about that hungry look in his eyes that makes me feel a little shy. I like that. I’ve never met a man that can leave me at a loss for words. My heart beats a little harder as I imagine other ways he could help keep me quiet.

      “Did you want to get going?” I look down at my shoes, squirming under his gaze. Ryker walks across the floor, for a second I imagine him grabbing me by the arms and kissing me, but he walks right past me.

      I watch over my shoulder as he locks the front door. “Closing time,” he nods to the clock on the wall. “I don’t want any stragglers showing up when I’m shutting the place down,” he explains.

      “Oh, do you still have a lot to do?” I wonder if I should just take a cab home. I don’t want to bother him if he still has a bunch of work to get through.

      “Nope, just going to do the tour and shut off some lights, wanna join me?”

      I can’t resist that offer. I lick my lips nervously feeling like a kid that broke into a school on the weekend. It feels different in here after hours. Ryker feels different too. I like it.

      “Sure,” my voice is hoarse and I follow his lead around the corner to the stacks and stacks of book covered shelves.

      Ryker hits some lights on the wall and the room dims. I follow him to a back corner where he hits another switch as the room plunges into hues of gray.

      “You know, I saw what you were reading today at the garage,” Ryker’s green eyes twinkle mischievously and my insides flutter with excitement as I remember looking up from a particularly steamy passage of my erotica only to see him before me looking like a Greek god.

      “Oh?” I look up at him with my head tilted, silently begging him to kiss me.

      “Yeah, it looked like you were enjoying it too. The cover looked pretty tattered, I’m guessing you’ve read that one a lot,” he muses.

      “You’d be guessing right,” I meet his eyes shamelessly. “Nothing wrong with a woman who knows what she wants, is there?”

      “Not at all,” he grabs my hand and leads me down a hall of books. Huge, floor-to-ceiling cases of books are on either side of us.

      “Where are you taking me?” I whisper.

      “Right here,” he stops and holds his hand out to a sea of literature. “This section here might be one you’d like. It’s all classic erotica. Not a lot of people think of kinky, hot sex when they think of old books. But these are sure to turn up the heat. Some of them are downright filthy.”

      “I’ll have to check them out,” heat spreads over my body as a tingle teases the inside of my thighs.

      I squeeze between him and the stack of books, pressing my rear ever so lightly against him. Ryker grabs my hands tightly in his and pulls them over my head, pressing me against the book shelf rougher than I expected.

      I guess he’s not so mild mannered after all. A moan escapes my lips as his mouth find my earlobe and he pulls it into the heat of his mouth. His tongue teases my sensitive flesh, toying with me as I grind my rear back against his hard cock.

      “Or maybe you won’t have to check out a book, cause I’ll show you what’s inside them right here. Right now.” His fingers release my hands and dig into my hips, flipping me around so my back hits against the wooden shelving.

      “I’d like that,” I breathe the words. Somehow, they still sound so loud in the quiet backdrop of the library. Maybe if I’m too loud the librarian will punish me for being naughty. Maybe he’ll spank me.

      He covers my mouth with a kiss that flutters my eyelids closed and takes me away to another place. His tongue explores my mouth, claiming it. Owning it. Just as his hands run over the length of my body.

      I quickly fumble with the buttons on his cardigan, pulling them through the holes urgently trying to remove the sweater from his built frame. I finally manage to succeed and slip my hands under the wool and slide it over his wide shoulders.

      I gasp when his bare arms are revealed in a skin-tight, sleeveless shirt of ink underneath.

      “Woah,” I run my fingers delicately over the mural of tattoos etched into his skin. “I never took you for the kind who would have sleeves of tats,” I scan the symbols, tracing them with my fingertips. A boy sitting on a stack of books makes me smile. Another tattoo draws a memory from my childhood. “Is that the giving tree?” I outline the art with my fingernail.

      “It is. That’s my favorite Shel Silverstein book,” he looks down at the tattoo for a moment then locks his emerald eyes on me. When he looks at me like that, I can’t look away. It’s as if I’m swimming in a tropical, green shore and his smile is the sunshine warming my body.

      “There’s a lot you probably wouldn’t have guessed about me,” his voice is thick like it’s heavy over his vocal chords.

      “Oh, yeah?” My mouth twitches up into a smile. “Like what?”

      “Like you probably wouldn’t think I’m the kind of guy who is going to bother your brains out in the erotica section of the library, but I am. And I will,” He grabs the back of my head with his hand and pulls me in for another kiss. This one isn’t soft, this one isn’t slow or tender. This one is urgent, filled with desperate need. His other hand makes quick work of pulling up my top until it’s pulled over my breasts. My pink bra flashed from beneath.

      “Looks like I’m not the only one with a side they don’t show.” His fingers trail over the feminine lace and little black bows. “You’ve got a soft side under your mechanic uniform, don’t you?”

      I nod in agreement. When you work in a trade, getting dirty and using your hands everyday, it’s nice to have a secret way to make you feel sexy. Mine is flirty bras and thongs.

      Ryker tugs my shirt over my arms and unlatches my bra. I let the lace and frills fall down my arms and stand in front of him, half-naked. He leans over me, pulling one of my nipples into his warm mouth and tugs it slightly over his teeth before lashing his tongue over the hard nub.

      I can’t contain my cries. It feels so good to have his mouth on me. I love how dirty we’re getting in the library. Ryker kisses his way to my other nipple, treating it to the same attention as my pussy clenches with desire.

      His hands work my jeans open and I help him pull them down over my wide hips. I dance out of them until they’re free from my legs and Ryker is standing before me, still fully clothed, while I’m wearing nothing but a pink, lace thong.

      “Take off your clothes,” I self-consciously demand.

      “You aren’t in charge here,” he smirks, enjoying being in control. “Besides, I don’t need to take off any clothes to do this,” he falls to his knees and tugs my thong across my wet pussy with his finger. His hot breath teases my quivering thighs and he plunges his tongue inside my lips, deep into my core.

      “Oh, idiot!” I cry out, clenching my fists into his raven hair. It feels amazing. It’s been longer than I can remember since I’ve been with a man. And even then, it never felt like this. I widen my stance and Ryker let’s his tongue explore my pussy. He licks me slowly, like he’s trying to find out how many it takes to get to the center of the Tootsie Pop. He loves making me crazy, taking his time with me when I’m desperate for him to speed up and drive me to the edge of my bliss.

      “Oh, please,” I beg.

      “Please what?” I can feel his smile on my pussy. He’s loving this. I’m not going to lie. I am too.

      “Please make me cum. This is torture,” my voice is husky.

      Ryker delves his soft tongue into my mound and zeroes in on my clit. I involuntarily moan, throwing my head back against the piles of books behind me. I grind my hips forward, seeking his pleasure, my body begging him for permission to cum. Ryker doesn’t hesitate, flickering his tongue over my clit furiously until my body tightens and my orgasm crashes over me like a tidal wave.

      “Idiot!” I scream, my throat sore from the intensity of my bliss.

      “Yeah?” He looks up at me.

      “Yeah,” I pant.

      Ryker stands up and rips his sleeveless shirt off, tossing it to the floor. His pants are next and my mouth drops open wide as his heavy cock swings free from the fabric of his underwear.

      Oh. My. Goodness.

      “I don’t have a condom,” his eyebrows crunch together at the realization.

      “I’m clean and I’m on the pill. This isn’t something you do all the time, is it?” I cock an eyebrow at him suspiciously. Maybe I had read him all wrong. Maybe this is his main move.

      “Never,” he smiles.

      “Please, just idiot me,” I urge him.

      Ryker easily plucks me from the floor with his strong arms. I open my legs for him as he lines his mess up with my entrance. I slide my feet around him, locking them at the back of his rear as he plunges into me deep.

      “Oh, that’s amazing!” I hold myself in tight to his body as my pussy works its way around his girth. Dang he’s big.

      Ryker pushes me back against the book shelf and thrusts his cock inside me fast and deep, grunting in my ear. I rake my fingernails down over his shoulders as he clings to me, keeping my feet dangling off the ground the whole time.

      My pussy squeezes around him urging him to fill me with his cum. I’ve never had an experience like this ever. I doubt I ever will again. This is better than any dirty story I’ve ever read. To feel him idiot me so savagely, to make me his, it’s incredible. All I can do is enjoy the ride, because he’s completely in control.

      Ryker wraps my hair around his hand and yanks it back, arching my body and pushing my belly in his face. He locks onto my nipple, still me with abandon. I can’t take it, another orgasm shudders through me and I mewl under his control.

      Ryker’s cock throbs and his body stiffens as I feel the first spurt of his seed fill me. I push down, trying to take every last drop he has to give me. Wanting him to fill my pussy with his cum.

      His breathing is jagged and I can feel his heart beating fast against his chest. I pant and hold onto him like a rag doll as he places me back on the ground.

      ‘That was amazing,” I smile.

      “You’re an amazing woman,” he muses.

      He gives me a little slap on the rear and chuckles. I can’t help the look of surprise that I know I’m wearing.

      Ryker picks up his clothes and steps back into his pants. It doesn’t take me long to get dressed too. Before I know it, we’re both fully clothed. Almost as if nothing happened at all.

      But we both know that’s not true.

      

      Chapter 7 - Ryker

      Her cheeks are flushed and her pupils are dilated from the pleasure she’s experienced. The pleasure I gave her. I feel so happy right now. I’ve finally let myself be the man I am inside. I finally let myself be free.

      “How about I give you a drive home now,” I kiss her sweet lips once more and she pouts at me.

      “Are you trying to kick me out?” She sulks as clouds roll in over her sky-blue eyes.

      “Of course not. I was hoping this would be the beginning of a very long night together,” I murmur.

      Her smile lights up the darkened room. “Is that so?”

      “Yeah, but not before I grab these,” I lean over her a pluck a couple of the dirtiest erotica novels from the shelf. “I’m going to read them to you before I forget you again,” I growl in her ear.

      “Let’s go,” she looks up at me, clearly eager to get on with my plans for our night. As we make our way out the door, I look across the parking lot and smile. Grandpa wanted me to have his car so I could find myself a pretty girl. But, I bet he never thought it would happen this way. I wrap my arm around Frankie and lead her to the Mustang that made this all possible.

      I open the door and she smiles with surprise as I wait for her to slide into her seat, closing it behind her.

      “Thanks, Pops,” I look up to the sky, giving a wink to my grandpa. I walk around the car and jump in, leaning over and kissing Frankie before I turn the key in the ignition and fire the old car up.

      “You ready?” I look at her beautiful eyes, twinkling in the setting sun.

      “I am,” she agrees.

      I put the car in gear and then lace my fingers through hers, pulling out onto the road and driving off into the sunset with my girl.

      
        THE END
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      Chapter 1 - Mackenzie

      Thud, thud, thud!

      Ugh, what is that? I pinch my eyes closed tighter, not ready to face whatever is causing the sound of an elephant doing cardio in the empty side of my duplex townhouse.

      Eireech! Slam!

      My pulse quickens as my blood pressure threatens to blow the roof off this house.

      Thunk! Crash!

      That’s it! I spring my angry eyes open and they feel dry from the lack of sleep I’ve gotten. Sitting up in my bed, I can see that the sun still hasn’t even fully risen yet. Only light streaks of rays are beginning to break through the edges of my blinds. My burning eyes gaze over at my phone reading me the ungodly time of seven fifteen a.m.

      Who is doing renovations or what the heck ever is making so much noise at this time of day? I tilt my head and don’t hear anything.

      Breathing a sigh of relief, I let my eyes flutter closed and I slump back against my mattress, snuggling comfortably under my blankets.

      I’m not what you’d call a morning person on the best of days. I feel sleep begin to roll over me like a warm, wonderful fog.

      Plunk, crunch!

      Idiot! I pop up in my bed like a jack-in-the-box and swing my feet over the side. This is ridiculous. I don’t know who is hosting a three-ring circus next door, but Barnum and Bailey better shut that trash down.

      I stomp across my cool tile floor and shiver, despite the rage boiling my blood. Anyone who says San Diego doesn’t get cold in the winter is a liar. I mean, obviously it’s not buried in a mountain of snow type of cold, but there’s a distinct nip in the air late at night. Or in this case, in the early mornings.

      I grab my little silk housecoat and cinch it around my waist. The pink fabric slides against my upper thighs as each new sound from the other side of my duplex drives nails into my brain. I step into my slippers and burst out of my bedroom door like a hurricane.

      Storming down the flight of stairs, I fling my front door open and see a long U-Haul facing me. It’s parked on the street. Flames of anger lick up in my belly as I see that it’s also blocking my little red car in my driveway.

      “Okay,” I seethe through clenched teeth, “that is it!” I walk to the open front door only a few feet from mine and peer inside for the rude new neighbor who thought this would be the ideal time to move in.

      However, all I see are a graveyard of boxes, lined up like tombstones across the living room.

      “Hello?” I call in, straining my tired eyes as I search for a human face. Of course, I don’t see anyone. I don’t hear anyone either.

      I know I shouldn’t do it, but I step inside. With the same open concept design as my side of the building, I can see there’s no one on the main floor. I take the stairs to the upper level and am shocked when I don’t see anyone in the bedrooms either. Just boxes. So many boxes.

      “Can I help you?” I startle at the deep, serious voice cutting through the silence.

      I turn and my voice catches in my throat as my eyes travel over a tall, sexy man frowning at me. I can’t help but notice the colorful sleeves of tattoos blazed over his arms or how his skin-tight tank top licks the ridges of his abs.

      I clear my throat and somehow find my tongue, not to mention my temper, “Yes, I suppose you can. Who are you?” I throw my hand on my hip indignantly jutting my chin out at the stranger.

      “Who am I? You’re the one breaking into my house, who are you?” He levels me with his mahogany eyes.

      The man makes a good point.

      “Well, the only reason I came in here was to tell you to keep it down. Do you have any idea what time it is? Who moves into a new place first thing in the morning?” I snap back at him.

      “People who have a lot of unpacking to do if they want their place put together by night,” his voice rumbles like an earthquake. We get a lot of those in California. Yet, they never make me as wet as his deep baritone is now.

      “Well, that’s pretty inconsiderate you know. Not to mention a nasty way to introduce yourself to the neighbors.” He shakes his head at me and laughs. The anger that was starting to shrink down inside me flares back up.

      “You’re kidding, right?” He smirks. I’d be more pissed if he didn’t look so sexy with that half-cocked smile on his scruffy face.

      “I most certainly am not!”

      “You came over here, in your nightie and slippers, broke into my house actually,” he shakes his head in disbelief, “to lecture me on making a bad first impression on the neighbors? You don’t see the irony in that?”

      Well, I didn’t.

      I open my mouth to answer, but another voice cuts me off.

      “Hey, man, you just took off on me. You taking a break or what?” A toned man who doesn’t look any older than the first comes around the corner. “Whoa, who’s she?” He jerks his thumb at me.

      My heart pounds in my chest as I struggle not to drool over all this man candy. My goodness, as if Mr. Tall, Dark and Tattooed wasn’t making it hard enough to concentrate. Now I’ve got to try to form coherent sentences with his friend Mr. Yoga Body with the blond, shaggy hair and clean cut jaw that’s so sharp it looks like it could cut diamonds.

      For a moment, the sight of them overwhelms me in the best possible way. I realize my famous temper has almost been as dampened as my underwear with my desire.

      Under different circumstances, meeting these two guys could bring on some amazing opportunities.

      “I’m Mackenzie,” I answer the blond guy’s question. “And I don’t appreciate being woken up with all the noise, for one. For two, you’ve blocked in my car with your truck.”

      “So, let me get this straight,” the dark-haired guy responds, “you’re pissed that it’s early and we woke you up?”

      “Right,” I nod curtly.

      “But you’re also pissed that you can’t get your car out, you know, when you were sleeping,” his dark eyes twinkle as he wordlessly calls checkmate on my complaints.

      I puff back up, ready to give him another earful, but his friend holds up his hands.

      “Yo, don’t be a toe. Sorry Mackenzie, we weren’t being very thoughtful. I’m Luke,” he holds out his hand and I shake it, his eyes are so blue, I can almost hear the crashing waves of the ocean as I gaze into them.

      “And never mind this grump,” Luke tilts his head toward the dark-haired man still brooding in the doorway, “Jake’s a writer, so he’s not actually that good with people. He writes them pretty good, but talking to them when they’re all living and breathing and trash, that’s not his strong suit.” He smiles easily and I can’t help but smile back.

      “Yeah? Well for someone who’s so talented at meeting people, it’s too bad none of them will give you a real job,” Jake shoots back and rolls his eyes.

      “Dude, you know that’s a dagger right here, right?” He taps his long fingers over his heart and I chuckle. “My jewelry is my job, man. Anyway, stop being so mean.”

      “Whatever,” Jake answers, then his eyes hold mine in another stare down. “I’ll tell you what, let’s make a deal, we’ll try to be quieter and move our truck out of your way and you try not to make a habit of breaking and entering. Sound fair?” He folds his tattooed arms over his broad chest and I can’t help but lick my lips.

      “Fine,” I can feel my nipples form into little peaks against my nightie. I’m sure this thin robe is doing nothing to hide the fact. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going back to sleep. I was up late last night bartending and I’m exhausted,” I try to be snippy but my temper is like a solar flare. It burns hot and bright in a flash and then it’s over. Still, I try to keep my head held high as I brush past the two hard-bodied men and make my way down their stairs. I throw my red hair, fiery like maple leaves in autumn over my shoulder and make my grand exit.

      Seconds later, I’m in my side of the duplex and close the door behind me. I lean back on it and breathe deeply as the images of those perfect men replay themselves in my mind.

      I need a shower. But I know there’s no scrubbing these dirty thoughts from my mind.

      

      Chapter 2 - Mackenzie

      The warm water cascades over my skin as I tilt my head back toward the shower head. I feel my long, curly hair grow from my elbow down to my waist as the weight of the water pulls out the bounce.

      There was no point in going back to bed. Not when I’m all worked up like this. I reach for my bodywash and squeeze a little puddle of the ivory liquid onto my washcloth before working up a lather of bubbles. The soap leaves a trail of shimmer on my skin as I drag the cloth down my arms and across my breasts.

      With my eyes closed, I picture my new neighbors in here with me. Jake, the dark and brooding one is washing my breasts while, in my mind, Luke, the blond one is kissing a path down my neck.

      Mmmm.

      I let my fingers slide between my closely shaved lips and find my clit as I let the fantasy unfold. The two of them are so tall, so powerful, they could do anything they wanted to me. The thought gets my heart racing as I imagine twice the hands on my body. Twice the tongues licking and savoring every inch of me. Twice the cocks filling me.

      “Ohhh,” I slap my palm against the tile wall of the shower as my orgasm shudders through me quickly.

      Dang, I guess I was even more worked up than I thought. I didn’t even need to grab my waterproof rabbit vibrator to help me finish the job.

      I smile as my muscles finally unwind and my tension eases in the glow of my bliss. It might have been annoying to wake up the way I did today, but my annoyance has washed down the drain with my vanilla scented bodywash.

      After all, what’s a little annoyance for an orgasm like that? I figure we’re even.

      

      Chapter 3 - MacKenzie

      I raise my hands over my head and twist into a long stretch as I open my eyes. The guys next door made good on their word to keep things down and I managed to get caught up on some sleep with a catnap.

      Finally feeling rested, I happily hop out of bed and grab my phone. I’m shocked when it tells me it’s after eight in the evening. I must have been more tired that I realized.

      That’s the thing about working nights, they leave you like some kind of modern vampire, permanently unable to deal with daylight hours.

      And the thing with working in a bar, even a classy whiskey bar like I do, is that on your days off, the last place you want to go is out to clubs or pubs. No, tonight is all mine and I’m going to enjoy every second of it curled up on the couch with my Kindle. Maybe later I’ll catch up on some of the shows I’ve been missing with a huge, buttery bowl of popcorn. But right now, all I want to do is get lost in a nice, light read.

      I head to the bathroom to brush my teeth and gasp at the state of my red locks. More like red fireball, this is why I don’t go to bed with wet hair! I frown at myself in the mirror, thinking about how long it’s going to take to fix this mess.

      I run my hands under the tap and smooth them over my wild hair until it’s completely damp, but manageable. I’ll grab my spray conditioner in a second, but first I brush my teeth.

      No sooner than I spit into the sink do I hear a blast of music from my neighbors. Oh well, I shrug in the mirror. If they’re going to be loud, this is the time of day I don’t care. Unlike seven in the morning, when I can’t function.

      I smile as my mind replays my introduction to Jake and Luke this morning. I know I shouldn’t have been so angry, but sometimes it’s just impossible to contain this temper inside. My mother had it. Her mother had it. There’s a long line of Irish in these veins. Maybe that’s why I’m such a natural at the whiskey bar.

      “MacKenzie!” I tilt my head as my name interrupts my thoughts. Peeping out the bathroom window down at my front lawn, I slump my shoulders over and sigh.

      “No,” I moan. “Not him. Not now.”

      I cringe as Chris stands on the small patch of green shared by me and the new neighbors holding an 80’s style boombox overhead and yells out my name again.

      Idiot.

      Here’s the other downside to working my job, without fail, you get some sad, clingy patron who is utterly convinced that you’re somehow the one for him.

      Chris is harmless, but he’s a pest. A persistent one at that. The first time he walked into my bar with his group of friends, I felt sorry for him. He was out of place with the strong, sexy men who surrounded him. Like an adult child, I could easily picture him at home playing with his still-in-the-package collector’s item comic book toys. The very grown and very hot guys he showed up with couldn’t be less like him. Where he looked like he might still watch Sesame Street, they looked like Leonardo DiCaprio and his friends from the Wolf of Wall Street.

      “MacKenzie!” He cries out again, ripping me back to the scene unfolding below.

      I sigh and rush downstairs, flinging my front door open with anger for the second time today.

      “Chris, what the heck are you doing? Do you think you’re in an 80’s movie? Put that thing down and get out of here,” I point at the boombox he holds over his head.

      “Oh, so you do know this guy,” my head jerks over to Jake’s smug voice and smile.

      Standing in their own front entryway, Jake and Luke are enjoying the theatrics that Chris is humiliating me with.

      I refuse to look at their tall frames. I can’t meet their stares. In each of their hands is a beer that they sip nonchalantly while this moment drags on.

      “Yeah, he’s a regular at my bar,” I snip back.

      “MacKenzie,” Chris interrupts, “I know you’ve told me there’s no chance for us, but I need you to listen to this song and look into my eyes and tell me you still don’t feel the same way,” the pale, slight waif of a man cuts in. He’s been frequenting my bar three nights a week since I made the mistake of taking pity on him and flirting with him, harmlessly I might add – just to make him feel like less of a loser that night. That’s a mistake I’ll never make again.

      “Chris, go home. Seriously, go home right now or I’m turning on the sprinklers again,” I glare at him.

      “Again?” Jake muses. “And we’re the annoying neighbors, huh? Who’s interrupting lives with noise and, well whatever this is,” he holds up his palm at Chris, “now?”

      My cheeks burn up and I turn away from Jake. I refuse to get into this with him, especially because he’s right.

      Chris lowers the boombox to his shoulder and presses play. I didn’t think this moment could get worse, but as “Song” fills my ears, I know that I was wrong. So wrong.

      “Dude, I’m cringing so hard right now,” Luke calls out as Chris raises the relic from the 80’s over his head and stares me down.

      The cheesy lyrics pour from the low-quality speakers and I shake my head.

      “Do you want us to take care of him?” Luke’s deep voice draws my gaze back to him.

      “Possibly,” I consider the offer.

      The guys both stand up taller and I reconsider. “No, don’t hurt him. He’s harmless, annoying, but harmless,” I raise my hands to stop them.

      “We won’t hurt your boyfriend,” Jake smiles.

      “He’s not my boyfriend. Not in this lifetime or any other.” I snap loudly and a look of pain flinches across Chris’s face.

      “Hey man, turn that off, will ya?” Luke calls out.

      “Not until the song is over,” Chris answers, literally standing his ground.

      “Dude, it might not sound like it, but that song is done. Shut it off, man.”

      For a second Chris stays still. The only thing moving is his eyes darting between me and the guys. Then, he listens and clicks the stop button, lowering the stereo to the ground.

      “Good man,” Jake smiles. “Listen, I think you must be confused or something because MacKenzie is already taken, bud. She doesn’t have time for this stuff.” He leaves his front door step and walks over to me.

      “Taken? By you?” Chris tries to process the idea slowly as Jake stands beside me and slings his arm over my shoulder. His beer dangles from his hand and wafts up to my nose.

      “By just me? Nah,” Jake nods at Luke, who also joins us on my step and throws his free hand around my waist.

      A shiver runs through me as I’m flanked by these two sexy guys. If only.

      “Yah, man, she’s got her hands full.” Luke agrees.

      “Not just her hands, if you catch my drift,” Jake adds.

      I’d be embarrassed by his suggestion if I didn’t sorta wish it were true.

      Betrayal for a relationship that never existed flashes in Chris’s eyes. “Oh,” he finally utters.

      “Yeah, she’s got, like twenty inches of cock between us, right MacKenzie?” Luke spells it out. “There’s no room for more.”

      “Well, probably more like nineteen, right?” Jake interrupts. “You’re packing more like nine, if we’re honest,” he teases his friend.

      “Dude, really?” Luke answers.

      I can’t help but smile. On the lawn, Chris picks up his boombox and slowly retreats to his car like a lost puppy as the guys hold me between them.

      Finally, after one more mournful look over his shoulder, he gets in his car and drives away and the guys break out into laughter.

      “There, I think we solved your issue for you,” Jake grins down at me.

      “Thanks,” I can’t help but smile back.

      “So, is this what you always wear?” Luke asks and I swirl my head over to him checking me out in my short nightie.

      Heat blooms over my cheeks as I realize that I’m still half naked between them. “No, I went back to bed. Ugh, this whole day has been a total trash show.” I shake my head.

      “Well then, let’s brush that off and start again. How about you come over for some drinks? I think we earned a do-over, don’t you?” Jake levels me with his intense gaze.

      “I think so,” I agree. “Just let me get changed, I’ll be right over.”

      “Aww, I like this look,” Luke still slowly devours my body with his hungry eyes. I feel my nipples harden as they both stare at me.

      “I’ll only be a minute,” I force myself to pull away from them and go back inside.

      Curse they’re hot. I need to hurry, I don’t want to miss a second of this night.

      

      Chapter 4 - MacKenzie

      Taking the stairs two at a time, I race to the top and quickly make my way to my bedroom closet. I know there’s no big hurry, but I’d like to get changed as fast as I can so I still have a little time to put on some lip gloss and eyeliner before I tackle my crazy mane.

      Sch-wip, sch-wip! I slide the hangers across the bar and eye up my outfits. I decide on a flirty, short skirt and a form fitting tee. It isn’t long before I slip into a matching bra and thong and layer my choice of clothes for the night over top.

      My feet fit snugly in my ballerina flats and I stop by my full-length mirror to take a peek at the completed ensemble. Not bad, if I do say so myself.

      My eyes travel over my body slowly, like Luke’s did earlier and a tiny shiver runs through me with delight.

      I remember, when I could never imagine any guy looking at me like that. When I was in junior high and had a face full of hormonal acne and a mouth full of braces, I never imagined I’d ever be anything but ugly. The fact that my mother insisted I perm my short hair into tight, poodle-like curls didn’t help things either.

      Now, my hair is more work, but I love how it flows over my shoulders and down my back like a trail of hot lava.

      It doesn’t take that long to tame my casual curls into submission. Then with a swipe of lip gloss and some quick work with my eyeliner, I’m ready to go.

      I check the time on my way back downstairs, it only took me twenty minutes. Not bad.

      Making my way to the dining room, I linger in front of my liquor cabinet as I decide what to bring over. You don’t work for years at a classy bar and not learn a thing or two about booze.

      I pluck a bottle of Monkey Shoulder from my collection of amber bottles of aged whiskeys and head out.

      Rapping my knuckles against my new neighbors’ door, I tilt my head and listen as I hear someone walking toward the door. It sweeps open and reveals Luke with a grin on his face.

      “Well, well, looking good. And you brought a welcome gift too, nice.” He lifts the bottle from my hand. “Come in, make yourself at home,” he moves from the door and I cautiously walk inside as if I didn’t just barge in here only hours ago.

      In all honesty, it doesn’t feel like the same place at all. My mouth drops open as I walk into the living room, now completely put together. I twirl in the middle of the room, in disbelief that they’ve made so much progress on moving day. When I first came here, it took me a month to get unpacked fully.

      “The place looks amazing,” I smile at my guests, both carefully watching me.

      “Thanks,” Luke responds. “That’s why we started so early today, we wanted to have it done by tonight,” he explains.

      I stare too long into his beautiful blue eyes, even after he has spoken. They’re hypnotic.

      “How about a drink?” He holds up the bottle I brought, breaking the spell.

      “Sounds great,” Jake agrees. I nod my head.

      “Make yourself comfortable,” Luke nods at the leather sofa across the room before disappearing into the kitchen.

      I take a seat and Jake joins me. For once, he’s not staring me down with his deep brown eyes. He’s not scowling or smug. Instead, he leans back and relaxes, like he hasn’t had the chance to sit down all day.

      Judging by this place, neither of them have.

      Luke returns with our drinks and sits on the chair across from us with a friendly smile.

      “So, you mentioned you work nights?” He breaks the ice.

      “Yeah, I’m a bartender at a whiskey bar downtown,” I answer and take a long gulp from my drink. It goes down smooth, tracing a warm trail down my throat.

      “Oh, cool. Is that where that guy came from?” He nods back at the door as if Chris is still standing out on the front lawn with a boombox.

      “Yeah, he came in for drinks one night and became obsessive,” I explain.

      “Not hard to see why,” Luke’s friendly smile evaporates from his face as his gaze freely explores the curves of my body.

      I clear my throat and look at Jake, who still hasn’t said a word. “So, what do you guys do for a living? Are you brothers? Or…?

      “Luke and I have been friends since we were kids,” Jake sits up taller and I notice how his muscular shoulders seem to grow even wider as he breathes in.

      “Yep, this guy has had my back since grade seven. Wouldn’t trade him for the world,” Luke agrees. “As for jobs, I dabble mostly. I like to think of myself as an artist.” He brushes his shaggy, blond locks from where they’ve fallen across his bronze-kissed forehead.

      In his skin-tight tee, I can’t help but notice his tightly coiled muscles and the deep cut ridges between his well-defined abs. For a second I picture my tongue running over every bump.

      “That’s Luke’s way of saying he doesn’t get paid well. He makes jewelry that he supposedly sells down at the beach. However, I think he spends more time on his board than at his table.”

      “Dude, the waves are my inspiration. I get my best ideas when it’s just me and the waves.”

      “I’ve never tried surfing,” I admit. “I’ve always wanted to though.”

      “You should totally come to the beach on your next day off with me. I’ll show you the ropes,” Luke’s blue eyes brighten at the thought.

      “Thanks, I might do that.”

      “Don’t thank me, if I get to see that bod in a bikini, I’m the one who should thank you,” he smiles.

      Normally, I enjoy a good game of cat and mouse, it’s pretty rare that I’ll go for someone so bold. However, I can’t help but smile at Luke. There’s something about him that’s incredibly sincere, and possibly, incredibly dirty. I like it.

      “Didn’t you say you’re a writer?” I turn in my seat and face Jake. His eyes narrow at Luke and then focus back at me.

      “No, I believe someone else mentioned that,” he keeps his lips pursed. So much for small talk.

      “Hey man, tell her what you write,” Luke eggs him on.

      Jake’s eyes flash as he gives his room mate a pointed look.

      “He writes dirty books,” Luke continues, “tell her, dude.”

      I watch as Jake sighs and takes a long drink from his glass, emptying it. “How about you get some more drinks, huh?” He hands his glass to Luke, and I follow suit.

      “Dirty books?” I don’t let him change the subject so easily. “What kind of dirty books?”

      Jake rubs his hand over his dark scruff as the corners of his full lips twitch. When he looks into my eyes, I feel like I might melt right here on the couch. His eyes are so intense, I can’t make myself look away.

      “The kind that make you pull your vibrator out from under the mattress because you get so worked up. The kind that get stuck in your head and make your heartbeat quicken when little flashes of the story run back through your mind. Those types.” His rich voice rumbles.

      “Yeah, he writes erotica. Real filthy stuff too, and chicks love it. You girls are a lot dirtier than you like to let on,” Luke returns to the room with drinks.

      I don’t answer. I slowly sip another glass of whiskey on the rocks as I think about how my own Kindle may have had a few stories like that on it from time to time. And by that, I mean tons of them right now. I wonder if I’ve read any of his?

      “What’s your last name?” I search through the files of my brain for any erotica author’s named Jake that I may have read.

      “It’s Black. But that’s not the name I write under.”

      “Well, what name do you write under,” I press him.

      “That’s for me to know, and you to find out,” he trails his fingers down my arm and the room suddenly feels warmer.

      “How do I know you’re not going to write some smutty story about me, hmmm?” I bite my lip and look up at him.

      “Well, that depends on whether or not you give me something to write about,” his eyes quickly flicker over me.

      “I’ve got an idea for you, why don’t you write about a hot redheaded girl who works at a bar?” I smile coyly.

      “I’ve got a better idea,” Jake closes the gap between us on the couch. “How about I write about a stunning woman with hair like the extinguishing deep reds of a sunset,” he runs his fingers under my chin and tilts my face up to his. “Who is completely ravaged by two men at the same time,” he draws his face closer until his lips are hovering over mine. I can’t believe how wet just the suggestion has made me. I can’t believe how much I want him, them, to paint that picture with their actions instead of words.

      “Show me,” I whisper, and Jake kisses me hard, his lips desperate for mine as I feel Luke sit behind me on the couch.

      

      Chapter 5 - MacKenzie

      I didn’t realize that a couch could feel so small. Flanked on each side by Jake and Luke, the delicate skin on my neck is being sucked, kissed and bitten from every direction, sending zaps of electricity down to my clit.

      Jake pulls up my shirt, sliding his large hands under the hem as I hold my hands up in the air. His strong, tattooed arms flex as he tugs me free from the fabric. Behind me, Luke makes quick work of unclasping my bra, exposing my breasts.

      Jake’s breath teases my skin as he leans over me, billowing over my taut nipples. Pushing my arms together in front of me, I squeeze them together so my breasts invite his mouth to taste them. His wet tongue presses into my skin, tracing the side of my breast before hungrily pulling my nipple into the warmth of his mouth. I mewl as he teases each breast, dancing his tongue over my diamond-hard nipples in tantalizing strokes.

      “Pull up your skirt,” Luke’s voice is ragged with passion. I pull the fabric up around my waist, his fingers slide under the elastic band of my panties as he guides them down my legs. No sooner than he tosses them to the floor, he puts his mouth on my trimmed pussy. The heat of his mouth makes me grind against his lips in anticipation.

      I can’t imagine what his tongue will feel like pressed into my pussy when only the warmth of his skin and the steam of his breath already has me on the edge. Luke licks his tongue over the opening of my mound and pushes open my swollen lips. I twist my skirt in my hands, holding it close so I can watch as Jake suckles and nibbles at my breasts while Luke kisses my pussy on his knees. I watch him flatten his pink tongue, delving in between my lips, sweeping it upward until a pulse of electricity zaps through my core as he finds my clit.

      I gasp as he rolls his tongue over my sensitive nub, but get used to the heightened feeling developing between my legs. He flicks small strokes against my clit, making my rear tense up and clench as a warm feeling builds in my belly. His licking picks up and he twists his tongue over my clit in every direction driving me to the brink of my sanity.

      I rock my hips toward his face, pushing his mouth down harder until a wave of ecstasy washes over me overwhelming my senses, making me shut my eyes and roll my head back. Another, stronger wave crashes through me. I cry out at the unexpected euphoria that pulses through me, shooting out through my limbs. Luke looks up at me with a satisfied smirk.

      “How about we take this party upstairs,” Luke stands up and extends his hand to me. I let him help me from the puddle I’m melting into on the couch, wearing only my skirt, I hurry up behind him on the stairs as Jake follows me, getting a full view of my naked rear in his face.

      As we walk down the hall my knees are still so weak from my orgasm I have to cling onto both men for support. I enter the bedroom and only glance at the full, oversized bookcase and art on the walls to know without asking that it’s Jake’s. Everything is so neat, so perfect. It looks like a set for a movie not like a place someone actually lives. I look around the room for something, anything to be out of place, but nothing is.

      Luke walks up behind me and pulls me back against him, I can feel the hard outline of his erection pressing into my rear as he grinds into me. Jake strips down quickly, ripping off his tank top and revealing that the tattoos covering his arms also travel across his pecs and over his shoulders. Luke pulls my earlobe into his mouth and slides a couple of fingers inside my pussy. I clench down tightly as Jake drops his pants and shows that he wasn’t exaggerating earlier about his cock. I let my straps fall and he takes off my bra casting it aside as well.

      Moving around me Luke takes my breast in his mouth, kissing my sensitive nipples softly. He releases my breast from the pleasure of his mouth only long enough to tug his shirt off and toss it onto the floor beside us in a crumpled pile. I admire his fit physique, smoothing my hands down his brawny shoulders and down over his defined pecs, I notice how tiny my fingers look stretched across his strapping chest.

      “You like being a dirty girl, don’t you?” Jake growls in my ear, swooping in behind me and effortlessly picks me up, leaving Luke to strip his pants. Dropping me down onto his bed Jake’s thick cock swings in my face.

      Lowering my hands, I traverse across the six pronounced muscles in his stomach, which appeared to have been carved from stone. This allows my fingers to graze against the hollows between his well-defined abs.

      “I do,” my heart is pounding with excitement and my throat is dry as I utter the words.

      “Good girl,” Jake answers. “Now are you a really good girl? Are you on the pill?” He asks as he wraps his heavy hand in my long hair.

      “I am,” my voice is almost caught in my throat as I imagine these two gorgeous men me hard, without protection. I don’t mean to let out the deep, guttural moan that escapes my lips as I picture them both filling me with their cum.

      Jake guides my face down to his cock and I waste no time taking him in my mouth. I feel the bed move under Luke’s weight as he moves in behind me and I immediately submit to his hand as he pushes me down onto all fours.

      Luke rubs the head of his toe against the outside of my pussy and I position my hips to accept him. Jake holds my hair tight in his hand, his eyes full of fire as he watches more and more of his length disappear down my throat.

      Luke pushes his member into my pussy all the way down to the hilt. Grabbing my hips, he pulls me back against him as he bottoms out. His balls slap against my clit, making me groan with bliss.

      “You like that, don’t you?”

      I answer in moans, vibrating my lips on Jake’s cock, making him grunt in appreciation.

      They both start me hard. I bounce back and forth between them, I moan and grunt with pleasure as they find their rhythm on either end me. Their cocks plunge into me like pistons in a well-oiled machine. Their pace picks up. Harder. Faster. We speak in garbled grunts and moans as I bounce between them feeling stretched and filled to my limit.

      Suddenly, Jake pulls free from my vacuumed lips and Luke follows his lead also pulling out of my tight pussy. At first, I think they want to switch places, but when Jake jumps off the bed, I get confused.

      “Where are you going?” My voice is raspy.

      “Not far,” he smiles, stopping at his night side table and pulling open the drawer. I can see his grab a bottle from inside, and he holds it up in front of my face. “A dirty girl like you deserves to be messed properly.” He opens the cap and pours some of the clear lotion onto his hand in a pool. “I want to put my cock here,” his fingers slide up between the cheeks of my rear and a shiver of passion runs through me, “while Luke idiots you here.” He leans over my pussy and swipes his tongue over me making me cry out.

      I’ve never taken two guys like this before. It’s as thrilling as it is overwhelming. Thinking of feeling both of them inside me down there at the same time is making me wetter than I’ve ever been.

      Luke lies on his back on the bed and pulls on my arms, “Come here, get on top of me,” he coaxes me.

      “Okay,” in a simple word I give my permission to be taken, by both of them. Butterflies float through me as I slide my pussy over Luke’s girth. He grunts with approval as I tense up around him, trying to relax as Jake slides his lube covered thumb into my jerk. I twist as he expertly maneuvers his thumb, helping me get ready for what’s to come.

      Below me, Luke pulls my pebbled nipple into his mouth, his fingers are laced with mine and he pulls my arms over my head as he teases me. Behind me, I can feel Jake position himself and liberally lubricate his huge cock with more of the shimmering liquid.

      Jake slowly, but firmly pushes the tip of his cock between my spread rear cheeks and stops when he meets my body’s resistance. “Relax,” he rubs his hand over my rear, and I try to listen. He pushes his thick cock inside and I’m overwhelmed by the sensation of being so full.

      The two men find their rhythm in me, one in my rear and one in my pussy as I let the unbridled ecstasy flood my senses. I feel like I’m riding a wave of pleasure and that Luke and Jake are providing the waves. I’ve never felt anything like this before, it’s amazing.

      Jake’s legs vibrate behind me as a shudder overtakes him. He fills my rear, still holding me in place as his thick seed fills me up. The sensation of his cum emptying into me drives me wild, an unexpected orgasm ripples through me making me clench my pussy tight around Luke’s cock.

      Luke groans as he thrusts deep into my pussy, his cum spurting into me as I milk every last drop from him. He pulls out and collapses back onto the bed, and Jake carefully pulls free from my tight rear and lies on the other side. I join them, snuggling between each of them as they bookend me from either side. I feel so safe and warm between them, their naked bodies pressed against me.

      Our panting fills the room as we struggle to gain composure. It feels like an eternity before I’m able to speak. “That was amazing.”

      “We thought you might enjoy yourself.” I can feel Luke’s grin against my shoulder.

      “So, what happens now? With the three of us?”

      “What would you like to happen, MacKenzie?” Jake questions me, pulling me a little closer to him.

      “I want to keep being with both of you,” I answer truthfully.

      “Well, I don’t see why that can’t be the case,” he responds.

      “We don’t mind sharing.” Luke agrees.

      As we drift off into a slumber, I can’t help but think of the expression ‘friends with benefits.’ It’s supposed to be the best of both worlds, but I think I’ve done one better. Looking at each of my neighbors with benefits, I smile and let myself drift off into a deep, satisfied sleep.

      
        THE END
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      Chapter 1 - Chris

      I slam on the brake and let the people gathered at the crosswalk go. “Pay attention to the road,” I scold myself.

      It’s hard to do. Especially after being shut down so hard by Mackenzie. Humiliation rolls like waves in my mind as the recent sting of rejection still burns in my cheeks. I hated seeing her there, sandwiched between those two jock types. My gut twists up in a knot as I think about how smug they looked.

      “Figures,” I mutter to my empty car. Women are always the same. They say they want romance. They want a grand gesture. Then you show up with a boom box over your head, an incredible love song playing and an open heart bleeding on your sleeve and they decide to go with a couple of guys who just want to use her for her body.

      I shake my head and pull into the parking lot alongside the park. Whatever, I’m not about to let her ruin my whole night. I pull my keys out of the ignition and grab my boom box before heading out the door.

      I scan the sprawling green space before me. The grass is littered with blankets of cozy couples, some dressed up for the occasion and some not. At the front of the lawn is a huge inflatable movie screen with the first feature already playing.

      Dang, I’m late! And it’s my favorite John Hughes film starting off the 80’s marathon. I edge my way up the side of the crowd, smiling down at my vintage high-tops as I step carefully around fellow movie lovers until I find an opening.

      Whatever, if Mackenzie would rather spend her time being treated like a Chinese finger trap instead of spending her night with a gentleman like me, then it’s her loss.

      I let myself get lost in the moment on screen. Watching as the brat pack all sulk during their Saturday detention. Is it sad that I always wished I could get put in a weekend detention? I fantasized about being like Brian Johnson and finding love with my very own Allison Reynolds. Or Claire Standish. I wasn’t picky. I just wanted to find a girl who could appreciate me.

      Who could love me.

      I don’t think my high school had weekend detention, not that I’d really know. I wasn’t exactly a troublemaker.

      “Hey, buddy! Why don’t you sit down? I can’t see the screen!” Some guy calls out from behind me and I jump back from my hazy thoughts. I awkwardly search around me for a place to sit, like a frantic owl, twisting my head from side to side.

      My eyes stop when I see her. My whole body freezes. I’m not even sure if my heart is beating or my lungs are breathing.

      Sitting on a blanket a few feet away is a woman with the prettiest smile I’ve ever seen. She’s dressed like Cyndi Lauper in a wild dress covering her full frame and torn, fishnet gloves on her hands. I love her outfit, her teased out hair, her twinkling eyes and her beautiful curves, but that smile.

      Wow.

      “Are you Jerry?” She looks right at me and I know for a fact my heart is beating, cause it’s racing in my chest.

      I want to be Jerry. I want to be whoever she wants me to be, but from the hopeful look on her face, I can see I’m about to disappoint another woman.

      “No,” I close the gap between us and stand at the edge of her blanket. Next to her is an old-school picnic basket, like the kind I remember Yogi Bear always tried to steal in the 80’s.

      “Oh,” she looks down and that sharp twisting feeling comes back to my gut. I knew she’d be disappointed. “Looks like I got stood up then,” she murmurs.

      “Anyone that would stand you up is an idiot,” I don’t mean to say it so loud.

      People around us tell me to “Shhh!” like a pack of angry cats hissing at me in the dark.

      “That’s nice of you to say,” she smiles back up at me and I suddenly don’t care what the crowd thinks anymore. To be honest, they almost disappear when I look at her.

      “Nice boom box,” she nods toward my hand.

      “Thanks, I thought it would be fun to run with the whole 80’s thing.”

      “Me too,” she sweeps her gloved hand over her dress. “I, uh, don’t know if you’re meeting someone, or whatever,” she picks at the corner of her blanket shyly, “but, if you want, I have room for you to join me.” I can feel a goofy grin spreading over my face. Before I have a chance to accept, she pats the basket next to her emphatically, “I have lots of snacks too!”

      “I’d love to,” I sit next to her and try not to let myself get drunk from her perfume. She smells like a rose garden. So perfect. She’s as beautiful as a rose too.

      “I’m Chris,” I hold out my hand and she shakes it gingerly.

      “Melody,” she answers.

      Melody. How fitting. Looking at her beautiful smile makes my heart sing.

      

      Chapter 2 - Melody

      Where has this guy been all my life? Just when I thought this was going to be written off as the worst night ever, Chris stepped in and saved it.

      Life is funny, isn’t it?

      I’ve been sitting here for the past half hour, waiting for a blind date that never showed. That reminds me, I’m going to have to thank my sister for setting that one up. If Chris hadn’t just crossed my path, I’d be sitting here like a loser with a picnic basket full of goodies and my best 80’s outfit I could put together.

      Lucky for me he’s really cute too. I check him out as he glances back up to the movie screen. I love how his brown hair falls across his forehead. It gives him a boyish charm. His shoes and boom box are perfect for this marathon, obviously he’s a man who pays attention to the details. And his chocolate brown eyes are soulful and sweet.

      Dang! My cheeks flame up as he catches me looking at him. “Um, would you like some Whoppers?” I dive my hand into the basket and try to pretend I wasn’t just shamelessly checking him out.

      “Sure, that would be great,” he gives me an easy smile and I melt inside. Wait, is he checking me out too? I watch his eyes slide over my body like butter. From the twitching corners of his lips turning up into a smile, I’d say he likes what he sees.

      I feel the heat in my cheeks rush through my entire body, down to my curling toes. I grab the candy and hand him a box. “Here ya go,” I hold it out for him.

      “Thanks,” his hand brushes mine as his eyes hold my gaze. A tingle runs from my fingers, up my arm and my heart beats quicker.

      Dang.

      It feels good to have a guy look at me like he is right now. Like I’m the most beautiful woman he’s ever laid eyes on. I’d be lying if I said I was used to it.

      I’m a big girl. Not that I have a problem with it. I smile when I look in the mirror instead of focusing on what other people think are flaws. I’ve never given much thought to people who don’t like my curves, because they’re not the one for me, right? I need someone who looks at me and loves every inch of my body, loves every layer of my personality, loves me. Not someone who wants to change me.

      Harass that.

      Still, it would be nice if more people looked at me like Chris is right now, instead of sneering at me like I’ve done something wrong. Forget those haters. They don’t know what they’re missing.

      “Who is Jerry?” Chris furrows his eyebrows together with concern.

      “Some blind date who stood me up,” I roll my eyes at the rudeness. “Were you supposed to meet anyone here?” I ask cautiously. Silently, I beg fate to let him be single.

      “No, not exactly. I thought I would be bringing someone, but it didn’t work out,” his face pinches.

      “Well, I would say I’m sorry to hear that, but I’d be lying. I’m glad you showed up here when you did,” I look up at him from under my eyelashes.

      Is he blushing? I love that!

      Chris clears his throat and opens the box of candy in his hand. I reach into my basket and pull out a couple of cans of Coke. “Want a drink?”

      “Sure,” he grabs one. “Here, have some of these,” he pours some of the chocolate covered candies into my palm.

      For a moment, we both pretend to watch the movie. Well, I can’t speak for him, but I know I’m pretending. Out of the corner of my eye, I keep studying his face. I like his clean shaven, strong jaw. I love his thick lips.

      Phew! Is anyone else feeling that heatwave? I lean into him, “Do you like the Breakfast Club?”

      “I love all of John Hughes’s work, but this one is my favorite,” he murmurs.

      “Mine too,” I answer honestly.

      “Did you know the scene where they all confess about their real problems was all off script?” He looks over at me and I can’t make myself look away from his deep, brown eyes.

      “No, I didn’t,” I don’t mean to sound so breathy. You’d think he just proposed instead of pedaled some movie trivia.

      “Yeah, John Hughes wrote the script for the movie in, like, two days. But that scene was all improvised,” he explains and I watch him like he’s the most captivating storyteller of all time.

      “That’s the best part of the movie too,” stop staring at his lips. Look away from his lips.

      “I know! It brings it all together,” his face lights up as he agrees.

      Our faces are so close now, I still can’t stop staring at his mouth. Willing his full lips to kiss me. Imagining what it would feel like to let myself be wild and free and just give in to my primal urges.

      “Hey, Romeo! Miss Piggy! Shut the heck up, will ya? Some of us actually want to watch the movie!”

      I turn my head toward the obnoxious group behind us just as one of the guys throws a handful of popcorn at us. All of the hundreds of butterflies that were just tickling my insides with their tiny wings fluttering seem to die and sink in my stomach like lead.

      Great, just what we need, some loser who peaked in grade eleven spoiling what was turning into the best night I’ve had in a long time.

      The worst part is, Chris has pulled away from me. His back is stiff and his jaw is set. He probably won’t stay with me much longer. I can already feel the heat between us cool. The moment is ruined.

      

      Chapter 3 - Chris

      I take a deep breath, but my blood is still boiling. Who the heck do these guys think they are?.

      I grit my teeth together as images of jock bullies spin through my mind like a merry-go-round of sadness.

      All my life, I’ve stepped back and been stepped on by guys like them.

      Not tonight.

      “Hey, why don’t you shut up!” I jump to my feet and point at the guys behind us.

      “Excuse me?” A man in his late twenties with bleach blond tips in his otherwise dark hair and a sharp nose snarls at me. “Did you hear this guy? There’s no way this loser is talking to me, right?” He looks away from me to his friend.

      “No way,” his sidekick chirps back. He squints his blue eyes at me. I’ve gotta admit, these two could take me. They’re bigger than me and there’s more of them than me. But, I don’t care, I’m not letting douchebags like them ruin any more moments in my life.

      “Listen, I’m sorry if you thought we were being too loud, but throwing popcorn at Melody is a nasty thing to do. And calling her names? Not cool, guys. I think you should apologize to this beautiful woman right now,” I refuse to back down. I let my anger root my body to the spot and stare them down.

      “Go kill yourself.” Blond tips jerks his head at me.

      “Look at these two, bullying that poor couple. Terrible!” I hear a woman next to us interrupt.

      “Say you’re sorry. Who do you guys think you are?” Another lady pipes up.

      “Guys, you’re ruining the marathon for everyone. Stop being douchebags,” another twenty-something man chimes in.

      “Yeah!” I can hear the crowd around us turn against them.

      The guys look around and shrink a little, like they’re trying to fold in on themselves. “All right, all right!” the sidekick holds up his hands and the people around us quiet down. “Listen, we’re sorry, okay?”

      I don’t answer him. Instead I glare at the bottle blond, “And you?”

      “Fine, whatever, sorry.” He doesn’t look at me or Melody, but I still feel like I won a major victory as I sit back down next to the woman who I was willing to lose a couple teeth to defend.

      I smile at Melody and she leans into me. Our lips hover for only a second and we kiss. Her lips are so soft, so sensual. My body lights up with desire as our tongues collide and I cup her face, wishing I could kiss her forever.

      When we break free from our kiss, I’m vaguely aware that we have people commenting and ‘awwwwing’ at us. I throw my shoulders back proudly, even if the tips of my ears turn bright crimson with embarrassment.

      “Hey, do you have a car?” Melody whispers, her voice hoarse.

      “Yeah, why?”

      “What do you say we get out of here?” She looks up at me and I almost feel like I might explode with happiness. That look in her eyes, the way she’s biting her lip and staring at me like I’m the sexiest man she’s ever seen, it makes me understand why men have crossed oceans, built castles and traveled to the ends of the earth, all in the name of love.

      “Sure, let’s go,” I agree.

      Melody quickly packs up her basket and I hold out my hand, helping her to her feet. With my boom box in hand and my other arm around Melody, I hold my head high as I escort her to my car.

      Finally, a win for the little guy.

      

      Chapter 4 - Melody

      “This is mine,” Chris nods at the navyblue car and leads me over to the passenger side door.

      My jaw hangs when he opens the door for me. “What?” He smiles down at me.

      “I’ve never had anyone open the car door for me before,” I admit.

      “No? That’s too bad for them,” he answers coyly.

      “What do you mean?” I look up into his face, only an inch from mine.

      “Because then they don’t get to do this,” he wraps his arm around me and pulls me in for a long, unhurried kiss. Thankfully, he holds me close, even when he lifts his lips from mine. I’m so lightheaded I might fall over if he wasn’t.

      “You have a great point there,” I whisper.

      Chris drops his hand from my waist and opens the door wider as I get into the car. He slams it shut and quickly gets in on his side, bringing the engine to life with a twist of the key.

      “So, where to?” He tilts his head and looks over at me. It takes all of my self-discipline not to tell him to turn off the car so I can jump him.

      I’ve never met a man who was so sweet and sexy at the same time.

      “I have an idea, how about somewhere quiet?” I propose.

      “Like where?”

      “I’ll lead the way, it’s not far. First we need to get to Robinson Drive.”

      Chris backs out of the parking spot and drives us out to the main road. The car is silent, but strangely, it’s not uncomfortable. There’s something about him, I glance over at how the moonlight and street lights flicker over his handsome face like a strobe light in a club.

      “So, are you just a fan of 80’s movies? Or do you like the music too?” Chris glances over at me and catches me checking him out again. At least now, in the darkness of the car, he won’t see me blush.

      “I love it all. It was such a fun time, you know? Well, I mean, I was just a kid so I don’t remember all the politics and stuff like that. But, there’s just so much upbeat and happy music that came from that time. So many classic movies. And, who could ever forget the hair, right?” I brush my fingers through my crimped locks and they tangle up. I can’t help but laugh. Smooth, Melody.

      Chris laughs too, but not at me. Not like those jerks he dealt with at the park. Dang that was hot, watching him stand up for me. My pussy clenches and my breathing grows quick and shallow just thinking about it.

      “Turn right up here,” I point to the sign ahead.

      “Sure,” Chris flashes me a grin and I can’t help but return it. I’ve never felt so instantly comfortable around anyone before. Like I’ve met someone who gets me, even though we barely know anything about each other.

      Chris navigates the road that winds up into a gravel, twisting path that’s just wide enough for the one car.

      “Ugh, where does this lead?” He doesn’t move his eyes off the bumpy road as the streetlights disappear behind us.

      “You’ll love it, I swear,” I hold my hand over my heart and purposely don’t answer his question. I don’t want to ruin the surprise.

      As he slowly brings the car to the summit, it becomes clear why I chose this spot. Soon, Chris and I are dead silent as we look down onto the twinkling lights of the city below. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” I look at him.

      “No, it’s great. But you’re beautiful,” his voice is thick and my nipples grow taut as his words wrap around me like a blanket.

      My blanket!

      “Hey, how about we go look outside, you’ve gotta see the stars from up here. It’s crazy.” I don’t wait for him to answer, not that he’s arguing.

      Grabbing the blanket, I unbuckle my seatbelt and go outside. My feet crunch in the rocks and dirt as I meet him in front of the car.

      “We could lay this on the ground and look for shooting stars,” I hold up the tattered quilt.

      “Nah, I’ve got a better idea,” he gently grabs it from my hand and spreads it out over the hood of his car. Chris climbs up easily and holds out his hand to me.

      I grab it and he helps me slide up beside him. It feels so natural to lie my head on his arm. Around us, we can hear nature’s music of crickets chirping a sweet song and we lay back against the windshield and stare up into the night sky.

      “I never imagined my night would go this way,” his voice is distant, like he’s deep in thought.

      “Me neither,” I admit. “I couldn’t have imagined a night this amazing,” I confess.

      “Sometimes, it just feels like things are meant to be, you know?” He asks dreamily. “Like, if you hadn’t been stood up tonight and my night didn’t fall apart, I never would’ve met you. If just one thing would’ve gone right for us tonight, the way it was planned, then we would’ve been stuck with the wrong outcome for a long time.”

      “I like that,” I muse, smiling over at him. “Because it went so wrong, it ended up so right.”

      “Exactly,” Chris leans over me and looks down at my lips hungrily. I want to taste his kiss so bad, but I love how he drags it out. How he waits until I’m begging him with my eyes to finally press his lips into mine. This time, I can feel the urgency on his tongue. Chris runs his hand over my body, sliding it up under my dress, his fingers brush over my underwear and my pussy clenches with desire.

      “I want to kiss all of you, Melody,” he murmurs.

      Before I have a chance to do anything more than nod, Chris slides off the hood of the car and wraps his hands around each of my ankles. Giving me a yank, I slide easily on the blanket to the edge of the hood and squeal with delight as he easily maneuvers me.

      Dang he’s sexy.

      Chris locks his eyes on mine and lowers his head between my legs. His fingers push the hem of my dress up and over my thick thighs until my panties are exposed. He drops his head over my pussy and blows his hot breath over me, then breathes in deep, like he can’t get enough of my natural perfume.

      I squirm with anticipation under him as he slowly drags his fingers under the edge of my underwear and I lift my hips as he guides them down over my plump rear and down still until they’re hanging off one foot.

      Chris licks his lips like he’s about to savor the most delicious dessert and brings them down onto mine. His tongue delves into my mound and I cry out at the immediate pleasure he brings to me.

      Expertly, he swirls his tongue over my clit and I throw my arms up over my head and arch my back. He licks along the inside of my lips before plunging his tongue deep into my center and then slowly sliding it back to my sensitive nub again.

      I cry out, moaning into the night, competing with the crickets and the faded noise of the city below for the attention of the moon above. Dang, his tongue game is amazing!

      I twist my hips; my thighs quiver and my body tenses uncontrollably as Chris makes the noises pouring from my lips grow louder and less restrained. Soon I’m just shaking and slurring a bunch of incoherent sounds as Chris sucks on my clit and drives me to the edge.

      “Uhhh!” I yell to the night and shudder as my orgasm crashes over me in powerful waves. My breathing is quick and tiny pinpricks of sweat break out along my hairline as I try to get my body to listen to me instead of melting on the hood of Chris’s car.

      I need a minute.

      

      Chapter 5 - Chris

      Melody throws her gloved hands over her eyes and breathes in deep. At first, I’m nervous that she’s crying. I’ve heard some women get so overwhelmed from cumming that they choke up. Instead, she drops her hands from her face and looks down at me with a flicker in her eyes.

      “That felt amazing,” she smiles.

      “Good,” I smirk back. “Now get down here,” I give her feet a tug and she slides over the curve of the car on the blanket toward me.

      I don’t let her fall off the edge, I help her down to her feet and weave my fingers into her hair as I pull her in for another kiss.

      “I want you,” I growl in her ear.

      She nods and looks down at the bulge in my jeans, biting her lip. “Idiot!”

      “What?” She looks back up at me, startled.

      “I don’t have a condom.” I frown. I’ve never been the kind of guy to carry them around in his wallet. I guess I should start.

      “I have one, just a sec,” I watch her sexy, full rear sway from side to side as she quickly opens the passenger door and grabs a condom from her purse.

      She holds it out to me, awkwardly and I almost grab it. But not this Chris. The old Chris, the guy who would’ve never stood up to those guys at the park? Sure, he would just quickly fumble around with the condom. This Chris? No way.

      “Put it on my cock,” I demand, “with your mouth.”

      Her eyes grow wide but I can see she likes it. Melody slides to her knees and frees my cock from my pants. The wrapper crinkles as she pulls out the condom and sucks the tip in past her lips. I push on the back of her head as she positions her mouth over me, grabbing a fistful of hair, I help guide her lips and the condom over my length.

      Idiot, even with latex between us, she still feels amazing.

      “Stand up and bend over the car,” I help her find her footing and she does as she’s told. She bites her lips and looks over her shoulder at me as I throw her dress back up over her rear and rub the head of my toe in her juices.

      “You want this, Melody?” I tease her with the head.

      She nods.

      “You have to say it, tell me what you want.” I push her down against the warm metal of my car.

      “I need you inside me,” she purrs.

      I plunge my thick cock into her sweet, tight pussy and grunt as I bottom out inside her, burying myself until my hips hit her rear.

      Melody twists back, grinding herself into me and I hold her tight. Grabbing her hips with both hands, I harass her hard and fast. Taking her with deep, furious strokes until she’s making those sexy noises again. The ones that nearly drove me insane while I ate her out.

      “Oh, Chris. Harass that feels good!”

      “Mmmm, you feel amazing.” I dig my fingers into her flesh and harass her faster. My cock twitches and a rush of bliss races through me as I spill my cum into the condom between us.

      Melody cries out, arching her back and lifting her large belly off the car as her pussy contracts and squeezes around me.

      For a moment, we don’t move, except for our panting, we’re statues. Her lying flat on the hood of my car and me holding her rear cheeks behind her.

      I pull out and get the condom off without spilling it and tie it off at the end. I yank up my pants and quickly find an old grocery bag in the back of the car to throw it into. By the time I’m done, Melody is standing tall with a glow on her cheeks and a twinkle brighter than the stars above in her eyes.

      “That was amazing,” she smiles up at me as I walk her to her side of the car and open the door.

      “I’d like it if this wasn’t a one-time thing,” I confess, realizing for the first time that might very well be her plan.

      “I was hoping you’d say that,” her eyes shine up at me and I tenderly kiss her beautiful lips.

      Nice guys finish last. The phrase that’s been thrown in my face my entire life pops up in my brain. Well, judging from the smile on this beautiful woman’s face, I’d say that’s a pretty good thing. I’ll gladly take last place if Melody is my prize.

      
        THE END
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      Chapter 1 - Ally

      He sits down in the chair I just left and pulls me toward him. “Lie across my knees, Samantha, I’m going to spank you,” he demands, his voice ragged.

      Um. What? I mean, I’m up for some spanking in bed as much as the next girl, but being put over my boss’s knee? That’s just… hot. I do as I’m told and feel the rigid outline of his thick cock pressing up against my belly as I try to get into a comfortable position across his lap.

      He tugs my skirt up over my shapely rear and rubs his hand over my bottom. I flinch as I wait, but at the same time I’m excited to feel his hand come down on my flesh. I’m excited to be spanked. Mr. Rosewood’s fingertips slide under the edge of my panties and he tugs them down over my rear and down my legs stopping just above my knees, leaving them holding my legs together like a thin, fabric restraint.

      He slaps one cheek, then the other, then back to the first. His paddling is quick and merciless, not like the spaced out, deliberate strikes I’ve experienced for fun in bed. He means business. I moan as the unexpected pain mixed with pleasure billows in my body, I want him to keep going, to slap me harder.

      Be careful what you wish for. His smacks start to sting my flesh as he rains down more strikes. It’s starting to really hurt and I can’t help but squirm as tears start to form in the corners of my eyes. He stops, pulling me off his lap, leaving me on the floor on my knees as he stands up in front of me.

      “Is this what you want?” He unzips his pants, pulling his heavy, hard girth from his underwear in front of my mouth.

      I lick my lips hungrily, “Yes, Sir.”

      

      My heartbeat flutters and I bite down hard on my lip as I read the passage. It’s like my eyes can’t move fast enough across my Kindle. Like my mind can’t absorb the words quickly enough.

      “Excuse me? Are you feeling okay?” The nosy man in the seat on the plane next to me interrupts my sexy scene.

      “Of course I’m okay, why?” I focus on his furrowed eyebrows and tilt my screen closer to my chest to prevent him from stealing a peek at the words I’m beta reading.

      The middle aged, balding man looks hard at my Kindle and then at me, from the judging look in his eyes, I’m guessing he’s already scanned the passage and he doesn’t approve. Heat flushes my cheeks at the thought of this complete stranger lurking next to me. Watching me get turned on by Gabriel’s hot spanking scene.

      “Nothing, you were just making noises and turning pink. I wanted to make sure you weren’t having a stroke or something,” his lips upturn smugly, like he’s waiting for me to die of shame. Like he’s just called checkmate.

      “No, no stroke here. Just reading a story that makes Fifty Shades look like your Nana’s inspirational romance. I’ll try to keep it down, but no promises,” I wink and watch as the nosy stranger turns fifty shades of his own. All of them red.

      Forget that guy, I glance down at my kindle. It shut itself off and went into sleep mode. I flick the button on the side to wake it back up, I can’t stop reading now. I have a book to beta.

      However, I know that it has nothing really to do with that. I love helping Gabriel put out the best sizzling romances he can, I love being a part of each new release, but more than that, I’m totally head over heels for his stories. If he never let me beta read for him again, I know I’d still read every single thing he publishes. There’s just something about how he paints a picture. How he lets me escape my day-to-day and just live inside the characters for a few hours.

      I can’t believe I’m actually going to meet him! I have to force myself to supress a squeal that has nothing to do with the sexy scene waiting for me to finish with it. I’ve never been on a real vacation in my life. The closest I’ve come is traveling around nearby towns for softball tournaments in the summer.

      Leave it to me to go big on my first real vacation. I’m only hours away from landing in Fort Lauderdale where I’ll be boarding the Romance and Erotica Book Signing Cruise. For the first time, I’m going to come face to face with Gabriel. I only hope I don’t chicken out when I see him. I want to tell him how much his books mean to me. How much joy they’ve given me over the years, and not just with my battery-operated boyfriend, or Bob, as I like to call him.

      I push down the frantic butterflies in my stomach. This isn’t something to worry about, Abby, I scold myself. This is exciting.

      I look back down to my Kindle Paperwhite and smile. It is exciting and I am looking forward to it. However, right now, in this moment, there’s nothing more exciting than the remaining words in this chapter.

      

      Chapter 2 - Gabriel

      “Who am I making this out to?” I hover my pen over the page of my book. I don’t bother trying to look up at the person standing in front of me because I know I can’t see them. Somehow, despite the fact that this cruise ship can sail in any direction, it’s managed to set a course that lets the sun shine directly into my eyes like an interrogator’s spotlight. Every time I try to smile up at one of my readers who have been gracious enough to support my work and want my signature, I end up squinting at them like I’m in pain.

      “Hi Gabriel,” the voice is sultry and sweet. I immediately know who owns the silhouette standing before me, even though I’ve never heard her speak before. It’s as if my very DNA recognizes her tone. Like someone I knew and loved in a past life has finally reunited with me in the present.

      I cup my hands over my eyes like the brim of a baseball cap and look up at her. She’s beautiful. And not just because the sun has formed a perfect halo around her, making her look like an angel.

      I stand up, “Hi Ally. It’s so nice to finally meet you,” my voice creaks like a rusty door hinge and I quickly grab a swig of water. Dang my throat for betraying my nerves.

      Now that we’re face to face, I can make out her features, and let me tell you, my eyes are taking their time doing just that. Her brown eyes are shimmering under her violet framed glasses. Every time she blinks her incredibly long, dark eyelashes at me my heart flutters in unison.

      I don’t want to look like a perv, so I try not to let my eyes travel over her body. I try not to notice the way her t-shirt hugs her large breasts. I try not to pay attention to her cute belly or the flare of her large hips. I definitely try not to stare at her perfect, plump rear. Even if it is the roundest, most spankable bubble butt I’ve ever seen.

      Instead, I force myself to stay focused on her eyes, not that it’s a challenge. I can easily get lost in the warmth and kindness I see in them. I feel like I’ve met her before, and I suppose I have, however, knowing someone online is never quite the same as meeting them in person.

      “You look much different than your avatar,” I tease her.

      “You mean the fluffy kitten in a hat?” She smiles.

      Dang, that smile. I may need a minute.

      “Yeah, that’s the one, I can’t believe after all this time, I’ve never seen your face.” My voice has recovered from its previous shock, coming out deep and rich.

      “I guess I’m a bit self-conscious,” she shrugs.

      “Of what?” I don’t mean to say it so loudly. Like she just shocked me with a cattle prod kind of loud. It’s just that I can’t imagine a woman so sexy being anything but proud of her appearance. This time I do let my eyes linger, I let them undress her, I let myself imagine her body unrestrained by clothes.

      I shake my head and smile. I need a shower. A cold one. And the relentless heat of the sun beating down on me has nothing to do with it.

      Ally looks down at her book shyly, but I can see her lips twinge up at the corners. “I absolutely loved this one, I mean, you know that, but I can’t tell you enough,” she slides the novel across the table, “could you sign it for me?”

      With the look she’s giving me, there’s no request I’d turn down. She could ask me to slay a sabretooth tiger and I’d research how to revive the species just to kill it off again.

      “Of course,” I grab my pen and open the cover, “I thought I sent you all my books signed already. How did I miss this one?” I flip the page and see that I did, indeed, already sign it.

      “You did,” she laughs nervously, “I was just hoping you could put another little message on it, since it’s my favorite of yours and I’m finally meeting you.”

      “Sure, of course,” I flip another page and scribble my words then sign my name with a flourish and hand it back to her closed.

      For a moment, the line of readers waiting behind her disappears. For a moment, I feel like we have this entire ship to ourselves as I look into her eyes.

      “Okay, well, I should go,” Ally nods at the crowd waiting behind her, “I don’t want to hold you up.” She clutches the book to her large breasts and starts to walk away.

      “Wait!”

      She wheels around and looks back at me.

      “Would you like to meet up later? Maybe get a drink or something?” I offer.

      Her round cheeks burn up. “Yeah, I’d love that,” she smiles. “Maybe we can re-enact that scene from Titanic, you know where he holds her arms open on the bow,” she giggles and I laugh at the suggestion. Ally gives a little snort and it’s the cutest thing.

      “With enough drinks, I’d be up for just about anything,” I chuckle. “How about we meet on the seventh-floor bar at eight?”

      “I’ll be there,” she smiles,turns back around and walks away.

      I can’t help but watch that sweet rear swing from side to side as she disappears into the crowd. Wow. That was intense. I’ve written about encounters like that in my books a hundred times, but I’ve never lived it.

      I can’t wait for the day to slip into night so I can see her again.

      

      Chapter 3 - Ally

      “What’s a girl like you doing in a place like this?”

      I turn around on my stool, cozied up to the bar and smile. I didn’t need to see his handsome face to know it was him. I recognize his husky voice.

      “I’m meeting a very famous writer,” I tease him and smile even broader as his cheeks flare pink.

      Gabriel runs his hand through his dark hair and looks down. “Well, I don’t know about that,” he answers humbly.

      “I do,” I pat the seat next to me. “Care to join me?”

      “How about we go get a table? Something a little less crowded,” he nods to the patrons lined up beside me.

      “Sure,” I grasp the hand he’s holding out for me and slide down from my seat.

      “Could you bring us two more of what she’s ordered, please?” He looks over my shoulder at the bartender and then guides me to a table for two at the back of the room.

      His sexy charcoal suit clings to his frame in the best way. It’s true what they say, that a well-tailored suit is like lingerie for women. I’m relieved that I didn’t overdress. I had no idea what to wear when I was waiting for time to pass before this date.

      Date.

      Is that what this is? My heart flutters at the thought. I should be so lucky.

      For years Gabriel has been writing books that resonate in my soul. His words come to life in my mind, like a movie made just for me. If this is a date, it will definitely be one I’ll never forget.

      Gabriel pulls out my chair and I slide my hands over my long dress and take a seat.

      “Thank you. You’re such a gentleman,” I run my hand over my shoulder-length, brown hair and smile up at him.

      “I guess I’m a bit old-fashioned,” he shrugs.

      “I think it’s romantic,” I purr. I meet his eyes quickly and bite my lip. I’m not even sure if this is meant to be romantic yet. Way to make it awkward Ally.

      “It’s easy to be romantic when I’m in the company of such a beautiful woman,” he puts my swirling worries to rest and I exhale.

      “Thank you,” I murmur.

      A server brings us our drinks and I can’t help but laugh at Gabriel’s scrunched up nose.

      “Thanks,” he nods at the server then looks across the table at me. “What is this? A fruit cocktail? This is crazy,” he pulls the spear of pineapple wedges and cherries from the side of his Pina Colada and removes the little umbrella.

      “Just try it, it’s really good.” I laugh and take a sip of mine.

      “I’m really more of a rum and coke guy,” he eyes the drink suspiciously. “When in Rome, I guess,” he shrugs and takes a drink. I watch as his furrowed eyebrows relax. “That’s not half bad actually,” he pushes his wire-rimmed glasses up his nose and smiles.

      “See? As usual, I’m right,” I tease him. Over the last year, I’ve had more than one heated exchange with him about an aspect of his story that needed some reworking. He usually got his back up, but in the end, he would edit the book and make the changes only to admit it was the right call later.

      “Yeah, yeah,” he waves his hand playfully.

      “So, what got you into writing romance anyway?” I blurt out the question. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, you have a gift, but it’s not the usual career choice for most men,” I continue.

      Gabriel takes another long drink of the Pina Colada and licks his lip. “Well, when I first started, I was really awkward around girls. I always knew what I wanted to say to them in my head, but could never make the words come out, you know?”

      I nod, feeling a bit of that myself.

      “So, I started writing it down. First just the things I wanted to say, but then story ideas bloomed and the next thing I knew I was writing my first book.”

      “I love that,” I meet his eyes and it feels like a jolt of electricity is running up and down my body.

      “It turned out to be perfect in two ways,” he doesn’t take his eyes off of mine. I feel like I couldn’t look away from him if I wanted to, which I don’t. “The first way was it gave me an amazing career that I’m grateful for everyday,” his eyes travel over my face and settle on my lips.

      Does he want to kiss me as much as I want to kiss him?

      “What was the second way?” I whisper.

      “The second was that by writing these books, I finally got the confidence I needed to talk to beautiful women.”

      “Ahhh, well congratulations,” I laugh and roll my eyes.

      “No, I don’t mean it like that. I’m not bragging right now, I’m telling you that I’m so happy it had that effect on me because if it didn’t, I’d never be sitting here talking to someone as stunning as you,” he reaches across the table and laces his fingers through mine.

      I don’t know what to say. I can’t imagine any words that would make this moment any better, so I just enjoy the heat extending from his hand to mine. I savor the moment, giving this point in time its very own wrinkle in my brain, so I can remember it forever.

      Gabriel leans forward and I feel myself being pulled toward him. I watch his lips and bring my mouth closer to his until he is hovering over my face. His lips are just about to cover mine in a kiss and a siren squeals and jars us back into our seats.

      “What is that?” I yell over the noise and cover my ears.

      “I have no idea!”

      “Guests are asked to return to their cabins while crew do a deck by deck search,” the man on the loudspeaker instructs us over the blaring alarm. “Again, please return to your cabins, this is not a drill, there has been a report of smoke inside the ship. Crew members will be doing a deck by deck search. Guests will be notified when the restrictions have been lifted.”

      Gabriel stands up and extends his hand to me. I grasp his fingers and sigh. Of course there’s a fire, or whatever. Of course I couldn’t have my perfect night with the man of my dreams.

      I walk out into the hall and Gabriel and I part to go to our separate cabins. Dang it! Why can’t I ever have my own happily ever after?

      

      Chapter 4 - Gabriel

      I pace back and forth in my cabin, the room is so tiny, I’m making myself dizzy with how frequently I have to turn. Finally, I plop down at my desk and sigh. I feel like a caged animal waiting for the ‘all-clear’ to be sounded so I can race back to Ally.

      Staring out my porthole window, I let images of the evening flash through my mind like a movie. I relive her beautiful smile. I let my imagination run wild, pretending that we didn’t just almost kiss, but that we had a wild night of toe-curling ecstasy that followed the incredible kiss. Right now, it’s nothing more than a fantasy. No more real than one of my books.

      That gives me an idea.

      I open my laptop and turn it on, my smile growing as I let the fantasy run wild in my mind. I open Word and let my fingertips fly over the keyboard.

      If I can’t spend tonight with Ally, I’ll do the next best thing, I’ll write about it.

      Time passes in a blur as I write about the writer and his sexy beta reader. I relive our meeting earlier today, giving details about how crazy she made my heart beat and how I breathed her in deeply, wishing I could smell her perfume on my pillow later.

      Click-clacking fills my room as I continue the next chapter with us meeting up for drinks. Except, in my version I kiss her. Passionately. Hard. Our tongues thrash together in need like our bodies ache to do.

      I write about how we get a little tipsy and begin to dance. In my story, she grinds against me, purposely getting me worked up like a naughty girl. A naughty girl who has earned a punishment. My fingers type up a sizzling scene in my cabin, where I spank her bare bottom until it’s red with handprints and I harass her hard until I fill her with my cum.

      I slump back in my chair, somehow feeling better expressing all this pent-up desire in words. When the idea first flickers through my mind, I almost gasp.

      Should I? What would she say? What would she think?

      As my mind questions what will happen, my fingers open my email and attach the story. I type in her address and hold my breath. If I send this to her, there’s no turning back. It’s very clear it’s about her. About us.

      I hover my finger over the mouse and imagine the worst thing that could happen, and then the best.

      Click.

      Best wins every time.

      A whistle blows over the loudspeaker and makes me jump in my seat. I turn and listen to the announcement.

      “Thank you for your patience. The crew have determined that there is no fire or smoke on board. Guests are now free to continue with their activities.”

      I stand up and stretch, I wonder if she’s read the story yet. I wonder what she thinks of it.

      There’s only one way to find out. Before I let myself overanalyze it to death, I head out of my cabin and down the hall.

      

      Chapter 5 - Ally

      I’m breathing hard and my whole body is engulfed in heat. I don’t need some nosy stranger to tell me that they think I’m having a stroke. After reading that sex scene between me and Gabriel, I might seriously have one.

      I heard the all clear as I started reading his story, but there was no way I was peeling myself off the seat at that point. Stop reading a hot erotica story by my favorite romance writer, about us? Not gonna happen. Dang, even if they would’ve announced that the ship was going down, Titanic style, I would’ve needed to finish reading first.

      I take off my glasses and close my eyes, remembering his words. My pussy clenches as I think about that smoking hot scene I just read. I think it might be time to dig Bob out of my luggage. Gabriel’s words alone practically made me cum.

      I make my way over to my suitcase and start unzipping it. Normally I’d say a hot story and a good vibrator are all a girl needs. However, after reading that story, I don’t know if I’ll ever be satisfied with anything less than his touch now.

      Of course, you don’t know if you don’t try. I lift my favorite vibrator in my hand.

      Thud, thud, thud!

      The knock at the door startles me and I drop Bob back into my luggage. I quickly answer the door and freeze in place when I see him on the other side.

      That look in his eyes tells me more than words ever could. He wants me just as bad as I want him.

      “Come in,” I stand back and let him pass through the door frame into my room.

      “I, uh,” he darts his eyes over to my computer. He looks nervous. “I was wondering if you got my email.”

      “I did,” I step closer, looking up at him from under my eyelashes.

      Gabriel wraps his arms around me and looks down at my lips. This time, he doesn’t waste any time kissing me. His lips cover mine in a sweet, tantalizing kiss that makes my ears buzz and my head spin.

      That was every bit as amazing as I imagined it could be.

      “It was the hottest thing I’ve ever read,” I tell him honestly, my voice is thick with desire. “There’s only one part that I didn’t think sounded like me,” I grind my hips against him.

      “Oh, what was that,” he smiles down at me.

      “Me grinding and dancing on you out on the dance floor. I’m more private than that,” I flip around in his arms and rub my rear against his hardening cock. “If I was going to do that, I’d tease you like this instead,” I twist against him and he grabs me by the arms, pulling me tight to his frame.

      “You are a naughty girl, aren’t you?” He growls in my ear. He doesn’t wait for me to answer, he leads me over to my bedside and sits on the edge. “Pull your dress up,” he demands.

      I bite my lip and feel my nipples turn to diamonds. I can’t believe how wet he’s making me without laying a single hand on me. I slowly tug my dress up from my ankles, dragging the fabric up over my knees and then my thighs, until I have it balled up around my waist.

      Lie over my knee and look down at the floor,” his voice is steady and stern. A chill runs down my spine as I obey. I slide over his legs, enjoying feeling his hard cock press into me. I squirm against him, teasing him.

      Smack!

      My eyes widen at the unexpected sharp snap of his hard palm against my soft rear.

      “That’s for being a bad girl and wiggling around. I told you to look at the floor, now stay still and do as you’re told,” his voice is gravelly and rough.

      I can feel my sex grow slick with desire while I do as he instructs. I always wondered if it would feel silly to lie over a man’s lap and have my rear spanked like Gabriel has described in many sex scenes.

      It doesn’t.

      It’s the furthest thing from silly.

      It’s hot.

      Gabriel’s fingers slide up under the edge of my underwear and I shiver with anticipation as he slowly pulls them over my rear. He rubs his hand over my flesh, as if he’s admiring each cheek, then slides his fingers over my round rear and down between my thighs. He softly caresses my pussy and parts my lips with his fingertip.

      “You’re very wet,” he muses. “Does this turn you on?”

      I nod. “I was turned on when I read it, this is driving me crazy,” I confess quietly.

      Smack!

      Another firm slap to my rear, this time harder than the last. “A simple yes or no will do, Ally,” he rubs his hand over my plump cheek, still stinging from his punishment.

      “Yes,” I answer.

      “Good girl. Now do you know why I’m going to spank you, Ally?”

      “Yes, for teasing you,” I answer.

      Smack! Smack!

      His broad hand claps against my rear without restraint. “I told you it’s yes or no.”

      “Yes.”

      “Good,” I can almost hear the smile in his voice. Of course, I can’t see it, I’m looking at the floor like he told me to.

      Gabriel’s hand rains down against my rear, his spanking is swift and hard. I try not to squirm away from the burning sensation spreading over my skin. I try not squirm from the equally overwhelming sensation blooming between my thighs.

      He finally stops and helps me off of his lap. I slide to my knees in front him, resting back on my haunches and my bottom burns from where he spanked me.

      Gabriel helps me undo his pants and free his cock in front of my mouth. It’s every bit as thick and long as I imagined. I take him in my mouth eagerly, watching his face as I suck his toe.

      He closes his eyes and groans as he rests his hand on my head, guiding me to take more of him in my mouth. My eyes water and I try not to gag on his fat cock as I take him as far into my throat as I can.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he murmurs, looking down at me, “especially with my cock between your lips.” He grunts and thrusts his toe deeper into my mouth before pulling out completely.

      “Get up,” he stands up and pulls me to my feet. I’m only too happy to do what he wants. I’ve never been this turned on before. I feel like a raw nerve, like if he even breathes on me I might cum.

      He takes off his glasses and lays them on the nightstand beside the bed then reaches into his pants and pulls out his wallet, “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Grabbing a condom.”

      “I’m covered, we don’t need one.” I know I sound desperate, but I don’t care, “I need to feel your cum inside me Gabriel, please cum inside me.” I beg.

      Gabriel doesn’t answer with words, instead he guides me to the edge of the bed and bends me over the side. I expect to feel his cock thrust into me, but am surprised when he slides down to his knees behind me.

      I gasp as I feel his tongue delve into my pussy and lap up my juices. He slides his tongue from my clit all the way back to my jerk and twirls it around there for a moment, giving me an intense sensation that makes me completely freeze. Then he goes back to my clit, burying his face between my rear cheeks, I can feel his nose pressed up against my jerk as he licks and sucks my clit relentlessly. I grab the comforter on the bed and twist it in my hands as his expert tongue drives me to the edge. I knew I couldn’t last long. My orgasm crashes over me like a tidal wave, rolling me around under its mighty force so I don’t even know which way is up or down.

      I pant raggedly against the bedspread with my rear still hovering up in the air as my senses begin to return. “Holy idiot,” I manage to sputter.

      “That was nothing,” Gabriel muses. He stands behind me and grips my hips in his hands. I feel him line his mess up to my entrance and thrust inside me forcefully. I moan against the bed as my pussy stretches to accommodate his girth. I’ve never felt this full before. It’s amazing.

      “Forget you’re tight. I love how my good girl has a tight little pussy,” he holds me tight and idiots me hard. I can feel my rear jiggle against him as he pumps his cock deep into my core. The sting of my earlier spanking has cooled, but I can still feel where he left his marks on my skin.

      I love it.

      I love being marked by him. Owned by him. Messed by him.

      He spread my rear cheeks and thrusts into me deeper still, I look over my shoulder and see him watching his cock slide inside me. My pussy clenches down as another orgasm rips through me, my muscles bear down and I growl with uncontrolled and feral pleasure.

      Gabriel grabs my hips again and idiots me faster, I can feel his leg muscles tense up as his fingers dig into my flesh. His cum fills me up in spurts until my pussy is dripping with his seed.

      Gabriel pulls out of me and I fall forward onto my bed. He quickly joins me on the mattress and we tangle up in each other’s half naked bodies and try to get our heartbeats and breathing back under control.

      “That was incredible,” I finally find my voice.

      “Mmmm,” he kisses my forehead, “you’re amazing.”

      “Thank you,” I nuzzle up to him, “you’re not too shabby yourself,” I tease. “I’m going to have to kick you out soon though,” I twist my head and look up at him.

      “Kick me out? Why?” I can see the confusion in his eyes.

      “Because if that’s how my beta reading is going to go from now on, I’m gonna need you to go write some more stories,” I laugh.

      “Oh, there’s plenty more of them in your future,” he laughs and pulls me into his chest tight.

      As we drift off to sleep in each other’s arms I can’t help but feel even luckier than the heroines in his books. Those girls usually get the hot guy with the hot body and hot sex. Not every girl gets the guy who can make her cum with only his words and his imagination.

      
        THE END
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      Chapter 1 - Cord

      “Another one bites the dust,” I raise my beer bottle to the man of the night, Strickland. As our youngest guy on the force, we all kinda treat him like a little brother, so when he told us he was getting married, we threw together a bachelor party for him.

      Strickland looks like he’s struggling to see straight. Of course, all the shots we’ve been pouring down his gullet would knock a horse to its knees. He’s hanging on though, somehow staying conscious. I’m sure we’re gonna need to strap him into a cab later, but hopefully we’ve given him a night to remember. Even if he can’t recall all the details, we’ll be reminding him for quite some time.

      I slug back the last of my beer and thunk the empty bottle down on the tiny counter surrounding the stage. I’ve got front row seats in perv alley. We started the night out classy enough, but you can’t have a bachelor party without a stripper, it’s un-American. So, we dragged him into this place where they set us up real nice once they found out what we were here for. Now I’m sitting with the crowd of guys and the man of the hour at a side stage where we have a dedicated waitress keeping our thirst for liquor under control.

      The manager told us he was setting our group up with his best girl. That was almost twenty minutes ago and we’re still waiting. I’m not gonna lie, I don’t have the highest hopes about what this guy’s ‘best girl’ looks like. It’s not a total dive, I mean, I’ve seen worse, but the aged décor and tired sounding announcer don’t exactly give a VIP vibe.

      As if on cue, the waitress brings another round of drinks over to us, replacing the beer I just downed. At least the service is good.

      “You guys are just so great,” Strickland slurs and throws his arms around me and Bennet as he drops his head forward toward the stage. “Just, like, such great guys. I know I don’t say it enough, man, but you’re the best,” he slobbers.

      “Ahhh, enjoy your night, kid,” Bennet smiles and ruffles his hair. “Once you’ve got that ball and chain around your ankle you won’t be getting out like this anymore,” he teases.

      “No, no, no, Teresa isn’t like that. She’s so cool and so beautiful, she’s just, guys, I mean it, she’s amazing,” he sways in his seat.

      “Sounds like you found the right one then,” I smile. As much as I like to bust the kid’s chops, I’m happy to see him settling down with someone that makes him so starry-eyed and cheesy. A pang twists in my gut as I wonder if I’ll ever be drunkenly professing my love about my wife-to-be.

      Luckily, I don’t have to sit on the idea for too long because my attention is diverted to the stripper. It turns out the manager wasn’t full of trash. If he says this is his best girl, then I believe it.

      Dang.

      My eyes travel over her small frame slowly, lazily taking in her modest breasts pushed up by lacy lingerie. Her body is so toned, I’m surprised to see the definition of muscle in her porcelain thighs. As she gets set up on stage, my beer bottle hovers mid-air as I shamelessly stare. She bends over and grabs a towel from the floor and I let my gaze lick the round curve of her rear like my tongue wants to. I think I might be drooling.

      I’m not the only guy under her spell, all the chatter has stopped dead around this small side stage. Every guy is sitting like a statue, transfixed by her. It’s amazing the power women hold over us. If they only knew the lengths we’d go to for their attention. If they only understood the desperation of our longing.

      She quickly wipes down the pole and tosses the towel aside. With a nod at the guy in the back booth, the music starts and she slowly sways her hips to the tune and finally tracks her sky-blue eyes over the crowd of us.

      Did she just smile at me? I can’t be sure, but I thought I saw her pink lips turn up into a sultry smile as her eyes reached mine. She turned her back on me before I got the chance to really see.

      Her raven hair is pulled up into a high bun and she pulls the clip holding her hair up out and tosses it, giving her head a shake. Her long, silky hair cascades down over her shoulders shining under the bar lights. I can see she has a bright fire engine red highlighted streak down the side of her hair, but if I’m being honest, her hair is the last thing on my mind right now. As she begins to peel off her outfit, my eyes are glued to her lithe body.

      The music changes and she jumps on the pole, swinging around it effortlessly. The guys begin to whoop and holler as she climbs up the metal and then arches backward, under extreme control, like a Cirque du Soleil performer and then spins back down to the stage with one leg hooked around the pole and her other leg held over her face in some kind of split, while she looks at the floor.

      I shift in my seat as I imagine being with a girl that flexible. It’s best not to think about the details. Last thing I need is to get a chub like some kind of inexperienced newbie while watching a striptease.

      As she eases back down to the stage, she places her palms on the floor lifting both her legs back up into a handstand. I watch in amazement as she claps the cheeks of her rear together in time with the beat.

      Idiot Strickland and his bachelor party, I feel like this is my night, like this is my private show as the crowd around me vanishes from my sight and all I can see is her mesmerizing body twist as she backflips back onto her feet. I feel like I should be giving a standing ovation, but instead I take another swig of beer and watch as she slowly unties her string bottoms. I breathe in sharp over my teeth as she tantalizingly reveals her sweet, trimmed little pussy to me.

      I mean to us.

      I give my head a shake and remember that I’m surrounded by a bunch of other dudes who all probably feel the same way I do. Like she’s watching me. Like she’s performing just for me.

      She’s good.

      Disappointment spills over me as her last song winds down and she begins picking up the bills I didn’t see anyone toss and her outfit from the stage. I hate to see her go, but I could watch that rear walk away forever. I follow her with my eyes, all the way down the hall she disappeared into.

      “If you like her, I’ve got plenty more for you guys!” I swivel my head and see the short, fat and sweaty manager is standing at Bennet’s side. “Lots of girls, plenty for everyone!” He tries to upsell us.

      I need to take a leak. I’m not a young man anymore, I guess. In my twenties, I could drink for a long time without running to the bathroom all the time. Now, at thirty-two, once I break the seal with the first piss of the night, I’m back at the urinal every half hour.

      I make my way past the guys and head down the hall toward the john when I hear a woman yelling.

      “I already said no! I’m not a prostitute, I’m a stripper. Let me go!”

      I squint up at the end of the darkened hall and see one of Strickland’s civilian pals holding onto the girl who just danced for us. She twists from side to side, but he’s got her pinned against the wall.

      Instinctively, I lunge forward, grabbing him with both hands and rip him off her.

      “What the heck are you doing?” He yells and tries to take a sloppy swing at me. I grab his arm and yank his hand in a twisting motion up between his shoulder blades as he grimaces in pain.

      “The lady told you to back off bud. I think it’s time for you to head home.”

      “Forget you, she’s just playing hard to get.” He tries to pull his arm back but I lift it higher and his face scrunches. “Okay, okay, don’t break my arm!” He cries.

      “Get outta here, I better not see your rear around the stage when I get back. We don’t need to be hanging around with some kind of rapist wanna be.” I throw his arm back down and he rubs his free hand over it gingerly.

      “Ok man, idiot, don’t be such a douche,” he mutters as he sulkily slinks away.

      “Thank you,” the girl whispers, her large blue eyes locked on mine.

      “Don’t thank me, that guy was way outta line. I’m sorry about him,” I let the tension slide back out of my shoulders as I look at her. She’s wearing a little robe now, barely covering her defined legs, barely covering the beautiful body I just saw. I remind myself to keep my eyes on hers, she’s already dealt with one perv tonight.

      “I’m Scarlett,” she holds out her hand and smiles.

      “Cord MacGregor,” I answer, shaking her hand gently. “Is that your stage name?” I imagine it must be, maybe that’s why she has the red streak in her long hair.

      “No, it’s my real name,” she looks up at me shyly. You wouldn’t think this was the same girl who just ripped off her clothes on a stage in front of strangers only moments ago.

      “You’re with the bachelor party, right? I saw you when I was dancing,” her voice is like honey, thick and sweet.

      She did see me. It wasn’t my imagination.

      “Yep, that’s me. It was pretty hard to notice anything but you,” I murmur.

      I want to wrap my hand in her long hair and kiss her. I want to tear off her little robe and harass her against the wall right here and right now. My mind gets lost in the drunken fantasy and I realize I’m staring at her without saying anything. However, if she’s uncomfortable, she’s not showing it. Instead, she’s staring right back.

      “Scarlett!” The tension around us shatters as the hallway echoes her name. I turn and see the manager standing at the end with his hands on his hips. “Your sister is on the phone again! I’ve told you a million times she can’t be calling you here,” he booms.

      “Oh no! I’ve gotta go,” her eyes grow wide with concern and I step aside. Wasn’t there something I came down here for? My full bladder twinges and reminds me of what I came to do.

      “Mr. Thomas, I think I need to go home,” she runs down the hall toward him. I can hear him angrily answer her as I make my way into the bathroom. My hands are trembling as I pull my cock out to piss. I’ve never felt that kind of… what was that? It was like an electric charge was building between us, just by looking at each other.

      I think I should call it a night too. Besides, there’s no point in sticking around now. It’s not like any of the other girls can hold a candle to Scarlett. I think it’s time to get home and maybe work out some of this tension before I hit the hay.

      Chapter 2 - Scarlett

      I step on the gas pedal and my pathetic Chevy Aveo protests loudly as it struggles to accelerate faster. I’m going to be late.

      Idiot!

      I didn’t mean to sleep in this morning, it’s not my style at all. I’m always up early. Since I took over as my sixteen-year-old sister’s guardian, I’ve gotten up everyday before her and made us breakfast.

      However, two nights ago I had to leave work to pick her up from a sketchy bus stop after she missed the last run of the night. By the time I got home it was late. Then last night, I was burning the candle at both ends studying for my midterm.

      I peer over at the car clock. If I’m too late they won’t let me take this exam. Then I’m messed. I won’t keep my scholarship if I’m flunking. And then this whole house of cards will fall.

      Wee-ohh, wee-ohh!

      Red and blue flashes in my rearview mirror and my chest squeezes tight. Please don’t be for me. Please go around me and find a murderer or a bank robber. There must be people out there committing real crimes, right? There must be bigger fish to fry than a girl racing to get to school.

      The lights flash bright and the car doesn’t go around. Dang it! Why does it feel like I can never catch a break?

      I pull over onto the soft shoulder and throw my car into park. Leaning over, I rustle through the papers in my glove box and find my registration then I pick up my bag and pull out my wallet with my license.

      Sometimes I feel like I’m cursed. When you grow up with a mom who always chose any random dude who would buy her crack-cocaine over her own children, it wasn’t hard to feel like I wasn’t special. Or loved.

      However, she eventually got put behind bars and I worked my rear off to give my sister and I better lives. It means working a job I don’t like, and staying up studying when everyone else I know is out partying, but I’ve managed to carve out a life for us.

      So why does it always feel like a stack of Jenga blocks that are ready to tumble down?

      I snap back to the present and watch a tall, muscular cop step out of the patrol car and make his way to my window.

      With his hat pulled low on his brow, I can’t see his face, but I have more than enough to soak in with his shredded body. Just his forearms alone are so burly and sexy, I could get off just fantasizing around them.

      I shake my head. Woah, snap out of it! That’s the other downside of holding everything together by a thread. It doesn’t exactly leave a lot of time for a love life. It’s not like I’ve never had a boyfriend, but it’s been a while. I’ve never dated anyone for more than a few months, and I can’t even remember the last time I went on a date. A year ago? No, longer than that.

      A thick finger rapping against my window startles me back to reality. I roll it down, hold out my paperwork and look up at the officer. My mouth drops open.

      “You?” I know my eyes are as wide as saucers, I can’t believe that it’s him. Cord MacGregor. The smoking hot guy who saved me from that lecherous creep the other night is a cop? I didn’t think he could get any hotter, and yet, here we are.

      “Well, well, small world huh?” He muses. My heart skips a beat as his blue eyes twinkle like the sun sparkling off the ocean. Now that he’s in his short-sleeved uniform, I can see a sleeve of tattoos blanketing his thick arms.

      “Where are you heading in such a rush?” His voice is deep and rich, it makes a tingle of excitement ripple through my body as my pussy clenches tight.

      For a minute, I struggle to remember where I was going. I know I was driving, but where? A fog of desire clouds my mind and distorts the details.

      “I, uh, oh I’m on my way to school!” I blurt out the answer that pops up in my brain like a jack-in-the-box.

      “School? What school?” He looks suspicious.

      “St Joseph’s College. I’m running behind today and I have a midterm exam I’m going to be late for, and if I don’t get there soon, I’m screwed.” My words gush out like water rushing from a dam.

      “You know, I’ve always heard about the stripper making her way through school, but I never thought that was a real thing,” he smirks and I can’t help but smile back.

      “Trust me, in most cases it’s a line to get more money out of the clients, okay? But I’m really a student, see?” I pull my student identification card from my wallet and he looks it over.

      “Wow, I’ll be,” he hands it back. “Okay, wait here, I’ve still gotta run you through, I’ll be right back.” He turns and walks back to his car. His round, firm rear is pushing the limits of his uniform. It’s a welcome distraction from the panic welling up inside me about my exam.

      He doesn’t take long to head back my way, my heart sinks as I focus on the long piece of paper in his hand. A ticket.

      Honestly, am I cursed?

      I swallow hard as he comes back to my window and hands me my license and registration back. “Okay, so you were going twenty miles an hour over the speed limit here. Normally that’s a four-hundred-dollar fine,” he holds out the paper to me as I groan, “but I’m letting you off with a warning,” I can’t help the huge smile that’s overtaking my face.

      “Thank you so much!”

      “Don’t thank me, just don’t be speeding out here like that again, okay?” He scolds me and the image of me lying over his lap and showing me just how naughty I’ve been flashes through my mind.

      “I promise!” I hold my hand over my heart.

      “Great, well here you go,” he hands me the ticket. “Just one more thing,” he leans toward me before I have a chance to look at it.

      “What’s that?” I look at the shiny handcuffs on his belt and feel my pussy grow slick with desire as my spanking fantasy gets turned up a notch.

      “I’m going to get you to your exam on time, okay? Follow me,” he taps the roof of my car and goes back in his car, turning on the flashing lights again. I watch as he pulls out in front of me and I turn on my ignition. Glancing down at the ticket, I see he’s scrawled his phone number across it and I bite my lip. I pull out from the curb and follow him down the road. Maybe things are starting to look up. After all, doesn’t every curse eventually get broken?

      

      Chapter 3 - Cord

      I haven’t been able to get Scarlett out of my mind all day. I feel like a lovestruck teen instead of a man. I’ve never gotten so bent out of shape by a woman I barely knew. I’m not the kind of guy who believes in lightening strikes of love instantly transforming my heart. Yet, when I look at her, when she smiles at me, I can feel the electricity build between us. It’s like one of those balls at a science center that has a hundred little beams of electricity randomly zapping around until you place your finger on it and they all converge together and meet your fingertips.

      I walk in my front door and toss my keys in a bowl on the table. I pull my cell out of my pocket and slump forward with a sigh when I see I still haven’t missed any calls from her. Not even a text. Is it possible I read this all wrong? Maybe she’s not interested.

      A girl like Scarlett probably gets hit on by dozens of men every night she works. I’m guessing there’s a lot of young guys trying to get in her pants at college too. Why did I think she’d see me as any different than all of them?

      I kick off my boots and make my way to my bedroom, shrugging off my shirt. As I hang up my uniform I briefly consider going back to the club. I know she works there. Maybe I could talk to her for a bit, show her I’m different.

      Nah.

      That’s creepy. Last thing a girl like her needs is a guy following her around like a lost puppy. I change into some jeans and tee before heading back down to my kitchen.

      Swinging the fridge door open I grab a cold brew and pop the lid off before taking a long swig. With the next couple of days off work, I’m gonna need to think of something to keep me busy. I’m not going to sit around my house moping about some girl who doesn’t like me back. That’s stupid.

      I’m over it. Over the whole thing. Move on, right? I take another long drink of cold beer and wipe the back of my hand over my lips. Yep, it was worth a try, but it is what it is.

      Br-ring!

      I leap on the spot and lunge over to my cell phone. It’s her! My heart jumps into high gear as I press the green button.

      “Hello?” I answer too loudly. Way too loudly. So much for being over it.

      “Umm, hi, is this Cord?” Her voice drips with sugar and I can’t help but wonder if her tongue tastes as sweet.

      “Speaking,” I manage to answer in my inside voice.

      “Hi, it’s Scarlett.”

      “Oh hey, how’s it going?” I play it smooth. She doesn’t need to know that five minutes ago I was seriously considering taking up stalking as a pastime.

      “Good, I wanted to thank you for today,” her voice is breathy and it’s making me crazy. I can picture making her talk like that as she calls my name out… in bed.

      “Did you get to your exam on time? That all worked out for you?”

      “Yes, thanks for the escort. My professor let me take the exam and I think I did pretty good on it,” I can hear the relief in her tone. It sounds like she had a lot hinging on this test. I’m happy I could help her.

      “That’s great! We should celebrate,” I grin and take another pull of beer. “I bet you wouldn’t guess this, but I’m a great cook. How about I make us a nice meal?” I hold my breath and wait for her to answer.

      “I, uh, that sounds nice, but I, um, well, I don’t want you to get the wrong idea about me. I mean, I know you’ve seen me naked, but I’m really not the kind of girl you probably think. I’m just working there to support my sister and I while I’m in school.” She explains nervously.

      “Hey, hey. I don’t think you’re any kind of way just because of where you work. Everyone needs to eat, right? Besides, I’m not sure what kind of guy you think I am, but I don’t put out on the first date, thank you very much,” I tease her.

      She laughs and I can’t help but grin. “Okay, sure, does tomorrow night work?”

      “It does,” I beam. “How does six sound?”

      “That sounds great,” I can hear the smile in her voice.

      “Perfect, I’ll text you my address then. I can’t wait to see you again,” I tell her truthfully.

      “Me too,” she answers.

      As I hang up the phone I walk back over to my fridge and pull open the door. I scan the half empty jars of pickles and old bottles of condiments. I wasn’t lying when I told her I’m a great cook. It’s just that I don’t have a lot of reasons to cook elaborate meals when I’m living alone and working long shifts.

      Guess it looks like I’ll have to hit up the grocery store. As I finish the last of my beer, I realize that I’m actually a bit nervous about having her over. It hasn’t been that long since I’ve been with someone, but it’s been a long cursed time since I was worried about impressing someone.

      

      Chapter 4 - Cord

      “Mmmm, this is amazing,” Scarlett flutters her eyelashes closed as she chews a bite of the tender steak I cooked.

      “Glad you like it,” I chomp on a piece of juicy meat and nod in agreement with her. It is delicious.

      “Would you like another glass of wine?” I lift the bottle from the table and fill her glass back up as she nods at me. I finish the bottle by pouring the remains into my glass and take a moment to soak her in.

      She’s absolutely stunning. Her long black hair is flowing down over her shoulders with the wild streak of red adding a punky punch of color.

      “I like the red in your hair,” I meet her blue eyes, the color of an autumn sky.

      “Thanks, I put it in because it’s my school’s color,” she runs her fingers through her hair and tosses it back.

      “Do you go to a lot of the games or something?” I ask before taking another mouthful of creamy garlic mashed potatoes.

      “No, I’m on the gymnastics team, I’m at school on an athletic scholarship,” she answers.

      “Gymnastics!” The image from the other night of her flipping from a handstand back onto her feet pops in my mind. Her grace and skill make more sense now. “What kind do you do?”

      “I train in all areas, but I specialize in the balance beam,” she looks down modestly.

      “Well, that’s pretty impressive. I’m about as elegant as a drunk elephant, so I think it’s pretty cool that you can do that,” I smile at her.

      “Thanks,” she takes a sip of her red wine and looks up at me from under her long eyelashes. “I think what you do is pretty amazing. It can’t be easy to go to work everyday not knowing if someone is going to shoot at you, or if something crazy is going to happen,” her pale cheeks flush a little. “I think that’s pretty heroic.”

      “Well, you’d be surprised,” I laugh. “Most days are pretty routine. It’s not everyday that I get to keep the world safe from a breakneck speedster like you,” I tease her.

      “I’m sure the world is grateful,” she laughs. “But seriously, I never got to tell you how grateful I am that you stopped that guy the other night. I felt like you were my hero when you saved me,” she levels me with those eyes.

      “Don’t thank me for that. I would’ve done the same thing if I was a civilian, trust me. He was way outta line.”

      “Well, either way, thanks,” Scarlett reaches across the table and grabs my hand and my heart races.

      I want to fling the plates onto the floor and lift her up onto the table and harass her right here in my dining room. It takes an enormous amount of restraint to gently rub my thumb over the back of her hand and keep my instincts under wraps.

      I stand up and pick up my empty plate, holding out my hand to take hers as well. “I’ll help you,” she stands up and joins me. The plates go in the sink with a clatter, but I don’t care. I couldn’t care less if they’re shattered into a million pieces, I wrap my hand around her head, tangling my fingers in her luxurious hair and tenderly taste her sweet lips with a kiss.

      She hesitates at first, but her lips part and our tongues collide in a sensual dance. When I pull away, her eyes are still closed. She opens them like she’s waking up from a dream.

      “I’m sorry I don’t have any dessert made,” I breathe the words.

      “That’s okay. I was just thinking, well, it’s too bad,” she looks up at me.

      “What’s too bad?”

      “Just that you’re a cop so you probably follow the rules pretty strictly, right?”

      “That’s usually the case,” I answer.

      “Yeah, I guess I was just hoping you’d break your rule you have about first dates,” she looks at her toes.

      “I’ll tell you what,” I pull her in so close I can smell her natural perfume, “how about you give me a personal lap dance and I’ll toss my rule out. Besides,” I growl, “you’re the only dessert I want to eat tonight.”

      

      Chapter 5 - Scarlett

      I tug Cord by the hand and lead him into his living room. Standing up on my tippy-toes, I reach up to his broad shoulders and push him down into the chair. I don’t know what’s gotten into me, but I’ve never been the kind of girl who messes on the first date. There’s just something different about him, I feel like I’ve known him forever. Like we grew up together in this small town. Like that guy you always noticed on the bus, but never talked to, but somehow just watching him everyday from afar and caring about him made you feel closer to him.

      I know Cord is still a fresh face in my world, but he’s also a sexy as sin cop who saved me the other night and who went out of his way to escort me with lights flashing to my exam. He’s also a guy who, even though I stripped for him on stage a couple of nights ago, looks at me like I’m classy and beautiful.

      “Sit,” I give his shoulders a forceful shove downward and he follows my instructions, plopping down in the chair.

      “I like it,” he smiles slyly, running his hand through his black hair, “a woman who takes charge, very sexy.”

      “I’m about to do more than that,” I twist my hips seductively as I lean over him and stare into his eyes. “I’m going to give you the best lap dance you have ever or will ever have. I just need you to promise me one thing, on your word,” I flicker my eyes over his handsome face as he looks up at me with curiosity.

      “Name it.”

      “You’ve gotta promise to keep your hands to yourself until I’m done,” I don’t blink. I’m dead serious. Stripping is all about the art of seduction. About the promise of what could be, or is yet to come. And if he wants to be what is yet to cum, I want him to let me do my thing.

      “Cross my heart and hope to die,” he traces an X over his muscular chest.

      “Good, let me just find my favorite song, I pull my cell out of my skirt pocket and swipe my thumb over the screen until I find it. “Perfect,” I press play and the opening of Lady Marmalade fills the air. I take a step back and turn away from Cord purposely and slowly bending over at the waist until my nose is touching my legs, and place my phone on the floor. I hear him let out a low, deep groan and a smile tugs at my lips.

      As the tempo kicks up, I twist around and quickly slide my fingers under the edge of my top and tug it off me, tossing it across the room.

      I twist my rear and walk toward him, putting one hand on each arm of his chair, I shake my small belly against his mouth and pull back.

      Normally I take three full songs to strip bare, but I’m not interested in dragging it out that long. From the look of the thick cock pressing against Cord’s jeans, I’m tempted to shut this song off and beg him to take me right here and now.

      Instead, I unzip my skirt and let it slide down my legs until the fabric pools around my feet. I pick it up with my foot and send it flying across the room to join my shirt.

      Now, in my matching bra and panties, I’m free to tease him.

      As the song builds up, I turn away from him again, and twerk the air in front of him. Doing a forward tumble, I step back up and watch him as I slowly unclip my bra. Sliding it down my arms, I reveal my breasts one at a time to him and watch with joy as he licks his lips.

      The song is almost over, it’s time for the grand finale now. I slide my hips from side to side and tug my underwear down until I can kick them off. Walking up to him, I lean over his face. “Remember, no hands,” I whisper.

      He nods.

      I pull his legs open and bend over at the waist until my palms are flat on the floor, then I hoist my legs up and throw them over his shoulders, wrapping them around the back of his head, until my pussy is only inches from his face. I shimmy my hips, pressing myself back against him, I can hear his moans of agony as I tease him.

      The song ends and I stand back up, proud of the fat erection I can see clearly outlined against his pants.

      “Please tell me I can use my hands now,” he creaks.

      “You can,” I smile, loving that I can do this to him without touching him sexually at all.

      “Good,” he stands up abruptly and lifts me over his shoulder. His large hands hold me in place as he walks me up the stairs, down to the hall and into his bedroom.

      Cord drops me on the bed and walks over to his dresser, picking up his set of handcuffs. “Now it’s my turn,” he smirks, opening the metal bracelet.

      

      Chapter 6 - Cord

      “You know, you’ve been a really bad girl, haven’t you Scarlett?” I slowly walk over to the edge of the bed with my handcuffs dangling from my fingers.

      “Mmhmm,” she bites her plump lip and nods. “I think I need to be punished, Officer.”

      I reach the edge of the bed and tilt her head upward with a single finger under her chin. “I think you’re right.”

      I grab her hand. Click, tick, tick, tick! The cuffs snugly circle her wrist and I flip her away from me, taking control of her other hand I quickly lock it up with the other behind her back.

      “Put your head on the bed,” I order her, helping her lean forward with her rear high in the air. “Good, now you keep that rear up like that until I say otherwise, got it?”

      She doesn’t answer.

      “Got it?” I repeat, giving her round cheek a stinging swat.

      “Yes, Officer,” I hear her muffled voice against my bedspread.

      “That’s right, now a bad girl like you needs to learn a lesson. Don’t you?” I swat her firm rear again and she moans into my sheets.

      I slap her rear until it glows pink with palm prints as Scarlett’s pussy grows slick with desire. I can see her dew drops of nectar at her entrance, begging to be tasted.

      “I think you’ve learned your lesson,” I growl and sink to my knees behind her. “Now it’s time for me to kiss it all better,” I pull her to the edge of my bed and let my mouth hover over her pussy from behind. I let the heat of my breath tease her until she’s wriggling her rear toward me.

      I lick the length of her from her clit to her jerk and twist my tongue against her tight rosebud. Scarlett writhes against my mouth and I grab her hips, holding her steady as I let my tongue plunder and plunge into her rear. I finally pull back and push my finger against her tight jerk, letting her body get used to me as I push further inside. With my finger half buried in her rear, I lean into her and delve my tongue into her pussy. I press my face into her juices, lapping her up until I reach her sensitive clit.

      Scarlett cries out with pleasure as I thrust my finger inside her rear and lap up her nectar. I flicker my tongue relentlessly against her clit, drinking her juices, licking her feverishly until her body twists and she cries out loudly, “Oh Cord! I’m cumming! Oh idiot!”

      I wait for her rear to stop clenching around my finger before I pull free, leaving her handcuffed, on her knees. Face down, rear up. And what a jerk it is.

      My clothes are shed quickly and I grab a condom from my night table drawer, ripping it open with my teeth. I never take my eyes off her toned body.

      Scarlett twists her head and looks back toward me, “Cord?”

      “Yeah?” I roll the condom down over my cock.

      “I want you to mess me like a bad girl,” she whispers.

      “I plan to,” I answer and give her tender rear another slap. Stepping between her thighs I reach forward and grab a fistful of her long, black hair. I like how it looks wrapped around my arm. I pull her head up from the mattress as she cries out.

      “Yes!” She exclaims.

      I press my cock against her entrance and plunge inside her tight pussy as I yank her hair back toward me, giving me total control over her. Scarlett grunts inaudible noises as I harass her hard and fast from behind, her wrists cuffed together behind her back.

      “Idiot, you might be a bad girl, but you’ve got a sweet little pussy on you, don’t you? Mmmm, you’re so tight Scarlett,” my voice is ragged as I plunge my cock inside her over and over.

      “Don’t stop, oh idiot, I’m going to cum again,” she clenches down on my cock and I feel her walls contract against me. It’s more than I can bear, as her second orgasm washes over her, I feel my cock twitch and hot bliss explodes from me. My seed spurts into the condom as my orgasm reduces my muscles to a quaking mess.

      I’m panting hard as I release her hair from my grasp. Scarlett’s head drops back down against my mattress and she’s breathing hard.

      Grabbing the base of the condom, I pull out of her carefully and hop across the room to grab the key to the cuffs. When I release her from their snug embrace, I can see pink lines around her wrists. However, she’s not complaining. I doubt she even notices. Instead, she rolls over with a smirk of satisfaction on her lips and looks up at me. I quickly dispose of my condom in the wastepaper basket and jump into bed next to her.

      “That was incredible,” I murmur as I pull her in against my chest.

      “It really was,” she agrees, nuzzling in against me. “Cord?”

      “Yeah?”

      “This isn’t a one night stand, is it?” She asks, her voice full of vulnerability.

      I pull her against me tighter, wrapping both my arms around her, I kiss her on the forehead gently. “No chance, you’re not getting rid of me that easy,” I tease her.

      I feel the tension slide off her shoulders as she breathes deeper and falls asleep in my arms.

      This is just the first night of many. I feel sleep tugging at my eyelids and I let myself imagine a world where I’m professing my love at my bachelor party about Scarlett, my wife-to-be. Smiling, I fall into a deep and peaceful sleep.

      
        THE END

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          6

        

        
          Wounded Hearts

        

      

    
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      Chapter 1 - Sergeant Colton Walker

      The sand seems to fall from the sky like rain, it dances around us in blinding clouds. I notice that it doesn’t hurt this time as it twists and whips against us. Not like how it usually grinds against our faces, leaving tiny stab wounds on our flesh.

      I push forward, leading my guys on foot to our target. I know what’s going to happen next. I can see it before it even begins. The shots fired. The men I kill. The bullet I take. Yet, I can’t stop myself from pressing forward. I have a sworn duty to uphold. Fear is no excuse.

      I climb a crumbling hill of dirt and lift my rifle, holding it at the ready. This is it. It’s show time. My finger slowly squeezes the trigger, but instead of the familiar, even comforting sound of gunfire, I hear a loud squeal. What the heck?

      My eyes blink open and I wipe a strand of drool from my chin as I look around the hospital room. As my ears are assaulted by the sound of the squeaky food cart out in the hall, I press the button on my bed to lift me up until I’m sitting comfortably.

      “Well, look who finally decided to join the party,” Corporal Pike smirks at me from the next bunk. At twenty, he’s still got the energy of a puppy dog. He hasn’t been worn down by a career of deployments, shift work and drills. Not yet.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I flip my hand at him dismissively, “sounds to me like I got up at the right time.” I jerk my thumb toward the door where the whine of the lunch cart is getting more pronounced. “Besides, I wouldn’t want to interrupt your Katy Perry or anything,” I nod up at the TV playing the singer’s “Fireworks” video across the room.

      “I wasn’t even watching that,” Pike mumbles, but grabs the remote quickly and flicks through the channels until he finds a soccer game. His eyes dart over to me for approval as he sets the remote back down beside him.

      I’m just busting his balls. I don’t care if the kid rocks out to pop music or zones out to sports. It’s all the same. It’s decompression. It’s distraction. It’s a way of putting a little space between us and what we just experienced.

      I look at his casted arm. When I was a kid I snapped my arm pretty good by falling from a homemade zip line in my backyard. I remember thinking that it was a bad break, but my little forearm cast covered in ‘get well’ messages and stick drawings was nothing compared to the plaster encasing Pike from his hand to his shoulder.

      “How you holding up?” I nod at his injury and I see a flash in his green eyes. I’m familiar with it. It’s the haunted look of someone who got a wake-up call, who realized they’re not invincible. I remember the day I realized that being a part of Canada’s most elite force, the JTF2, didn’t actually make me a superhero. It sounds silly, but that’s how guys think. And after you make it through the grueling screening and get accepted in with the select few, it’s how you feel.

      Until you get hurt.

      Pike pushes away the thoughts I can see polluting his mind with a smirk, “Good Sarg, no problem. I’m more worried about what my mom’s gonna say than about me,” he tries to shrug, but winces as he seems to remember his limited mobility.

      “You don’t have to do that with me, it’s okay if you’re feeling a bit shaken, Corporal.”

      “Naw, psssh, me? Shaken, no, it’s not like that,” he overacts. I won’t push it, I can see I’ve already bruised his ego.

      Silence falls between us, I can hear a lady’s voice from the next room delivering the lunch I’m starving for to a couple of other patients. My stomach rumbles loudly.

      “Sergeant?”

      “Yeah,” I look back at Pike.

      “I wanted to say, well, I want to thank you,” his voice is tight and he looks down at his thin blanket covering his legs. “If you didn’t pull me out of there, well, my mom wouldn’t have a chance to get mad about my arm, she’d be a Silver Cross Mother.” His voice wavers and he swallows hard as he looks up at me.

      “You’d do the same,” I answer confidently, “I’m glad we made it out with the minor injuries we did,” I admit.

      “True, it could’ve been a trash show,” he agrees.

      The high-pitched squeal enters our room, but I can barely hear it. Instead, I feel like the air has been knocked out of my lungs as I look up at the nurse pushing the cart.

      She’s stunning.

      I can hear the whooshing of my heart in my ears as my adrenaline courses through my veins. It’s the same noise I hear every time I do a mission, but this time it’s not because I want to fight or flee, it’s for the third “F”.

      Idiot.

      “Hello,” she smiles and her round face lights up as she introduces herself, “I’m Nurse Alana Keller,” her German accent makes me pay closer attention to her words. To her lips. Those plump, juicy, red lips. “Welcome to Landstuhl Regional, we’re a little backed up right now with the influx of casualties, so I’m bringing around the lunches for this hall, but I’m also your nurse.” I can see a warmth in her chocolate eyes as she waits for us to respond.

      “I’m Sergeant Walker,” I manage to find my voice.

      “Corporal Pike.”

      “Great, I have a couple of options for lunch,” I know she’s talking, but I can’t concentrate on her words. Instead, I let my eyes travel her full frame. My goodness, her belly are amazing! I let my gaze lick over her rounded belly and down to her beautiful shapely rear, then over her thick thighs. I love how her scrubs cling to her sexy curves, teasing me with the womanly beauty underneath.

      “So, which would you like?”

      My eyes snap back up to meet hers and I realize I missed the question. I don’t want to admit I was too busy undressing her with my eyes to listen, “Uh, whichever you like more,” I answer.

      Her smile tells me I’m in the clear as she lays a tray on my bedside table. “Enjoy,” her voice is thick as she drops her eyes down my body. Her cheeks flush a deep red and her eyes open wide as she bites her lip shyly then goes back to her cart and scurries away.

      I watch her hips sway seductively as her big, beautiful rear hypnotically swings from side to side. Dang.

      Now part of me is wishing I didn’t have such a minor injury, because I could die a happy man waking up to that woman everyday.

      

      Chapter 2 - Alana

      What are you doing, Alana? I slink from the room and lean back against the wall, closing my eyes. I know patients are off-limits. I feel so unprofessional for checking him out like that, but at the same time, I can’t remember the last time I’ve ever felt so instantly connected to a man.

      It doesn’t matter. A long shiver of desire quivers down my spine as I imagine running my hands through his short, dark hair. My pussy clenches as I can almost feel the heat radiating from his muscular body, pressing into mine. I feel a spark ignite a flame of passion that’s long been dead in my soul as I think about his icy blue eyes.

      Not that there was anything cold about them. More than his rugged good looks, it was the kindness so clearly captured in those eyes that makes my heart flutter out of control like this. It’s been a long time since I’ve been with a good man, in fact, I can’t think of any off the top of my head. And it isn’t because there’s just oh-so-many to choose from.

      Alana snap out of it! I open my eyes and take a deep, unsteady breath as I force myself to stand up straight and try to get rid of this feeling. But it’s impossible to shake off the feeling of your soul coming back to life.

      Stop. I shouldn’t even be thinking about any of that.

      “Goodness, did you see her? I’m surprised there were any lunches left on that cart. She looks like she could eat them all,” the younger patient from inside the room laughs and my heart drops.

      This isn’t some kind of revelation. I’ve been a big girl my entire life and I’ve heard it all before. Since I was a kid people have been telling me that I’d be pretty if I only lost some weight. Throughout the years people have even been crueller than that, sneering at me as they called me a cow or a pig or disgusting. Just because I’ve been beaten down by all the mean words, doesn’t mean I’ve gotten used to hearing them. Every single time someone takes it upon themselves to look down their nose at me, or try to humiliate me, it still hurts.

      “You’re just a kid, you don’t know squat about anything,” I hear Sergeant Walker’s voice rumbling deeply and my thighs squeeze together tight. His voice is like the roll of thunder that all kids fear more than the bright strike of lightning. As if, instinctually, we understand that what we hear can hurt us just as much as the pain that can touch our bodies.

      “I know when someone needs to stop stuffing her face,” the Corporal chimes in and my mouth tugs down in the corners as hard as my heart strings do in my breast.

      “You think you know anything about women? How many girlfriends have you had? How many women have you loved? You think women are all supposed to come from the same cookie cutter, like on your music videos?” His voice grows more agitated. “That woman was stunning, period. A beauty inside and out and if you’re too shallow and inexperienced to see that then I feel sad for you, cause you’re really missing out.”

      I smile so big it hurts my cheeks as I push the cart further down the hallway. I shouldn’t be listening in anyway, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t love what I heard.

      My mind travels to another dimension. One where I could have met the Sergeant outside of these hospital walls and gotten to know him better. I lose myself in a world of different circumstances where I could know what it feels like to be spoiled by a man who truly sees me. Sees that I’m not just pretty for a fat girl. I’m pretty. End of sentence. I explore an alternate reality where I could also let myself feel every inch of him pressed against me. Pressed inside me. I let myself indulge in my fantasy, because I know that’s all it will ever be.

      Still, a girl can dream, right?

      

      Chapter 3 - Alana

      I gently rap my fingers against the doorframe of room 1423 and take a deep lungful of air. He’s just a patient and I’m his nurse. That’s it. I’ve never had a relationship with a single patient in my twelve years of nursing and I’m not about to start now. I nod my head curtly in agreement with my thoughts and jut out my chin, determined to stay calm, cool and professional.

      “Hello?” Sergeant Walker turns and sweetly smiles.

      Okay, all bets are off.

      No! No, Alana, remember who you are. You’re not some silly school girl with a crush, you’re a grown woman with a career you take seriously. Enough of this.

      Of course, it doesn’t help when he looks at me like that. He lets his eyes hungrily explore my body the way I wish his lips would and my pussy grows slick with the thought.

      Swallowing hard, I push the thought into the corner of my mind and softly close the door behind me before walking to the side of his bed. “I’m here to change your dressing,” I hold up my handful of supplies as if I feel the need to prove it to him.

      “Oh, okay, sure,” he looks down at his injured thigh.

      I place the bandages and creams on his table and reach up to circle the curtain suspended from the ceiling around his bed for privacy.

      “You don’t have to do that,” he holds up his hand and I stop. “Corporal Pike is having his arm examined by a specialist, so it’s just you and me.” It’s amazing how someone so chiseled and tough can look so warm and inviting. I want to just climb into his bed and snuggle up to him while listening to him tell me stories about his life in his deep voice. The thought quickly disappears from my mind, but the comfort it brings lingers inside me. “Certainly, it’s up to you, Sergeant,” I agree.

      “Call me Colton,” he meets my eyes and I’m drawn in. His eyes are magnetic, pulling me in, drawing me closer against my better judgement.

      “Colton,” I like the way his name tastes on my tongue. I wonder if the rest of him is as sweet. I blush at my sexy thoughts and focus on the bandaging. Colton pushes back his blankets to reveal his wound.

      My mouth drops open slightly as more than just his leg is presented to me. I knew the bullet wound was on his inner thigh, but I wasn’t expecting him to have no underwear on when I pictured changing his dressing. I divert my eyes away from the large, sleeping snake resting on his balls and busy myself by putting on my gloves.

      “Didn’t you say your name is Alana? Do you mind if I call you by your first name?”

      “That’s right,” I answer, “and no, I don’t mind at all.”

      “It’s a beautiful name,” he continues. “It suits you perfectly.”

      My breathing quickens along with my heartbeat. I’m not used to being called beautiful but the way Colton looks at me when he says it leaves no doubt that he’s speaking from his heart.

      I pick up my scissors and cut the old bandage from his thigh, careful not to brush against his toe.

      Calm.

      My hand shakes slightly.

      Cool.

      Tiny beads of sweat form at my hairline.

      Professional.

      I let my eyes peek over only for a second, less than that even, at his thickening cock. My eyes widen and I force myself to fight my curiosity and stare down at his wound instead.

      “It doesn’t look too bad at all,” I fight the tug of my eyeballs to look back at his toe. “You’ll be healed up fine in no time,” I meet his eyes, confident in my medical knowledge.

      “That’s a darn shame,” he shakes his head woefully as I grab new bandages and begin redressing the hole in his leg.

      “Oh? Why is that?” I focus on my hands. I feel like it’s the only safe place to look right now. Looking in his eyes makes me want to climb in this bed and cuddle him while looking over at his growing cock makes me want to climb in this bed and ride him. My hands are the only truly safe territory.

      “Because that means I won’t have much time with you,” he smiles at me.

      I don’t expect the pang of disappointment that washes over me. I’ve grown attached to patients before. Some because of their inspiring resilience, or their wonderful humor, but never like this… primal desire I have stirring inside me.

      I finish changing his wound and I see it. That I’m not the only one fighting animalistic desires. His cock is standing tall and proud, saluting me in full force. I can’t help but notice it. With its thick, veiny shaft and bell shaped head like a flesh helmet on top, it looks like the perfect cock for a war hero.

      I clear my throat and step back. “Well, at least you know it still works, right?” I try to lighten the mood with a smile.

      “For the right woman, it does anyway,” he stares straight at me, making my insides quiver and my pussy aches at the suggestion.

      Suddenly the door loudly clicks as it’s opened for the Corporal returning from the specialist. Colton quickly yanks his blanket up over his erection modestly and I retreat from the room quickly with an intense heat burning on my cheeks. However, it’s nothing compared to the intense burning need he’s awoken inside me.

      

      Chapter 4 - Colton

      I look up at the clock on the wall for the hundredth time and then back down to the paperwork in my lap.

      I’m going home.

      Late yesterday afternoon I was informed that I’m being discharged from Landstuhl and being put up in a hotel for a couple of nights before I’m taking a red eye service flight back to Canada.

      The officer who went over the orders and travel plans with me kept smiling at me broadly, expecting me to be overjoyed or excited. However, all I could think about was saying goodbye to Alana.

      After only a couple of weeks in her care, I’ve gotten to know her better than I would’ve expected. She’s told me about her family, her career, her life and I’ve shared my stories. I’ve been looking forward to seeing her each day so much that my desire to get my boots back on Canadian soil has been put on the back burner. All but forgotten. Until yesterday.

      I look back up at the clock, as if I can will time to stop ticking. As if I can delay the inevitable somehow. But I can’t. I hate that I have to leave Alana behind, it feels like a cruel twist of fate to ever cross paths with a woman so amazing, so sweet and so sexy only to leave her country and her life forever.

      At the very least, I’ve been clinging on to hope that I could say goodbye before I’m discharged at eleven. However, I haven’t seen Alana at all today and as I gaze over at my few packed belongings and glare at the clock that’s ticking down the time I have left here, I can’t help but wonder if I’ll get that chance.

      “I’m telling ya, Sarg, I can’t wait to step off that plane and get my post-deployment leave started,” Pike interrupts my brooding thoughts.

      “Oh yeah?” I answer half-heartedly.

      “Sure! I mean, it’s not like I’m going to be surfing or anything crazy with my arm all busted up, but it’ll just be nice to relax for a while, won’t it? Drink some beer, sleep in late, enjoy what’s left of summer,” he rambles on.

      “Yeah, that sounds like a good time,” I mumble, looking at the clock again. In twenty minutes, we’re being escorted out of this hospital and over to our hotel. A crushing weight of disappointment presses down on my heart as reality sinks in, I’m not going to see her. Not now. Not ever again.

      “You know once we get checked in at the hotel you and I should go for a drink or two. What do you think? It might be cool to actually see a bit of Germany before we have to go, huh?” Pike is practically bounding with excitement.

      “Huh?” I have to concentrate to let his words sink in. “Oh, uh, yeah sure. I guess.” I don’t mean to sound so down about it. Pike’s a good kid and a great soldier. He might have pissed me off the first day we met Alana, but he apologized after. He’s not totally stupid, he just lets his mouth shoot off before his brain has a chance to think sometimes.

      Our door creaks open and my head snaps over like it’s on a swivel, my heart squeezes in my chest and my mouth gapes open.

      It’s her.

      Alana looks as radiant as ever, her chestnut hair swept back in a bun while her peaches and cream complexion tempts me to rush over to her and cup her beautiful face with my hands. Her naturally red lips entice me to cover them with a kiss.

      “I just heard,” she sniffles. I look up to her dark chocolate eyes and realize that her lips aren’t the only thing that are red. She’s been crying.

      “Hey, shhh, it’s okay,” I walk over to her and grasp her hand gently.

      “You’re leaving?” She looks up at me like she’s hoping she’s mistaken. Like she wants me to set the record straight, but I have no good news to give her.

      Or do I?

      “I’m flying out in two days. In the meantime, we’re being put up at the Hotel Merkur. Hey, I’m not a patient anymore, so how about I take you out tonight? You can show me around, maybe we can get some dinner? What do you say?”

      I watch her bite her lip with indecision and look over her shoulder toward the door as if she expects her disapproving supervisor to be standing there frowning.

      “Please,” my voice is tight, “I’m not ready to say goodbye yet.”

      Alana nods and two plump tears spill over onto her round cheeks. She wipes them away quickly. “Ya, I would love that,” she smiles.

      “Great!” I say it too loud, but I can’t help it. Only a minute ago, I felt like there was no hope left, now I’m buzzing like, well, like Pike over there.

      I get Alana’s number and tuck it into my pocket just as our driver shows up at the door. I smile at her, “Until tonight, okay?”

      She raises her chin and the sadness I saw in her eyes is replaced with a sparkle of hope.

      “Tonight,” she repeats.

      As we walk down the hall, I give Pike a clap on his good shoulder and smirk, “Sorry bud, I’m gonna need to pass on the drinks. I’ve got a hot date with a beautiful woman,” I puff my chest out.

      “Yes you do,” he answers, “there’s always time for a beer. You have fun, make the most of it.”

      He’s a good kid after all and this turned out to be a good day. I hope it turns into an even better night.

      

      Chapter 5 - Alana

      “That food was amazing,” Colton rubs his hand over his muscular stomach and smiles. “Can you believe I’ve never had schnitzel before? And what were those noodle things again?”

      “Spätzle,” I answer.

      “Right, so good. And, I mean, I’ve heard about German beer, but I thought it was all talk, you know? We Canadians love our brewskies but you’ve got us beat.”

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” I answer honestly.

      “How could I not?” His voice grows thick. “An amazing meal, an amazing woman, I couldn’t ask for more.” He reaches down and laces his fingers through mine, grasping my hand in his. “Have I told you how beautiful you are? You look stunning,” he murmurs.

      “You have,” I look down shyly. As little flickers of electricity travel through me, I can’t hide my smile. Not that I’d want to. Usually, when I’ve gone on dates, it’s been the men who seem like they want to hide. Hide the fact that they’re going out with me. Hide their desire for me. Not Colton. All night he’s been proudly holding my hand, opening doors for me, and looking at me like I’m the most beautiful woman he’s ever seen. Walking hand in hand through the city park, I feel like a princess who finally found her prince.

      I’ve never met anyone like him, and I hate that I never will again.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” Colton stops and pulls me against him, looking down at me.

      “It’s nothing,” I look away.

      “I can see there’s something bothering you.” He hooks his finger under my chin and lifts my face back up until my eyes meet his, “You can tell me.”

      For a moment, I can forget what I was thinking about. Every thought I’ve ever had in life seems to have disappeared from my head as I swirl in a cloud of desire. Colton’s blue eyes hypnotize me, his lips tempt me with a kiss we’ve never shared.

      “I was just thinking about how you leaving. I’ve had a lot of fun tonight and I wish it could last longer, that’s all,” I admit.

      “I don’t want this to end either,” his deep voice makes a shiver run through me. “This doesn’t have to be the end of our night, Alana. We can see where things go,” his eyes hungrily travel down to my lips and he slowly leans into me. His mouth crushes mine in a deep, passionate kiss that I only thought people in movies experienced. My life feels like a movie right now, as Colton runs his hand over my hair and presses against me tight, tantalizing my tongue with his.

      Suddenly, the ominous clouds that have been building up all night open and rain begins to fall. It isn’t a nice summer shower or a lazy mist, but a downpour. Tiny rivers of water drizzle down Colton’s face and my hair that I spent so much time on is quickly soaked.

      Colton looks up at the sky with surprise and then peers around. “Come on!” He yells over the sound of the rain smacking the street, tugging my hand he leads the way to an old, leafy oak tree down off the path.

      We run through the rain laughing and take shelter under the tree. One thing about a downpour like this is it rarely lasts long. Just like Colton and I, it’s fast, intense and then over.

      

      Chapter 6 - Alana

      “Where was I?” Colton looks down at my lips and slowly walks me backwards until my back hits the tree. He kisses me with urgency, like a man who’s starved for a craving only I can satisfy. The rain sounds muted with the thick tree cover above us and it feels like we’re hidden away in a secret world of two.

      Lust burns through me, overtaking my senses and pushing my boundaries. Normally I’m not one for public displays of affection, but as I pull back from Colton’s kiss, I can see that there’s no one around. The park is empty.

      “Goodness, I want you,” he breathes the words into my ear.

      “Then take me. I want you too,” I let my naughty side free and slowly slide my drenched dress up my legs suggestively.

      “Are you sure?” Colton presses his hard cock into me, teasing me.

      “I am,” I nod.

      He snatches the hem of my dress and tugs it up quickly and slides down to his knees in front of me. As I hold the fabric of my dress, Colton quickly slides my underwear down my legs and wastes no time burying his face between my legs. I tense up, not used to any of this. Not used to a man worshipping me this way. Not used to doing something so exhilarating in public. But mostly, not used to feeling this sexy.

      Colton’s tongue slips into my pussy and licks a long, slow trail up to my aching clit. “Oh,” I gasp and white knuckle the light, dainty fabric of my dress as I involuntarily jerk toward him.

      I open my stance and Colton pulls away, much to my disappointment and looks up at me with a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. He slides his index finger into his mouth and then presses it at my entrance, burying it inside me. His mouth is on my pussy again and I can feel my muscles clench down on his finger as his tongue twists and turns, dancing against my clit.

      I lean back against the tree, closing my eyes and listening to the pouring rain fall around us as Colton brings me pleasure I’ve only ever experienced with toys. He flickers the tip of his tongue against my sensitive nub and idiots me with his finger before slipping another one inside. My orgasm comes quickly as my body quivers with ecstasy and I cry out into the rainy night. I tremble against the tree as Colton stands back up. “I want to forget you, Alana. I need to feel that tight pussy on my cock,” he voice is raspy with need.

      “I want that too,” I fumble with his belt buckle, but manage to get it undone. I make quick work of undoing his pants and he slides them down, freeing his thick, hard cock that I’ve been fantasising about since the day I changed his now healed wound.

      “Face the tree,” he demands, pulling out his wallet and plucking a foil wrapper from inside. I follow his command and watch over my shoulder as he tears the condom packet open with his teeth and slides it down over his fat cock.

      Colton grabs my hips, positioning my entrance and slides his cock deep inside me. I feel so full as my walls stretch and he buries every inch of his generous toe in my pussy. I arch my back, giving him better access and he thrusts into me hard, his muscular frame slapping against my full rear, clapping our wet flesh together as he pumps into me over and over.

      Hanging onto the tree for support, I make my back flat, like a table top, and Colton groans as he opens my rear cheeks and idiots me deep and hard. My muscles tighten as another quaking orgasm rips through me, leaving my throat raw from screaming my pleasure into the night.

      Behind me, Colton’s thrusts grow jagged and I feel his cock twitch as he grunts, filling the condom with his seed. He holds me in place, until his toe stops spurting inside me and pulls out.

      I stand up and face him and Colton grabs my face, pulling me in for a kiss. When he moves back, we look around with surprise. When did the rain stop? I didn’t even notice.

      “Come back to the hotel with me,” his voice is raspy. “Let’s get cleaned up,” he offers.

      “I’d love that,” I agree.

      We quickly tug our clothes back into place and as we walk out of the park, Colton tosses the used condom in the trash. I’ve never experienced anything like this before, but I’ll be darned if I want it to stop now.

      

      Chapter 7 - Colton

      I open the door to my hotel room for Alana and she walks inside trembling. Her teeth are chattering as the cold from the rain finally settles into her bones. Letting the door fall closed behind me, I rub my hands over her soft arms slowly. “We need to get you warmed up, you’re freezing,” I’m surprised by how chilly her skin is.

      “Do you mind if I use your bathroom?” She shakes like a leaf.

      “No, of course not,” I hold out my hand toward the door.

      “I won’t be long,” she tries to smile, but her chattering teeth won’t let her.

      I walk into the main room and strip off my waterlogged clothes, dropping them into a pile on the floor. Crossing the floor, stark naked, I pick up the hotel binder and flip through the pages, searching. There it is, I tap my finger against the laminated page, laundry service. We’ll definitely need that. Poor Alana doesn’t have anything else to wear. I plop the book down on the table and go to the armoire against the far wall, tugging it open. Luckily there are two terry cloth robes hanging inside. That should keep her warm until her clothes get taken care of.

      Only when I’m not keeping her warm between the sheets, that is.

      I tilt my head and listen to the splash of the shower head hitting the tub with beads of water. She’s grabbing a shower. My cock twitches at the thought of joining her, of seeing her naked with warm water cascading over her luscious curves. I make my way to the bathroom door as my cock grows fuller with lust. I twist the doorknob but it’s locked. Disappointment crashes over me. She locked me out? Why?

      Pouting, I head back into the main room and plunk down on the bed. Grabbing the remote from the nightstand, I turn on some music and listen as Alana turns off the water and opens the shower curtain. Seconds later she walks into the room nervously with a towel firmly twisted around her.

      “You locked me out,” I pretend to sulk. Well, mostly pretend. Part of it is genuine.

      “Sorry, I just thought I should shower alone,” she looks down shyly, biting her lip.

      “Come over here,” I pat the bed beside me. “Why the change of heart? Is everything okay?”

      Alana hops into the bed and quickly covers herself up with the comforter, she traces nervous circles on the blanket with her fingertips and won’t look at me.

      Idiot. I’ve upset her. Maybe she’s having regrets about the park. Maybe she’s having regrets about me.

      “What’s going on? Are you upset with me?”

      “No, no, nothing like that,” she still refuses to meet my eyes.

      “Then what?”

      “I just, well, I don’t want you to see me naked. I feel like you won’t like me if you do,” she whispers her confession.

      “Are you kidding me? Do you see how hard you’ve got me,” I nod down to my cock, ready for another round. “Alana, you’re the sexiest woman I’ve ever met. Seeing your body isn’t going to change my mind on that. I love your soft curves. I love how womanly you are. Don’t be ashamed or try to hide from me, please.” I slide across the bed toward her and kiss her tenderly. First on the lips, but then I trail my kisses over to her earlobe and down her neck.

      Alana moans softly and I pull back the comforter and tug the towel from her body. She gasps and tries to pull the blanket back up. “Don’t do that. Let me see you. Alana, I’m not lying, you are amazing. Inside and out. Every inch of your body and every inch of your soul is beautiful,” my voice is hoarse as she relaxes and I let my gaze travel over her buxom curves.

      She looks up at me from under her eyelashes and her cheeks burn with a rosy hue as I graze my fingertips down her neck, over her collarbone and down to her breasts. I cup her large belly in my broad hands and hover over her. My cock throbs with desire as I take her pink nipple into my mouth and lick the diamond tip. Teasing her with my tongue, I thrash against her nipple before giving the same attention to her other breast.

      Alana moans softly and wiggles underneath me. I can feel the heat bloom between her thighs and I can barely contain myself from climbing on top of her and taking her again. “I need you. You see how sexy you are? I need you right now,” I quickly kiss her lips before sliding off the edge of the bed and grabbing a condom from my overnight bag.

      “Hurry,” her voice is throaty and I tear open the package as quickly as my fingers can manage and slide the condom down my shaft.

      I climb back up onto the bed and settle between her legs, watching her as I tug her thick thighs open and throw her ankles up on my shoulders. Grabbing my cock by the base, I sink into her wet, tight pussy in one desperate thrust. My hand wraps up in her wet hair and I give it a tug as I harass her relentlessly. Alana’s quiet moaning grows louder until they become cries of passion that I’m pretty sure can be heard in the next room over. Her pussy bears down on my cock and my orgasm shreds through me like a tidal wave crashing down on a pristine beach. My cum spurts out like I hadn’t just taken her against a tree less than an hour ago. Like I won’t be taking her again and again, all night long.

      “Forget you’re so sexy,” I growl in her ear and pull out, quickly hopping off the bed and tossing the full condom in the trash. “Do you need anything? Water?” I offer.

      “Just you beside me,” she purrs. I hop in next to her, only too happy to comply. Burrowing beneath the covers I wrap my arm around her, spooning her as we rest our heads on the pillows.

      “I wish you didn’t have to leave,” her voice is mournful.

      “I was thinking about that,” I answer and she turns to look at me, hopeful. “You see, when I get back to Canada, I have a bunch of post-deployment and annual leave I can use. I was thinking about taking it all and coming back here for seven weeks. I mean, if you’d like that,” I run my hand through my hair.

      “Like it? I’d love it! Oh Colton, that would be amazing.” There’s that smile, the broad, sensual smile that warms my heart.

      “Consider it done,” I murmur, pulling her beautiful rear back into me so I can hold her tight.

      As sleep begins to overcome me I smile. Maybe I don’t have the perfect solution to the distance, but giving us another seven weeks is a great start. Who knows what we’ll figure out from there. I let my imagination run wild as sweet dreams of Alana overtake me.

      
        THE END
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      Chapter 1 - Grayson

      “Alright, I’ve got some extra buttery popcorn and sodas, I think we’re good to go,” I put down the snacks on the coffee table in front and plunk down on the couch next to my daughter. “What movie did you pick for tonight, Celeste?”

      “Inside Out,” she smiles broadly, her eyes twinkling from behind her bright pink glasses.

      “The one about the feelings?” I vaguely remember images from the Pixar commercials.

      “Yup,” Celeste crams a handful of popcorn into her face and munches loudly as she turns on the show.

      “Cool, as long as you never make me watch that Justin Bieber documentary again, I’m good,” I laugh and crack open a Pepsi, slouching back into the couch.

      “I’ll make a Belieber out of you one day,” she teases me, not taking her eyes off the opening scene.

      “Not in this lifetime,” I shake my head and grab some popcorn.

      The movie isn’t going for five minutes when Celeste’s phone buzzes with a text. It irritates me that she gets texts at all, but I know it’s different from when we were kids. When I was twelve I had no interest in talking on my parents’ landline, let alone on a cell phone all day. I was too busy playing outside with my friends instead of hiding in my house sending them messages, one sentence at a time. I know I’m getting old, cause I don’t get it. Pretty soon I’ll need to start yelling at young whippersnappers to get off my lawn.

      Celeste picks up her cell and, to my surprise, shuts it off. I can’t help the smile that slides over my face. She’s a good kid. It’s nice to know that movie night with her Dad is still more important to her than grade seven gossip. I know it won’t last, so I’ll take these moments when I can get them.

      The two of us chomp on popcorn and watch as the girl in the movie faces being uprooted and moved across the country. That’s rough. I’ve been there. My father used to move for his job as a professor every few years. It was important to Celeste’s mother and I to give her a life of stability. I wanted her to have those epic friendships that I’d missed out on. The ones where you met in kindergarten and then were godparents for each other’s children. That’s why I went into the trades. I built my plumbing company from the ground up and now employ about twenty guys. You don’t get much more settled than that. Obviously, it hasn’t been perfect. When my wife, Brooke, was killed in a car accident, it took away a lot of the stability I’d worked so hard to build. However, we’ve stuck together and made it through the other side of our grief together. Even after four years, I miss her.

      “Ugh, I don’t feel great,” Celeste interrupts my thoughts and rubs her hands over her belly.

      “What’s wrong? Are you sick?” I sit up straight and look at her. She doesn’t look pale or feverish.

      “I don’t know, can you pause the show, I’ll be right back,” she stands up abruptly and heads to the bathroom.

      “Sure,” I pick up the remote and freeze the screen, waiting for her to come back.

      “Um, Dad?” Celeste calls me from the bathroom. Dang, I guess she is sick. I wonder if it was something she ate today?

      I walk down the hall, “What’s going on, hon?” I yell outside the door.

      “Um, I, well, I started my period and I don’t have anything.” Her voice is muffled from inside the bathroom.

      Incredible. “Um, okay, don’t worry, I’ll go to the store. Can you just use some paper towel for now?”

      “I guess,” I can hear her rummaging around and I go the entryway and get my shoes on. Celeste comes out wincing and holding her stomach.

      “Hey, how about you lie down on the couch, I’ll get you some painkillers,” I offer and she just nods at me wordlessly. I grab her some Tylenol and water, not really sure what to say.

      “Here you go, hon.” I hand her the pills and glass of water and stand awkwardly, trying to think of something comforting to tell her. “Everything is going to be okay, I’m just going to run to the pharmacy real quick, okay? You relax and take it easy, I’ll be right back,” I force a smile.

      “Thanks Dad,” my little girl looks up at me and smiles. Not so little anymore I guess.  This is definitely one of those times we both miss Brooke.

      

      Chapter 2 - Addison

      I walk into the Walgreens and quickly make my way down to the soap and bodywash section. I’m on a mission for the most luxurious bubble bath I can find. If I have to spend half my night boiling water to get a decently warm bath, then it better be worth my while.

      I can’t live like this anymore. I stop in front of a wall of brightly colored bottles with names like Strawberry Kisses and Lavender Wishes on them. I stare at the bottles, lost in a labyrinth of promises to make my skin softer, smoother, silkier and sweeter.

      My hot water tank has been busted for over a week now. With my shift work, it’s been near impossible to schedule a repair guy to come in and take care of it. I had today off and spent nine hours of it waiting for the service guy to show, but nada. I probably called at least ten times, but each time I got the same story, he would be there. Relax.

      Except he didn’t show. And I’m tired of driving a half hour each way to my sister’s place just to keep clean. I’m at my wit’s end. It’s not like I live in some kind of dump. I just signed all the paperwork on a mortgage for over three hundred grand for a nice house that I’ve busted my rear to buy. It would be nice to actually have hot water come out of the taps for that much cash.

      I realize I’ve dazed out, the colors of the bottles are all swirled together before my eyes like the collage of hues I used to see in puddles as a child that had a drop of gasoline in them from Dad’s constantly broken down car.

      Giving my head a shake, I focus my eyes and grab a bottle that promises to soothe my tensions away. Something I could definitely use right now. I turn on my heel to hit the checkout line and bump into a man standing behind me, lost in his own daze of indecision. Except he’s staring at a wall of tampons and maxi pads on the opposite side of the aisle.

      “Oops, sorry about that,” I touch my fingertips to where I banged into his shoulder and freeze as our eyes meet. Wow, his blue eyes lock me in place and steal my voice from my throat. My fingers slide over his tight, broad shoulder slowly as we wordlessly stare at each other.

      “That’s okay. Hey didn’t you just move in next door?” recognition flashes in his baby blues and he flashes me a toothy smile.

      “Are you on Norwood Drive?” I search his unfamiliar, handsome face and pull my hand off him, realizing I’m still awkwardly touching him. However, he doesn’t seem to mind a bit. Neither of us step back or try to put space between us. Standing this close to him feels completely natural. Completely comforting. Completely right.

      “I am, sorry I haven’t come over and said hi yet, life has been hectic,” he nods toward the wall of pads and tampons. “I’m Grayson Gallant,” he holds out his thick, white hand and I grasp my dark fingers around it. His shake is firm but gentle.

      “Addison Green, it’s nice to meet you,” I manage to utter the understatement of the year.

      I glance over at the endless selection of feminine products and back to him, dropping his hand. It’s cute how his cheeks are kissed pink as he helplessly flickers his eyes over all the boxes.

      “Do you need help choosing one?” I offer, finally taking a step back from him and turning so we’re both facing the seemingly endless supplies advertising cooling weaves and helpful names like Tampax Pearl. You’d think our periods were the time that we tried out for the Olympics with all the boxes advertising how sporty the options are.

      “Is it that obvious?” His skin burns a little brighter and the pink spreads to his ears as he runs his broad hand through his dark brown hair. “I thought I had the single dad thing down, but Celeste, my daughter, she just started her first period and I have no idea what she needs,” his blue eyes slide over the assortment of pads and tampons and then lock on mine, silently pleading for guidance.

      I tilt my head and smile; how could I not help out a single Dad in need? “Here, you can’t go wrong with this,” I pluck a box from the shelf and hand it to him. “She’s lucky to have a Dad that cares so much,” the smile tugging at my lips spreads even further when our hands touch. I clear my throat, “Anyway, I should go, my hot water tank is broken, so I’ve got to track down someone to fix it,” I force myself to look away from his chiseled jaw and his pink lips.

      “You’ve just met him,” Grayson’s eyes light up and he seems to stand a little taller. “I’m a plumber, I can come over tomorrow and get you all fixed up, if you want?”

      “Really? That would be amazing,” I can’t hide the excitement in my voice and it’s not just about the water. I’ve gotta admit, the idea of watching him use his, um, tools, on my…plumbing. Okay, that’s enough Addison, shut it down. “How much do you charge?” I can feel heat burn through my cheeks as I try to keep my wits about me.

      “No charge, not after you helped me out. Besides, you’re my neighbor,” he smiles and I feel like a cold shower might not be such a bad idea after all.

      “I can’t argue with that,” I answer. “Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow then,” I cringe as I turn and find a checkout. My voice was too sing-songy. Too excited. I don’t care though, I buy my bubble bath and look over my shoulder at him before I retreat to my car, happy to have another excuse to spend time with him tomorrow. Things are finally turning around, and the heat is definitely being turned up.

      

      Chapter 3 - Grayson

      “Hey, Celeste, you alright?” I walk into the front hall and peek inside the living room where my daughter is still lying on the couch.

      “Yeah, I’m good. You don’t have to look so worried, Dad. It’s just my period. It’s not like I need my leg amputated or something,” she smiles up at me from the couch.

      “I’m not worried,” I shrug it off with a lie. “I’m the cool dad, remember?”

      “We’ve been over this,” she gives me an exaggerated sigh, “you can’t give yourself a nickname. Not ‘Cool Dad’, not ‘Awesome-o’, and not ‘Captain Handsome,”’ she shakes her head.

      “Fine,” I concede. “Well, someone got you the stuff you need, I’m not saying it was ‘Cool Dad’ necessarily, but I’ll just say I heard from ‘Captain Handsome’ that it might have been him,” I hold up the bag and Celeste laughs, stands up and grabs her supplies.

      “Thanks,” she disappears down the hall to the bathroom.

      “No problem, kiddo. Hey, do you want some tea or a hot water bottle or something? How can I help?”

      “By not worrying,” she calls back over her shoulder and closes the bathroom door behind her.

      She’s got me there, I am worried, but not about her period. More about what it represents. Celeste is growing up. Soon she’ll be bringing home boyfriends, going to her first unsupervised parties, keeping secrets. Am I ready? Is she really going to confide in her father when teenage drama begins to creep into her life? Is she going to tell me about her mistakes? About her heartbreaks?

      I know we’ve been close her whole life, but for the first time since she was born, I’m worried that I might not be enough.

      “I’m kinda tired, Dad,” Celeste comes out of the washroom and interrupts my thoughts. She looks wiped out, I can’t blame her, it’s been a day.

      “You heading to bed, hon?” I search her face for clues. Does she need to talk? Is she okay with all of this? I definitely don’t want to be some kind of hover parent, overreacting to everything, but I don’t want her to feel isolated or confused either.

      “Yeah, I’m gonna call it a night,” she closes the space between us and stands up on her tippy-toes, reminding me of when she was three and used to dance on my toes, pretending to be a princess. Celeste gives me a quick kiss on the cheek and walks away, “Goodnight Dad.”

      “Goodnight hon.” I smile weakly.

      “Oh, and Dad?” She stops at her bedroom door and looks down the hall at me.

      “Yes?”

      “Quit worrying,” she smiles at me before she goes into her room.

      She’s right. All I can do is keep trying to be the best father I can. It’s worked so far. Celeste is a good kid, whatever the future brings, we’ll work through it. That’s what family does.

      I rub my hand over my jaw and sigh, exhaustion hits me like a ton of bricks and I decide that crashing for the night isn’t a bad idea. It’s been a long day, I think a hot shower and some pillow time are exactly what I need.

      I go down to my master bathroom and turn on the water, letting it get steamy as I strip down. My gaze wanders as I get lost in thought. I don’t even realize that I’m staring out the window until the light turns on in the house next door. I jump at the unexpected burst of light, but don’t avert my eyes when I see Addison walk into the room.

      My eyes travel over her kinky, black curls and her radiant, mahogany skin. I let my gaze slide over her large, round belly and down to her soft belly, continuing down her full hips to her plump, sexy rear. She’s perfection. I watch as she slides some balm over her thick lips and presses them together. The thoughts start out innocently enough, about how I want to kiss those lips. How I want to suck her fleshy bottom lip into my mouth and tug on it as my hands travel her curves. How I want to watch her lips kiss a trail down my body, slowly exploring a path down to my cock.

      I blink and look away from the window, pulling the little string that drops the blinds down. My cock throbs with need as I step into the shower and let the hot water trickle over me. I can’t get the fantasy out of my mind, Addison on her knees in front of me, her lips surrounding my huge cock as she tries to take it inch by inch into her mouth.

      My hand wraps around my thick shaft and I close my eyes as the water rains down and pours off my body in little streams. I jerk my hand in slow, long strokes as I let the fantasy unfold in my mind. I can see her dark chocolate eyes looking up at me as her mouth brings me closer. My strokes get shorter and faster as I imagine her hollowing her cheeks and sucking hard on my fat toe. My orgasm shudders through me, leaving me tired but satisfied, leaning against the cool tile.

      I need to get to bed. It’s been a long day and tomorrow probably will be too. I’ve got to fix Addison’s hot water tank, not that I mind. Any reason to get to know her better, any excuse to spend more time with her is fine by me.

      As I towel off and throw some pajama pants on, I realize I’m excited about what tomorrow will bring. I’m excited to see Addison again. My head hits the pillow and my thoughts begin to swirl in lazy, warm breezes as sleep begins to overtake me. I don’t think I’ve looked forward to spending time with any woman this much since… well, since Brooke.

      

      Chapter 4 - Addison

      “Hey, thanks for coming over, you’re a life saver,” I run my hand through my coarse hair and smile up at Grayson.

      “Well, I don’t know about that, but I’ll see what I can do.” My breath hitches in my throat and my heart is thudding in my chest as I soak him in. I know I’m staring, but the way his plaid, button-up shirt ripples every time he moves his broad, sculpted shoulders is distracting. Almost as distracting as the way his fitted jeans cling to his muscular legs and his tight rear, not to mention…Oh my!

      I can feel my eyes grow wider as I bite my lip to try to keep my mouth from dropping open. Dang! Is that bulge for real? Heat kisses my entire body, especially between my legs.

      “Can I come in?” He looks past me into the house.

      “Of course!” I tear my eyes from his, um, package and open the door wider and sweep my hand out, inviting him, “I’m so spacey today, I think I didn’t have enough coffee.” I try to make excuses, “Please, come in!”

      I step back and watch his firm, round rear as he begins to untie his boots.

      “Don’t worry about them,” I wave off his efforts. I’m not fully unpacked yet, so just keep them on. Here, I’ll show you where the hot water tank is.” I guide him down the stairs to my basement, afraid that if I stand by him for one more minute, I’m going to make a total fool of myself.

      “Sure, sounds good,” he follows me down the creaky stairs and over to the busted heater.

      I watch him as he examines the piping and peers at the joints. “Yep, here’s the problem,” he points to an elbow in the brown tubing over the top of the tank.

      “What’s wrong?” I squint at it, not having much idea of what he’s talking about.

      “It looks like this pipe was threaded wrong, see how this isn’t snug here?” He points at the pipe, but I can’t stop staring at his beautiful blue eyes.

      “Mmhmm,” I agree and force myself to flicker my gaze over.

      “I need to replace the pipe and the joint here, but that’s no biggie. I’ve got the stuff I need in my garage. Do you know how to shut off the water?”

      “Hmmm?” I feel like I’m listening to someone underwater. His words seem slower and less defined.

      “Can you shut off the water while I get the stuff I need to fix it?” He levels me with his stare.

      “Yup, I can. Sure, no problem,” I give my head a shake and try to pay attention.

      “Great,” his smile makes my feeble attempt to stay focused near impossible. “I’ll be right back.”

      Grayson takes the stairs out of the basement two at a time and I watch his snug jeans leave little to the imagination as he goes.

      I find the valves for the water and twist them all the way shut just as Grayson makes his way back down here.

      “Okay, this should do the trick,” he holds up a copper tube and a new elbow in one hand and lays the toolbox he has in his other hand down on the floor. “If you don’t mind, could you give me a hand here? I’m going to need a bucket for the water that’s still in the line to empty into.”

      “Yeah, sure,” I search around the room and pick up an old mop bucket from behind some boxes, placing it by his feet.

      “All right, I’m going to open this line slowly and let the pipe drain,” he informs me.

      I pretend to have some kind of clue about this stuff. If there’s ever been an inspiration to learn, it would be the way he is looking at me right now.

      Grayson twists his wrench and it makes a hissing sound like an angry snake before water begins to spray out everywhere like a geyser.

      “What the heck?” He yells over the rushing water, “I thought you turned it off!” The water explodes everywhere, soaking his clothes and mine.

      “I thought I did!” I yell back. “I turned it the whole way. It’s over there!” I point at the valves and try to wrap my hands around the mini fire hydrant soaking my floor.

      “I’ll get it!” He leaves me to do damage control and in seconds the water pressure drops down to a trickle.

      “You had it turned up the whole way,” he shakes his head and drops of water fling onto his cut jaw.

      “Sorry, oh my goodness, I’m so embarrassed,” I run over to my dryer and grab some towels, racing back I pat him down with one before dropping to my knees and trying to clean up the floor.

      Grayson is busy replacing the piping while I attempt to mop up the lake on my floor when I turn my head and realize that my face is probably an inch from that huge bulge I noticed earlier.

      Except this time, the water that soaked his jeans is making them like saran wrap, perfectly defining the belled head of his long, thick cock. I don’t mean to freeze. I don’t mean to stare. I certainly don’t mean to lick my lips. I’ve never seen a cock so huge. Not in person. My heart beats faster and I fight my instinct to reach out and grab it. To feel it in my hand. The veiny ridge of it. The weight of it.

      “Okay, I’ve got that all fixed up,” Grayson looks down and seems to notice for the first time the position I’m in. His eyes lock on my face. More specifically, my lips.

      Did I just see it twitch? With a toe that big, I feel like I could almost sense the air shift around my face as his cock grows fuller and harder.

      “Okay, um, you should probably test the water and see if it’s working,” he says it too loudly and I jump from the slick floor too quickly. Both of us trying to push away the obvious thoughts. The undeniable desires.

      “Sure, I’ll go check,” I can’t look him in the face, instead I race up the stairs and twist on the hot water in my kitchen sink. It takes a minute, but the water gets warmer and warmer until a bit of steam surrounds the stream.

      “It’s fixed!” I call out excitedly.

      Grayson comes upstairs, still soaked. I realize for the first time that we are both completely drenched to the bone. He walks over beside me and thrusts his hand under the tap, testing the water on his skin.

      “Great,” he murmurs.

      He’s so close to me, if I turn a quarter inch our mouths would be kissing distance apart. Neither of us tries to back away.

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      “Not a problem,” his voice is low and thick.

      “I should probably get cleaned up,” I look up at him and a shiver runs through me when his eyes meet mine.

      “That shouldn’t be too hard now. I bet you’re looking forward to that first shower,” he doesn’t try to hide the fact that he’s slowly studying my curves. My nipples turn to pebbles and the heat between my thighs blooms.

      “You can say that again,” I look up at him from under my eyelashes. “Would you care to join me?”

      Grayson turns toward me and grabs my shoulders tight, his lips crush mine in a deep, urgent kiss. I gasp into his mouth as he presses his thick shaft against me, tempting me, teasing me. My body buzzes with excitement, like every nerve is being charged with electricity, like every cell in my body has come alive.

      Grayson breaks our kiss and looks down at me. “I thought you’d never ask,” he smiles.

      I grasp his hand and lead him upstairs, ready to finally take my first and most memorable shower in this house.

      

      Chapter 5 - Grayson

      Addison tugs my hand, leading me up the stairs and down the hall to her bathroom. I sneak a peek into the rooms as we go past them and my cock throbs with burning need as we pass her bedroom and I remember the fantasy I had of her last night. Who said dreams don’t come true? I smirk to myself as she opens the door and quickly gets the water running in the shower.

      When she stands up to face me, I can’t hold back anymore, I push her back against the wall, cupping my hand behind her head so I don’t crack her skull with the force. Pinning her with my hips, my fingertips thread her tight curls and I kiss her hungrily.

      “I think I saw you checking this out earlier,” I grab her hand and place it on my rigid shaft, “you think you’re ready for all this?” I growl in her ear.

      Addison’s eyes go wide and her lips fall open. I run my thumb over her thick bottom lip, tugging her parted lips further apart, “You’ll need to make more room than that for all of this,” I thrust my cock into her hand and she gasps as her fingers cautiously explore it.

      “I want to see it,” she purrs, looking up at me from under her heavy eyelashes.

      I step back and tug her wet top from her glistening brown skin and toss it to the bathroom floor. She undoes her bra, letting it slide down her arms as I almost rip the button off her jeans and yank them over her hips and down her full thighs, letting her kick out of them.

      She’s stunning. I can’t keep my mouth off her, kissing across her collarbone and down to her full belly, taking a dusky nipple into my mouth, I thrash my tongue against it as I peel my own clothes off into a wet pile on the floor.

      I let my hand travel over her round belly and down to the heat of her mound. Now it’s my mouth that I can’t keep shut, I want to taste her cum as I make her scream my name. I want to feel her writhe and lose control against me as I take her there with my mouth and again with my cock.

      I realize that Addison has stopped moving. She’s breathing heavy, but her limbs are perfectly still. I stop and look into her eyes for answers. Is something wrong? Did she change her mind?

      I can’t help but smile when I see that she’s completely transfixed by my thick, hard cock.

      “Like what you see?” I tease her.

      “Wow,” she breathes the word then looks up at me sheepishly when she realizes she did.

      “If you like the way it looks,” I tug her arms, guiding her into the shower with me, “then you’re gonna love the way it tastes.” I gently push on her shoulders and she slides down to her knees in front of me, watching my cock in awe as the warm water cascades down over my head and slides over my torso in tiny rivers.

      Addison grabs my cock with both hands and slides her plump lips over the head as I groan, watching her closely. She tries to take it all at once, pushing her head down and forcing my cock to her throat but she starts to sputter and gag so I pull back.

      “Hey, take it slow, one inch at a time,” I hold the base and guide her face back toward my aching head. She takes a deep breath and opens her mouth, letting me slide into her mouth under extreme control. She bobs her head, getting a rhythm going with her hands and soon she’s sucking me so good I’m afraid I’m going to completely lose control.

      I need to slow this down. I want it to last forever. “Hey, stand up,” I pull Addison to her feet and switch places with her so she’s standing under the steamy stream of water. “I want to forget you, but I want you good and ready,” I explain and slide down to my knees wasting no time before I delve my tongue in past her lips.

      “Oh! Grayson!” She tenses up and her fingers explore my hair as I thrash my tongue against her clit and slowly press a finger at her entrance. I slide one, then two digits into her and she almost breaks them when she squeezes down so hard, the walls of her pussy clenching onto me like she’s never taken a cock before.

      “Idiot,” I breathe the word and stretch out her walls with my fingers as I relentlessly suck and thrash my tongue against her clit.

      Addison suddenly slaps her hand flat against the tile wall and wraps her other hand around the metal bar holding up the shower curtain. She tugs it down a bit as her entire body quivers and she begins to gasp and moan.

      “Oh my goodness, Grayson, I’m cumming!” She cries out, screaming my name just like I wanted her to. It won’t be the last time.

      She pants and quakes as I get my feet back under me. Addison looks up at me shyly, but I can’t resist her any longer, grabbing her shoulders, I flip her until she’s facing the tile wall and step in behind her. I quickly fist my cock and bring it to her wet entrance, “Are you on the pill?” I whisper in her ear, somehow managing to stay somewhat responsible despite my desperate need to harass her.

      “No,” she makes my heart drop and disappointment crash over me, “you’ll need to pull out. I want you to cum on my rear.” She immediately squashes my disappointment as another wave of urgent desire pulses through me.

      “Is that what you want?” I thrust my cock into her and she cries out and tilts her rear back toward me allowing deeper penetration. “You’re a bad girl, aren’t you?” I give her full rear a slap and thrust inside her again, deeper this time.

      “You make me want to be bad, Grayson,” she purrs and opens her legs wider so I can fully thrust into her core.

      “God you’re tight, I feel like I’m unbelievable virgin,” I grab her hips tight and pump into her.

      “I’m guessing you always feel that way with a toe like that,” she pants.

      The lady has a point.

      Holding her hips, I dig my fingertips into her soft flesh and harass her hard and fast. Addison’s groans are echoing back from the bathroom walls, ringing like a standing ovation in my ears, cheering me on. I thrust my cock in deep, quick strokes, filling her with all twelve inches. My muscles tighten and my cock twitches as my orgasm tears through me and I somehow remember to pull out. White streaks of my cum land in ropes over her rear and drip onto her brown skin. I cover her rear with my cum, my pearly seed trickling down her rear crack and dripping onto the tub floor.

      Addison moans and rubs my seed into her skin, letting some wash away in the drain and some coat her rear in the sheen.

      “That was amazing,” she turns to face me with a sly smile.

      I kiss her, slowly, our tongues dancing like old lovers at a wedding. I run my hands over her, the animal desire to claim her has passed, but now I want to hold her. To lie with her. To feel her body pressed against mine as we fall asleep in each other’s arms. The water begins to turn cold and Addison jumps with shock at the icy blast.

      We scurry out of the shower in towels that are barely clinging onto our bodies and run to her room.

      “Can you stay a while?” Addison climbs into her bed and pats the space beside her, looking up at me with uncertainty.

      “For as long as you want,” I answer, climbing in next to her.

      “That might be longer than you think,” she teases me and snuggles into my chest as I lie back on her pillow.

      “I hope so,” I murmur, holding her close and letting my eyelids drift closed as I enjoy a moment that no fantasy could ever live up to. As I enjoy perfection.

      
        THE END
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      Chapter 1

      I hear the tiny bells on the door twinkle as a customer walks in, but I can’t turn around to see who it is. I’m clinging onto a ladder trying to peel my floor-to-ceiling dedication to Prince from the wall. I may have overdone it with this massive montage to a man that broke my heart when he passed away last year.

      “I’ll be with you in a second,” I call out, clinging onto the edge of the ladder with one hand as I carefully remove the iconic poster of Prince decked out in purple from the record store wall.

      “No worries,” a deep baritone rumbles through me, stirring my interest and waking my soul. “I was just looking for the latest Twilight Sins album, do you guys have it?”

      And that’s the end of that.

      “Twilight Sins?” I step down the ladder, carrying the poster of Prince like an American flag, careful to keep it off the ground as I jump from the bottom rung. I swear, I’m so sick of hearing about that band. Ever since they announced they were playing a hometown show, it’s all anyone has been able to talk about. “No, we only sell good music here. Great music, actually,” I whirl around and my jaw literally drops open as my cheeks flush hot. “Seth?”

      “Ouch,” he holds a tattooed hand over his leather jacket, pretending I shot him in the heart. “That’s pretty harsh, Raine,” his bright blue eyes twinkle.

      “Oh, I didn’t mean you’re not good,” I feel like my tongue is made from cotton as I try to stop my voice from getting squeaky. “It’s just. Well… idiot,” I can feel my face radiating red as my excuses fall flat.

      “Nah, don’t worry about it. I know you’re hard to impress,” he smiles, but it’s not that wide-eyed innocent smile he used to shoot me in high school. Back then when he looked at me, it was the very definition of dorky puppy love. Of course, his braces didn’t help. Neither did his bowl haircut. Or the fact that he was my friend’s little brother.

      Now his smile is sultry, confidence swells around him and draws me in. Of course, the tattoos sprawled over his chest and hands help too.

      “Oh yeah?” I finally answer, realizing that I’m shamelessly staring and him. I suddenly feel shy and tuck my long hair behind my ear as I look down.

      “Yep, that’s why you never gave me the time of day,” he laughs again and I try not to melt.

      Well if I knew you were gonna grow up to look like this, I would’ve! I keep the thought to myself. I’ve made this all awkward enough.

      I clear my throat and try to regain my composure as I roll up the Prince poster I was just admiring. That was before I knew that a real prince would be walking in here.

      “So, you work for Mr. Patterson now? He hasn’t changed this place a bit,” he looks around the old vinyl shop that has been a main-stay in our city since the 60’s.

      “No, actually, I bought it from him,” I slide a rubber band over the poster and meet his eyes again.

      “Really? That’s cool,” he looks around, soaking in the retro store. “It looks the exact same,” he marvels.

      “Yeah, Mr. Patterson still comes in here from time to time, mostly to make sure I haven’t turned it into some kind of hipster espresso bar or something,” I laugh. “I like it the way it is though. You know me and my 80’s music,” I look up at him and wonder if he can see my heart beating rapidly in my chest.

      “Oh, I know,” he runs his hand through his wild, dark hair and down over his slightly scruffy jaw. When I graduated high school and Seth was a sophomore, he could barely grow side burns. Like I said, he grew up.

      It’s not like I didn’t know how sexy he turned out to be. I mean, I have eyes. I’ve seen him on the internet. I’ve seen the album artwork, even if I don’t carry any of their stuff in the shop. But, dang, it’s one thing to stare into the eyes of a picture, and another thing entirely to feel your pulse all the way down to your feet when you see the same guy in person.

      “I bet what you don’t know is the whole reason I got into music was because of your love of all those new wave and hair bands,” his voice is like a deep bass guitar, vibrating in my chest with every beat.

      “What? No you didn’t!” I smile and wait for him to laugh at his joke, but his face is serious.

      “I did.” He holds up three fingers, “Scout’s honor.”

      I put the poster down behind the counter, totally disregarding my rule about no Prince on the floor. “What do you mean?” I walk around to his side of the counter and look up at him. All six feet of him. He definitely wasn’t this tall in high school either. Or so built. Under his open leather jacket, I can see how his skin-tight white shirt is practically painted over his impressive chest and how it’s almost licking his cut abs. I feel jealous of his shirt, wishing I could lick his abs instead. Wait, am I drooling. Look at his eyes! Yet, I can’t stop my gaze from traveling down even further still, setting on the bulge resting against his thigh.

      Well, incredible.

      This time I do look up, like a kid that just got caught trying to sneak some change out of their mother’s purse. The look on his face says it all.

      Busted.

      Seth clears his throat, but the mischievous sparkle in his eyes tells me I wasn’t too subtle with my staring. “Yep, remember how I was always trying to impress you. This is gonna sound crazy, but whatever, you were so into music and so not into me, so I took some guitar lessons. I had big dreams of writing you a power ballad or something,” he grimaces. “What can I say, I was a cheesy kid,” he looks down at me.

      Have we been standing this close the whole time? I feel like if I stood on my tip-toes we could almost… kiss. I push the thought from my mind.

      “I don’t think that’s cheesy. It’s incredibly sweet.” I answer honestly.

      “Well, either way, I owe you one. If you hadn’t rejected me so hard in high school, I never would’ve been inspired to find music. Hey,” his face lights up and he clutches my hand in his. A shiver of delight runs down my spine and my nipples pebble at his touch. “I know Twilight Sins isn’t your kind of music,” he smiles.

      “No, it’s not that…”

      Seth holds up his hand and I stop protesting. “It’s all good Raine. The concert is sold out, but I can get you a few VIP tickets, if you’re interested. You could bring some friends along, if you want. I promise, I’ll even do an 80’s cover,” he drops his hand from mine and reaches inside his jacket for something, but all I can think about is how good it felt to hold his hand.

      “I’d love that,” I answer honestly.

      “Great, okay, here’s three passes. That’s all I’ve got. I have the sound check in a bit, so I should head out, but I’ll see you tonight, right?” He walks backward toward the shop door, waiting for me to answer.

      “Absolutely,” I smile and hold up the passes. “Thanks a lot,” I call out as he reaches the door.

      “No, thank you. I mean that,” he winks and then slips out the door to the quiet twinkle of the bells.

      If I didn’t have three passes in my hand right now, I’d think I just dreamed that whole thing. That’s a lot to take in. Just like his cock. The thought whispers in my mind, making me blush again. I don’t mean to lick my lips. I don’t mean to let myself imagine what it would be like to do more than go to his band’s show. What it would be like to have a private show… naked.

      I give my head a shake and stuff the tickets in my pocket. It only takes a minute before I have my jacket on and my keys to lock up, dangling from my fingers. I turn the sign in the window over to ‘Closed’ even though the store is supposed to be open for two more hours. Forget that! I have a concert to get ready for. Now I’m the one who feels like a love-sick teen as I lock the store and practically bound down the sidewalk, racing to get home.

      

      Chapter 2

      I smooth my hand over my freshly washed and straightened hair and glance at the VIP entrance nervously. Wheeling around on my heel, I almost bump into Melody and Chris who I’ve brought with me tonight as my guests.

      “Whoa! What are you doing?” Melody steps back in surprise.

      “I just,” I bite my lip, “are you sure I look good enough in this dress,” I nod down at the short, flirty sleeveless number I finally decided on. “You don’t think the yellow looks weird against my hair, do you?”

      Melody rolls her eyes with exasperation. “Seriously? You look like a freaking model. Why is it that girls who look like they’ve been photoshopped have the least amount of confidence? You gotta own it, girl! Be proud of what your mama gave you, men love that!” She smiles at her fiancé, Chris, and for a moment they get lost in a love-struck, hazy world of two.

      “As usual, she’s right,” he doesn’t look at me. Chris always looks at Melody like she’s the only woman he’s ever seen. Like she’s his deepest fantasy come to life and he’s endlessly filled with gratitude for having the chance to be with her. What woman doesn’t want that?

      They give each other a quick smooch and then seem to remember that I’m standing less than a foot away from them, looking back up at me.

      “Listen, for the last time, you look amazing. You know it, I know it, anyone with eyes knows it. Seth’s big cock is gonna tear right through his pants when he sees you, okay?” She smiles and I can’t help but giggle at the visual.

      “Hey, how do you know he’s got a big toe?” Chris pretends to be offended.

      “Oh, like you don’t notice when a girl walks by with huge belly? Come on, I’ve seen you try not to snap your neck checking them out.” She gives him a knowing look.

      “Not true, there’s only one set of belly that I’m interested in. And one beautiful rear. And one gorgeous face…” he kisses her softly and I don’t know whether to gag or feel jealous. Is it possible to do both?

      “Alright, let’s get in there,” Melody stops Chris from turning this into a make-out session with an awkward bystander watching them. “I’m so happy you brought us, Raine, but we’re never going to see the show out here. March!” She orders and I swirl back around, making my way to the special entrance.

      I hold up the pass that Seth gave me a few hours ago and a huge man with glistening ebony skin wearing a tight t-shirt that I could probably use as a bedsheet checks his list.

      “Raine,” his thick finger trails down the sheet as he looks for my name in the printed off list. He flips over the page and I can see something handwritten along the bottom. He taps the paper and looks up at me with his deep brown eyes, “Are these two with you?” He jerks his thumb toward Melody and Chris.

      “Yes, they’re with me,” I smile but he doesn’t return the friendly gesture. Instead he lifts a walkie talkie from his belt and turns his back on me, mumbling into it. I hear the distinctive crackle of whoever he’s speaking to on the other end and he clips it back, letting it hang at his waistline. “All of you can follow me,” he doesn’t explain further or wait around for us.

      The man leads us through the entrance, and down a hall that I can see heads to the stage. Instead of turning off and taking us to the front of the stadium, he leads us through a labyrinth of hallways until we reach a door. He raps against it with his large knuckles and I glance at Chris and Melody, all of us reflecting the same question marks in our eyes as we wait.

      The door opens and my heart races as I see the entire band inside.

      “Seth’s guests have arrived,” the man announces and from the back corner of the room, I see Seth stand up and quickly make his way over. “Raine! Come in,” he leads us inside. “Thanks Tim,” he smiles at the man who led us here and closes the door behind us.

      “Oh my goodness, is this your dressing room?” Melody squeals and looks like her eyes might fall out of her head as she twists around, soaking the space in.

      “Yeah, it’s where we hang out before the show,” Seth shrugs like the table full of booze and plush sofas aren’t impressive. Along the opposite wall is a massive television and another table set up under it with bowls of random foods. Everything from fried spring rolls to a plate of all pink Starburst is set up.

      Seth follows my gaze over to the strange array of food, “Oh, feel free to help yourself, if you’re hungry. It’s all stuff the band put on the rider, so you might want to pick and choose. Not everyone likes kale salad,” he says loudly over his shoulder to the sandy haired man I recognize as his bass player.

      “Dude, it’s about balance,” the bass guitarist yells to us and throws back a double shot of whiskey.

      “Who are your friends?” Seth steps in closer to me and I can feel the heat radiating from him, warming me.

      I look back at Melody and Chris, I almost forgot they were with me. “Oh, uh, this is Melody,” I point to her, “she loves you guys.”

      “I love you guys! You’re one of my favorite bands ever,” she echoes my statement.

      “And this is her fiancé, Chris.” I finish the introductions.

      “Hey man, you look familiar,” Seth smiles warmly but I can barely even pay attention because his hand suddenly grazes against mine and it’s as if the entire space around us slips away. All I can feel is his hand just barely touching mine. The little hairs on the back of my neck stand up as the electricity between us sparks.

      “Good memory man,” Chris answers, “we were in a bunch of science classes together in high school.”

      “Cool, well it’s great to see you again,” Seth is so down to earth and sweet. It’s nice to see that his fame and fans haven’t changed him. “Well, feel free to the drinks too, I don’t want Tommy getting too blasted before we’ve got to go on,” he nods at the bass player, working on another shot.

      “Great, thanks,” Melody leads Chris to the table of booze, but my feet stay rooted to the spot. I feel like my body is under the pull of a magnet, or something stronger, maybe more like an orbit. I’m not sure I could move away from Seth if I tried.

      “I’m so glad you came,” he steps into me, looking down at my lips and my heartbeat wildly beats in my ears.

      “I’m glad you invited me,” I answer honestly, looking up at him from under my lashes.

      “You look amazing, but then, you always do,” he drags his finger across my forehead, gathering a loose strand of hair that was dangling out of place and he tucks it behind my ear.

      “Thank you,” I don’t know what else to say. I think the heat blooming through me, covering my cheeks in pink and spreading between my thighs says it all.

      I look over at Chris and Melody by the table of booze. Both of them are sipping a Stella Artois and she’s blatantly watching me like my mom used to watch her favorite soap opera while she slowly folded laundry.

      Suddenly the door to the room opens and a man with sparse, gray hair pops in his round face, “Twenty minutes until you’re up guys. The guests have to go!” His gritty voice demands.

      “Got it,” Seth clenches his jaw and stares the man down until he pops back out of the room.

      “I guess we need to go,” I state the obvious, but I’m too tongue-tied to do much else. What am I supposed to say? I never even realized how much I missed you until you walked into my shop this afternoon? I can’t believe how amazing you turned out to be? Go break a leg? It’s better to let our discussion happen in body language. The heat between my legs intensifies and my pussy gets wet as I let myself imagine how much more I could say with my body if it was just us in this room.

      I didn’t even see Chris and Melody make their way back over here. “I think someone is waiting to take us to our seats,” she interrupts us and swirls back into my vision.

      “Oh, okay,” I somehow manage to step back from Seth and follow her to the door. “I can’t wait to see you on stage,” I smile back at him.

      Seth grabs my hand and tugs me back toward him hard so I stumble into his strong chest. Then he puts a hand on the small of my back, pressing me into him. Before I can overthink it, his lips cover mine in a slow, tantalizing kiss that makes me feel like I’m swimming in slow motion under water.

      When he pulls back, it takes me a second to open my eyes back up. Seth smiles at me, “I needed that, for luck,” he smirks and runs his hand through his hair sheepishly. “I’ll see you out there,” he nods toward the door behind me and I get enough of a grip to make my way to my friends waiting for me in the doorway.

      “This way ladies and gentleman,” the impatient man waiting for us bellows and leads us down the hall. Leads me away from a man I never realized had been my dream all along. A man I get to listen to sing for the next two hours. My heart feels as light as my feet as I practically float to our seats right in front of the stage. I’m excited for the show, don’t get me wrong, but right now, after that kiss, it’s the idea of the afterparty that I’m really looking forward to.

      It feels like we only just got settled into our spots when the lights dim down and the crowd of thousands begins to cheer.

      “San Diego! Welcome Twilight Sins to the stage!”

      

      Chapter 3

      Pyrotechnics fizzle around the stage and through the smoky haze I see Seth and the rest of the guys appear. The crowd is screaming so loud, it’s like a wall of noise behind me. I turn to catch a glimpse of the stadium full of excited fans, mostly women and girls, shrieking deliriously for them. It has got to be incredible to feel a building shake with the echoes of your name. I feel humbled by it and it doesn’t even have anything to do with me.

      I turn back and look up at the stage and see that Seth is watching me. Just me. He’s not distracted by the surging crowd of women that would literally kill me if it meant they’d have his smile to themselves. I hate to think of what they’d do to share a kiss with him… or even more.

      Jealousy roils in my gut and I push it away. This isn’t about them. It’s not about his intense fans or anything like that.

      It’s about us.

      With a wink that makes me melt a little, Seth jumps in the air and brings his guitar to life as he opens the show with their biggest hit right now, Drowning Without You.

      I’ve gotta admit, it’s catchy. I’ve always said there was no music worth listening to after the early 90’s, but clearly I was wrong. The band fills the air with music that would easily stack up against any of the singers I adored in the era of big hair and even bigger tunes.

      I somehow manage to look away from the stage, and by stage I mean Seth, long enough to see Melody dancing away with abandon. Chris watches her with the goofy grin of a man completely in love. For him, it’s clear the real show isn’t on the stage at all, but in her carefree spirit as she swirls around and screams the lyrics out.

      I’m not a big dancer, but I can’t even stop myself from swaying to the songs as the band plays one after another to the wild crowd. The entire time, Seth has been watching me. I feel like he’s singing only to me. Like the lyrics are love letters from his heart to mine as he belts out songs of romance and heartache.

      As another song comes to an end I wonder how long we’ve been here for. Time is a meaningless blur. If you told me I’ve been here for five hours or five minutes, I’d believe either. Seth wipes his hand over his brow as beads of sweat glisten in his hairline. It must be hot under those stage lights. I can’t help but lick my lips as he tugs off his leather jacket and tosses it to the side of the stage, revealing his white tank top and his ropy, muscled arms completely covered in sleeves of tattoos.

      Of course, the stadium erupts into a frenzy. I can hear women screaming out “Take the rest off!” and I frown. He’s not a piece of meat! Besides, if he was, he’d be mine and I don’t share.

      If it bothers Seth at all, it doesn’t show. He probably gets a kick out of all of his anonymous admirers. “San Diego, thank you for making the last stop on the tour the most amazing one,” Seth speaks into the microphone and the clapping and cries of love fill the stadium.

      “Marry me!” I hear one girl cry out.

      “I’m a virgin! I want you to be my first!” Another one screams.

      Jeez, I’m starting to think I might have been completely delusional to think that Seth and I had anything special. When he’s got women who are practically models at his beck and call, why would he be interested in me?

      “When we scheduled this tour,” he continues up on stage, “it was important to me to come back here. This is where it all began for us.” Seth sweeps his hand back to his bandmates. “This is where I met these guys and we played every gig in this city, like, fourteen times,” he laughs.

      The crowd settles down a little, everyone hanging on Seth’s words. I glance around and all the shining eyes are staring up at the stage.

      “But before any of that, before I ever met these guys, there was someone who inspired me to get into music in the first place. And I couldn’t be happier that she’s here tonight. I really want to do a number for her, so I’m gonna bring her up here.”

      My heart is seriously going into cardiac arrest. There’s no way it can beat this hard and not be a heart attack, is there? Seth struts across the stage and stops in front of me. Leaning down, he holds out his hand, “Come on, I got you.” He waits for me and I clutch his tatted hand as he gives me a yank and plucks me from the floor to the stage.

      “What are you doing?” I hiss, painfully aware of all the envious women watching me right now.

      “You’ll see,” he smirks and then sweeps me up in his arms, carrying me over to a speaker where he gently sets me down. “Open your legs a little bit, you’ll like this,” he smiles before turning back to the band and yelling out “One! Two! One, two three!”

      I can’t help but giggle as Seth begins singing Pour Some Sugar on Me. I must have played this song a million times as a teenager. What girl didn’t? Of course, when I played it back then, I didn’t have the vibrations of a giant stage speaker trembling between my thighs, sending little tremors straight to my aching clit.

      Oh my goodness, this feels incredible. I watch as Seth sings to me with sexy swagger all while the speaker touches me with his voice in the exact place I’d like to feel his tongue.

      I lean forward, shamelessly enjoying the sensation building inside me. I feel like Seth is going to make me cum without ever touching me. I can feel my panties getting soaked as he sings the words to the famous song. I can barely keep my eyes open, the vibrations are too much, quaking against my clit, taking me to the edge. I cover my mouth with my hand as an orgasm shudders through me and squeeze my eyes shut.

      I don’t even have time to think about how I just came in front of a stadium of people because Seth is finished singing. He drops the mic and picks me up. I wrap my legs around his waist and he doesn’t even look back over his shoulder to the frantic women screeching for more as he walks me off the stage.

      

      Chapter 4

      It’s a short walk down the hall before Seth kicks open a door and carries me inside. It’s not the same one that him and his band were hanging out in earlier. This smaller room looks like a place for him to get dressed. With the heel of his boot, he slams the door shut behind us and pins me against the wall with a thud. His tight body is pressed against mine as he kisses me deeply and grinds his hard cock against my wet panties.

      “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do this,” he growls as he sucks my earlobe in over his teeth and thrashes his tongue against it.

      “I feel like I’m dreaming. You’re so talented,” I try to communicate between our hurried kisses.

      “If you think I’m talented with music, just wait until you see what I can do to your body,” his eyes twinkle as he holds me in place with his hips and rips off his tank top revealing even more tattoos.

      “I already saw,” I admit, blushing. “That song, on the speaker, I came,” I bite my lip.

      “Mmmm, is that why you’re so wet?” His fingers trail over my panties. Before I can respond, he clutches them in his hand and twists them around his skin until the fabric tears off my flesh and dangles from his hand.

      I gasp as the cool air rushes against my clit, “Let me down,” I murmur and Seth furrows his eyebrows together at the request.

      “What? Why?”

      “Because I want to feel you in my mouth,” I lick my lips and he steps back, letting me slowly slide all the way down to the floor on my knees like he’s a stripper pole.

      My fingers are shaking as I pop open the top button and tug down his zipper. Seth helps me pull his jeans down until his cock springs out, swaying in front of my face. I wrap my fingers over his thickness and take him in my mouth as he threads his fingers in my long hair and groans.

      I look up at him and he’s staring down at me with a dreamy look in his eyes as I hollow my cheeks and suck his big cock. I tease the sensitive underside of his member with the tip of my tongue as I take him inch-by-inch into the back of my mouth, gagging slightly as he reaches my throat.

      I bob my head quicker now, wanting to give him the same intense pleasure he already gave me on stage. I use my hands to match the rhythm of my mouth as I blow him.

      “Get up,” his voice is raspy as he clutches my shoulders and pulls me to my feet. It’s not a request. I steady myself and Seth whirls me around so I’m facing the wall. “I need to forget you, Raine. I can’t wait any longer,” he steps between my legs and teases my entrance with his throbbing cock. “Do I need a condom?” His deep voice makes a shiver run down my spine.

      “No, I want to feel you when you cum. I’m on the pill,” my voice is breathy and I open my stance to accept him.

      Seth pushes the hem of my dress up so my bare pussy is exposed and he wraps his hand up in my hair, tugging it back tight as he plunges his thick cock inside me in a relentless thrust.

      “Ah!” It’s all I can say as my pussy makes way for his impressive girth. I can feel my walls hug him, squeezing down on his rigid member as he buries himself inside me.

      I place my palms on the wall and wiggle my rear back against him. I am rewarded with a stinging slap as he gives my hair another tug and plunges inside me further.

      I’ve never felt this full before. My head is under his control as he idiots me hard and fast from behind. I can feel every inch of his cock slide in and out of me. The ache in my clit builds again and I open my stance even wider, allowing him the deepest access possible to my center. I can’t help the moans that escape my lips as his balls slap against my pussy, driving me to the edge.

      “You’ve always been the one I wanted, the one I dreamed of, the one I wrote songs for. It’s always been you, Raine,” Seth manages to pant his words as he idiots me. Filling me fuller than I’ve ever experienced with every pounding thrust.

      “Oh. My. Ahh!” My eyes squeeze shut and my words turn into a guttural scream as my pussy clenches him, contracts against him, milks his cock while another orgasm overwhelms my body. My muscles all tighten and the white-hot bliss radiates through me, bringing me a level of pleasure I never knew was possible.

      “Oh idiot, I’m gonna cum,” Seth growls and fills me deep with his fat cock. I can feel the spurts of his cum erupt inside me, splashing against the walls of my pussy. His cock twitches inside me as he empties his seed.

      Seth pulls out and a little of our mixed juices slide down my inner thigh. I smear them into my skin, leaving a glistening sheen.

      I turn and face him and Seth kisses me sensually. Like he’s savoring me.

      He tugs his pants up and grabs my hand, leading me over to the couch. We both lie down; my face is pressed against his marked skin and I can hear his heart thumping inside.

      “That was amazing,” he rakes his fingers through my long locks.

      “I couldn’t agree more. It just sucks though,” I don’t want to be ungrateful or start pouting. I knew when I came here tonight that this could only ever be fleeting if it could be anything at all.

      “Why?” he meets my eyes and once again I’m transfixed by his soulful gaze.

      “I dunno,” I feel a bit shy, “I can’t imagine you’re in town for long. I guess I’m just saying I’m gonna miss you. I wish I would’ve given you a chance in high school now. It just seemed like our age gap was so huge then, you know? Like a few years was an impossible thing to bridge.” I trace over the art on his chest as I explain.

      “I know. That’s all in the past now anyway,” he pulls me closer. “But, um, well this is the last stop on our tour, so I was thinking about sticking around for a while. I’m not sure how long, but I am sure I’d like to take you out,” he trails his fingers down my back.

      “I’d love that,” I answer honestly. “I really would.”

      I lie in the heat of his arms and listen to his breathing grow deeper as he drifts off. It’s just incredible how life turns out sometimes. I snuggle into Seth and let myself drift into a hazy memory of him back when we were in high school. His sweet smile that has turned sultry over the years. His blue eyes that can lock me in place now. I never would have thought that he’d be the man who made my heart swell, and now I can’t imagine it any other way.

      
        THE END
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      Chapter 1 - Samantha

      Big Buck’s Steakhouse, I can’t help but shake my head as I tick my freshly manicured nails off the table top. Why would anyone want to go on a first date here?

      Don’t get me wrong, I’m not some kind of snob. I’ve worked hard to climb the corporate ladder. You don’t become a senior marketing executive at one of the hottest advertising companies at the age of forty by slacking off. Sure, money isn’t a big worry now, I slide my hand over my pale pink, chiffon sundress, remembering when my budget was so tight that ramen noodles felt like a luxury.

      However, Big Buck’s Steakhouse is far from luxurious. It’s like if luxury developed a heroin addiction and lost every ounce of dignity and self-respect then, covered in scabs and track marks, began to work the streets. That would be comparable to how ‘luxurious’ this dive is. The only reason I agreed to meet my date here is because of how hot he is. I’m normally not a superficial person, but after spending the last year on endless first dates with other marketers, accountants and lawyers, I was more than ready to try something new. And Wyatt James is definitely different. First of all, he’s eight years younger than me and his body looks like it’s been carved from steel. Suiting since he works construction downtown.

      What woman doesn’t love a man who’s good with his hands?

      “Would you like another drink? Or are you ready to order now?” An exhausted looking waitress with silver-streaked hair and slumped shoulders startles me.

      I look down at my empty glass and then glance around the room. Where is he? Am I being stood up? My gaze settles on the aging men cozied up to the bar across the room and for a second, I wonder if one of those pot-bellied old timers is him. I mean, I used a picture from five years ago for my profile. I’m not proud to admit it, but it’s true. Who’s to say his picture isn’t some relic of his youth. Or maybe I’ve been catfished. Doubts begin to swirl around in my mind like a cyclone of anxiety.

      “Another drink for now, please,” I chirp at the waitress, my throat tight.

      This was probably a mistake. Maybe I should go ask for the bill instead. I begin to stand up when the door beside the line of ancient video game consoles opens up and, I swear, light almost shines around him angelically as he steps inside.

      Wyatt James.

      I lick my lips as I scan him from head to toe. He definitely didn’t use an old picture. If anything, with his skin-tight shirt clinging to his well-defined abs and his faded jeans cupping his round rear, he makes his stunning profile look like chopped liver. I didn’t think that was possible.

      I swallow hard and wonder if I should wave him down or something. Instead, I tuck a tendril of my auburn hair behind my ear that somehow escaped my sleek ponytail, and take a deep breath.

      Wyatt James spots me in less than a second and I’m relieved when a huge, sexy smile spreads over his full lips. Dang. I know people say men look better when they’re serious, but I love a warm smile that can just make you melt like that first taste of cotton candy on your tongue at the state fair.

      He quickly crosses the floor while the steakhouse and all of the sad people and its tacky décor fade from my sight. This man is so beautiful we could be meeting in hip waders in a swamp somewhere and he could make it feel like a tropical beach of glistening white sand.

      He walks up to me and shamelessly lets his eyes travel over my body before meeting my eyes with his icy blue ones. I clasp his extended hand and am surprised by how warm and large it is.

      “I’d recognize your beautiful smile anywhere,” he finally speaks, “I’m sorry I’m late, but I’m so glad you stuck around. I’m Wyatt James, your date. Mind if I sit down?”

      

      Chapter 2 - Wyatt James

      I sit down on the worn vinyl seat and feel my tension ease away. I love this place. I love the escape it provides. When I step in here, no one knows what my bank account looks like. No one cares either. There are only a few rules in an establishment like this one, hold your liquor, hold your tongue and hold the high score on the Big Buck Hunter game. Lucky for me, I’ve scored a hat trick.

      “I’m sorry I’m late,” I try to keep my eyes on hers, but I can’t help but let them explore her high cheekbones and her supple lips. I love when women don’t bury their natural beauty in caked on makeup and eyelash extensions. I can see from her pale pink, rose petal lips that she’s not one of those girls who spends four hours getting ready for a date.

      In fact, she’s not a girl at all. From the fine lines that appear around her eyes as she smiles, it’s clear that she’s probably at the tail end of her thirties or early forties. Not that it detracts from her in anyway. I’m so sick of meeting up with girls in their twenties with no life experience or opinions. They’re still in the phase where they try on new personalities like they change clothes. I want a woman who knows who she is and knows what she wants. No games. No drama. And no sugar babies looking for a Daddy.

      “It’s ok,” she smiles up at me and I can feel my pulse in my neck. Wow, natural beauty doesn’t do her justice, she’s simply breathtaking. 

      “No, it’s not. I don’t like to keep people waiting. My, um, my car broke down so I had to wait for an Uber,” I explain. I almost said ‘my driver was late.’ That would’ve blown this whole thing out of the water pretty quick. And the last thing I want to do is go on another mind-numbing date with a woman who’s only interested in my money. I know thirty-two isn’t exactly old, but I’m old enough to know that I don’t want a parade of pretty, empty gold-diggers in my life. I want to find the one. The one who can see past my fortune. The one who wants me because I make her laugh, because I make her cum, because I make her mine.

      “Don’t worry, I wasn’t here that long,” from the way she twists her pout to the side I can tell she’s telling a white lie. Trying to make me feel better about leaving her high and dry. It’s a nice gesture.

      “Well, I’m glad you didn’t walk out,” I answer honestly. “I’m sure you have better things to do than wait around, didn’t you say you work at a huge marketing firm?” 

      “I do,” she nods.

      “What can I get ya?” Betsy, the regular waitress shuffles up and sighs.

      “Oh, I haven’t even looked at the menu yet,” Samantha, or Sam as she told me to call her when we texted, looks down at the plastic clad selections and furrows her eyebrows together.

      “You should get the Buckeye burger, it’s the best thing here,” I suggest and Sam crinkles her nose up.

      “Really?”

      “It really is,” Betsy answers in her flat, sad voice.

      “Um, ok, sure. I’ll take that with fries,” Sam sighs and hands the menu back to Betsy.

      “Make it two, please,” I grin but Betsy’s face doesn’t even try to twitch into a smile back.

      “Sure,” she plods away.

      “So you work in advertising. What firm are you with?” I try to continue our conversation.

      “Um, it’s just a bunch of names, you probably wouldn’t have heard of it. We’re more known for our ads. Remember that puppy-monkey-baby one?” Her eyes twinkle.

      “Really? That was you guys?” I’m genuinely impressed. That commercial was all anyone could talk about for a long time.

      “Yep, that was a brainchild of Schuster, Brixon, Dundonald and Thurstein,” she shrugs.

      “Wow, that is a long name.”

      “Yeah, not too sexy is it?”

      “Wait, isn’t your last name Brixon?” I scour my brain for the little information I could gather from Sam’s online profile.

      “It is,” she looks down at her hands.

      “Related?” I press her.

      “Yeah, it’s me. I’m one of the senior executives,” she tucks her hair behind her ear and looks at me from under her lashes.

      “Wow, that’s incredible!” I’m impressed. I can’t remember the last time I went out with someone who had a real career, let alone someone so driven and accomplished.

      “What about you? You said you were in construction, what do you do?” She moves back as Betsy unceremoniously plops our plates of food down on the table and fills my glass with water. 

      “Thank you,” Sam calls out to her politely as Betsy rudely trudges off again.

      “I work for Lefevre Construction I operate the heavy machinery.” I partially lie. I mean, I do technically work for the company, but not on the job sites.

      “Oh, I know their work. They restored my condo! It used to be some nineteenth century factory and they did such a great job of converting it to lofts.” She plucks a fry from her plate and looks at it suspiciously before focussing back on me, “I wonder if you were part of that one?”

      “It sounds familiar. I’ve been at this a long time, so the projects all start to blur together,” I grab my beef burger with two hands and take a huge bite.

      Sam picks hers up and does the same and the cynical look on her face fades as her eyes grow wide. “Hey, this is actually good!” She takes another bite.

      “Told you, it’s the best thing they serve,” I smile.

      “What’s with this place anyway? Everything is ‘Big Buck Hunter,’ even that game over there,” she nods to the video console I’m all too familiar with.

      “Because Big Buck Hunter is only the best video game ever made. You’ve never played it?” I place my burger down and wipe the corners of my mouth with my napkin.

      “Can’t say I have,” she laughs.

      “No, no. We can’t have that! Come on, let’s go. We’ve gotta have a shoot off,” I stand up and hold out my hand to her.

      “No way,” she giggles, “sit down. I’m not going to play that.”

      “Oh come on, I’ll make it worth your while,” I wink.

      “How are you going to do that?” She raises a single eyebrow and tilts her head, exposing her long, sexy neck. I want to kiss a trail down that neck as I slide my cock inside her.

      Ok, that might be jumping the gun, just a bit. Dang, she’s smoking hot. 

      “We’ll make a bet. If I win, you pay for dinner,” I wait for her to balk at the idea, but she doesn’t.

      “And if I win?”

      “Name your prize,” I answer, hoping she’ll say me… naked.

      “If I win, I’d like to get a tour of your  heavy equipment sometime.” She counters.

      “Not sometime, we can do that tonight. I’ve got the keys so you’ve got a deal.” Sam finally grasps my hand and I lead her over to the run down game with the fake deer head hanging over it. “Oh, by the way,” I smile over at her, “you should probably get your plastic out now and hand it over to Betsy for the meal.”

      “Oh and why is that?” She grabs her orange mini shotgun confidently.

      “Because I’ve got the high score on this game,” I nod at the initials on the screen. “See? WJL.” I slide some quarters into the slot. “Good luck. You’re gonna need it.”

      Just like in the duck hunter game from the 80’s, a big buck appears on each of our screens and Sam brushes up against me, her breast rubbing against my arm as she hovers her mouth beside my ear, “I want you,” she whispers.

      “What?” My mind might not believe what’s happening, but my body is ready. My cock begins to harden, ready for every inch of this sexy woman.

      Sam lifts her arm without taking her eyes off me and shoots the buck on our screen dead. Stepping back she looks at me with a sly smile, “I want you… to show me your truck,” she laughs.

      I’m not even mad that she cheated. Not at all. “Betsy, can you box up the grub? We’re gonna head out,” I laugh and pull Sam into me. “You fight dirty, I like a woman who’s got a dirty side,” I murmur.

      

      Chapter 3 - Sam

      “You have the key for this?” I nod at the padlock and chain wrapped around the steel gate guarding the equipment. My shoulders droop as disappointment washes over me, I was really looking forward to watching Wyatt James work with his strong, large hands. There’s something about a man who knows his way around huge machines like these that makes me want to find out if he knows his way around a delicate body too.

      “Of course.” He smiles at me, finds the silver key on his ring, and opens the lock with a click.

      I follow him through the gate as he leads me by the hand through cranes, trucks and bulldozers that remind me of my little brother’s toy box from when we were kids.

      “Here we are,” he stops and points to his rig, “Sam, I’d like you to meet Gertrude,” he flattens his palm against the door and smiles.

      “You named your steamroller?” I laugh.

      “First of all, it’s not a steamroller, it’s a compactor. And of course I named her. It’s bad luck not to!” He pats his hand on the metal side before opening the door for me. “Climb in, let’s take her for a ride,” he holds out his arm for support as I brace myself against him and climb in.

      “Ok,” I look around at the buttons and gears inside. “Phew,” I whistle between my teeth, “looks like this would get confusing pretty fast.” I point at the colorful knobs and nubs.

      “What can I say? I like turning things on,” the engine roars as he brings the machine to life. “And I love pushing all the right buttons,” he winks and I can’t help but giggle. 

      As the compactor creeps forward the seat begins to jiggle wildly, smacking my rear as I bounce in place. Warmth spreads through me, racing to my blushing cheeks and down to my aching pussy. My giggles quickly turn to gasps and I open my legs just slightly and bite my lips when the intense vibrations hit my clit.

      “Mmmm,” the sound escapes me before I have a chance to clamp my hands over my mouth. “Whaddya think?” Wyatt James smirks at me, sliding his eyes over me shamelessly.

      “It’s, um, pretty cool,” I manage to get myself under an ounce of control and answer him, hopefully not showing him my O face before he ever gets the chance to take my clothes off.

      “Just cool? I guess I’m not doing enough then,” he revs the engine loudly and the pulsing need between my thighs grows. 

      The sensation intensifies and it’s more amazing than any vibrator I’ve ever used. Even better than the bunny shaped one that has pink ears that flicker against my clit while the swirling, bead-filled dildo fills me. That one is my absolute favorite and these flurries against my clit make it look like it belongs in a scrap heap.

      “Oh,” I moan and open my knees a little further. My goodness, this is incredible. I clutch my hand against the dash and lean over as my orgasm rips through me, “Oh!” The pleasure, the sweet release, is more insane than anything I’ve felt before. “Idiot,” I scream involuntarily as I throw my head back.

      The feeling fades and my cheeks burn hot as I look over at Wyatt James. This is so embarrassing! What is he going to think of me, humping his seat like a woman discovering the magic of the spin cycle on a washing machine for the first time. I look down at my hands, unable to face his winter blue eyes.

      “Hey, don’t do that. Don’t hide your face,” he grins as I look up sheepishly. “That happens all the time, heck, I used to get road boners all the time.” 

      “Road boners?” I raise and eyebrow.

      “Yeah, it’s when you get wood from all the vibrations. It’s mostly newbies who get them. You get used to it after driving a while.”

      “Wow, well, that was amazing,” I scoot across the seat and he wraps his arm around me. I look down, and lick my lips as I spot the thick erection I can see pressing against his pants, the fabric stretching like it can barely contain it all. “I thought you said only new guys get road boners,” I slide my outstretched palm down over the bulge. “So, how do you explain this,” I look up at him from under my lashes as I give his cock a gentle squeeze.

      “Mmmm,” he stops the compactor, but leaves the engine running, “you got me so hot. I keep thinking about your little squeal you let out when you came,” his lips hover over mine.

      “Oh yeah?” I speak just above a whisper as I silently beg him to kiss me.

      “Yeah, I can’t wait to hear it when you cum on my cock,” his hand wraps around the back of my head and he kisses me deeply. Our tongues collide and dance over each other and the vibration of the seat seems to ripple up through my entire body, even a simple kiss makes me moan with excitement.

      He pulls back and I look at him with a sly smile. “I don’t think you’re gonna hear that right now,” I tilt my head. I can see disappointment shine in his eyes, but he doesn’t argue.

      “That’s okay,” he gives me a genuine smile and my knees melt as I slide to his feet.

      “Because, first I’m gonna hear what you sound like when you cum in my mouth and I swallow every single drop,” I quickly unzip his pants, tug his thick meat from his underwear, and slide my lips over his shaft.

      

      Chapter 4 - Wyatt James

      I watch my cock disappear into her mouth and groan as I feel the wet heat of her tongue circle around my shaft, twirling over the tip like a stripper on a pole. Sam’s dainty hand circles the base of my meat and she pushes her head down further, taking more of my girth in over her tongue until I meet the resistance of her throat. I expect her to pop back up, but am surprised when she looks up at me with her eyes slightly watering and slowly eases my cock past her gag reflex until she drops her hand and the entire length of me disappears inside her mouth.

      “Idiot,” it’s the only word I can utter. I can feel myself throbbing against her tongue. The urge to cum down her throat surges through me. The primal need to release my seed is overwhelming. 

      I look down at her, still fully clothed. After how loud she came from the buzz of the cab, I know her sweet pussy is ready for me. I want to harass her. To feel her body against mine. To taste her nipples and lick her flesh as I fill her with my cock.

      “Get up,” my voice is gravelly. I don’t wait for her to respond, instead I begin to pull her up from her knees, and my cock falls from her surprised lips. “I want to see you naked,” I demand, trying not to rip off her dress, sending her buttons ricocheting off the inside of my compactor. I know once this is all over she needs to be able to walk out of here without her clothes clinging to her like a bunch of frayed ribbons. Somehow, I find the restraint to free her from the fabric and I quickly remove her bra, tossing it to the floor of the cab. “These need to go too,” I trail my finger over the front of her lace thong.

      Sam bites her lip and tugs them off. I rip my shirt off over my head and kick off my boots and pants. The underwear follows and soon the floor of my compactor is covered in clothes.

      “Get over here,” I dig my fingers into her full rear and tug her toward me. Sam’s eyes never leave my cock, she licks her lips hungrily and I remember how amazing it felt with those lips around my base while I harassed her mouth. She straddles the outsides of my legs as I fist my shaft, sliding the tip of my cock over her clit as her juices coat me.

      Sam’s eyes roll back in her head and she lets out a long, deep moan as she tosses her head back. I wrap her ponytail around my hand and guide my cock back to her slick slit.

      “Wait,” she says breathlessly, “do you have a condom?” 

      My muscles tense and I grit my teeth as I nod. My cock twitches with need, begging me to forget the condom and sink myself inside her, her hard until I fill her up with my cum. I take a deep breath and manage to convince my hand to let go of her hair. 

      “Yeah, in my wallet,” I finally answer.

      Sam slides off my lap and her round belly bounce as she scrambles for my pants. “I’ll grab it,” she plucks my wallet from the jeans and opens it before I have a chance to move. She tugs the foil packet from inside and a bunch of my cards and receipts scatter on the floor, but neither of us care.

      She opens it with her teeth and hands the condom to me. It only takes a second to roll it over my thick, veiny shaft and Sam wastes no time climbing back on top of me and positioning me at her entrance. I run my hands down her back and squeeze her rear in my hands as I guide her down onto my cock. I plunge it deep inside her in one thrust as I circle my tongue over her peach nipple, sucking it in over my teeth.

      “Oh Wyatt James!” She cries out, holding my shoulders for support as she rides me. Her tight pussy slides up and down my cock, bottoming out on every thrust. 

      “You like that, Sam?” I growl in her ear.

      “Mmmm,” her eyes shine brightly as I push down on her shoulders, burying myself even deeper inside me.

      “Good girl, then you’re gonna love this,” I lift her up and move up from the bench seat. “Lie down on your belly,” I demand, watching as she obeys without hesitation. “Open your legs,” I slide my fingers up her inner thigh and settle between them, behind her as she follows my command. “Good,” I wrap my hand up in her hair again, tugging it hard enough that she lifts her head from the seat and lick my thumb, coating it in spit. I thrust my thumb between her plump rear cheeks, pushing up until I meet resistance. Sam mewls as I keep pressing into her, gently pushing past her jerk’s tight ring and burying my thumb inside.

      “Ohhh,” she lets out a long moan and lifts her hips from the seat so her rear is up in the air. I slide my cock inside her pussy until I’m buried to the hilt and groan.

      Sam smiles back over her shoulder and I lean in, giving her a quick kiss before I begin to harass her with wild abandon. I thrust inside her mercilessly, filling her tight box on every pump. I can feel her jerk clamp down on my thumb and her muscles contract around my cock as I take her hard and fast. All I can hear is our skin slapping together and our cries of passion intertwining. 

      The surge of my orgasm rushes through me, and I sink my cock as deep inside her as I can as I spurt my seed into the latex barrier between us. Sam yells my name, her throat sounding raw as her body trembles beneath mine. 

      For a moment, we don’t move. I free my thumb from her rear and grab the base of the condom as I pull out of her. Sam twists around on the seat and slumps against my chest, panting. I wrap my arms around her, pulling her into me and breathe in her natural scent.

      “So, that’s pretty much all the excitement you can have in one of these,” I smile at her.

      “I’ll have to get you to show me how this all works again,” she looks up at me slyly, “I may have forgotten.”

      “Well, I know I won’t be forgetting any of this,” I kiss her on the forehead and she giggles.

      “I should probably get Gertrude parked,” I move around Sam and try to pluck my clothes from the floor but I freeze when I see my business cards scattered over the floor.

      She follows my gaze and hops off the seat before I have a chance to grab anything. “Oh, I didn’t mean to spread your stuff everywhere,” she apologizes. “I guess I was just caught up in the moment,” she gingerly lifts my cards and her eyes travel over them.

      “Nice font, I like the metallic sheen,” she runs her finger over the front of one. “Wyatt James Lefevre…” her voice drops down as the realization hits her, “CEO”. Sam looks up at me with wide-eyed shock and I don’t answer her unasked question as I pull my underwear back on. 

      “Wait, is this right? You’re the owner?” She stands up and scoops the rest of the cards from the floor, searching through them like she may have just found one exception, like the rest are going to say something different.

      “That’s right,” I pull on my pants and curse myself for letting her grab the condom. The way she’s looking at me right now, like I’m the face of a company instead of a man, that’s exactly what I wanted to avoid. That’s exactly why I try to hide my identity and my job. 

      “So, why did you lie to me?” She pouts and slides her panties back up her legs before grabbing her bra and putting it back on.

      “Sam, I’ve had a lot of fun with you tonight. Like, real fun. Do you know how often that happens when I go on a date as Wyatt James Lefevre, billionaire? It doesn’t,” I answer the question for her. “I just wanted to see if I could meet someone real. If I could find someone who connected with me, because of me. Not because of my company or my legacy, but because I could make her laugh, not to mention make her cum,” I lower my voice and she blushes. 

      Sam tugs her dress back on and I stop Gertrude’s engine. Suddenly we’re cocooned in silence. I feel like I could hear a butterfly flap its wings if it flew by.

      “I like you for you. Even your terrible taste in restaurants,” she shrugs and looks up at me.

      “I was hoping you’d say that Sam. Cause I would really love if I could take you out again. But next time, I’d like if I could cook you a proper meal. I mean, there won’t be any Big Buck Hunter, so I hope it’s not too disappointing,” I smile and cup her chin.

      “That’s ok, we can find something else for me to kick your rear at,” she grins back.

      “Oh is that right? How about I smack your rear instead?” I give her a sharp slap on the behind and she yelps but moves closer to me. I kiss her, tenderly at first and then my restraint dissolves into feverish need. 

      In her kiss I can feel her true desires. Her true longing for me, Wyatt James the man, not the bank account. I wrap my arms around her tight, never wanting to lose this feeling. Never wanting to let it slip away. 

      

      
        THE END

      

    

  



    
      
        
          10

        

        

    
    






          Naked Canvas

        

      

    
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      Chapter 1 - Skylar

      “Ooh! You know I’m turning this up,” Sara cranks the volume and Drake’s Hotline Bling fills the air and spills out of our mouths. We do our best Drake dances and laugh as she drives us home.

      “I wish him and RiRi had worked out,” I feel a moment of sadness, as if I actually know either of them.

      “Nah, she’s too good for him and she knows it,” Sara’s brown eyes flicker over to me and she belts out another line, “you, you, you!”

      “She isn’t! Drake seems like a nice guy. He’s Canadian, they’re way nicer up there,” I defend my musical man-crush.

      “Yeah, RiRi doesn’t want nice, Skylar. She wants a badass with a big piece who can school her rear in the bedroom. She’s rich and powerful, people are nice to her all the time.” Sara twists her lips up the way she does whenever she thinks she’s just won.

      “Well, those kind of guys aren’t the marrying type. Drake would make a great husband and a sweet Dad,” I argue like he’s some kind of contestant on The Voice that I’m trying to convince people to vote for. “Plus, he’s hot! If you ask me, she’s being a jerk,” I double down on my argument.

      “I don’t think she did ask you. Did she?” Sara gives me a look and I know she’s right. “Rihanna only answers to one person…herself. And that’s the way it should be. Besides if you want to get upset about celebrity couples that didn’t make it, I thought… Shoot!”

      Everything is happening so fast, but somehow slow like it’s underwater at the same time. The crunching of the metal. The way the car spins and then flips. The world is upside down. The pebbled glass from the car windows is carpeting everything. I smell gasoline. I hear screams. It takes a second to realize they’re mine. I can’t see right. Someone is pulling on me. Yanking me through where the window once was. It was just there. Like a minute ago.

      I’m on the side of the road, sitting, holding my knees in against my chest and trying to make sense of what’s going on. I put my hand up to my head and instinctively pull away from the sting, my fingers coated in blood.

      I look around the intersection. A four-way stop that’s covered in twisted metal and shattered glass. There’s a blue car that’s banged up bad with no one inside. A red minivan with a woman slumped over the steering wheel, she’s not moving. My mind can’t fully process why. Is she sleeping? My eyes travel over to Sara’s car, upside down and crushed in on her side. It takes longer than it should for the realization to rise inside me. It takes more seconds than I can count for me to jump to my feet, shrieking in horror.

      “Sara! Oh my goodness! Sara!” I try to run over to the car but crumple to the ground, I look down with shock at the broken bone sticking out of my leg. I didn’t even feel it.

      I’m determined to get to her. I start dragging myself across the pavement toward the car when a young man wearing a sleeveless shirt, drags Sara’s motionless body to the side of the road. At first, I don’t see the gash in his arm or the blood flowing down to his hand like a river. It’s hidden by the extensive mosaic of tattoos covering every inch of his exposed flesh.

      “Sara!” I choke on my sob as he lies her down on the gravel beside the road. I watch as he begins pumping her chest with his broad hands, trying to keep her heart alive. The side of her head is smashed in, I can’t make sense of how the bone and skin is pushed inside her skull instead of outside.

      I can’t look at her. This can’t be real. It can’t be.

      I look back over at the minivan. The woman behind the wheel still hasn’t moved. She’s… she’s dead. Tears blur my vision and streak over my cheeks. My head twists over and I see the blue car again, that must be his. It has writing on the side. Letters. I focus but my eyes can’t seem to make words out of them.

      Ryder’s Ink

      I got nothing. Suddenly the sounds seem to roar back as I hear a siren wailing, it’s getting closer.

      “Sara! You gotta pull through this! Please don’t die. You’re my best friend!” I scream.

      Paramedics flood the scene rushing over to the cars to assess where they’re needed. A woman is suddenly beside me. She’s talking to me but I can’t look at her. I can’t listen to her. I can’t stop screaming.

      I see two men approach Sara and the guy doing his best to keep her alive.

      “She’s gone and you will be too if you don’t get help now. Look at your arm, you’ll bleed out!” The paramedics pull him off Sara and drag him to the ambulance.

      I don’t even notice that the woman brought over a stretcher. I’m being strapped into it and Sara is just lying on the ground. Lifeless. Alone. My best friend is gone.

      Forever.

      

      Chapter 2 - Ryder

      I Swiffer the floor, it’s the last part of my clean up before I leave for the day. I’m a bit of a neat freak when it comes to my shop, but I refuse to let my place turn into one of those sketchy dives that make you wonder if you’re paying for a tattoo or a lifetime of hepatitis C. No way, I’ve worked too hard for too long to let anything bring my reputation down in this business. And when every guy with a tattoo gun and a portfolio full of prison tats he’s done on his friends can qualify as an “artist,” reputation is everything.

      I always knew in my heart that drawing was what I was meant to do. When I was little, I shared the dream of a million other boys to become a famous graphic artist and work for Stan Lee at Marvel. I poured over homemade comics for hours, working hard to get the shading just right on the villain’s smirk.

      Of course, once I graduated high school, comic book artist didn’t exactly have a clear career path. It wasn’t like there was a building in my town where I just needed to get my foot in the door and prove my talent. So, I went with my backup plan. Travel.

      I glance down to my fingers wrapped around the slender mop handle. The words “Hold Fast” tattooed to my fingers reminds me of the years I spent sailing in the Navy. Hauling lines and making waves, that’s what my other boatswain buddies and I used to say our motto was. A smile pricks the corners of my mouth as a collage of drunken port memories swirl through my mind.

      “Excuse me?”

      I’m not the kind who scares easy, but I jump at the interruption to my thoughts. From the sad sound of her soft voice I inwardly groan. I hope this isn’t some chick who wants her money back because she’s decided her Hello Kitty tramp stamp was a bad idea or something.

      “We’re closed,” I answer too gruffly as I turn around.

      “Oh, uh, it’s just…” but she doesn’t say more. Or maybe she’s talking my ear off and I just can’t hear it. My body must have decided that it only has enough blood to run the essential organs right now and as my eyes desperately try to soak in every sexy detail, my toe is the part that’s getting priority.

      I try to subtly push my hardening cock down, hoping it’s not too obviously filling my jeans. It’s not like I’m some kind of inexperienced preteen. I’ve got my wood under control, thank you very much. I see gorgeous, half-dressed girls in here all the time and it never even twitches.

      But the woman standing in front of me is different. She tucks her flowing amber hair behind her ear and looks up at me with uncertainty dancing in her light green eyes. She’s breathtaking without even trying. The way her shirt clings to her full belly and hugs her round belly only to flare out where it meets her jeans at her hips. Her thick thighs make my mouth water as ideas of licking a trail up the inside of them destroy my ability to concentrate.

      I’m staring. I need to quit that trash. If I keep devouring her body with my hungry gaze this way she’s gonna think I’m the one who’s fresh outta prison with a tattoo gun and some bad pictures of teardrops I etched into my cellmate’s face.

      I manage to meet her eyes. I’m not sure why, but she looks familiar. I don’t see any of my art on her exposed skin. Maybe she’s the kind of girl who likes to keep her tattoos more personal. The one who gets them in secret or naughty places for lovers to discover like little treasures that expose her history one picture at a time.

      “I’m sorry, I know you said you’re closed,” she bites her lip. That perfect, plump pout. I’ve never been jealous of a tooth before and yet, now I’m standing here, frowning at her front teeth wishing I was the one giving that lip a nibble. A nip. A suck. A kiss.

      “I am closed for today, but I can take a look at what you want to get done and fit you in tomorrow, if you want?” I nod to the piece of paper she’s holding in a tight wad in her milky hand.

      “No, it’s just, I really need to get this tattoo today,” she stresses.

      “I can’t, I’m sorry…”

      “Please,” her voice is soft but firm. It’s not so much a plea as it is a demand. I like a woman who knows how to take charge, but I’m not about to open back up after I’ve sanitized every surface because she’s bossy.

      “I can’t tonight. Sorry.” I hold her gaze in a standoff, getting lost wild green jungle of her eyes.

      “Listen, I know you don’t remember me, but two years ago I was in a car accident. It’s really important to me that I get a tattoo today to commemorate my friend.” She explains as the hairs on the back of my neck electrify. “You tried to save her that day, but she didn’t make it. There was nothing you could do, really, you did everything.”

      “I remember,” my voice chokes up as the flashes from that day swirl in my mind like a hurricane.

      “I know your name, but you don’t know mine,” she continues, “I’m Skylar Dixon, and you saved my life.”

      

      Chapter 3 - Skylar

      Silence shrouds us as I stare at the only tattoo I remember on his arm. It’s weird, but after the crash I struggled to remember the details of that day. Most of the time all I could conjure was fragments of images, shattered in my mind like all of the broken glass that was scattered around us on the ground. One image that was clear was his tattoo. I mean, he’s covered in them, but the one of the old fashioned tall ship on his forearm, the one that looks like something the Vikings would have traveled over in, stood out. Sometimes I’ve found my self distractedly doodling it when my mind has wandered off.

      My life has changed a lot in the last two years, but part of me can’t let that day go. I still dream of Sara. I travel back to us singing Drake’s song and laughing only to wake up with a pillow soaked with tears and a hole in my heart that my best friend left behind.

      She’s gone and I need to do something to get the closure that I never got as I sat on the side of the road in shock, not understanding she had already left this world.

      “Skylar, wow.” Ryder finally unfreezes from the spot. “Of course, come in. Take a seat. Can I get you anything? Water? Coffee?” He leans his mop on the wall and ushers me over to the modern, white leather sofa against the far wall.

      “No, thank you. I’m good,” I sit down beside him.

      “I’ve never forgotten that day,” his voice wavers and he looks down at his hands like they betrayed him somehow. “I can’t believe it’s already been two years,” he sighs.

      “I know, I wanted to come last year. To thank you and to get this tattoo,” I hold up the paper I didn’t realize I crumpled in my hand, “but I couldn’t do it. I wasn’t ready yet.”

      “Hey, I get that. Do you mind if I take a look?” He nods to my sheet and I hand the wadded-up drawing to him.

      Ryder flattens the paper against his thigh, rubbing his large hand over it again and again until most of the wrinkles have been smoothed.

      His steely blue eyes meet mine and I can see clouds of confusion billow in them. “You want a Tinker Bell tattoo?” His voice is tinged with disappointment. He was probably expecting a quote Sara treasured or her favorite flower.

      “Yeah, except instead of making her dress green, could you make it blue with orange trim? Those were her favorite colors.”

      “Yeah sure, that’s easy enough. If you don’t mind me asking, why Tinker Bell?” His dark eyebrows furrow together as his eyes slide back down over the famous Disney fairy.

      I rake my fingers through my long hair and fight the tears threatening to form in my eyes by blinking quickly, “Well, obviously, you know about the show, right? Peter Pan?” I nervously pick at my nails and look up at him. I can feel my heartbeat quicken as I meet his gaze.

      His eyes are so intense, I never did get a proper look at him at the accident. I never realized he was so sexy. For two years, I just remembered him as a tattoo. His dark brown hair is half covered by a grey beanie that brings out the same color in his eyes. I had no idea he had a beard, maybe he didn’t two years ago, I’m not sure. But now he does and it makes him look rugged. Like he spends just as much time outside building things in nature as he does in his studio. I push away the thoughts, and swallow the lump in my throat hard.

      “Yeah, of course,” he nods.

      “Well, just over a year ago when that Peter Pan song came out I read a description that stuck with me. I just couldn’t shake it. Basically, it said that Peter was the collector of the lost souls of children who had passed away. He brought them to Never Never Land you know, the Lost Boy?”

      Ryder barely shakes his head, listening. “Yeah, so he brings them there where they can spend eternity playing games and having adventures. That’s why they never grow up, because they’re…” my voice cracks and a tear slides over my cheek. I wipe it away quickly.

      “Anyway, Sara wasn’t a kid, obviously, but she was taken too soon. She was spunky and sassy and kinda magical, like Tinker Bell. So, I thought honoring her as with this tattoo, it would be my way of remembering that she never had to grow up and get boring and worn down by life. She stayed awesome, like Peter Pan and the Lost Boys and Tinker Bell,” my voice shakes as real tears that I can’t just brush away, fall from my eyes.

      “Hey, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked,” he rubs my shoulder and the flood gates open up. Tears I thought had long dried up flow down my face. I realize I’m ugly crying. hard, but I can’t stop. I wonder if this pain will ever go away.

      “Shh, come here,” Ryder slides over on the couch and wraps his muscular arms around me. I lean into him, crying against his chest as he gently strokes my hair. “Shh,” he rocks me in his arms.

      I can’t believe how comforting it is to be held by him. It’s like the world and everything bad in it is shut out by his broad shoulders and his thick arms. I breathe him in, his light musk smells like cedar and reminds me of how I can picture him out chopping trees somewhere just as easily as I can imagine him doing tattoos.

      “You okay,” Ryder pulls my shoulders back and looks down at my face. His beard twitches as his mouth turns down in concern and his steely eyes lock me in place.

      “I don’t know,” I answer honestly.

      “Listen, I don’t think you’re ready to sit in the chair yet. How about we go next door to O’Malley’s and grab a drink. Calm your nerves and all that. Then we’ll come back and I’ll do the tattoo. Sound good?” He rubs his hands slowly down my arms and a tingle runs down my spine.

      “I think that sounds perfect,” I sniff and wipe the remaining tears from my face.

      Ryder stands up and holds his hand out to me, helping me off the couch with ease. I can’t help but smile at what a gentleman he is. I tuck my hair behind my ears and follow him to the door. He’s right, a drink will help me calm down. At least about Sara. I don’t think it’ll do a single thing to calm down these flustery feelings floating up inside me that I’m having for him.

      

      Chapter 4 - Ryder

      I lead Skylar over to the table in the dimly lit pub and as soon as we’re settled into our seats the hostess brings us the pitcher of beer that we ordered on the way in.

      I carefully pour us each a glass, careful not to create a huge head of foam to drink through.

      “I’m sorry about all of this. I just, well, I really want to get this tattoo tonight. But, I guess I’m still really emotional,” she looks down at her hands embarrassed.

      “Hey,” I slide her beer across the wood table top and without thinking grab her hand in mine and give it a squeeze, “of course you are. That’s to be expected. Give yourself a break,” I stare at her until she meets my eyes. I watch her shoulders slide down into submission as her tension eases away.

      “Thanks,” Skylar’s pink lips pull up in the corners to a shy smile. “It’s just that Sara and I were inseparable. We knew each other since kindergarten and we were those girls that the teachers always had to separate because we would never stop passing notes and giggling. She always brought that side out in me. Getting me in trouble,” she chuckles and takes a sip of her beer.

      “You don’t seem like the type that trouble finds,” I raise an eyebrow and drink a mouthful of my own frosty brew.

      “No, I’m really not. I’m pretty much a goody-two-shoes,” she gives a half smile. “But Sara was like my opposite. I helped her stay away from the seriously bad crowd and she taught me a lot about living that I would have never learned from inside my little bubble,” her green eyes glaze over as her thoughts slide into memories I can’t see.

      “I’m not buying it,” I tease, “there’s no way you’ve ever done anything too bad. What’s your biggest offense? Broken curfew?” My eyes dance over her round face and I feel warm inside when I see a genuine smile on her lips.

      “Trust me, Sara and I got into some stupid situations. Like, funny stupid, not scary stupid. Anyway, this one time,” she bites her lip and shakes her head, squeezing her eyes shut like she’s pushing away the thoughts rising in her mind.

      “What?” I push her, and take another drink of my beer waiting for her to continue.

      “No, it’s too embarrassing,” she cringes and little lines on her nose crinkle up making her look irresistibly cute.

      “Not possible, whatever you two did I bet I have ya beat on the humiliation front,” I laugh.

      “No, trust me. We were dumb girls who did dumb things. Let’s just leave it at that, okay?” She gives me a look from the corner of her eye as she takes another sip of her drink.

      I could leave it at that. Sure. That’s totally possible. But where’s the fun in that? You never learn more about a smoking hot girl like Skylar by leaving things be.

      “I’ll tell ya what, I’ll tell you my most embarrassing story and you tell me yours. Like I said,” I puff up with confidence, “I know I’ve got ya beat.”

      “Is that right?” She giggles and twists her long red hair around her finger as her eyes sparkle. “All right then, let’s hear it,” she smiles at me with no reservation this time and I’m pretty sure my heart just stopped for a second.

      “Okay, so many lifetimes ago, I was in the Navy. That’s what a bunch of these tattoos are about,” I vaguely point at my arms and knuckles as Skylar’s gaze licks my flesh.

      “Makes sense,” she answers.

      “Yeah, and in the Navy there are a lot of ports where you have to be back on the ship by midnight. They call it Cinderella leave,” I explain.

      “Oh, cause if you don’t you turn into a pumpkin or something?” She laughs.

      “More like you get charged, which means you pay a fine and could lose your privileges in the next port,” I take another drink.

      “Oh, that would suck,” Skylar sympathizes and takes a swig of her own.

      “Yeah, it does. So anyway, it was my first big sail and we went to Melbourne, Australia. Fantastic city, loved it. My buddy and I didn’t really keep track of the time because the clubs are open crazy late over there. So, we get back to the ship and it’s almost two hours after curfew,” I can’t help but stare at her as I tell my story. I can’t convince my eyes to look away from a woman that makes my body feel like an unruly teenager and makes my heart swoon like some kind of newlywed.

      “Oh no, that’s not good,” she tilts her head, “so you got in trouble?”

      The way her mouth is parted, just a little makes me want to sweep my arm across the table and let the beer crash to the ground. I want to grab her and kiss her. I want to pull her up on this flimsy bar table and kiss every inch of her, right here and right now.

      “Huh?” I try to remember what she just said. “Oh, uh, no not at that moment anyway. So, my buddy decided he was gonna cross the brow and take his punishment. Done deal. He messed up. He pays the price. Not this guy,” I point to thumbs at my chest and shake my head.

      “What did you do?” She blinks her bright green eyes at me and I’m transfixed.

      “I, um, so I decided I was going to sneak back on the ship and get to my bunk and claim that the Quartermaster made a mistake and just never saw me come aboard. Remember, I was pretty hammered, so this all made great sense to me,” I continue. “I went to one of the lines tied to the dock at the back of the ship and tried to climb up it. I was doing a great job of it too, I made it right up to the side of the ship and my head hit something hard and cold,” I chuckle at the memory and take another drink of my beer.

      “Was it the ship?” Skylar is leaning in now, eager to hear what happened next.

      “No, no, not the ship. You see, we had these things called rat guards. They’re like these metal sheets you secure around the ropes to keep rats from climbing up onto the ship.”

      “Ewww,” she crinkles her nose again and I can’t help but smile.

      “Yeah, so in my drunken state, I forgot they were there and I got all tangled up in it. I’m trying to climb over this thing but just got twisted in the ropes and the line and am yelling for help when this huge spotlight shines in my face and the ship security guys rush over to me thinking I’m some kind of psycho intruder or worse.”

      “Oh my goodness, what happened?” She laughs loudly.

      “I fell in the water. Plop!” I hit the table dramatically. “My shipmates had to pull my drunk rear out of there and so I got pulled into the Captain’s cabin, soaking wet, hammered and freezing trying to plead my case.”

      “Did you get charged or whatever?” Skylar seems to forget she’s even got a beer, all of her focus in on me. I can’t say I mind one bit.

      “Oh yeah. But the best part was I earned a nickname that night that stuck with me for the rest of my time in,” I smirk.

      “What?”

      “Rat’s nest,” I admit. “And when I say it was my nickname I mean that’s all anyone called me. Like from my buddies to the Captain, it just stuck. So I always got to remember my most humiliating moment for the rest of my time in the Navy,” I chuckle.

      “Nice,” she giggles and I feel happy to have lifted her spirits.

      “See, so your story can’t be worse than that, can it?” I egg her on.

      “Well, maybe. I’m not sure. It’s not that different really.”

      I’m curious. What kind of wild streak is hiding under those killer curves? What kind of secret badass am I dealing with. “Go on,” I push her to continue.

      “Okay, well, it was almost time for us to graduate high school and Sara had a party. Her parents were out of town so it was a lot of drinking and craziness, but once it wound down she suggested that her and I and a couple of guys we were kind of seeing at the time go to our high school and climb up to the roof to smoke a joint.” She looks up at me innocently. I have a hard time picturing her drunk let alone high, but I’m interested to hear her story.

      “So, we get there and smoke up and kind of go to opposite sides of the roof to, well, you know,” she gets squirmy in her seat and looks down at the table.

      “No, what?” I love seeing her blush. I know I’ve only just met her, but I already know that it’s something I love about her.

      “Well, to make out, or whatever,” she practically whispers.

      “My land!” I grasp my chest like she just exploded my chest with shock. “Not to make out!”

      “Shhh,” she swats my hand and giggles. I won’t tell her that there’s a small part of me that’s jealous of the guy who was so lucky. That would be weird, right? Right.

      “Anyway, so, I was just up there in my panties and the guy was in his underwear,” she continues.

      “Wow that’s quite the make-out,” my jealousy flares up a little. Ridiculous. Get it under control.

      “Yeah, anyway, all of a sudden we hear sirens and see red lights flashing. We all jump up and stare down at a couple of fire trucks right below and a cop car,” she covers her face with embarrassment.

      “Busted,” I grin and take another drink.

      “Yup, someone ratted us out. Uh, no offense,” she looks at me from under her lashes.

      “No offense? What? You think anything about rats is my thing now? Come on,” I sigh dramatically.

      “Okay, sorry rat’s nest, you’re right. Anyway, so everyone scatters, but I’m such a chicken trash, I just freeze. No top on. No pants or bra, just frozen to the spot while Sara and the guys scatter like… well, you know,” her eyes twinkle slyly up at me.

      “Rats.”

      “Yep.” She takes another sip of her beer. “So, I’m frantically looking around for my clothes, but I’m high and can’t find them or remember what part of the roof I took them off and the fire truck is sending someone up to get me. You know, with the bucket thingy.”

      “Oh no,” I genuinely gasp.

      “Yeah, exactly. The firefighter gets to the top and I’m practically naked when he saves me and this is all bad enough right?”

      “Definitely,” I agree.

      “Right, but it gets worse, because when the bucket comes down and they release me to the cops, the guy takes off his helmet and I see it’s my old youth pastor.”

      “No.”

      “Yes,” her voice creaks with humiliation and I can’t help but laugh.

      “Wow, yeah, that’s pretty bad. I don’t feel like rat’s nest is that big a deal anymore to be honest,” I laugh and she joins in.

      “Shut up!” She smacks me playfully.

      I’m not sure if I started staring at her or if she was the one who locked eyes with me first, but neither of us can look away from each other. The pub around us becomes a distant background of hums and clinks. Like sounds from another life revisiting us in a dream. Not like we’re sitting right in the middle of it. All I can see, all I want to see, is her.

      “Excuse me? Did you guys want another pitcher?” The hostess rips us from our trance and back to reality.

      I raise an eyebrow and glance back over at Skylar. I’m down to do whatever she wants.

      “No,” she answers, “thank you though.” The hostess nods and walks away. “Ryder?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m ready now.”

      “Okay, let’s do this.”

      

      Chapter 5 - Skylar

      I walk back into Ryder’s tattoo studio, well, march is more like it. I’m trying not to let my nerves about getting my very first tattoo get to me. I feel like if I can force myself to keep my head high and walk with purpose then maybe I can trick my mind into believing I’m brave enough to go through with this.

      “Okay, I’m gonna get this ready on a transfer sheet. Go ahead and make yourself comfortable,” he motions toward the luxurious looking parlor chair. “Do you know where you want to get this?” He looks up at me and my breath hitches in my throat. His steely eyes hold me captive as a warmth blooms through me from my stomach and downward until my pussy is wet with desire. I fight the urge to tell him that he’s more than welcome to put “it” anywhere he wants. I bite my tongue, shocked at my own thoughts. Where did that come from?

      “Um, yeah, on my shoulder blade. The right one,” I awkwardly point to the spot, twisting my arm around unnecessarily, like some kind of human pretzel. I guess it’s only suiting since Ryder has me all tied in knots on the inside too.

      “Sure, so let me just adjust this seat,” he steps into me, his torso presses against mine and I can smell his musk. I look up at his lips and wish I was just a little taller so I could stand on my tip-toes and kiss him. I love how he towers over me though. There’s something about being a shorter girl that makes you feel like you’ve got to prove to the world that you’re tougher than you look. I think that’s why you see so many chicks who hover around the five-foot mark who have attitude to spare. I always envied them, the way they carried themselves tall despite their true height. My five-foot-one frame has always left me feeling a little vulnerable. However, when Ryder stands so close to me, when he looks down at me like this, it feels like those anxieties can finally rest. Like I’m safe with him. Protected.

      “Sorry, I just need to reach the lever here,” he brushes past me and the space between our bodies feels like lonely miles. How is it possible that the air can feel so much colder when he’s only a couple of feet away?

      Ryder adjusts the seat so it’s more like a massage table and smiles back at me. “Okay, you’ll need to take off the shirt and bra and lie down,” his eyes travel over my large cleavage before flickering back up to meet mine. “I’ll turn around and give you some privacy,” he twists on his heel and grabs the transfer paper, waiting for me to get ready.

      I quickly slip out of the clothes, sort of wishing he wasn’t such a gentleman. I mean, I can appreciate that he needs to be professional, of course, but the burning lust building inside me is wishing he’d make an exception.

      I lie down on the table and shiver at the chill of the leather against my skin.

      “Okay, are you ready?” Ryder places the sheet on my shoulder and smooths a cloth over it.

      “I think so,” my voice squeaks unconvincingly.

      “Wait, you’re not a virgin, are you?”

      “What?” I can feel my entire body blush furiously.

      “I meant a tattoo virgin,” he backpedals. “Like this is the first tattoo you’ve ever gotten, not like… ugh. Never mind,” he sighs.

      I can’t help but laugh at how flustered he is. It almost makes us even for how red he just made me turn. Almost.

      “Yes,” I answer honestly, “to both.” The last part is barely a whisper.

      “Really? Oh, wow, okay.”

      “Yeah, it’s not something I talk about, but anyway, I’m ready to change that now,” I let him guess which virginity I’m talking about.

      “Okay, take a deep breath and relax, I’m going to start now,” I can feel the weight of his hand on my shoulder and I close my eyes imagining those strong hands flipping me over on this table and taking what I want to be his.

      The first zap of the needle gun makes my eyelids spring back open with surprise. It’s not as sharp of a pain as I expected, more like a burning ache.

      “You okay?” He checks in with me. Like I said, gentleman.

      “I’m good,” I answer through gritted teeth and the buzzing noise continues as he keeps going.

      My thoughts drift back to the crazy times I had with Sara. She would get a kick out of this. When she got her first tattoo, I was there as support and she kept trying to convince me to get one with her. I was too chicken though. I think she’d really like that I decided to honor her this way.

      I push down my swirling emotions and listen to the buzz of the needle gun. There’s something soothing about the noise. It reassures me that I’m making the right decision, about the tattoo and the man.

      “Alright, almost,” his hand presses down harder as he fills in something. “There, it’s all done,” I feel him wipe a cloth over my angry skin. “Wanna see?”

      “Yes!” I jump off the table, forgetting that I’m half naked for a second and rush over to the mirror, twisting my head to strain to see over my shoulder.

      Ryder doesn’t move, his eyes are exploring my exposed curves as I soak in his artwork. “It looks gorgeous,” I smile, “it’s perfect.”

      “You’re perfect,” he closes the gap between us and presses his frame against me. Before I can wish for a kiss, his lips crush mine, and our tongues dance against each other passionately. Ryder turns me around and, without breaking our kiss, walks me backward toward the table I was just lying on. It hits the back of my legs and I collapse back onto it and Ryder climbs on top of me. Between the rush of endorphins I have swimming around inside me from getting my first tattoo and the burning passion and ache between my legs to experience another first, I don’t even feel the pain of the tattoo as he pins me on my back.

      Ryder strips his shirt off and kisses a trail down my neck as I sigh with satisfaction. His lips trail down to my breasts and he gently licks a slow circle around my nipple before sucking it into his mouth. I can’t help the noises escaping my mouth. The little mewls and moans that rush from my mouth as he makes me drenched with desire.

      “You’re so beautiful,” Ryder runs his hands over my plump skin, making me feel the truth in his words as his eyes are filled with pure lust.

      “I want you, Ryder. I want you to be my first,” I manage to confess, my voice husky. My body is trembling with need. I need to feel him touch me, kiss me, lick me, idiot me. I need to feel his cock inside me. I need him to fill me up and make me his.

      “Are you sure, Skylar? You’ve had a crazy day and you were drinking, I don’t want to do anything you will regret,” he locks me in his intense gaze again and I nod.

      “I’m sure. I only had one beer, and yeah, it’s been a crazy day, but in all the best ways. I need this. I need you,” my voice is tight as I practically beg him to continue.

      He tilts his head as he looks for the truth in my words and then nods. Before I have a chance to say another thing he kisses me again, and this time I can taste his intentions on his tongue. This time, I know he’s going to mess me.

      

      Chapter 6 - Ryder

      My hand tangles in her fiery hair and I tug it back, making her expose her creamy neck to me. I kiss and nibble a path across her jawline and give her another tantalizing kiss before continuing down her dainty neck. Skylar sighs like she’s already on the brink of an orgasm. Like just my kisses are enough to send her over the edge.

      I let go of her hair and push her belly up together tasting each rosy nipple as I watch her cheeks burn and her eyes squeeze shut. If she thinks this feels good, she’s in for a real treat. Or at least I am. I like to think of it as dessert.

      I drag my tongue over her supple skin, blazing a trail to her untouched pussy. I can smell her desire, it’s intoxicating, making my already stiff cock rock hard.

      I reach her jeans and unbutton them. As I tug the zipper down, Skylar lifts her hips, trying to help me as I yank them over her legs and toss them to the floor. I slide off the chair and bury my head between her legs, hooking my finger onto the edge of her baby blue panties, I get a glimpse of her wet, neatly trimmed pussy, begging to be eaten. I let out a deep, guttural groan and pull her panties down her legs, letting her finish the job by kicking them off her ankles while I settle between her thighs.

      I can hear her breathing quicken and she threads her fingers into my hair, knocking my beanie to the ground. “Please,” her voice is pure urgency.

      I press my index finger along her entrance and am amazed by how wet she is. Her slick nectar coats my finger and I slide it in my mouth, licking it off.

      “You taste good,” my voice is thick with need.

      “Please don’t tease me,” she gyrates her hips up from the flattened chair to meet my face. I can’t resist any longer, I pin her legs open, digging my fingers into her plump thighs and delve my tongue into her folds. Skylar jumps a bit, probably overwhelmed by the sensation, but I can’t stop or slow down. I need to taste her. I need to take her there. I need to make her cum.

      I lick her slit in long, unrushed strokes before circling around her sensitive nub. She mewls and drives her other hand into my hair as I flicker my tongue over her relentlessly.

      I look up her body, up her round tummy to her even larger breasts. There’s something about her full figure that brings out my primal urge to flip her over and harass her until her pussy is dripping with my cum and I’m sure I put a baby in that belly. She’s so sensual, so womanly, my cock painfully throbs against the restraint of my pants as I try to push away the thought and concentrate on her pleasure.

      I thrash my tongue over her clit with abandon, fuelled by the urges I’m failing to suppress. I need to hear her scream. I need to taste her cum on my tongue. I need to watch her face contort with the bliss of an orgasm I’m giving her. Skylar’s muscles tighten and she drops her hands, balling them up tight.

      “Oh, Oh! Ryder! I’m gonna…” her words turn into squeals as I swirl my tongue over her. Skylar’s nectar coats my tongue as she trembles and quivers with her orgasm.

      When she stops, I stand up and look down at her. I love how she looks right now, like I just opened a door she’s only ever peeked through the keyhole of. Her eyes are full of wonder as she bites her lip and looks up at me.

      “Do you still want to keep going?” I double check that she hasn’t had any second thoughts on this.

      “I’ve never been more sure of anything,” she smiles. I grab my wallet from my back pocket and slip a condom from inside before quickly discarding my jeans and underwear on the floor in a sea of fabric.

      I hear Skylar gasp when I reveal my cock to her. I’ve heard women say it’s bigger than they’re used to, and they weren’t virgins. I know I’ll have to start slow with her, but she’ll get used to my girth.

      I climb back up into the chair and hold the base of my cock as I slide it up and down her pussy, using her cum as lubricant. “I’ll go slow, okay?”

      Skylar looks up from under her lashes and nods, “I’m ready,” she whispers.

      I push the tip inside her and she throws her head back with a groan. I can’t help the growl that comes from my lips as I feel her pussy contract around just the first inch of my cock. I knew she’d be tight, but holy idiot!

      I pull back out and slide in again, further, and back out. Each time I push a little further until I meet her body's resistance. I press into her slowly, but firmly as Skylar’s eyes grow wide and her nails dig into my shoulder blades.

      “The painful part is almost over, I swear,” I push harder still and thrust inside her fully, burying myself to the hilt in her tight, wet pussy.

      “Oh!”

      “Are you okay?” I look down at her.

      “It’s okay now,” she reassures me, “don’t keep going so easy on me.”

      “You have no idea how hard it is to hold back,” I confess.

      “Then don’t,” she purrs.

      I grab her arms and pin them over her head and harass her harder, plunging inside her fully, without hesitation or restraint. Skylar cries out with pleasure, “Oh yeah, idiot me Ryder!”

      I pump into her harder, filling her tight pussy with every inch of my fat cock. I can feel her untouched walls squeeze down on me, milking me as I harass her even harder.

      “Oh my goodness! Yes!” She screams and I let go of her hands, instead I grab and tug her hair back as her fingernails drag down my back, marking me as hers just as I’m marking her as mine.

      I don’t hold anything back, thrusting into her relentlessly until white hot bliss rushes through me. My cum spurts into the condom as my orgasm overtakes me. I grunt and use my arms to support me so I don’t collapse onto her as my cock twitches inside her.

      “Wow, that was incredible,” she lifts her head and kisses me.

      “You’re incredible,” I answer honestly and grab the base of the condom and pull out of her. The rubber is streaked with proof of her virginity and I quickly discard it in the trash and join her back on the tattoo chair. Skylar snuggles into me and I rub my hand over her hair as I pull her close.

      “Now what?” She murmurs.

      “Now, well, whatever you want,” I let my fingers trail over her soft skin.

      “I want more of that,” she teases me.

      “Lucky for you, the night is young,” I smile.

      “I don’t just mean tonight. I want more of that, and more of you, more of all of this.” She confesses.

      “I was hoping you’d say that,” I nibble her ear.

      “Mmmm, if you keep doing that you’re gonna get me going again,” she looks up at me with a twinkle in her eyes.

      “That’s the whole idea,” I murmur, flicking my tongue over her earlobe playfully. As I run my hands over her body I realize how much I’m looking forward to more of us.

      
        THE END

      

      If you liked it when it was short you’ll love it when it’s long. That’s why I included ‘American Bad Boy’ my debut full length novel.  I look forward to hearing what you think.  -Eddie

      
        You can check out my complete catalogue here.
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      “Hey-yah!”

      We cheer in unison to the OutCast song blaring over the loudspeakers. Surrounded by a circle of my closest friends, breaking it down in gowns that are preparing us for future bridesmaid duty. I can’t believe how much fun I’m having. I look over at Becky and she’s shaking her little money maker in wild abandon. She’s in her glory right now. After months of us trying to derail her visions for our prom night theme, it finally came together. And, I’ve got to admit, it looks spectacular.

      When she first started pushing for a “Fairy-tale” theme at the council meetings, I rolled my eyes harder than anyone else. In all fairness though, her first pitch really wasn’t the best. Thankfully, we did manage to evolve her Disney princess idea from one that gave me a horrible flashback of my childhood fear of Mickey Mouse into the stunning setting we are dancing in now. The white, silver and teal blue balloons are tied in clusters and hung from the ceiling to look like magical clouds. At least they do under this low light. And the miles of silky fabric hung around the room transformed the Colorado Golf Club into a dreamlike stage for the class of 2004 to dance the night away in.

      It feels like everything came together tonight so perfectly, it might as well be a fairytale. Just a week ago, I was crying in my doctor’s office over an ear infection that had me so dizzy I was convinced I’d never make it to the prom tonight, let alone dance at it. I sobbed like a four-year-old lost in a department store when Dr. Klebes confirmed that I would need a day off from school and a round of antibiotics to get it under control.

      “But, but, my prom! My dress! I can’t be sick. I can’t miss it!” I’m not proud to say I cried real tears. He told me that I’d be fine by tonight, if I just got plenty of rest, water and took the pills. Turns out, he knew what he was talking about and my mini-meltdown was for nothing.

      I guess all those degrees on his wall meant something after all.

      As the song fades out, my girls and I all stand around and stare blankly at each other as we wait for the next song to tell us what to do. Will it be another fast one? Should we stay in our little scrum of ruffles and sequins? Or is the tempo change gonna send us searching for the guys we showed up with?

      As Maroon 5 belts out a slow one, we quickly stampede off the floor in different directions as Adam Levine begins to serenade us. It doesn’t take long to spot Mack, he’s exactly where I left him three songs ago. Luckily for me, he looks just as sexy as he did three songs ago too. I navigate through the obstacle course of tables and chairs until I reach the back wall he’s leaning against. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was hiding.

      Unfortunately, for him, he’s not hard to spot. Hovering around six feet tall, with chiseled shoulders that even his tux jacket can’t hide, he can’t exactly covertly disappear behind a plant in the corner or something. Mack has a face that makes every girl in the room melt and a body that they all wish they could lay beside. It used to make me jealous, all the attention he gets, but he’s never cared about anyone but me. It’s been that way since we were kids and it’ll be that way until we’re old. Besides, everyone knows that Mack’s taken. They can take their chances with Cameron Armstrong instead.

      As the quarterback of our high school football team, Cameron’s never had a problem getting attention from the girls. With his sandy brown hair and deep blue eyes, the fact that he’s the second best looking guy in the school doesn’t hurt either. I’d give him a second look, if I wasn’t already with the best looking guy. And if he wasn’t a non-committal manwhore.

      Mack’s eyes light up when he sees me, like I just woke him from a dream. I love when he looks at me like that. If there were other girls in the room, you wouldn’t know it by the way he smiles at me. It’s like I’m the only woman in the world, let alone in the dance hall.

      “C’mon. It’s your turn to dance with me,” I tug on both of his hands and try to pull him off the wall. “Just dance one slow song with me and then I won’t bug you anymore.” I plead.

      “Nah, I’m gonna sit this one out.” He doesn’t budge an inch. I could throw every ounce of strength I have into trying to move him, but it wouldn’t matter.  He’s built like a stack of bricks. Hard, cut, strong bricks that have made every girl jealous of me since we started going out.

      “Just one song.” I persist, still pulling feebly on his hands. He won’t give in. I know he won’t. “Why did you ask me to come to the prom with you if you weren’t gonna dance?” I stick out my bottom lip in a pouty face that I hope will sway him. “I spent weeks picking out this dress, I’m never gonna look this good again. I don’t want to waste the night standing by the wall.”

      He doesn’t need to know that by weeks I mean months. As in, I’ve been planning what to wear to the prom since school started this year. I smooth my hands down over my royal purple gown. After looking at every neon colored dress ever invented, I turned down the flash for understated elegance. I truly feel like a princess with the intricately beaded halter and the floor length chiffon skirt. All that’s missing is my glass slippers.

      That and my prince charming.

      Mack Forrester is many things. Usually words like “hot” and “rebel” are used to describe him. But he isn’t a prince, and the only thing he’s good at charming is my clothes off.

      “The song is almost over. Just dance with me for a minute. Just till the end of the song.” I try again. Mack just smiles at me and tilts his head to the side.

      “You do look gorgeous,” his voice rumbles. “But, I didn’t come here to dance. I brought you because I knew it was important to you.” He pushes himself off the wall and stands up straight, lifting my hand up over my head and twirls me in a circle. I squint my eyes and the room swirls around me in a kaleidoscope of color. My dress billows out, exposing my legs to the air, and then cocoons back around me. I feel like the tiny ballerina I used to watch spin around in my mother’s music box.

      No one would dance with her either.

      Mack yanks me tight against his chest and fixes me to the floor with his blue eyes. “Besides, there’s a lot more to do on prom night than just this,” he nods his head toward the swaying couples behind me. “I do plan to dance with you,” he smirks his cocky little half smile and my heart flutters. I’m sure he can feel it thudding in my chest. “Don’t worry, I’ll spin you all around too, but for my dance that pretty little dress of yours has got to go.”

      I don’t mean to press my breasts into him. It’s not like I want to encourage him. I just can’t help it. Mack knows how to mesmerize me with only a look. The song changes to another slow one and I manage to snap out of my lust trance.

      “Fine, if you’re not going to dance with me then I’ll just find someone else who will.” I look into his eyes and fight my instinct to kiss his hovering mouth.

      “Who? Why are we wasting time here? Let’s just get out of here, Lauren.” His voice is thick with desire. I can almost feel myself being hypnotized by it. But I refuse to give in that easy.

      Somehow I find the strength to step away from his warm body and scan the room. My eyes stop on Joel Brickman. Not ideal by a long stretch, but I know my former chemistry partner won’t turn down a dance. I smirk at Mack and walk away from him, making sure I add a little Shakira to my hips as I make my way across the floor. I know Mack’s watching my every move, so I might as well put on a good show.

      I stride up to Joel and grab his arm. “Come on, let’s dance.”

      It isn’t a question. But, it doesn’t seem to matter. He’s at my heels like the love-struck puppy dog he is.

      We’re quickly absorbed on the ballroom floor by the other couples twisting around in slow circles. I glance at Joel and am rewarded with the familiar smile I’ve seen for the past eight months in every science class. His look says I’ve just made this guy’s night. Heck, I probably just made his year. I check over his shoulder to see if Mack is watching and feel satisfied when my boyfriend’s smug smile begins to twist into something else. Jealousy.

      Joel glides me around the floor and my view of Mack is obstructed by other slow-dancing couples. I finally stop twisting my head around like an owl and just focus on the guy I’m dancing with. His large brown eyes are searching my face. Desperate to find significance in our meaningless dance. I’ve sat next to him all year, yet I’ve never really looked at him before. He’s actually not a bad looking guy. His sandy hair sweeps across his forehead and frames his big eyes. The eyes that won’t stop staring at me.

      Staring into me.

      I need to make him stop.

      “I, uh, wanted to say thanks for being my lab partner all year. It was great working with you.” I interrupt his thoughts in an attempt to drag him back into reality. I can’t look into those eyes any longer. Instead I focus on my hand against his shoulder. My almond skin against his snow white jacket is striking.

      “I can honestly say that it was my pleasure, Lauren. Did you get into nursing?” He looks so hopeful, like my future genuinely matters to him.

      “I did,” I beam. I can’t help it, I’m pretty proud of myself. “I got a full scholarship at the University of Colorado, can you believe it?”

      “Of course.”

      I suddenly realize that I have zero idea of what Joel’s plans are after graduation. I’ve talked to him almost every day this school year, but now that I think about it, I can’t recall any of the details he’s told me about his life. At all. A flash of guilt washes over me.

      “Are you going to university?” I ask shyly. I can’t believe how self-centered I’ve been. My mind is struggling to come up with one thing I know about this guy other than the fact that he’s good at science and crushing on me hard. I’m coming up blank.

      If he’s offended, it doesn’t show. “I did. I’ll be at Colorado U too. I got into the engineering program.”

      “Oh, congrats.” I feel like a jerk for not knowing that. But not enough of a jerk to stop searching over his shoulder for my boyfriend. When I’ve rotated back around enough that Mack’s back in clear view, I can see he doesn’t look impressed.

      Good. Serves him right for refusing to dance with me. I smile to myself.

      I see Mack pushing his way through the tables and chairs until he’s no longer in view. The song is almost over and this time when I spot Mack he’s at the edge of the dance floor. The last note is being sung as he springs toward me like a tiger from the bushes.

      “Thanks for the dance, Joel.” I smile and step back. I thud right into the human pillar that is my boyfriend. I feel his arms wrap around my body as he pulls me against him possessively.

      “All right, you’ve made your point. Let’s get out of here.” he hisses in my ear.

      Joel looks at me, then over my shoulder, smiling politely. “Thank you for the dance, Lauren. I’ll see you on campus next year.” He gives my hand a quick squeeze before dropping it back to my side. Before I even have a chance to respond, I’m being guided toward the exit with a sense of urgency.

      I don’t bother looking back over my shoulder as we leave. There’s no point. My future is with Mack.

      Scratch that.

      My future is Mack. And nostalgia has no place in his plans.
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      “Where are we going?” I allow him to guide me through the front doors and into the night air. Instead of walking toward the valet parking, he tightens his grip on my hand and leads me down the side of the building behind the hedges.

      Mack stops and turns around quickly, almost knocking me off balance. Luckily, his hand steadies me before I have a chance to twist an ankle in these heels. I don’t know why I ever let my sister, Chelsea, talk me into wearing them. I’m the kind of girl who practically gets vertigo from a quarter-inch heel on my flats.

      I balked at the 6-inch heels she originally campaigned for. “I’m not a stripper! I’ll break my cursed neck in those.” I pushed the crushed velvet shoes back into her arms. She wrinkled her nose at me and gave me that look she always gives me when she thinks I’m still acting like a baby. I hate that look. I hate it so much that I’m teetering on 4-inch heels on the lawn of the Colorado golf club, trying not to snap my ankles.

      Thoughts of Chelsea’s “helpful" fashion choices flit away as soon as I look into Mack’s crystal blue eyes. Even now, after twelve years of looking into them, I’m unable to look away. That color, it unnerves me and soothes me at the same time. They’re like waves crashing against a Hawaiian beach, if you could only manage to stay on the sand and listen, you’d be captivated by their tranquility. But instead, you find yourself trying to surf them, obsessed with the idea of taming them, knowing full well the danger that lurks beneath.

      He leans into me, his frame pressed up hard against mine, and I let out a small sigh. When his soft lips find mine, my eyelids flutter closed. The thudding bass from the dance hall is drowned out by my own heartbeat. When he steps back, it takes me a second to stop making a fishy face at the night air, my lips still desperately trying to kiss a ghost.

      My eyes snap open and this time all I can see in Mack’s eyes is lust. I look over my shoulder, we’re barely ten feet away from the front door. These cedar hedges would’ve been an awesome fort hide out when we were kids, but they aren’t doing much to hide us as adults.

      “Mack, if you think we’re gonna mess around here … there’s no way.” My voice is a strained whisper.

      “Oh come on, Lauren. You think I’m gonna try something here?” He pretends to be offended.

      I do, actually.

      If I know anything about Mack, and I know a lot, it’s that he would try to have sex with me anywhere.

      Any place.

      Any time.

      Goodness, I thought that I was helping him gain some maturity and restraint when I insisted we wait until my eighteenth. If anything, I think all that waiting turned him into an animal. Not that I’m complaining.

      “I just wanted to kiss you. No funny business,” he puts his hands up in surrender. “Jeez, what kind of perv are you anyway? Thinking about getting naked in the bushes? I always knew you were a wild one,” he smirks.

      Heat rises in my cheeks and I tilt my head away. I don’t want him to see it written all over my face how much the idea really does excite me.

      “Well, what are we doing then?”

      “You’ll see.” His eyes twinkle brighter than the stars above us and for just a moment, I wonder if I should go back on my “no-sex-in-the-hedges" policy. He weaves his fingers in mine and steadies me by holding my arm with his other hand as he leads the way around the country club. The light gets dimmer as we sneak around the building to the back until we’re stumbling through the darkness toward a garage.

      What the?

      “Ok, just wait here a sec. I’ll be less than a minute. I promise.” He stifles my questions with a quick kiss before he quickly jogs over the grass to the shadows.

      I squint to watch him approach the garage. Out from the side door pops a young man who Mack clearly knows. They look like old buds, clapping each other’s shoulders and laughing. I watch Mack dig out his wallet and give the guy a couple bills and then his buddy disappears back inside. Is he getting drugs? No, that’s not like Mack. Some booze? More likely, but I don’t know why he’d have to get it back here. There’ll be tons of drinks at the after party.

      I watch as Mack waits by the door and listen to the crickets in the distance, punctuating the night air. The serenity is short lived as a grinding noise fills my ears. The large garage door slides up loudly as white light spills out into the darkness. Inside are rows of golf carts lined up like little soldiers.

      The guy steers one of the carts out the front door and comes to a jerky stop by my boyfriend. I watch as they shake hands again and then Mack jumps in the cart and drives out over the grass toward me as the garage door slinks back down, keeping his transaction a secret. His cocky smile is pasted in place as he pulls up beside me. I can’t help but return it.

      “Hop in,” he pats the empty seat next to him casually. Like he’s not breaking a bunch of laws right now. Like we’re gonna go putt on the green and have a few rounds of golf.

      I’m sure there will be a few rounds involved, I’ll even get to practice my long and short stroke.

      How can a girl resist?
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      I climb into the cart. As soon as I have my dress tucked in around my legs, Mack is speeding up across the green.

      “Whoa, slow down. I don’t want you to flip this thing!” I clutch the bar over my head for stability.

      “Relax, you know I’ve got you.”

      I do know.

      I know he’s looked after me since I was six years old and fell off my Rainbow Brite bike. He wiped the tiny pebbles from my skinned knees and the tears from my eyes. I can’t even count how many times he’s soothed away my fears or sadness since that day. I can’t imagine how many more times he will in our future. Mack wraps his arm around my shoulder and I drop my head against him, breathing in his scent. Wherever we’re going, I know I’m safe in his arms.

      He drives us up a fairly steep slope and I listen to the night air rush by us. If I listen close enough, I can almost hear our story on the wind. Our history being played out and our destiny unfolding. I can almost hear the songs and laughter of our childhood being erased by the loving murmurs of our years to come.

      Mack reaches the top of the hill and parks the cart. He slides out onto the green and pulls a blanket out from behind the seat. He smoothly spreads it out over the grass with a flick of his wrist before walking over to me and extending his hand to help me out of the cart.

      Kicking my heels off, I step out onto the cool grass. Once we reach the blanket, I notice I can see the reflection of the moon and stars in a small lake below.

      “It’s beautiful!”

      “That lake looks like a swamp compared to you.” he answers, his voice low. He walks up behind me and slips his arms around me. His lips quickly find their way to that tender spot on my neck that he knows drives me crazy. I remember back in seventh grade when Mack left a hickey on that spot. Mom wasn’t impressed. I smile at the memory and close my eyes as tingles of desire prickle along my skin.

      He cups his hand against my cheek and guides my mouth back to his, our tongues dance against each other to a song only they can hear. Mack pushes his body tight against mine and I lean back against him, instinctively grinding my rear back against his hardening cock. Butterflies erupt in a frenzied flight inside my chest just from feeling his excitement through our clothes. We’ve only been having sex for a couple months now, so each time is still new and naughty. I hope the thrill never goes away.

      I turn around to face him, eager to look into his eyes. To see his face when he undresses me. His pink lips hover over mine, the heat of his breath billows over my cheek, making the warm night feel frosty in comparison. Mack’s fingers trail down over my face as he looks into me, like he’s lost in us. In more than this moment. In more than the sex. In all of us. His eyes flit back into focus and he presses his lips down against mine in a bruising kiss.

      His hands find my zipper and make quick work of tugging it down far enough that my breasts are exposed to the night. Mack flutters soft kisses down my neck and across my collar bone. My stomach twists up tight in anticipation of his wet mouth finding it’s way to my nipple. When at last he does, I throw my head back and look up at the bright moon as small ripples of pleasure radiate through me. With my arms laced around his neck, I’m practically hanging off of him while he kisses my nipple, licking around it and then flickering his tongue over it. The air feels icy against it as he abandons my left nipple for my right and I arch my back hungrily, hoping he’ll never stop.

      Slick desire is blossoming between my legs and spreading to my panties. As his tongue twists and teases my nipples, I cry out to the stars, surprised by my own voice. Mack stops and looks down at me, his smirk ever present.

      “Sorry, that was kinda loud.” I look down.

      “Mmmm, I like it,” he teases. “Let’s see if I can get you to really make some noise.”

      He pulls me down to the blanket and tugs my dress down over my body as I wriggle to be freed from it impatiently. Once he has it pulled down over my ankles, he tosses the gown beside us on the grass, like an afterthought. Normally, lying under him in nothing but my lacey underwear while he’s still fully dressed would make me feel self-conscious. But tonight, with the moon and stars as our light combined with the way he’s looking at me make me lean up on my elbows and tilt my head to the side, happy to let him look.

      “Goodness, Lauren, you’re so beautiful.” His voice is hoarse.

      “Thank you,” I whisper back. “How about letting me see you?” I let my eyes trail down over his tuxedo and feel those butterflies beating their wings again at the idea of him stripping it off.

      “You don’t need to ask me twice.” He slides his coat off onto the ground in a pile. The rest of his clothes are quick to follow making a small mountain of fabric next to us. His cut muscles challenge my eyes to focus on just one place.

      He leans over me and his warm fingers slide under the edge of my panties, hooking them and pulling until he’s tugged them off me. I sit up a bit and dip my fingers under the waistband of his underwear. I still feel shy about undressing him. I slowly pull them down until his cock is exposed and wobbling in front of my face. I can’t help but gasp. I try to wrap my fingers around it, desperate to feel him, but Mack softly pushes me back against the blanket.

      “I want you, Lauren. I need to be in you.” He lowers himself onto me and braces himself with a strong arm on each side of my body. My eyes are drawn to the definition in his bicep, then the blue of his eyes. “Are you ready?” he murmurs.

      I nod and bite my lip as he presses the head of his cock against my slick opening. He pushes himself into me and I can feel my body opening around his thick shaft. Even though this isn’t our first time, it still stings a little when he thrusts his hips and fully buries his member inside me. I wrap my arms back around his neck. The need to feel his skin pressed against mine is overwhelming. The way his frame covers me is soothing, like a warm blanket in a thunder storm.

      Mack inches his cock into me, until his hips are flush with the insides of my thighs. I open my legs further, twisting my feet around the backs of his knees, allowing him to fill me even more. When he pulls back and pumps into me again, I gasp at the tiny pinch of pain giving way to pleasure. Mack thrusts into me and I tilt my hips up to him, trying to feel him inside me as deeply as I can.

      He drops his head down and pulls my nipple into his mouth, sucking on it hard. I swear I see stars and it isn’t the ones in the sky. Warmth grows in my belly as his cock slides inside me. Little waves of ecstasy ripple through me as our bodies perfectly fit together. His breaths are quickening and his movements are getting jerky when a tidal wave of pressure and bliss crash down on me, leaving me screaming Mack’s name into the darkness. I can feel his cum filling me up inside as he grinds down against me, his hips shuddering against my thighs.

      We don’t move. We just lie here and listen to the night and our breathing. The crickets are back, I suppose they never left, but I can hear them again. Singing for us. I’d like to think of it as applause. Mack pulls back from me and a little bit of his seed spills onto the blanket. I don’t care. That’s what the pill is for. It’s not like he’s some kind of manwhore. We are each other’s first and last.

      “I told you I could make you even noisier,” he puffs out his chest proudly. He was right. For once I’m not even embarrassed.

      “That felt amazing.” I don’t tell him that it’s the first time I’ve ever had an orgasm from sex. I don’t want to bruise his ego.

      “You’re amazing,” he pulls me toward him, lying back on the blanket and holding me in his arms. We stare at the night sky together, neither of us in a hurry to get dressed. I feel like I could lay in his arms like this forever. At least until dawn. The early morning golfers might have an issue with forever.

      “I can’t believe that this is the end. The end and the beginning. I really feel like we’re starting a new chapter together, you know?” I ramble, breathing in the sweet smell of fresh cut grass and his cologne. He doesn’t answer me; I hope he’s not falling asleep.

      “You know what though? I can’t wait for all the chapters,” I continue. “I can’t wait for us to buy our first janky futon together and for us to buy grocery carts of ramen noodles. I can’t wait for when we get married, you know, after college I mean. And when we start having kids together. I think two kids is good, what do you think? I’m even looking forward to when we get all old and hunched over together,” I smile at the sky.

      Nothing. Just Mack breathing. Oh, jeez, he did fall asleep.

      “Mack?”

      “Yeah.”

      Or not.

      “Why aren’t you saying anything?”

      Those crickets sound even louder. Less like they’re applauding now and more like they’re mocking me.

      “Mack?”

      Garbage. I probably freaked him out with my sixty-year forecast into the future. “Hey, you know I’m just talking right? I don’t really have big plans for that far away …”

      “Lauren, I need to tell you something.”

      Double garbage.

      He sits up and I sit next to him. His eyebrows are knit together and his mouth is twisted to the side. “What’s going on? Did I freak you out about the future?”

      “No, it’s not that.”

      “Then what?”

      “Lauren, I got into West Point.”

      “West Point? The military academy? But you didn’t even tell me you were applying? In New York? What about my scholarship? What about our plans? When are you going?” My mouth rattles off the questions as quickly as my mind can form them.

      Mack looks down at his hands, then into my eyes. “I’m leaving in three days.”
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      “Three days?” I squeak.

      I’m searching his face for signs that this is a badly timed joke. There’s no twinkle in his eyes like when he mixed mustard with frosting and gave me a lifelong aversion to cupcakes. There’s no trace of a smirk on his lips like when told me his grandparents were nudists right before we pulled up to their house for a nice Sunday supper. Instead, I’m met with the same earnest stare as when he first told me that he loved me.

      “Mack, what are you talking about? We have school on Monday. Why are you messing with me?” His eyes don’t change. He doesn’t bust out laughing and revel in the “gotcha” moment.

      “I know we do. I’m just going for a campus visit. Once you’re admitted, you can go check out the school for a week and get a feel for it. I’m not going for good until July.” He runs his hand over his dark brown hair and sweeps it down over his neck.

      My mind is spinning out of control. I might black out. Am I drunk? Is this a dream?

      “You’re serious? You just decided to drop this on me? On prom night? How long have you been planning this? When did you even apply?” I’m being tossed around on a sea of anger and despair.

      I’m drowning.

      “I didn’t want to just drop it on you. I applied last summer and I’ve been jumping through all their hoops for almost a year. It’s a huge process. I had to get endorsed by our congressman. My athletic ability, my SAT scores, my leadership skills, like every little thing had to be proven and was analyzed. I didn’t want to do all that, to try so hard and then have you and everyone else pity me if I didn’t get it.”

      “This is crazy!” I jump to my feet and grab my clothes. “I can’t believe you’d make a huge decision like this,” I hop on one foot as I try to get my foot back into my twisted panties, “and not even mention it once.” I step into my dress and tug it back up over my shoulders, “what about my scholarship here? You know I can’t just walk away from that and go out east. Dang it, I haven’t even applied to any schools in New York! Zip this up will ya?” I jerk my thumb over my shoulder and Mack complies. His fingers send little tingles down my spine, but I blink hard and bury the sensation letting my disbelief and confusion rule the show. “Didn’t you think about me for one second? What kind of a jerk does this?”

      If he wanted to make me yell, well he got his wish.

      “Whoa, hold up. Of course I thought about you, but are you thinking about me? Goodness, I thought you’d be proud of me. I thought you of all people would understand how important this is to me. You’ve known that I wanted to join the military ever since Ben …” his voice wavers.

      I remember when his brother died. It’s a day our entire nation remembers and mourns. We were fifteen and Mack was so proud of his big brother going out to New York City for a low level finance job after graduating college. We watched in horror as the twin towers were attacked. They tumbled down in slow motion, over and over, on every news station in the country.

      Mack and his parents held onto hope that Ben had called in sick that day, or showed up late. However, as they left voicemail after voicemail that would never be returned, I watched the hope slowly deflate out of their bodies.

      When we saw the groups of strangers and co-workers standing on window ledges, their hands forming a chain of solidarity as they jumped from the burning buildings, we cried. I held Mack in my arms as his body shook with sobs. He screamed at the television as he choked on his tears, “Why are you jumping? You can still get out! Why are they jumping?” He wanted so badly to believe that somehow they could still be rescued. Like there would be a back stairway that wasn’t a burning column of smoke. Like there would be a ladder high enough to reach them.

      It was the only time in my life that I’ve ever seen him cry.

      Later, when it was finally confirmed that Ben had perished that day, Mack confided in me that he actually hoped his brother had been one of the jumpers. He liked the idea that he met God on his own terms, and didn’t suffer.

      I’ve known since that day that Mack wanted to join the military. Since the day he had lost Ben, the day our nation had its heart torn out, he’d sworn he’d fight the war on terror if given the chance. However, I’d always thought he would join a local unit and that we’d still have our life together here in Colorado. I had no idea that he would try to join the most elite military academy in the country. But then again, Mack never does anything small.

      “Do you have any idea how hard it is to get into West Point? They only accept, like, ten percent of the people who apply you know,” he continues. “You can’t be over twenty-three, you can’t be married, you can’t have kids, you have to pass the interviews, the mental testing,” he’s ticking off each point on his fingers.

      He’s running out of fingers.

      I shut my eyes for a second and take a deep breath. I feel like I’m watching each milestone of our future together disappear with every admission criteria he rattles off.

      “Community leader,” Mack says.

      Poof! There goes the vision of us as a cute elderly couple on a Sunday stroll.

      “Medical testing,” he continues.

      Poof! Our wedding evaporates from the timeline.

      “Fitness test,” his voice is distant now.

      Poof! The futon sex and ramen dinners shrivel up and blow away in a pile of dust.

      “Are you even listening to me?” I open my eyes and Mack is standing in front of me. The inches between us feel like miles. For the first time, I realize he still hasn’t gotten dressed, his hard muscles and thick cock are as exposed as his soul and I can’t bear to look at any of it.

      “Yes, I was just thinking. I am proud of you, Mack. I really am.” My voice cracks. “But what about us? I thought we were forever, you and I.” Fat tears gather in the corners of my eyes and I blink quickly.

      “Lauren, we can still be together. There’s lots of couples who do the long distance thing through college.” He gently grasps my hand and for just a fleeting moment I believe him. I mean, sure, I’ve never heard of a long distance relationship working, like ever. Hey, I could be wrong. Right?

      “And then what?” Reality creeps back in, cuffing me in the back of the head. “What about when we graduate? Won’t you have to go on tour? Or get posted? It doesn’t sound like this is only four years of distance, Mack. It sounds like a lifetime. I … I just can’t do that.”

      “What are you saying? You want to break up?” His face twists up and his eyes squint like the revelation is blinding him. Surely he must have thought this was a possibility?

      “No, I don’t want to break up. I want you to stay here and go to Colorado U with me, like you made me think you were going to. I want you to grow old with me and I want to have your babies someday. You’re the one running off to the east coast to make yourself feel better about a bad memory.” I bite my tongue but the words had already slipped out. I can’t take them back. Mack steps back like my stupid remark physically knocked into him.

      “My brother,” he seethes the words through his teeth, “isn’t just some memory. And if you can’t support me and my dream, if you can’t be happy for me that I earned something and fought hard for it, then this looks like it was the best decision of my life, cause it’s saving me from waiting another ten years to find out what a waste of time this relationship has been.”

      My hand flashes in front of my face like a hummingbird wing, a sting spreads through my palm as it lands across his cheek. Luckily, the sound of the slap drowns out the sound of my heart breaking. We both stare at each other, tears blur my eyes and slide down my cheeks.

      “I want to go home,” my voice is ice. Mack doesn’t grab me and pull me close, or run his hand through my hair and tell me it’s all going to be ok. Instead, he slips his clothes back on and steps up into the golf cart, staring straight ahead, his jaw is set.

      I slide in next to him and we sit in silence as we drive back toward the country club. The air has a chill to it now and as it whooshes around my ears, I can hear our love story again on the wind. But this time, it’s being told in past tense.

      And nothing will ever be the same again.
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      "I'll be happy when we're done winning over hearts and minds for the day, sir." Corporal Thompson mutters as the camera crew is busy taking shots of the landscape for their footage.

      Landscape. That's hilarious. By landscape I mean endless sea of sand. We're not on high enough ground to really enjoy the mountains that Afghanistan has to offer, instead we're deep in her bowels. Gritty, dirty, brown expanses for as far as the eye can see.

      "Keep your head up, Corporal. This last Shura will be about forty-five minutes and then we can get back to the base for some grub." I reassure him.

      Truth is, I'm not so sure how much time we should be wasting on these Shura expeditions either. Every time we trek all over perditions's half acre to meet the village elders and have a pow-wow with them about how we’re here to help, not hurt, them and their kids, I can't help but feel like we're the butt of a national joke.

      People aren't idiots, they know a propaganda campaign when they see one. It's difficult to occupy a country in war and also try to convince its citizens that you're not the enemy. That's the real battle, and I'm not sure we're ever gonna win that one.

      "I'll tell ya, I can't wait to get back. I hope with the time difference it's not too late to get a hold of Nadine," Thompson squints and twists his head as he tries to solve the time zone equation in his head. "Three weeks. It's crazy how it's so short, but feels so long."

      "It'll fly by, Corporal." I reassure him.

      But I know it's a lie.

      Kids waiting for Christmas ain't got nothing on us. After over 14 months of duty, the last three weeks will make molasses look like an Olympic sprinter. In some ways it feels like I was just getting settled into camp yesterday. In other ways it feels like this stretch of time has somehow expanded beyond my own lifeline. Like I was born into this war. Like I’ll die from it.

      "Don't worry, you'll be back with her soon."

      I watch as the camera crew from CNB gathers around the silver haired news anchor who's come to capture a glimpse of our time over here. They've been following us for nearly a week, pulling guys aside with little interviews, and generally disrupting our routine. It's the nature of the beast though. Without news coverage, we'd get no support back home. People get too caught up in the morality of the war, and forget that there are real people torn from their real lives fighting it.

      The news guy, Cooper Sanders, has been great as far as these guys go. He's been real gung-ho about experiencing everything for himself. When I first met him, I wrote him off as just another Hollywood type. Full of Botox and bravado, but he's kept up with us pretty good. Even running an obstacle course we threw together, in full gear, just for trashs and giggles. He’s good in my books. Even if he does wear make-up.

      I let my eyes travel over to his personal make-up artist, Tiffany. She’s clearly been watching me for a while cause her face lights up like a light bulb when she notices my gaze.

      I shouldn’t have harassed her.

      "I hope you're right, Captain," Thompson continues. "I just got a bad feeling ya know? I know there's only a few weeks left, but I keep thinking this is when we're gonna get in the trash. If I could cut it short and go home today, I'd be on the first flight out. I just wanna be back with my woman and meet my son!"

      "We know, Thompson. We know." Corporal Armstrong interrupts. "Most of the guys just wanna get home and get some poon, man. You though ... all you keep going on about is meeting a baby. Me, I'm gonna get back to the US and try to make babies with every girl who gives me the time of day. Just try to make em, mind ya. Not get all hormonal about actually having them, like this guy." Armstrong throws his arm around Corporal Thompson’s neck and tugs his head under his armpit in a headlock.

      "Screw off, Armstrong," he twists his head back out and takes a step back. "I'm not getting hormonal, I've got my first kid back home and I've never even met him. You don't get it. Until you can find someone who'll love you for more than a night, or for more than fifty bucks, you won't understand."

      "Well, your mama don't mind all the fifty dollar bills I've been throwing her way. Just sayin'" Armstrong teases him.

      "Man, my mama is a nice lady. I keep telling ya, she's a good, God loving woman. She wouldn't have nothing to do with your low-life rear." Thompson smiles. After more than a year together, the guys all chuck trash at each other and laugh it off pretty quickly. They say that the Marines is a brotherhood, but I'd say it’s more than that. I'd always gotten along with my own brother, but the bond I have with these guys runs deeper than blood.

      "What about you, Captain? You gonna get home and find yourself a good woman to settle down with? Or you gonna throw fifty bucks at Thompson's mama?" Armstrong asks with a twinkle in his eye. Thompson gives him a nudge in the ribs with his elbow but doesn't say anything to defend his poor mother, this time.

      "Nah, you boys know I'm married to the Marines. She's been keeping a roof over my head and feeding me three square meals a day since I was eighteen." I answer.

      “From the doe-eyes that make-up chick’s been watching you with, I’d say you already slayed some pussy over here, didn’t ya?” Armstrong says too loudly.

      He hasn’t changed since the jock I knew in high school. When I first got off my leadership course and was assigned leadership of this platoon, I was shocked as trash to see him in my ranks. Cameron Armstrong was our school’s big quarterback. He was supposed to head off to university and play college football for the Colorado Buffaloes.

      Instead, he followed his gut to the military. I’ve asked him, off-side, if he regrets it. He said the only thing he’d ever change is that he would have joined the army sooner. That being said, Armstrong’s contract is expiring soon after this tour and he’s made it clear that he’s still gonna go play college ball. We like to bust his balls and tell him the Buffaloes won’t take on a geriatric like him, but he just brushes it off. Truth be told, if anyone has the swagger, skill and gumption to get out of the military and go back to school to play some football, it’s Armstrong. I look forward to watching him play one day.

      “Keep it down, Armstrong!” I hiss, popping my head up like a gopher to see if Tiffany heard. From the friendly smile on her face she didn’t seem to. Or, if she did, she didn’t care. Instead, she bats her fake eyelashes at me and gives me an exaggerated wink.

      Don’t dip your pen in the company ink, they say. Even though she’s not military, she’s here under our care. I should’ve known better than to harass her brains out the first chance I got. And the second. And that third time was just greedy. Fourteen months is a long time with my old right hand, palm-ala. It’s not like you can just go into town here and pick up chicks. That’s a good way to get your toe blown off.

      “I knew it, you dog.” Armstrong’s eye’s light up. He’s got me and he knows it. “Good for you, Captain. I would’ve got in there myself, but you must’ve been waiting at the ready for her, huh?”

      “Something like that.” I brush him off. The last thing I want to do is get into the nitty-gritty of how I messed big belly Tiffany over there in the back of a U.S. military vehicle. I don’t need rumors like that following me around.

      "Whatever, you two have no idea what you’re missing by chasing all that tail all the time. Someday, if you’re lucky, you guys will find someone. I'm telling you, when you find a girl like my Nadine, it puts all this in perspective. I never thought anything would be more important to me than the army, but now I've got my son and my woman. It just changes man, you'll see. You'll meet someone who'll throw you off your game and make you forget all about this," Thompson sweeps his arm across the dusty landscape.

      "Ha! Wanna put some money down on that one?" I shake my head; I can't even imagine a world where anything means more to me than the military. It's just the way I'm built. "Nah, you can have your domestic bliss, Thompson. I've got all I need with the army."

      "Hey, Captain!" Cooper Sanders trots over to us, dust billowing around his feet as he takes each step. "We've got the shots we needed now. Thanks for being so patient with us." He smiles and his eyes crinkle into a spider web of fine lines. However, no other wrinkles form on his face. For a man with a full head of silver hair, his face is suspiciously free from aging.

      "All right, form up!" I stand up straighter and call out to my platoon. Our group is forty strong, plus the CNB crew adding another eight. The men stop gaggling around and line up. They know that our break is over.

      "We've got one more Shura to do, then we'll be calling it a day. I know it's been a long one. I know you're tired and hungry and your body just wants your bunk, but let's end this on a good note, boys!" I call out, and watch my guys straighten up and shake off the oppressive heat and dirt to focus on our next job. You can always count on a soldier to put the job first. I would trust each and every one of my boys with my life.

      No question.
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      Cooper and his crew are up front with me as we put our boots to the ground and head down to the last stop of the day. The little village of Gumbad is only about fifteen minutes up the road. Fifteen minutes can feel like five hours when you've been out in the sand since dawn, but I know my platoon will suck it up and finish strong. Just like they always do.

      "You know, Captain Forrester, I keep hearing about what your guys plan to do in three weeks. But I don't know what you're going to do when you get back to the United States." Behind Cooper, his camera man is recording us. There are no offline chats when you've got a news anchor shadowing you. Every thought, every movement, every facial expression is bound to be recorded, edited and used in their show.

      The dust puffs around our boots and billows up to my knees. On dry days like these, I'm always reminded of pigpen from Charlie Brown. That kid must've done some time on the ground over here. Cause I'm pretty sure that when you get back from a deployment the dirt just hovers around you for life. Your own cloud of misery and filth, following you from the desert to your grave.

      "When I get back? Well, after I soak all this dirt out of my pores, I'm planning on doing a cross-country tour on my bike." My heartbeat slows and my skin almost feels cool as I imagine the wind in my hair as I speed down the open freeway.

      "Bike?" Cooper drags me back from my mental excursion to reality. "What kind of bike?" He watches me closely, too closely. His blue eyes analyzing my face almost as much as the unblinking eye of the camera.

      "A Harley Davidson Fat Boy Lo." I answer simply. I blink, and for a split second, I imagine that the ruck sack digging into my back is the protective metal plates in my leather jacket. That the gritty path beneath my combat boots is the crunch of asphalt under my tires. I scan the barren road we're walking down and the glittering beige sandbox stretched out before me brings me back to the present.

      "Harley? You want to end a fifteen-month tour by crossing the United States on your motorcycle?" Cooper tilts his head and his lips curl up into a half-cocked smile. I'm not sure if he's impressed or if he's laughing at me. Either way, I don't care.

      "Yes, sir. I've been riding for over ten years now. I've taken a lot of small trips here and there, but I’ve never done a coast-to-coast ride. That's gonna change when I get back."

      "Don't you want to spend some R & R on a beach or something? Maybe spend a few weeks at an all-inclusive resort? And, you know, relax a little?" He keeps pace with me without ever removing his piercing stare from my face. It's not like I've been going easy on him either, this whole week Cooper has been keeping up with us like a pro. The guy lugging the camera on his shoulder, capturing our “intimate chat” impresses me even more.

      "No offense, sir. But, what kind of an idiot would I have to be to want to spend time on a sandy beach after spending over a year here? If I never see a beach again, I'll die happy I think."

      Cooper laughs, a little pink creeps up into his cheeks as he shakes his head from side to side. "Yeah, I guess that wasn't the best example," he looks over his shoulder to his camera man sheepishly. He's only thrown off for a second though before he's back to his poker face, staring into my soul.

      "Fair enough, I can understand why you wouldn't want to spend time on a beach then," he continues, "but what I mean is, don't you just want some time to relax? Don't you need a little time to decompress after all this?" Cooper is back on his game.

      The wind suddenly picks up and whips some sand at my face. I squint and keep my head down, watching my boots navigate through the filthy fog of dust as I wait for it to pass. I remember when we first got over here and these dust ups would feel like razors against my cheeks, but now my skin is like a leatherback turtle. And my shell is just as hard to crack.

      Once the swirling dirt settles back down, I scan the horizon. The village of Gumbad is in sight now. The little clay houses punctuating the vast expanse of nothingness. The day is almost done. One more X on the calendar. One day closer to home.

      "Well, sir, I think relaxing and decompressing look different to everyone. Most of my guys are gonna go home after this and spend time with their loved ones, or binge watch the tv shows they've missed over the past year, and that's what they need to do. It's what they deserve to do after all this."

      As we keep trudging forward I can see a handful of young boys kicking a soccer ball in bare feet. One of the boys points to my platoon and picks the ball up, tucking it under his arm. His friends stop and watch as we approach, cupping their hands over their eyes like makeshift sunglasses.

      "To me, there's nothing more peaceful than when I watch the sunset as I drive over the horizon on my bike. The calm that washes over me, well, no amount of Netflix can give me that. It's just who I am, I guess." I shrug.

      Cooper looks satisfied with himself. Maybe I gave him some good footage, I don't know. His focus turns to the village a few yards away and his camera man adjusts his shot accordingly.

      The boys suddenly run back toward the houses and elderly village men shuffle out to greet us in their place.

      "Willoby! Move up!" I yell over my shoulder. "Company, halt!" The forty pairs of boots crack to a stop like a clap of thunder. Willoby is by my side, ready to translate for me as I disengage from the platoon to make introductions.

      Stepping forward, with my arm extended, I try to look friendly and relax my face as my eyes scan the village behind them. A large group of children are running around, excited by our presence. The ladies are huddled together by a wash basin, whispering to each other and eyeing us suspiciously.

      I shake the hand of the man in front, noting his long white beard and deep wrinkles before my eyes settle on his. Willoby introduces me and the elder welcomes us to Gumbad. It's the same routine we've been doing all day. It's the same for every Shura. Right out of the manual and PowerPoint presentations we're given. Just like everything in the military, there's protocol to follow.

      I give the command to move my company forward and we make our way closer to the huts. The children run around my men like they're trying to herd them together, circling them excitedly. After posting four men as lookouts, we sit together on the ground. We take off our helmets, laying them in front of our crossed legs, and lay our rifles down as a show of good faith. Again, protocol. Regulations. Orders. There's a disciplined and planned way to do everything in the army.

      Cooper sits in the dirt next to me, he stays quiet as Willoby chats with the elders. His camera crew focus on the talk, I can't imagine they'll use much of this footage. It can't be very interesting tv to watch a translator and old man make small talk in another language.

      My eyes wander over to the women and children standing off to our left. The women whisper to each other, looking over at us nervously. This isn't new. Having a group of armed men around them and their kids would be enough to make any mother anxious.

      "Can you ask him how old he is? And how many wars he's lived through?" Cooper asks my translator.

      As he asks the questions, I notice the women begin to gather the children into a group as they move them away from us. My head snaps as I quickly look around us. Suddenly, the village is deserted except for the men sitting with us. Checking back on the group of women, they have picked up the pace, scurrying now to put distance between them and us.

      The boy who held the soccer ball under his arm as we approached looks back at us as one of the women yanks his arm. My gut twists and the blood rushes in my ears as I jump to my feet. "Troops! Grab your weapons!"

      The words barely escape my lips when one of the village men jumps up, pulling an ax from under his robe and runs at Corporal Thompson. I snatch up my gun and hastily snap on my helmet as I watch the man raise his arm and split Thompson’s head open with a thud. The sound of the ax sinking into my young Corporal’s brain sounds too faint to be real. Too far off, and too quiet to account for all the blood pouring out of the young Corporal and into the dirt.

      "Shoot!" I pull my gun into my shoulder and squeeze the trigger, dropping the man.

      BOOM! Dirt explodes into a mushroom cloud around us. Idiot! Did someone set off a bomb? Was that an IED? Goodness. I can barely make out the silhouettes of my men scrambling to position. Shots are being fired in the dusty haze.

      My eyes finally adjust to the filth falling from the sky and focus on Cooper Sanders. He's just standing, staring into the chaos as gunfire explodes around him. Dang it! He's not even wearing his helmet! What is he doing? Suddenly a green egg drops to his feet, he doesn't move, he’s still just staring. Like he's waiting for a little birdie to pop out instead of being frozen to the spot as a grenade is about to blast at his feet.

      I look over to his right, and Armstrong is lying on his belly, desperately fighting to fix a jam on his rifle. A jam means no bullets. No bullets mean death.

      I've got to do something! I run to Cooper, throwing him to the side and kick the grenade like it's the soccer ball we saw the boys playing with earlier. As the edge of my boot catches the casing, I can feel it fly away. Then a blast of hot air surrounds my leg as the grenade explodes. I'm lifted through the air like a pillow being tossed around at a teen girl's slumber party before my back thuds into the dirt and I roll another ten feet. My ears squeal the horrific siren song of war; my eardrums must be messed.

      I manage to push myself up onto my elbows and look at the scene unfolding in front of me like some kind of Scorsese wet dream. Blood and fragments of skin and bone are painting the beige ground a deep maroon as my men continue to fight off the ambush. My leg feels like someone is pouring hot water down it, when I look down my eyes confirm what my mind and body already knew: it's gone.

      There's no time for that right now! Another explosion sends dirt flying everywhere and I flip over onto my stomach and use my good leg and my elbows to drag me back over to Cooper. He hasn't moved from where I threw him, I'm not sure if he's dead, but I know he's unarmed. The sand grates against my exposed skin and the feeling of hot water running over my leg continues. Somehow, I crawl to Cooper. He's not dead. Maybe injured. Definitely in shock. But not dead.

      "Idiot! What is happening!" he screams. I guess I can hear after all; the blast must've just phased me. I lay over him like a sandbag and raise my rifle. Pop! Pop! Pop! I squeeze the trigger, aiming for the center of mass, or the heart as civilians say. Another man from the village drops to the dirt.

      I can hear the whirling rotor blades of a Blackhawk overhead. Thank goodness. Keeping Cooper still beneath me, I raise my rifle, scanning for another fighter to come into view. However, I don't see any through the heavy fog of sand.

      "Captain! Captain! We've got to take you out!" I twist my head over my shoulder to see 3 medics with a stretcher running up behind me.

      "I'm not going anywhere without my men!"

      "Captain, you're bleeding out. If we don't get you out of here you're gonna die," the young medic yells in my ear as he pulls my shoulders. I feel several hands on me as I'm lifted from Cooper. Lifted from the ground and put on the stretcher.

      "How many did we lose? Did we get them all?" I yell.

      "Don't worry about that right now, you'll be debriefed later. Right now we need to get you back to the base."

      I wince as they strap me to the board. Looking down over my body, I see my skin hanging from just below my knee in long flaps. Blood spreads over the stretcher in the place where my limb should be. My leg is gone. It's gone. For the first time, my mind has a chance to process the thought.

      I'm carried to the Blackhawk and maneuvered inside. I close my eyes as one of the medics begins tying off a tourniquet to slow the bleeding.

      Gone.

      I don't know how many of my men are dead, but I know I've lost some. My men are gone. My friends. My brothers. Dead.

      As the wraps are tied down tight around my leg, I can feel us lifting up in the Helo. I used to love helicopter rides. The thrill of soaring through the air, usually to be dropped somewhere exciting and new. I close my eyes and try to slow my breathing. I need to calm down.

      I need to ….

      Lauren!

      Her soft brown eyes and glowing almond skin race through my mind. I can smell fresh lilacs, her perfume. I can taste her gloss on my lips. I swear, I can feel her holding my hand as I’m lifted to the medical center.

      I need her.
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      “So where did you disappear to, Captain America?” Corporal Lopez twists around in his passenger seat to shoot a knowing smile my way. “Can you believe this guy?” He jerks his thumb at me in the backseat as his attention falls on our driver, Specialist Parsons. “He’s got a whole pussy parade after him all night, rubbing up on him like cats in heat, and then he just plucks the two prettiest ones from the bunch and takes off.”

      In the rear view mirror I can see Parsons lift his eyebrows skyward. His moustache raises up higher when he does it, giving his face the appearance of a human arrow.

      “Oh yeah? Two of ‘em, huh?”

      I don’t respond, but the night before flashes in my mind. I can see their crimson lips brushing against each other as they slid their tongues from the base of my cock all the way up to the tip at the same time. My toe twitches up against my zipper, as if it’s reminding me that he had a great time when both the blonde and brunette from the night before slid their tongues up and around me like strippers on a pole.

      “It was a good night,” I admit to my reflection in the window as I watch the familiar Colorado scenery float by me. I haven’t been back here since I left for West Point about a decade ago. I’m struck by the little things that’ve changed almost as much as I am by all the things that never did.

      “A good night,” Lopez snorts over his shoulder at me, rolling his eyes. “You should’ve seen this greedy mongrel in there, those girls were grinding up on him like a Roman orgy every time he got a drink at the bar. Man, that Captain America name is gold too. Did you come up with that or what?”

      I didn’t.

      It was just insanely good timing that the news footage of the firefight in Afghanistan hit the media outlets at the same time as the blockbuster movie hit the screens. Once Cooper Sanders got back on the air, he did a segment about the “real Captain America” who saved his life. Well, that was that. Fox, CNB and everyone else picked it up and ran with it.

      I don’t love it, being compared to a comic book character makes me feel uneasy about the men I lost. Like watching Thompson get his head split open like a walnut is the same as watching a scene in a movie theatre. Like my men who didn’t make it are just extras on a set. Like the flashbacks and nightmares are exciting little trailers teasing this summer’s big Hollywood hit.

      Captain America feels like it’s downplaying what happened over there for the sake of a quippy nickname. It feels like we’re trading compassion for sound bytes. But, I can’t change it, and it makes the girls practically cum as soon as they lay eyes on me. Not that bringing ladies home was ever a problem before. But, Lopez is right, now it’s as easy as pointing at one, two, heck, even three of them and heading out.

      “Nah, I picked it up from one of those news shows. Who gives themselves a nickname anyway?” I shake my head.

      “Yeah, Parsons, who would do something like that? That would just be weird, wouldn’t it Captain Forrester?” Lopez twists in his seat again to face our driver, who looks a little red in the face.

      “Shut up, man.” Parsons tenses his jaw and his shoulders stiffen. I can’t help but laugh.

      “Seriously? I gotta hear this one. What was the name?” I watch Parsons silently plead with Lopez in a single look. For a second, I think the Corporal is gonna stop chucking trash at his friend and leave me in the dark. Then he turns around in his seat, his eyes are twinkling like a cat that caught a little bird to snack on.

      “Yeah, man, what was it you wanted everyone to call ya?” He pushes Parsons, but the only response is a flood of red rising up the back of my driver’s neck as he stares straight forward, unblinking.

      “The sperminator,” Lopez looks me straight in the face and answers. Parsons turns a shade of purple usually reserved for eggplants and stroke victims.

      “You’re a toe, man.” He manages to push the words through his locked jaw.

      Lopez starts laughing like a hyena and I can’t help but laugh too.

      “What? Why would you even want that to catch on?” Tiny tears form in the corners of my eyes as I struggle to breathe through my laughter.

      “I dunno, I thought chicks would think it sounded cool. Idiot I was seventeen, you think you can drop it?” Parsons snaps at us but Lopez and I keep laughing.

      “Dicks.”

      The scenery blurs by the car window like fragments of a dream. At least it’s not like my real dreams. Instead of the sand covered demon-hole full of bodies that I visit every night, I see the field I used to play little league on. Instead of the village that I keep walking into in my sleep, I see my old middle school.

      Memories piece together and remind me of my roots. I haven’t been back since I left for West Point, I was on my first tour when my parents packed up and headed to the sunshine state for retirement, so I never had reason to come home. A decade has gone by and I try to distract myself with all the little things that have changed. That strip mall never used to be there. Those subdivisions are new. It’s all a nice distraction from the only thing left in Colorado I care about.

      Lauren.

      Giving my head a shake, I push the thought away. If I’ve learned anything over the years, it’s that there’s no shortage of pussy. After all, I got my leg blown off, not my toe. Although, there’s been many women who’ve tried to suck it off. Who am I to deny them?

      After almost a year of intensive treatment at Walter Reed, the military gave me a choice: I could continue to be active duty or head out onto civvie street. It seemed like a no-brainer. I live to serve. Then I found out “active duty” meant desk jockey. Nope. No way I’m gonna stamp piles of paperwork for eight hours a day for the next fifteen years. Nothing against those guys, but I need something with a bit more adrenaline pumping through it’s veins. Something a bit more dangerous than maybe getting a paper cut.

      When they told me I could discharge and finish my treatment at the Spalding Center near my hometown, I agreed. I mean, what else was I gonna do? Go hang out in an orange grove with my parents in Florida? Besides the military, Colorado has been the only home I’ve ever known.

      I stare out my window blankly at the city sliding by. Suddenly, my eyes snap to focus when I see the red, white and blue flapping crisply in the spring wind. A row of flags lines the street, out the other window it’s the same. The blue on the flags compete with the blue of the sky. Parsons turns the corner and the road is lined down both sides with motorbikes, firemen, police and a ton of folks cheering.

      A bunch of them are holding signs. “Welcome home.” “American Hero!” I wasn’t expecting this. The car slows down, and we pass hundreds of people waving and smiling. I roll down the window and wave back. On the sidewalk I see a pretty young thing with a couple of kids standing knee high to her. One of the boys stands straight and brings his little hand to his temple in a salute. I’m no softie, but I feel my heart twinge as I raise my hand to salute back at him.

      The crowd seems endless; hell I’ve seen Veteran’s Day parades with less turn out. I know that when the footage first got released of me kicking the grenade away from Cooper, I was getting all kinds of attention. Interviews with 20/20, 60 minutes, even Oprah sat down with me. As the months in recovery wore on, the media buzz died down.

      Unfortunately, so did all the fan mail from women who were offering me marriages and a womb to put my kids in. The wedding offers didn’t do anything for me, but some of the nasty descriptions of what they wanted to do to me to show their gratitude helped me get through some dark times. Luckily, when I was allowed to leave the hospital and mingle in the community, many more women were all too happy to show me just how grateful they really were. And flexible. If there’s anything better than a hot piece of rear with a patriotic streak and a deep throat, I don’t want to know.

      No, wait, I do want to know. Send her my way.

      “Well, incredible Captain, it looks like the whole state came out to see you,” Lopez mutters in awe.

      He’s not wrong, the street leading to the hospital is throbbing with people waving, shaking signs welcoming me over their heads and people giving me a thumbs up or salute.

      A thunderous roar behind us makes me jump in my seat and twist around, fraying my nerves. For a second, my mind flashes to the desert and I expect to see a formation of Humvees rattling through the dust. Instead, I see a motorcycle group is roaring their engines as they follow the car in a different sort of convoy. My heart stops beating wildly in my chest and instead, I feel myself fighting to keep a lump in my throat from forming as I watch the group trail us in a v-formation, like a pack of Canadian geese heading south for the winter, with our car leading the way.

      “I feel like I’m driving the president or something,” Parsons finally speaks again. I guess the crowd is even impressive enough to make him forget about the whole sperminator thing. For now, anyway.

      He slows to a crawl as we make our way past the smiling faces. I could get out and walk faster than we’re driving and I’ve got one leg. It’s not like he has much choice though, with all the kids jumping around the car and trying to run up beside us, we’ve got to be careful.

      Finally, we pull up to the rehab center and I catch my first glimpse of the media scrum waiting for us outside the front doors. The parking lot is overflowing with vehicles punctuated by full-sized, windowless vans with local and national news slogans and anchors faces plastered to the sides.

      “Talk about a hero’s welcome,” Lopez smiles back at me, but the corners of his mouth quickly settle down into a straight line when he sees my face. “Hey, are you ok, Captain? You look a little distant.” His eyes dart over my face as I swallow my emotions and give myself a shake.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. I just wasn’t expecting all this,” I answer truthfully. I won’t bother him with the detail about how just a noise brought me back to a war I left almost a year ago. He doesn’t need to know that simple sounds have the ability to make me jump outta my skin. No one needs to know that.

      “Whaddya expect,” Parsons interrupts, “he’s probably overwhelmed with how much pussy he’s gonna get here, right Forrester?” His eyes twinkle at me in the rear view mirror and I give out a laugh too loud for the joke.

      “Yeah man, you know it. Just scoping out my first hits back here,” I nod and Lopez watches me a bit too closely then nods back, and turns back around in his seat.

      “Alright, we’re here,” Parsons announces as he pulls the car up to the curb of the hospital. I can see that the staff have had the foresight to cordon off the crowd from the entrance so I’ll be able to make it inside without being mobbed. Or maybe they did it so the media would be able to get better shots of my arrival. Camera crews line both sides of the sidewalk leading to the front doors of the building, waiting for my big entrance. As Parsons jerks the car to a stop and the guys jump out to retrieve my wheelchair from the trunk, I curse the stupid procedure that requires me to wheel into the building rather than walk in like I’ve been practicing now for seven months.

      Once I’ve lowered myself into the chair, I can feel Lopez try to grab the bars behind me to push me toward the building, but I grab the wheels with both hands and jerk them forcefully under my control, making it clear I don’t need his help. He lets go and the two men flank my sides as we make our way up the sidewalk together.

      “We love you, Captain America!” I hear some women cry out and I scan the crowd to see if they’re worth acknowledging. My eyes settle on a small group of young, tight, blondes bouncing up and down with a glittery sign over their head. The sign itself gives me a moment’s pause as I notice that they’ve cut out a picture of the movie character, Captain America, in his blue tights and everything and they’ve pasted my face over his. Seeing yourself in a patriotic, skin-tight bodysuit is jarring, but I get over it pretty quickly as I watch them jiggle their perky belly in their tiny t-shirts. I imagine the four of them taking turns bouncing up and down on my cock like that, and all is forgiven about them making me look like a red, white and blue ballerina on their sign.

      I push my chair up the path and soak in the scene as cameras flash non-stop. Even though it’s bright outside, the small explosions of light are distracting. Memories of explosives flashing as they flung fragments of deadly metal at us wash over me. The grip on my wheelchair tires tighten and I breathe deep as I try to ground myself. Before I have a chance to get my mind back under control, I see a man hop over the metal barrier holding back the crowd and jog toward me with his hand inside his coat pocket.

      “Incredible.” In an instant the crowd evaporates and the village is behind me. My skin prickles with sweat and I can see the man pulling an axe out from under his billowy robes seconds before I know it’s about to plunge into Thompson’s skull. I jump from my seat, fist clenched and grab the man roughly by the arm.

      Lopez jumps between us and I lose my grip as he puts distance between our bodies. I blink as the village disappears and the man’s clothes transform back into a windbreaker and jeans before my eyes.

      The crowd shrieks and claps like a rock star just jumped on a stage when they see me jump to my feet. Our little situation on the sidewalk is blanketed with the sound of whoops and hundreds of clapping hands.

      The man looks at Lopez and pulls a pad of paper out of his pocket and nods at me, “Hey man, I just want an autograph. Can you sign it for me?”

      I look down at the folded up paper of Captain America’s face smiling up at me and cameras flash like strobe lights around us. My head spins and my stomach feels like liquid, but I manage to push it down and I think I’m even smiling. Hopefully it looks like a smile and not a snarl as I grab the paper and sign my name. The crowd seems satisfied with it as they erupt into another round of cheers. I stand taller and scan the unfamiliar faces. How many people came out to wish me well today? It’s incredible that so many people I’ve never met care about me so much.

      My eyes fall over old and young faces, none of them familiar, yet all of them friends. Wait, is that Lauren? I squint at the back of the crowd, closest to the door of the facility. Did she come out to see me come back after all these years? Her brown skin glows warmly and I can almost see the emotions in her eyes. Is she happy to see me? Or disappointed?

      “Sir?” A small hand tugs on my sleeve, stealing my attention. I look down into the face of a little girl, her round cheeks covered in freckles and her broad, gap-toothed smile. “Sir?” she repeats.

      “Yes?”

      “Can I take a selfie with you?” She blinks up at me and I can’t help but smile.

      “Sure kid. What’s your name?”

      “Bethany,” she beams at me and holds a cellphone up to me. The crowd is starting to have more brave souls cross the barrier ever since the first guy jumped over. I don’t have time to take pictures and sign a hundred sheets of paper. But, I’ll make time for this kid. I quickly hold the phone up and we both smile up at the screen as I click our picture. Bethany squeezes my hand excitedly as I hand her back the cell.

      “Thank you, sir. I can’t believe I got a picture with you. Thank you!” She smiles and reminds me of candle lit jack-o-lanterns on doorsteps in October.

      “No problem,” I smile back before looking back up into the sea of people for the one person I recognized.

      I search through the faces, eagerly looking for her, but Lauren is no where to be found. I must need more sleep than I thought. These late nights are catching up to me.

      Whatever, give your head a shake. You’re not here for her. Besides, with the look Lopez is giving me, I know I’ve got bigger fish to fry than wondering about some old girlfriend.

      Now if I could just get my eyes to stop searching for her in the crowd and my heart to stop beating her name.

      But, yeah, besides that. Totally over it.
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      Why am I standing here? I told myself I was gonna wait this out in the staff room until someone dragged me out from my feeble attempt to hide behind the curtains or something. Instead, I’m out here with all the other “Captain America” groupies and fans.

      Like Mack is just some guy I know from watching news footage of him kicking a grenade across the sand. Like I’m just another cheap girl in a crowd of cheap girls, trying to be noticed. Like we don’t have real history. Like we don’t have real love.

      Didn’t have, I mean. Of course we don’t still have love. When he left me for West Point ten years ago, I was left wondering if we ever did.

      I look over at the ladies in the hoard of people and instantly regret my stupid decision to not wear make-up today. I wanted to look professional, not like I was trying to get a date. Next to these girls I look like a corpse with my dull skin and my hair in a simple bun. I smooth my hands over my uniform and fold my arms around my body as I watch Mack push his chair toward the front doors.

      Suddenly some idiot jumps over the barricade and moves toward Mack. When he stands up to greet the guy, everyone around me erupts into fervent cheering. Like he’s some kinda rock star.

      More like a cock star. If the stuff I found out on the internet about him is even half true, he’s gonna sleep his way through the women in this crowd two or three at a time. Not that I’m stalking him or anything. Just checking up, that’s all. Besides, from the look of these women, I don’t think they’ll mind being Mack’s toy for a night. There’s so much cleavage being thrust toward him; I’m surprised they aren’t begging him to sign their boobs with a sharpie by now.

      It’s not like I care, but it’s just kinda skanky if you ask me.

      Now that Mack’s standing, I can see his tattoos smothering every inch of his arms. There’s some sort of flowers etched across his neck, peeping out from under his tight shirt. Not exactly the young man who left Colorado after grad.

      Only Mack Forrester could lose his leg and still swagger back into my life and make my heart stop.

      Tattoos or not, I remember what every inch of that hard body looks like naked. My pulse pounds in my ears and heat rises in me like mercury in a thermometer. I don’t mean to let my eyes drift over his cut biceps and down over the pronounced ripples in his shirt announcing his glorious abs to the world. It’s not like I want to notice the curve of his tight rear and the bulge of his ….

      I snap my eyes back up to his face and he’s staring right into my eyes.

      I.Can.Not.Breathe.

      The air hisses from my lungs as I’m caught in the hypnotic trance of his blue eyes. So, I guess not that much has changed after all. The old feeling of butterflies erupts inside my chest, and even though their wings must be coated in dust after lying dormant for so long, they feverishly flurry around my heart.

      I’m sure it’s only a second. Heck, it’s probably less than that, but I swear I can see an eternity in his crystal blue eyes. The moment of recognition that turned to lust and then, something deeper and truer than that. It’s like the roadmap of our past  playing out in a single glance. When he finally looks away and I remember to actually fill my lungs again, I realize there’s a part of me that hopes it’s the roadmap to our future as well.

      Part of me, all of me. Who’s keeping track, right?

      A firm hand on my shoulder nearly makes me jump out of my skin. I stifle a yelp as I wheel around to face Shannon. Somehow I manage to keep my eyes from rolling. Somehow I keep my mouth from tugging down at the corners. It’s not that Shannon is the most annoying or the most incompetent nurse I’ve ever dealt with.

      Oh wait, no, that’s exactly it.

      “Sorry to interrupt, Lauren,” her face denies that she’s feeling anything at all. Sympathy or otherwise. “I need you for a second inside.” Her flat, robotic voice has a way of cutting through the noise around me and sucking the jubilation out of the moment.

      Shannon. With her flat, bobbed hair plastered against the side of her head and her large, sad eyes she always makes me think of what Eeyore would look like in a nurse costume.

      “Can it wait?” I manage to smile and can almost feel my fake happiness being sucked into the black hole that is her personality. “I have to give the tour in ten minutes.” I jerk my thumb over my shoulder to the scene behind me and she looks up like she’s just noticed the hundreds of people and cameras for the first time.

      “No, sorry. I need you to sign off on Mr. Brookfield’s discharge papers or he won’t be able to leave in time to get to the airport. His wife is getting all upset. It’ll probably take less than ten minutes though.” She throws a bone of hope at me, but I know it’s a lie. Nothing in nursing takes ten minutes. However, there’s not much I can do. I knew I had to get that paperwork finished up this morning, I guess I just got distracted.

      I glance over my shoulder one last time at my distraction. I’m normally diligent about crossing my t’s and dotting my i’s, but I think given the circumstances that forgetting Mr. Brookfield’s papers is understandable. A group of young women start screaming like teen groupies, as if to confirm my story.

      I look back into Shannon’s dead eyes and sigh. “Ok, let’s go.”
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      “And if you look out, across the field there, you’ll see our outdoor track. Now that spring is here, I’m sure you’ll put it to good use with your program.” Dr. Galt smiles quickly at me and then holds his smile painfully for the cameras flashing around us. “But, since it is Colorado, you always have the option of the indoor track if we happen to get a freak snow storm in June or something,” he chuckles at his own joke, the same joke he told when he gave us a tour of the inside track about twenty minutes ago.

      I smile politely and try to pay attention, but dang it these nurses aren’t making it easy for me. I can see that as the chief of medicine here, Dr. Galt is very proud of his facility. And he should be. It’s top notch. From the indoor, Olympic sized pool and the state of the art physio equipment, he has every reason to wanna show it all off. There isn’t a surface that isn’t gleaming or a face that isn’t smiling. It’s just that my eyes are having a tough time paying attention to the shiny surfaces when there’s just so many sultry smiles to focus on.

      Every time I wheel through one of these stations, there’s another piece of rear in a nurse’s uniform giving me a wink as she runs her tongue over her lips, giving me ideas about what else she can do with that tongue and where else she can wrap those lips.

      With all the media here, it’s no surprise that all the ladies are looking their best. With their hair perfectly styled and enough make-up on that they look like they might be strippers dressed as nurses instead of medical professionals.

      However, I know that it’s really for me.

      As if to confirm it, whenever a camera is rolling around them, the ladies are textbook class and professionalism. And as soon as the media strolls on by, the belly pop up and they start looking at me like the hungry kittens they are. Not that I mind. I’ve just gotta make sure I’m a bit more discerning with the ones I idiot at this place.

      After almost a year in rehab at the military facility in Maryland, I had nurses practically clawing each other’s eyes out when I spread myself too thin. This time I’ve gotta try to avoid the drama and be a bit choosier. Besides, I’m only supposed to be living here for a couple weeks and then I’ll be doing the outpatient program during the day and going to my own place at night. That should make it a little easier to keep the ladies warming me up under the sheets under wraps.

      Parsons looks like he’s enthralled by the tour, ignoring all the easy pussy around us and hanging on the good doctor’s every word. I’m surprised he doesn’t have a little notepad out for jotting down the highlights from how interested he appears. Lopez, on the other hand, is scouting out the pickings, giving me raised eyebrows and tiny nods each time we turn a new corner and come across more belly and rear.

      “If you’ll follow me, down to the left,” Dr. Galt interrupts the unspoken conversation between Lopez and I, directing us down another hall, “over here is where you’ll find your room.”

      Finally! My attention fully snaps back into focus as I wheel behind Galt to see my new quarters. A sparkling rehab center is all well and good, but if they’ve got you stuffed in a broom closet with a bed, then none of it matters. Not that I’ll have a problem breaking in the bed, even if it is in a broom closet.

      My fears are quickly quelled when I follow the Dr. into the sprawling room. The bed looks comically small in the expansive space. With a leather couch against the wall and a huge tv mounted across from it, it’s clear that this room isn’t in a military facility. With the view of rolling hills out the window and the massive bathroom with a soaker tub and a walk in shower, I feel like this could be a suite at the Hilton, not a room in a hospital.

      The camera crews and news anchors easily fit inside the space, carefully capturing my expression and the details of the décor for the five o’clock highlights.

      A sweet little brunette in a pencil skirt and heels clicks her way across my room and sways her hips on over to my window. She acts like she’s interested in the view, but I can see from how she’s popping her heart shaped rear that she wants to make sure I’m the one soaking in the sights. Give the lady what she wants, that’s what I say. I’m here to please.

      “Captain, do you mind if Phil gets some footage of you checking out your room? I think the viewers will really be happy to see you looking settled in.” She turns around from the window and smiles warmly. Her camera guy shuffles across the room and points the unblinking lens in my face, waiting for me to “act natural”.

      I push myself up from my chair and strut across the floor, closing the distance between her and I. Her heartbeat is visible in her collarbone as I brush past her and quickly look out over the mountains and lush grass outside. I can hear her breathe in sharply when I turn on my heel and saunter over to my bed, sitting on the edge carefully.

      “Looks … comfy,” the brunette locks her eyes on me and I can’t help but smile at her flushed cheeks.

      “It is.”

      Dr. Galt clears his throat loudly and the news anchor jumps like a kid trying to sneak back into their parents’ house in the middle of the night. I don’t bother turning around to face him as he tries to direct the crowd out of the room. Why would I look at a middle-aged, balding man when I can rest my eyes on full set of belly and hips?

      “If all the members of the media would follow me, I’ll take you to the conference room where I can answer any questions you may have about our facility,” he urges.

      The brunette looks at me and then over at the doctor, like she’s not sure if she really has to go or not. However, she snaps out of her spell and makes her way back out the door with the rest of them.

      “It’s about time you showed up,” I hear Galt scolding someone quietly. “Captain Forrester, I apologize, I know you’re probably ready to settle in after a long day, but I’d like to introduce you to the nurse overseeing your program here. This is Nurse Brickman, and she’ll be responsible for your care while you’re with us.”

      I stand back up from the edge of my bed and instantly freeze on the spot.

      The room is empty now, except for my military entourage and the remaining medical staff. There’s no more flashing cameras or stripper nurses distracting me.

      Yet, I still feel like I’m in some kind of dream, because standing in the doorway is a perfect vision from my past. Fixing me to the spot with her mahogany eyes is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen or ever will see.

      My voice catches in my throat as I soak in the way the light radiates from each angle of her face. Highlighting her cheeks, making her kissable lips glisten perfectly. I want to run across the room and pick her up. I want to kiss her, to wrap my arms around her and never let her leave my side again. I want to throw her down on this bed and harass her until we both forget our names and the time that’s passed between us.

      Instead, I’m stuck to the floor, staring. Somehow I manage to open my mouth. Somehow words tumble out.

      “Hi, Lauren.”
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      “Hi, Mack.”

      Is there an oxygen tank in this room? I might need someone to grab me a mask. On second thought, isn’t there a defibrillator in the hall? I should get Dr. Galt to go grab that for me.

      Speaking of the boss, he gives me a scowl for showing up late. His gaze softens like butter when he looks over my shoulder out into the hallway where the journalists are congregating. I can tell from the way he’s looking at them longingly that he’s not going to waste his time giving me a lecture right now.

      Even though the crowd outside and all the news anchors showed up today for Mack, it’s easy to see that Dr. Galt has been soaking this up like it’s his moment. Wait a minute, I squint at his normally pale face, why does he look darker? The chief can usually drop planes out of the sky with his blindingly white skin, yet now he looks like he’s actually gotten some sun. I see the telltale line of orangey-beige badly blended into his thinning hairline and realize he’s either gone out and gotten a spray tan for his big moment under the spotlight, or he’s wearing make-up.

      I prefer to believe it’s a spray-tan. Even if his hands are still practically translucent.

      “Do you two know each other?” He flickers his eyes over my face quickly and then darts them back over my shoulder to the crowd waiting for him in the hall.

      Mack opens his mouth and I stitch it shut with a single look. Nope. This isn’t time for confessions.

      “Yeah, we went to high school together.” I quickly answer, heading off whatever is percolating in Mack’s brain.

      “Oh, good. Good. Ok. Well, uh, Nurse Brickman will go over your schedule with you. If you have any issues or questions, you can get a hold of me any time.” He spits out the words quickly, as he watches the reporters like a kid who’s desperate for his parents’ attention.

      “Ok, thank you. I appreciate the tour, Dr. Galt.” Mack walks across the room and shakes his hand. My boss can barely find the enthusiasm to move his arm up and down a couple times before he abandons the handshake for the closest thing he’s ever had to fans outside the door.

      Mack’s military escorts shake his hand and clap him on the shoulder before leaving us alone together.

      Suddenly the biggest room in the hospital feels like it’s folding in on itself as the space between us seems to disappear.

      Space, time, distance. It’s funny how your heart can so quickly forget the very things that ripped it in half.

      I’m not sure if I want to kiss him or slap him, maybe both. Either way, I want an excuse to touch him.

      “What?” I ask. I know that cocky smirk, like he just heard a punchline that he hasn’t bothered to share yet.

      “Brickman? Seriously?” He covers his smile with the palm of his hand and I realize slapping him would definitely be the better option.

      “Yes, Brickman.”

      “You got married?”

      “I did.”

      “To Joel Brickman?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “Do you have kids?”

      “One.”

      “You got married and had kids with Joel Brickman? Come on! I mean, I know when I left town there was slim pickings, but your science partner?” He rolls his eyes.

      “At least Joel was there for me. Unlike some people.” I snap at him. “Besides, you shouldn’t speak badly about the dead.” I rub the empty spot on my ring finger, regretting my decision to put my ring in a safety deposit box a couple of months ago. I told myself that it was time to stop wearing it when the anniversary of his death snuck up on me.

      “He died?”

      “Yeah, that’s what that means.” My words are tinged with frost.

      The twinkle extinguishes from Mack’s blue eyes and his smirk settles out into a line. “How? I mean, I’m sorry to hear that. He was so young!” I can see him trying to connect the dots.

      “Yeah, he was hit in a head on collision. It was instant.” My voice is flat and quiet, yet the words feel too loud.

      “I’m sorry.” Mack steps toward me and I hate to admit how much I want to throw my arms around his neck and nuzzle my head into his chest. How much I want to feel him run his thumb over the back of my head and to hear his voice tell me that it’s all over now. That all the hardship, the heartache, the confusion, they’re all in the past and that he’s here to take away all my pain.

      Instead, I step aside and walk over to the window, putting the space between us that I need in order to get my head on straight.

      “I’ve been following your story. You know, like on the news and everything,” I confess to the glass, taking a deep breath. I turn around and let myself get lost in his eyes once more. “I’m sorry about the men you lost, Mack. And about what you’ve been through.”

      His eyes flicker and for a moment he goes somewhere else. Somewhere far from Colorado. From me.

      He shakes his head slowly and his eyes focus as he clears his throat. “Thanks. I’m just happy to be home now.”

      “I’m happy you’re home too,” my voice cracks. Dang it. “I, uh, I’ve got a great program outlined for you here,” I stuff my hand in my pocket and pull out my phone so I can bring up his schedule. “I know you’ve been working hard on walking again, and I can see you’ve put in the hours with how well you’re doing.”

      My mind snaps into nurse mode and I force my emotions back down my throat and bury them deep in my gut. “But, I’m gonna get you running again. By the time you’re finished here, you’ll be living the same as you did before the …” I don’t want to call it an accident. I saw the footage, just like the rest of America, and it wasn’t some kind of tumble that took Mack’s leg.

      “Before I mistook a grenade for a soccer ball? I always get them confused. It’s all those little octagon shapes on them. Practically identical.” he jokes and I smile back at him, happy to let the awkward moment go.

      I look down at the screen of my phone and see that my son’s school has been calling and texting me.

      What the? I scroll through the messages, piecing together the situation. Perfect. Just perfect.

      “Everything ok, Lauren?” Mack hovers near me and I can smell his scent. The little hairs stand up on the back of my neck as I breathe him in.

      “No, I’m sorry, but I’ve gotta go. Garbage.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Chris, my son, he just got suspended from school. I’ve got to go pick him up. Is it alright if I go over the program with you later?”

      “Yeah, sure. Of course.” Mack waves his hands at me. “Go deal with your delinquent kid,” I know he’s joking, but the comment hits a bit too close to home. He has no way of knowing how much Chris has been acting out since Joel died. How he’s fallen in with a crowd that keeps me up at night sick with worry. How I pray to heaven to show him the way out of this darkness before he ruins his life.

      “Thanks, ok, I’ll probably be back in a couple hours and we can go over it then.” I start walking toward the door.

      “No problem. Hey, if you need good old Captain America to do a public service talk with your boy, swing him by here sometime. I’ll straighten him out for ya,” he smiles.

      I nod politely and bite my tongue. As I walk toward the door I don’t tell Mack that a sit down with him might actually be the best thing for him. After all a heart-to-heart between a boy and his father can probably do a world more good than anything I can pass on to him.

      Especially when his father is a famous, American war hero.
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      I pull into the school parking lot with my head buzzing like a beehive and my stomach filled with dread. This is the same elementary school that I went to when I was Chris’s age. This is the school where I met Mack Forrester. Now his son is walking the same halls, charming some of the same teachers and stirring the same trash up as his dad.

      Even if Joel hadn’t died last year, Chris would still be a handful. It’s in his DNA as much as the almond skin tone he gets from me is, or the mischievous smile he gets from Mack.

      Since the day he was born, Chris has always been a handful. I was blessed with the kid who climbed out of his crib and pulled the curtains down when he was one. The kid who decided the bathtub was an ideal place to put garden snakes when he was four. The boy who stole cardboard and other trash on garbage day for months so he could build a huge Evil Knievel style bike ramp across the street of our subdivision.

      It was two days in the hospital getting his leg set and casted up for that one. And, of course, about a week after it was removed he built another ramp. This time it was sturdier and he landed the jump. He also got to spend almost an entire month in his room being proud of himself.

      Even before Mack was all over the news, I never had a chance to forget him. Not when his son has been putting me through the paces, giving me no rest, and melting my heart with his father’s signature smile.

      Once Joel passed away, Chris spiraled out of control. Simple pranks and adventures took a darker turn toward destruction. He dropped out of almost all of his activities, giving up everything except football for a group of boys that look like a gang in training. All they’re missing are little name tags. Hello My Name is: Thug.

      Initially when Joel was killed in the accident, I took Chris to a psychologist who said that he’d stop acting out after six months or so. We just hit the anniversary of Joel’s passing a few months ago and, if anything, Chris has only stepped up his efforts. I feel like he’s an engine that’s picking up steam on whatever this track is that he’s decided to head down, and I’m left feebly standing at the end holding my arms out to try and stop him. But we both know he has the power to mow me down.

      I make my way into the principal’s office. A path I wish I couldn’t sleep walk to. My son is sitting on a little plastic chair against the wall across from the school secretary, Miss Wilmot. I give him a look and as he tilts his head and peeks up at me from under the brim of his ball cap. He knows he’s in trash, the flash of fear in his eyes doesn’t escape me.

      However, the older he gets, the more we’re both coming to realize that a mother only has so much power. I can yell until I lose my voice, I can take away every single thing that he enjoys and ground him, but I can’t seem to change this path he’s on. He won’t be happy until he watches his entire world go down in flames. He doesn’t know yet how difficult it is to build a life from ashes.

      Miss Wilmot looks over her glasses at me with a look that instantly transforms me back into a ten-year-old. My gut twists up into a knot and when I reach the edge of her desk I’m surprised that I don’t have to stand on my tip-toes to look over at her. It’s strange how a place or a moment can make us all children again. Like decades of growth haven’t slid by us. Like our timelines shrivel down, depleting years of experiences with a single stare.

      “Ms. Brickman, how nice to see you again. Too bad it’s never under different circumstances.” She looks over her wire-rimmed glasses and I stare down into my palms. How does she do that? I need to bring her to my house to give Chris that look when he’s acting up. I’d most certainly have a much different son.

      “Mr. Vaughn is waiting for you in his office, you can go right in.” he continues.

      “Thank you,” I mutter, my ears burning up and the skin on the back of my neck prickling as I watch my feet shuffle to the office door. Put my hair in twists and my feet in Mary Janes because somehow the last eighteen years of my life have disappeared. I’m a butterfly who lost her wings, crawling into the office.

      The door is open and Mr. Vaughn doesn’t look up from the file folder he has under his nose when he waves me in. “Come in, come in. Sit down, sit down.” he repeats himself.

      I sit across the desk from him and fold my hands in my lap, waiting for him to stop reading whatever the folder holds. It’s thick and tattered around the edges. Chris Brickman is written down the side tab. I swallow hard when I try to imagine how many offenses that folder must hold for it to be so thick.

      “Ms. Brickman.” I jump in the worn office chair as the principal jolts me from my thoughts. “As you can see, your son has had another incident here that we need to discuss.” Mr. Vaughn carefully places the file folder on his desk and fans several sheets out across the top.

      “What happened?” My mind races with possibilities. What have I already been in here for this year? Disrupting classes, fighting, skipping school, the list swirls through my mind as I wait for the next step in his delinquency to be reached.

      “Christopher was found with explosives in the boy’s bathroom today, Ms. Brickman. I’m afraid that between our zero tolerance policy on weapons at school and the damages that he and his friends did in the restroom, he’s facing expulsion this time.” Mr. Vaughn squints his already beady eyes at me, waiting for me to close the gaping hole my dropped jaw has left in my face.

      “Explosives? Are you sure? I mean, I know you’re sure, of course,” I raise my hands like I’m trying to clutch my words from the air before they reach his large, flat ears. “I have no idea where he’d get them, I mean. Did they make a pipe bomb? Or maltov cocktail? Or …” I wrack my brain.

      “Cherry bombs.” Mr. Vaughn answers me matter-of-factly.

      “Cherry bombs?” I parrot his words, but they don’t match the pictures in my head. “That was the explosives?”

      “Yes, Ms. Brickman. Christopher and a couple other students decided to drop a handful of lit cherry bombs into a student toilet this morning and blew it up.”

      “Blew it up? It exploded?” I try to imagine the scene. Are cherry bombs that powerful?

      “Well, it blew the lid off the seat, yes. And it also made a terrible mess. There was water everywhere.” His face flushes a deep maroon as he relives the horror.

      “Cherry bombs.” I sit up straighter in my chair, suddenly feeling my butterfly wings return once more as I transform back into the twenty-eight-year-old I am.

      “Yes.” Mr. Vaughn nods severely.

      “Those were the explosives? So, Chris and his friends threw cherry bombs in a toilet and it blew water all over the floor?” The visions I had of shrapnel and smoldering tile laying in broken piles of the boy’s washroom are replaced with the kind of innocent foolishness that boys do so often, even Bart Simpson has been immortalized doing it on the Cartoon Network.

      “That’s correct,” the principal snaps at me. He points down to the many forms he fanned out in front of his folder. “As you can see, I have plenty of witness statements, including one from your son admitting that he was the one who brought the explosives to school today and that he participated in the destruction of school property.” He taps his finger like he’s trying to communicate in Morse code against the sheets.

      “Ok, so, Chris and his friends pulled a prank with some cherry bombs and now he’s getting expelled? Isn’t that a bit much? I mean, boys do this kind of thing all the time don’t they?”

      “No, Ms. Brickman, boys don’t. In fact, with only three months left of the school year there has been exactly one incident with explosives in the school …”

      “With cherry bombs, you mean?”

      “Yes, with explosives. And it was Chris who incited it. If you’d like to take a look at his record, Ms. Brickman, you’ll see that Chris is often the ringleader in such cases. As I said, there’s a zero tolerance policy with weapons at this school.”

      “Cherry bombs.” I repeat.

      “Any weapons.” he answers firmly. “Unfortunately, I can’t extend Chris anymore chances. If his behavior wasn’t getting progressively worse with each incident, then I could think about suspension. However, it’s clear that he’s not getting the guidance he needs outside of school hours in order to modify his behavior.”

      Well, that does it. “Listen, Mr. Vaughn. It’s one thing to drag me in here from work and try to make my kid sound like he’s a school shooter for throwing some cherry bombs in a toilet, ok? But, it’s quite another when you decide to insinuate that I’m not pulling my weight as a mother. If you bothered to look at that file, you’d see that a little over a year ago, when my husband died, I became a single mother. I don’t expect you to use that as an excuse for Chris, but it might explain his escalating behavior a bit. Maybe if you’d ever bothered to send him to the school counselor, you’d know that too. So, instead of sitting there judging my parenting skills, maybe you should be analyzing your supervising practices a bit.” I stand up, breathing in deep into my lungs. My transformation back to adulthood is complete and I’m ready to take my kid and go. Enough of this garbage. I turn on my heel and head toward the office door when Mr. Vaughn clears his throat.

      “Ms. Brickman, before you go, we need to discuss the matter of financial compensation for the damages.”

      So much for my dramatic exit.
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      “It’s no big deal, Mom.” Chris slumps into the passenger seat and buckles himself in. “Mr. Vaughn is such a toe. I mean, he’s had it in for me all year just cause he caught me kissing Hannah. He’s a total douche.”

      I don’t disagree.

      But that stays in my head. There’s zero chance I’m sharing that information with my son. What I personally think about his principal doesn’t change the fact that my kid is expelled from school and I have no where I can put him.

      At nine, he’s much too old for daycare and too young to legally look after himself. With only a few months left in the school year, there’s no way I can just get him back on track in another school. We’re basically screwed. I’m screwed on child care; Chris is screwed on having any hope of passing the fourth grade. What a mess.

      Vaughn is a douche.

      “Listen, I don’t want to hear it. And don’t you dare talk about your principal that way.”

      “Ex-principal,” Chris corrects me.

      Lord, give me the strength to keep my hands on the wheel so I don’t smack my child. I know it’s been nine years and I’ve never hit him, but I swear, I’m losing my patience.

      “Do you think this is funny, Chris? Do you have any idea how badly you’ve messed this up? You’re expelled, Christopher. That means I’ve got to try to figure out how I can get you back in school. In case you haven’t noticed, I have a job I need to go to every day so I can keep food in your mouth, but now I’ve got to use my breaks to call around so I can get you back in class. And if that doesn’t work, you can look forward to being the oldest kid in your fourth grade class next year!” The skin underneath my fingers pinch as I tighten my grip on the wheel.

      I glance over at Chris, he’s emotionless and staring out the window. I want to shake him and hug him at the same time. I want to soothe him and tell him I know how hard it’s been for him since he lost his father.

      Well, Joel wasn’t his biological Dad, but Chris didn’t know that. He was only two years old when Joel and I started dating. Joel had tried to pursue me before that, in his own awkward way. However, after spending the first year of my nursing program with a belly full of baby, I was in no hurry to find another man.

      While the rest of the girls in my program were going out and getting drunk on the weekends, I was living with my Ma and big sister, studying from two types of books. Nursing text books and What to Expect in your pregnancy and beyond books.

      The hard work and sacrifice paid off though, because I graduated the top of my class and had my little boy cheering me on at graduation.

      When Joel and I both landed our first jobs fresh out of college at the same hospital, I started to see him in a different light. And I don’t mean the nasty fluorescents that line the hospital halls either. He wasn’t the most exciting guy, or the most handsome, but he was kind and respectful. He knew that Chris was Mack’s boy, but he never treated him like anything other than a son.

      When Chris turned three, we had a small wedding. Joel adopted Chris and it all felt so perfect at the time. Of course, six years ago, I had no way of knowing that Joel would be killed in a car accident and that Mack would move back to Colorado.

      Maybe Ma can look after Chris while I get this trash sorted out with his school? I cringe to think of asking my fifty-six-year-old mother to look after the child who exhausts me in my twenties. My sister is still living with her though, so it’s not like I’d be tossing her to the wolves. Besides, Chris could use the firm hand of guidance in his life that helped raise me.

      Wait a minute.

      “Who’s Hannah?” The name my son dropped earlier finally bubbles up through my swamp of thoughts.

      Chris looks across the car at me with Mack’s signature smile pasted to his face. “She’s, uh, Mr. Vaughn’s daughter,” he admits looking up at me from under the brim of his cap again.

      I swallow my smile, I don’t want to encourage him, but I know it’s too late. A laugh bursts from my throat as I shake my head. If I don’t laugh at this ridiculous hand I’ve been dealt, I’m gonna cry.

      Like father, like son they say.

      Lord, help me.
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      “Ok, so don’t forget you can’t just stand still on this, but I also don’t want you going into an all-out sprint right now either,” Lauren’s still lecturing me. She’s been pretending that there’s nothing between us except a nurse and patient relationship all morning.

      What Ms. Professional doesn’t realize is I’ve noticed as her gaze has licked every inch of my body. I caught how her eyes hovered over the bulge in my shorts. She might be doing a good job fooling the staff with her little show, but I lost my leg, not my eyesight. She’ll have to do a lot better than that to pull the wool over these baby blues.

      “Just a jog, I’ve got it.” I interrupt and she gives me a sharp look. I know she hates me brushing her off like that, but I’ve been waiting a long cursed time to get this carbon-fibre blade and I don’t want to sit on the sidelines of the track listening to instructions on how to run.

      I know how to run.

      “Yes, just a jog.” She answers sternly, double knotting the bright blue laces in her sneakers. “And I’ll do this first lap with you, so you can tell me if you have any problems, ok?”

      I hop off the bench and am surprised by the springy response of the blade. In that small movement, I already feel lighter and faster, and I haven’t walked a step yet. “You got it.” I throw three fingers up to my brow in a sloppy salute and her nose gets these cute little crinkles on it as she frowns at me. Her gloss covered bottom lip sticks out just a little in a tiny pout.

      Goodness, how I want to just pull that lip in between my teeth and give it a little nip. I want to feel the heat of her breath on my skin as I make her cry out my name. Somehow I manage to direct my gaze back to the track and decide I’ll put this pent up energy into our little run instead of thinking about Lauren’s sexy round rear that she’s purposely showing off in a pair of skin tight yoga pants. Or her full, perky belly barely contained by her low cut tank top.

      Like I said, she’s not fooling me with her little act.

      Even though I’m eager to get out for the first run on my blade, I fall behind Lauren, just a bit. I mean, there’s no point in letting that sweet view go to waste now is there? When I left for the military, she was only a few months into adulthood. I remember her at eighteen, she was undeniably beautiful even if her body was still a bit lanky and a little awkward.

      Now, at twenty-eight, she’s a goddess. Her frame has filled out with curves that would make a priest snap his neck taking a second look. It makes it hard to concentrate when all I can think of is how much better we’d both be in bed now that we’ve got some experience behind us.

      As we stand side-by-side on the track, Lauren twists her arms out behind her in the world’s most unnecessary stretch. You know, you’ve really gotta limber up those shoulder muscles for a light jog. What’s next? Some downward dog yoga poses? That’s probably the most practical way to stretch her legs out, right? Regardless, I soak in the show she’s putting on for me with her belly pushed out toward me as her back arches.

      I’m not totally sure what her game is yet. It’s clear to me that she wants me to notice her. And, well, she can check off that little box on the list. Done and done! On the other hand, she’s been distant and cold with me. I can’t decide if she wants to enjoy the chase, or if she still needs some space after losing her husband last year.

      Enough racking my brain over it. If she wants me running around in circles for her while she gets some kind of kicks out of it, then she can get a taste of her own medicine right here on this track. “On your mark, get set, go!” I yell out and burst into a stride.

      “Mack! I said a jog!” She yells behind me, annoyance dripping from her words. I hear her feet hitting the track not far behind me as she tries to keep up.

      I love the crackle of the pine needles spread out over the track beneath me. My foot and my blade pound against the pavement, competing with my heart to see which can beat harder. The sweet smell of nature’s decay reaches my nostrils, and I breathe it deep into my lungs. It reminds me that not all death is painful and horrible, sometimes it can be beautiful.

      Suddenly Lauren pulls ahead of me, ripping me from my thoughts and giving me a new singular focus: to win.

      

      Arms pumping at my sides, the muscles in my thighs twitch and pulse as I push myself to catch up. The cool spring air clouds my breath around me like a locomotive picking up steam as I reach her heels. There's no way I'm going to let her get past me that easy.

      

      I’ve missed going for runs. I love how my focus narrows to one mission. The war, my men, my leg ... it's all miles away as my attention lasers down to the simplest of goals: run. It reminds me of the many mornings that Lauren and I would race each other for the last hundred yards of our walk to elementary school when we were kids. Our backpacks thumping against our backs, mud splattering against our shoes, despite our mother's warnings to stay tidy. Simplicity was the fabric of my life back then, patterned with rich colors and textured with deep emotions that all seem to drain away as we age.

      

      Her spandex covered rear jiggles a little each time her feet hit the ground. It’s hypnotic. I enjoy the view for a minute before pulling up beside her. She quickly looks over her shoulder at me and, I almost run out of breath. Not because I’m winded. But because, for the first time since I’ve seen her again, she’s smiling. Her smile is like a radiant beacon of hope guiding me from the darkness. How did I ever walk away from that smile? One thing is certain, I won’t be making that mistake again.

      Lauren’s focus returns to the track and I concentrate on trying to pull out ahead of her. I pull deep breaths into my lungs and dig deep to propel myself forward even faster. We’re neck and neck, I can smell her on the wind.

      “BOOM!”

      The sound of an IED exploding fills the air and terror grips my heart. “Watch out!” Instinctively, I hurl myself at Lauren, tackling her to the ground and covering her with my body like a blanket.

      “What the heck!?” she screams as she thuds against the track.

      I duck my head down beside hers, tucking my chin in against her shoulder and hold her tight. The track disappears and sand appears around me. I watch as metal fragments, dirt and body parts fly through the air around us as buzzing swarms my ears.

      “Mack? Mack! MACK! What are you doing?”

      I blink slowly and the scene fades into the Colorado spring. The buzzing dies down and disappears, and instead I can hear birds chirping from the tree branches. Beneath me, Lauren looks like she can’t decide if she’s angry or scared. Her mouth is twisted up to the side but her eyes are open wide.

      “Mack, what are you doing?” she asks again, but this time the fear is gone from her voice and instead there is a raspy tinge to her tone.

      I realize that I’m lying on top of her, her legs are open around mine. Her belly are heaving against my chest. I can feel the heat from her pussy against my cock. Suddenly, Afghanistan feels like another lifetime.

      “Sorry, I wiped out.” I lie. “I guess I’m not ready for an all out race on this thing yet,” I nod my head back toward my blade.

      Lauren bites her lip and looks solemnly in my eyes, nodding slowly. I’m not sure if she buys my excuse, but right now I think she’s a bit preoccupied. I can feel her heart beating wildly in her ribcage. She looks over my face like she’s studying it, her eyes finally resting on my lips, like she’s willing them to kiss her.

      “That’s ok,” she murmurs. I feel her roll her hips up against mine, the movement is small, but undeniable. My cock throbs as blood rushes into it. She still hasn’t made any effort to push me off of her or even to tell me to move.

      I bring my face closer, hovering my lips over hers while I press my cock against her. She lets out a soft gasp and her eyes close. It’s too much for me. I press my mouth into hers, kissing her urgently. My tongue traces her bottom lip and quickly finds hers. They barely have a chance to reunite when from the waistband on her yoga pants, I can feel a buzzing against my abs.

      I pull back and glance down. Her phone. Harass her phone. I want to pull her tank top down and lick her perfect belly until she quivers for me, begging me to make her mine. I want to harass her tight little pussy again and push this stupid buzzing phone up against her clit until she comes.

      “Mack, I’ve got to answer that. You’ve got to move.” Her words are unconvincing, like she’s asking me a question instead of making a demand.

      “Are you sure?”
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      I’m not sure.

      Of anything.

      I’m not sure why I’m laying on the ground, wishing Mack would rip my clothes open and have his way with me in broad daylight. I’m not sure why I ended up here in the first place. I heard a car backfire and then it felt like Mack heaved me to the grass on the side of the track.

      He said something about losing control on his blade, but I really want him to lose control of more than that. I want to feel the soft heat of his mouth taste every inch of my body. I want his lips back on mine. I want his fingers entwined with my own as the growing erection between his legs reminds me of what it feels like to be properly messed.

      His eyes have me locked in place. I wouldn’t move, even if he wasn’t lying on top of me. Even Joel never looked at me that way. Mack is the only man that has ever been able to make my skin raw and hungry to be touched.

      My waistband starts vibrating again, like an angry bag of hornets that won’t be ignored. My dreamlike fog erodes around me as reality snaps back into focus. I need to get up. I need to answer the phone. I need to get this session back on track.

      “It’s ringing again. I really need to answer it, Mack.” My voice is clear this time as I regain my senses. He doesn’t try to convince me otherwise. He never would. Instead, Mack rolls to the side and stands back up, extending his hand down to me to help me to my feet. Such a gentleman.

      Sort of.

      I brush the dirt and blades of grass off my rear and look up toward the hospital. I hope none of the other staff witnessed our little moment. I’m not sure I could ever explain it to anyone. I’m not even sure I can explain it to myself.

      Mack smirks at me as I try to compose myself. “Don’t worry, Lauren. No one saw anything,” he answers my unasked question. Even after all these years, it’s like he can read my thoughts. “Besides, even if they did, just tell them I wiped out and had a hard time getting back up. No biggie,” he shrugs nonchalantly.

      My heart sinks a little at his indifference. I didn’t expect Mack to stand up and profess his undying love for me or anything, but I thought that our kiss was more than “no biggie”.

      The persistent vibration of my cellphone against my stomach reminds me that I don’t have time to stand here and over analyze what’s happening between me and Mack. I pull the black phone out from the edge of my pants and see my sister, Chelsea, is calling. Before I have a chance to swipe my thumb across the screen and answer, the buzzing stops and her number disappears.

      Suddenly the call history pops up on my screen and I see that she’s already tried to get a hold of me five times in the past fifteen minutes. Wow. How did I miss that? That’s the power Mack has always had over me, when he looks at me time erases itself from history. When he touches me, even if it’s just from stumbling on his new running blade, the world and everyone in it ceases to exist.

      Since we were just young and innocent children, I’ve been drawn to Mack like the ocean waves are drawn to the moon. Now that we’re adults, those waves are quickly rising up into a tsunami, and I’m either going to be crushed by the force or swept away.

      Bzzzzzz. My hand trembles as my phone goes off again, shaking me back to the present. It’s Chelsea again. Something serious is going on. I hope mom is ok! I swipe my screen and stick my finger against my ear so I can hear her clearly. Not that Mack is being noisy. He hasn’t uttered a word. It’s just that his very presence is distracting, so I need to give my senses a leg up.

      “Hello?”

      “Lauren? Oh, thank goodness I got you. I’ve been calling for almost twenty minutes!” She sounds breathless but the background is eerily quiet.

      “Sorry, I couldn’t answer before.” I lie. “What’s going on? Is mom ok?”

      “Mom? Yeah, she’s fine. No, it isn’t mom. Listen, you’ve got to come home right now! It’s Chris. No, don’t come home. That’s stupid, just go get him …”

      “Chris?” I almost forgot that I still need to spend my lunch hour trying to call around to see if I can get him placed in another school for the rest of the year. “Is he giving you guys a hard time? Tell him that I’m gonna put his bike on Craigslist if he doesn’t behave. I’m tired of this nonsense with him.”

      He loves that bike. I always use it as my hail Mary when he gets too far out of control.

      “Lauren! Listen to me! Chris took off with a couple of boys earlier. I told mom not to let him out of the house, but you know what she’s like. As soon as I went to take a shower, she let him go.”

      Of course she did. Where was that soft touch when she was raising us? That woman had no problem introducing my butt to the flat side of her hairbrush when I got smart with her, but here she is letting my expelled son go out with his friends.

      “Alright, do you know where he is? I’ll call around and tell him to get his rear back there. He knows better than to pull a fast one like this.” What am I going to do with him? Every day it seems like he’s getting further out of my control.

      “Yes, I know. Lauren, you need to leave work and go get him. The cops picked him up! Chris is in jail.” Her voice cracks as my mind breaks into fragments.

      “Jail?” The word barely comes out as a whisper, but Mack tilts his head and locks me with his eyes. “What do you mean he’s in jail? He’s nine years old! What is going on?” I can feel myself losing my battle against composure.

      “Lauren, I don’t know what’s going on. I just know that Chris left here with a group of boys a few hours ago. Then the cops called and said a parent needs to go pick him up. He’s being held at the jail and they’re looking at charges.”

      Charges? Jail? Chris isn’t just spinning out of control. He’s spun out of orbit.

      “I’ll be right there. I’m leaving now.”

      Incredible.
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      Chelsea was wrong about the location. Chris isn’t serving hard time in prison. Not yet anyway. However, she wasn’t wrong about the police picking him up. I pull into the Aurora police department and double check that I’ve got my wallet, keys and phone in my bag before I summon the courage to leave my car.

      The officer on the phone wouldn’t discuss what he’d been picked up for with me, she only instructed me to come down and get him. From her tone, I could tell that she probably thought I was some kind of stereotype. Just another black woman picking her son up from the cops. I can’t help but wonder if my son wasn’t black if I’d still be coming down here. I guess I’m about to find out what Chris did that was so terrible that they’re holding a nine-year-old in custody. Part of me is already boiling up with indignant outrage, but another part keeps whispering: what if this isn’t about the color of his hands, but whatever he did with them?

      I nervously open the large double doors leading into the building and walk over to the Admissions Officer. She looks unimpressed as I make my way over to her station, greeting me with an arched eyebrow.

      “Hi, I’m Chris Brickman’s mother. I’m here to pick him up, please.” I hold my purse strap on my shoulder to give my hands something to do.

      The officer settles her blue eyes on me and her pale lips turn down. “I figured.” She types something into the computer and then picks up her phone without uttering another word to me.

      “Hey, yes, Ms. Brickman has showed up to pick up her boy. Ok, thanks.” She drops the cradle back on the phone and keeps typing on her computer, without giving me another glance. “You can take a seat, Lieutenant Rogers will be out here in a sec,” she waves her painted nails in the general direction of the chairs against the wall behind me.

      I turn around and cross the floor. If this lady is any indication of what the cops are like at this station, then maybe my theory on why Chris got picked up is right. Before I make it to the tired looking light blue seats under the window the door to the hallway opens.

      Standing in the doorway is a thirty-something, black man with a shaved head and a strong jaw. He smiles at me, “Ms. Brickman? Come with me, please. Down this way,” he guides me.

      Maybe not.

      Officer Rogers holds the door for me as I pass through, closing it carefully behind him. “Right this way,” he holds out his hand like a signpost. “Now, Chris is sitting with my partner right now in another office,” he walks slightly ahead of me and opens another door for me. This one leads into a small office decorated with little more than a desk and chairs. “But, before you go get him, I wanted to have a chance to talk to you about what happened today in private.” Again, he holds his hand out, guiding me to a seat at the desk.

      “Sure, ah, is he alright? I’m not even clear on what happened today.” I ease back into the chair and watch Lieutenant Rogers as he sits down. He looks so relaxed, leaning back in his chair with his hands draped off the arms, I can feel my own anxieties melting away a little.

      “Oh, he’s fine. Not a scratch on him, don’t worry about that. Now I can see that you’ve rushed over here from work,” he nods at my exercise gear, “so I won’t take up too much of your time. The reason Chris got detained today is because he and his friends decided to skip school today and vandalize the 7-11 on Havana street.”

      I don’t tell him that Chris wasn’t skipping class because he was already expelled. I don’t think that will help anything.

      “What did they do?” I cling to hope that “vandalism” means the same thing to this officer as it did to Chris’s principal. Does my son just have a strange obsession with cherry bombing public restrooms?

      “They swarmed the store at around 10:50 this morning, Chris and seven other boys, and they started ripping juices and milk out of the back fridges, smashing them on the floor. Chris ran down the aisle and cleared the racks of chips and junk, sweeping it all onto the floor. Then, when the other boys started to run off, Chris knocked over a newspaper rack into the store window, shattering it.”

      Okay, so not cherry bombs then. Incredible. What is going on with him. I open my mouth, but my throat is a desert so all I can do is make a strange clicking sound.

      Officer Rogers looks at me with sympathetic brown eyes, “I can see you’re upset. This is probably a lot to take in. The thing is though, we caught all of the boys and questioned them here. It seemed pretty clear that Chris wasn’t just following the crowd on this one, Ms. Brickman. From what we’ve gathered, this little operation was his idea and the other guys were following him. Even the store clerk mentioned that it was your son who broke the most stuff and then also took it upon himself to take out the window too.”

      I try to imagine Chris being so violent. Not only heading down a path of self-destruction, but leading the pack. Instead, all I can think of is how only two years ago I had a sweet seven-year-old who still told me he loved me when I tucked him in at night. Now, I apparently have a nine-year-old delinquent going on twenty. More like, gonna get locked up for twenty, if I can’t get him straightened out.

      “I don’t know what to say. This is, well, I knew he was getting out of control, but this is shocking.” Tears build up in the corners of my eyes and blur my vision. I don’t want to break down right now, but my throat burns as I struggle to keep them from falling.

      “I can see that,” the Lieutenant lifts a tissue from his Kleenex box on the desktop and hands it to me. I dab my eyes, sniffling. “Chris mentioned that his father died last year when we were talking to him. It’s the only time he showed any emotions. I’d like to propose that Chris goes to a group therapy session in town here that’s specifically for boys who are tweens and teens who’ve lost a parent. I think that it might do him a world of good to learn to cope with his emotions constructively, and see that he’s not alone in grieving his loss.”

      “Is that expensive? I mean, I’ll make it work, but I’m just not sure how …” my thoughts begin to spiral as I start calculating how much I have on my line of credit.

      “No, it will be free. I’m going to contact the program co-ordinator and recommend Chris to the sessions like a community service program. That way it won’t cost you anything. Also, if you do agree to send him, I can use that as a deal to prevent the store owner from coming after you personally for damages.”

      “Me? Oh my goodness, I definitely don’t have that kind of money.” The very idea of being tied up in legal litigations makes my head feel like it’s about to split open. “No, of course I do want him to go. Even if it wasn’t for the damages part. I just want him to get help.” Tears roll down my cheeks and I quickly raise my hand to soak them up with the tissue.

      “I can see that, Ms. Brickman. I think you’ll find it will make a big difference. Chris is young and he’s troubled but he has a mother who truly cares about him. I think with this group therapy, you’ll see him turn around. He’s already got a lot more going for him than almost every one of those kids he was vandalizing that store with this morning.”

      “Thank you, I do care,” my voice cracks. “He’s my world, I’ll do whatever it takes to get him back on track. I swear to you, before his father died, Chris would never have even thought of doing stuff like this. Never. All he wanted to do is play sports, video games and normal kid stuff. Now the only sport he gives a garbage about, sorry,” I look up at him, but Officer Rogers just smiles back. “The only thing he still cares about is football, everything else is a wash. I just want my old kid back.” I choke on my words as tears form again, but this time I can’t hold them back. The dam breaks and a stream of sadness and worry flows down my face.

      Lieutenant Rogers waits patiently for me to get myself back under control, handing me more tissues. Thankfully, after a few deep breaths, I manage to stop crying.

      “Thank you,” I mumble from behind a handful of crumpled Kleenex.

      “Certainly,” he answers with a friendly smile. “If you’re ok, I can take you to the other office to pick up Chris now?” He doesn’t stand up or try to rush me out of his office, even though I’m sure he has other things to do today. Instead, he waits for me to answer.

      “Yes, thank you. I’d like to take him home now.” I blow my nose and throw the tissues in the trash bin at the side of the desk.

      “Great, ok, follow me. And remember, Ms. Brickman, your son is clearly dealing with a lot right now, but your little boy is still in there. Don’t give up on him, take him to those sessions, I think you’ll find the kid you miss before long.” He looks at me softly and I swallow the lump in my throat before it has a chance to rise and spill over into another bout of crying.

      “Thank you, Officer. I will.”

      

      “And you are going to march into your grandmother’s house and apologize to her and your aunt for what you’ve put everyone through today. Do you understand me, Christopher?”

      He shrugs without breaking his stare out the passenger window. The tears I spilled in the Lieutenant’s office a few hours ago have long since been steamed away by my anger.

      After spending the better part of my day at the police station, filling out forms for my son’s upcoming group sessions and to get him released into my custody, I’m kinda over the crying thing.

      I pull the car into my mother’s driveway and throw the car in park. Chris doesn’t move, still staring out his window.

      “Let’s go, young man! Now!” I bark at him, but he moves with sloth like speed to unfasten his seatbelt.

      “Whatever.”

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath. I know he’s testing me. I have no idea why, but it’s clear as day that he is. Instead of giving him the reaction he’s clearly searching for, I just leave the car and wait outside the door. I send a silent prayer up to heaven to give me the strength I need to deal with my boy.

      Chris reluctantly joins me as I walk up the short path to my mother’s front door. Before I have a chance to grab the handle, the door flies open with my sister, Chelsea standing in the doorway.

      “Oh my goodness! Ma! It’s Chris and Lauren. Are you alright, Chris? What happened, Lauren? I’m so glad you’re home!” she rambles, blocking our entrance to the house.

      “Everything is sorted out, for now. You wanna let us in?” I gently remind her to get out of the way. Chris, on the other hand, pushes past his aunt like a linebacker.

      “Chris! Apologize to Chelsea right now. You don’t push her around.”

      “Sorry,” he rolls his eyes. I can feel heat rising up the back of my neck as I try to keep the flames of my temper extinguished.

      My mother walks into the living room with us, with worry etched on her mahogany face. “Oh, Christopher! I’m so glad you’re back. You gave me a real scare today. What were you thinking?”

      Chris just shrugs, refusing to look any of us in the eyes.

      “Apparently he was thinking that him and his friends should go trash a 7-11 for fun and the cops picked him up. They told me that if it wasn’t for the minimum age for delinquency charges in Colorado being ten, Chris would be looking at real charges right now. Luckily, they made us a deal so I won’t have to pay for the damages he caused, like smashing out a window,” my mother and sister gasp.

      “Christopher!” Mom interrupts.

      “Yeah, so if he goes to a group therapy thing in town, the police are going to kindly let it drop.”

      “Wow, Hun, what’s going on in there?” Chelsea rubs his head affectionately.

      “Leave me alone,” Chris shoves her hand off his head.

      “Christopher! Apologize right now.” I barely grit the words through my teeth.

      Chris sighs exaggeratedly, “Sorry. I’m soooo sorry. Sorry for being alive, ok? Is that what you want? Can you stop being such a jerk now?”

      Rage prickles my skin and my mind flashes red. My open hand swats him on the back of the head and everyone stares in silence. I’ve never hit my son before. Never. It’s the one thing I’ve never done.

      “I hate you!” Chris’s voice cracks and he flees the front door and stomps down the sidewalk to the car. The passenger door slams and I burst into tears.

      “Hey, it’s ok. I would’ve smacked him too with that mouth. He’ll come around, don’t beat yourself up,” my mother wraps her arms around me and I cry into her shoulder.

      I don’t know what to do. It’s like everyday that passes is just pushing more distance between me and my son. I don’t even know him anymore.

      I’m losing him.
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      The stairwell echoes as I run up another flight at the hospital. With every step my prosthetic leg thuds against the concrete, despite my best efforts to hit it lightly. I want my feet to sound the same when I walk. I won’t stop practicing until I can’t hear the difference between them anymore. It’s not because I’m ashamed.

      Far from it.

      I lost my leg so two men could live. I’d call that a fair trade. No, it’s not shame. It’s that I don’t want anyone knowing that I have a prosthetic leg just by looking at me, or by listening to me. I don’t want to deal with people’s questions all the time. And even worse: their pity.

      The muscle fibers in my ribs wrench angrily, making me stop dead in my tracks. When did I become such an old man? I throw my arms over my head and lean back against the cool wall closing my eyes. I remember when I first went to West Point, I could march ten miles with a sixty-pound ruck sack in the morning, hit up the gym in the afternoon and then stay up all night the brains out of my flavor of the week. The energizer bunny was a pussy compared to me. Pink rabbit.

      Speaking of old men, I wonder how Cameron Armstrong is making out. When I went to Walter Reed to learn to function again, he made good on his word. He didn’t renew his next military contract and went to Colorado University instead. When I was first learning how to walk with my prosthetic, Armstrong sent an e-mail my way. He thanked me for doing what I did and for saving his life. He let me know that he made it onto the Buffaloes as a quarterback. He even got kinda gushy at the end when he said he’d never had a brother, but that as far as he was concerned I was his brother, not just in arms, but blood.

      His e-mail was kind, thoughtful and uncharacteristically vulnerable.

      It pissed me the heck off.

      Instead of being happy to hear about him following his dreams, I was jealous. There I was, sweating my sack off trying to learn to walk like a darn toddler again, and he was set up to be the star of his college football team. Yeah, jealous doesn’t really cover it.

      I should really look him up now that I’m here. Let him know I’m happy for him.

      I pop my eyes back open, dropping my arms back by my sides. Time to get back at it. I pull the air deep in my lungs and get mentally prepared to continue my run.

      Thud!

      A door opens into the stairwell a couple floors above me. I tilt my head and listen. Just because the door opened doesn’t mean anyone’s in here. Several floors above me I hear a huge sigh. So much for that theory.

      Suddenly sniffles ring off the walls. It’s a woman. At least I assume so, from the crying. Not to say I’ve never shed a tear or two, I’m well aware that men cry too. It just sounds different when it’s a lady, that’s all.

      I guess that’s the end of today’s run. I should just head back down to the lobby exit and give this chick some privacy. I think about it, I have every intention of going, yet for some reason that’s beyond me, I keep moving up the stairs.

      Now, I’m no white knight. Sure, you might be inclined to think differently because of how I lost my leg. You’d be wrong. I’ve never been the kind of guy to swoop in and dry some girl’s tears. Women cry too much and for too many reasons to get tangled up in that. Yet, I can’t stop my legs from guiding me up toward the sound of her cries. Something about the noise tells me her tears are deeper than a bad day. Her sorrow sounds like it’s rooted deep in her soul.

      The space between us closes and her sobs shatter the quiet. The empty stairwell reverberates her pain from the walls. I come up around the last flight of stairs and my heart clenches in my chest.

      It’s Lauren.

      I stop dead in my tracks and my chest feels like it’s been hollowed out as I watch her. She’s sitting, slumped against the door with her knees pulled up to her chest and her head lying against them like a pillow. She’s got her arms wrapped around her legs in a hug she so clearly needs from someone.

      From me.

      She looks like someone who has lived two full lifetimes of pain and suffering. I’m not saying she looks old or haggard. Cause, I don’t know a woman on this earth that is more radiant or sexy than she is. It’s not at all that she’s aged, it’s that she’s defeated. She’s broken down. Stomped to the earth.

      And it’s all my fault.

      “Lauren, I’m sorry.”

      As I close the final stairs between us, she looks up, startled. She wipes fat tears from her perfect face with her knuckles. I reach the landing and hold my hand open to her, to help her off the floor. Plan B is to sit next to her, if that’s what she needs. Instead, she grabs my hand and springs from the floor like a jack-in-the-box as I give her a tug.

      “You’re sorry?” Her eyes travel over my face, searching for something. Maybe it’s for a shred of sincerity. It’s not like I’ve been very open with her since I showed up here. Maybe she’s searching for more.

      “I’m sorry. I never meant to make you cry.” I brush the last of her tears away and cup her chin in my hand. She looks at my lips and it’s all the invitation I need. I wrap one arm around her, pulling her tight to my body.

      “Oh! Um …”

      She doesn’t get a chance to make actual words because I smother her sentence with my kiss. Tenderly, my lips find hers. I let my lips tell her everything. How much I’ve missed her. How much I need her. How sorry I am for breaking her heart. My lips spill all of my secrets, without ever speaking a word.

      I feel the tension melt from her body as she sighs happily into my mouth. Our tongues gently collide and I run my hand up her back until I reach her hair. The rest of my body is coming alive from her kiss. Like she’s breathing life back into the void she left in my soul. Of course, with the rest of my senses waking, the urge to make her cry out in a different way builds up in me.

      I walk her back until she’s pressed against the cold wall, without breaking our kiss. My hand slides down from her chin and I quickly reach up, under her uniform and unsnap her bra with one hand.

      Haven’t lost my touch.

      Her breasts drop slightly under the weight of her heavy belly. I can’t wait to run my tongue over her dark nipples and harass her until the only thing she’s crying out is my name.

      “Wait, what are you doing?” Lauren squirms sideways from beneath me, putting inches of space between us that feel like cold miles.

      “I’m just trying to make you feel better. I want to say sorry for making you cry.” I give her a smile and she pauses, like she’s thinking about it.

      Instead, she snakes her hands up under the back of her shirt and hooks her bra back up.

      “What? Goodness, Mack, you can’t fix everything with your toe you know.” She smoothes her hands down over her shirt.

      Ms. Professionalism is back. That cock-block.

      “Are you sure? How about I give it my best shot? I bet I can make you happy for a while,” I murmur and step toward her, trying to shake off Lauren’s prim and proper act.

      Just because it’s been a decade since I’ve had her, doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten her wild streak. I know it’s not buried that deep beneath the surface. Besides, from what I saw in her tight, little spandex gear the other day at the track, her body has blossomed in ways that would really do that wild side some justice now. The memory of her curves makes me hungry for her.

      “No. Mack, I’m being serious.” She looks at me with her large brown eyes. I know she’s trying to be stern with me, but it’s just making me want her more.

      “So am I.”

      “Listen, I’m not one of your bimbo fan-girls. I know you, the real you. At least, I used to.” Her voice trails off sadly and her eyes soften. Lauren quickly composes herself though, throwing her shoulders back and jutting out her chin. “Anyway, I’m not even crying over you. You’re such an ego maniac!” Her eyes snap back up at mine. This time they stop me dead. She’s not screwing around.

      “You weren’t?” I step back and run my hand over the back of my neck. I guess it was presumptuous to think she’s got nothing else going on besides thinking about me.

      Lauren might be right about the fan club bimbos. It’s hard to remember that you’re not the center of everything when every chick you meet acts like you are.

      “Then, what are you so upset about?” I take another step back, giving her the space she needs to talk and giving me the distance I need to concentrate on more than her round rear and her tight little …

      Focus!

      Lauren looks up at me sideways, like she’s not sure if she can trust me. Or maybe it’s my intentions she’s struggling with.

      “I seriously want to know. Maybe I can help or something?”

      She tilts her head and shrugs, and I don’t think about running my tongue over the soft skin of her neck. Well, not for more than a second. Two seconds, tops.

      “I don’t know if you can,” she talks to our feet. “It’s Chris. He’s completely out of control.”

      “Hold old is he?”

      “Nine,” she swallows hard.

      “Nine.” I’m no genius, but it doesn’t take one to do that mental math. “Wow, you and Joel didn’t waste anytime after I left, huh?” Lauren looks at her hands and I realize that I’m making this about me.

      Again.

      “Never mind, sorry, that’s none of my business. But, nine-year-old boys love to stir up trash. I can tell you that from experience.”

      Her full lips twist up for the first time since I’ve seen her. Her face lights up and almost knocks the wind from my lungs with a simple smile. “I remember.”

      “Yeah, well, so you know it’s probably nothing. Normal guy stuff.”

      “No. It’s more than that. He’s on a path of self destruction, Mack. He was expelled from school and then the next day he was picked up by the police for trashing a convenience store with his friends. This isn’t just normal boys will be boys type stuff anymore. He’s turning into a criminal.” Tears fall back down her cheeks as her chin quivers.

      “Hey, hey, come here. It’s ok,” Lauren steps back against me and I wrap my arms around her. “It’s ok. Let it out. You’re dealing with a lot right now.”

      “I just don’t know what to do anymore,” she confesses as she nuzzles her face against my chest. I run my palm over her black hair and try to figure out how I can help.

      “Bring him here.”

      “What? Why?” She looks into my eyes.

      “Bring him here and I’ll talk to him, man-to-man. Good ol’ Captain America might not do much for you,” I give her a wink, “but a lot of guys Chris’s age think it’s cool or I’m cool or whatever. I bet if I could chat with him, I can help. At least a little.”

      Lauren dries her tears and contemplates my offer. “That might not be a bad idea, actually,” she admits.

      “Yeah, every once and a while I have a good one.” I give her a playful squeeze and she laughs.

      “Ok. You know what, I will. I’ll bring him tomorrow. It’s not like he’s in school or anything.”

      “Sounds good. That’ll give me time to think about what to say to him.”

      “Ok. Thanks, Mack. I mean it. I think that you’ll really help. But, even if it doesn’t, I appreciate you stepping up like this.”

      Lauren steps up on her tip-toes and quickly pecks my cheek with an innocent kiss. Just as quickly, she steps back, opens the door and disappears through it.

      “You’re welcome,” I whisper to the empty stairwell.

      Lauren is right, she does know me. The real me. And I know her. She still has feelings for me. I know that’s why she just smoke-bombed me. But, that’s ok, because I still have feelings for her too.

      And by feelings, I mean I love her.
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      “C’mon, Chris. Quit dragging your feet and get a move on.” I call back over my shoulder. He’s not too happy that I’m forcing him to come to work with me today. I told him I was gonna make him mop floors, not that he’ll be meeting one of his heroes.

      It was nice of Mack to offer to talk to him. I think Chris might actually listen to someone he admires so much. With all the media coverage Mack has gotten, I think Chris sees him as a bit of a father figure.

      Little does he know.

      My gut twists with guilt when I think about how I still need to figure out how to discuss that with Mack. After all, he has a right to know that Chris is his son. I just need things to calm down a bit first. It’s hard to bring up his paternity in casual conversation. Between his son making me run off to get him out of trouble every five minutes, and Mack trying to make a move on me every five seconds …. Well, it makes it difficult to throw it in the mix.

      “I’m coming, jeez, calm down.” Chris sulks behind me.

      That does it.

      I whirl around on my heel with my finger already drawn like a cowboy at a quick draw. “Listen to me, young man. I’m not one of your little friends. You talk to me with respect, Christopher. If you want to keep pushing me, I swear, I’ll have you scrubbing bed pans by the end of the day.”

      His eyes grow about two sizes bigger. He doesn’t need to know I don’t deal with bedpans at my job. “Now, stand up straight and get your attitude in check.”

      I wait for the smart remark, or the eye roll, or the sigh. My shoulders are so tense; I feel like a cat ready to pounce on a field mouse. However, Chris just nods at me, straightens up and walks beside me.

      “Ok, let’s go,” he agrees, leaving me in far deeper shock than if he would’ve tried to curse at me again.

      I might be surprised, but I’m not about to let him know. “That’s right, let’s go,” I parrot his words and march my son into the hospital.

      We make it all the way to the elevator and Chris still hasn’t given me anymore flack. This has to be some kind of record.

      When the elevator doors pop open on Mack’s floor, I’m actually feeling something I haven’t felt in a long time: optimism. It’s a cautious optimism, but I’ll take it over the bleeding-ulcer-worry I’ve been dealing with all week.

      I guide my son, our son, to Mack’s room with a little spring in my step. Maybe all of this was just the storm before the rainbow. Maybe Chris will go back to being the sweet kid I knew before Joel was taken away from us. Maybe … Mack’s room is empty.

      Of course it is.

      My hopes begin to tumble like a tower of Jenga blocks. They’re probably built on a foundation just as stable.

      “Nurse Brickman, so nice to see you!”

      I wheel around to the direction of Mack’s familiar voice and my heart soars. I need to get off this emotional roller coaster. These two guys are killing me.

      Chris turns around and a smile brighter than the North Star spreads over his face. “No way! Captain America? I mean, uh, Captain, uh, what’s your real name again?”

      Mack laughs and I can’t help but smile. “You know, people have been calling me Captain America for so long now, I almost forgot it myself. The name’s Forrester. Mack Forrester. You can call me Mack, if you want.” He extends his hand to Chris and I feel a swell of pride as I watch our boy try his best to return a manly handshake.

      I look at the smile on Chris’s face and over to the same one on Mack. Mirror images. The resemblance is so obvious; I can’t help but wonder if Mack has connected the dots just by glancing at him.

      “I’m Chris,” our son shakes Mack’s hand and lets go. For a second, neither of them talks. My heart is thudding hard as I wonder if they can see the features they share.

      “It’s nice to meet you. Your mother speaks very highly of you,” Mack finally answers. I let out the breath I didn’t realize I was holding.

      Chris looks over at me and raises an eyebrow in silent skepticism.

      “It’s true,” I manage to croak. Between the fear of Mack calling me out on paternity and the overwhelming joy of watching my guys meet for the first time, I’m barely keeping it together.

      “So, Chris …” Mack trails off like he’s thinking it all through.

      Here we go.

      “Your mom has been putting me through the paces, teaching me how to use my new running blade. Would you like to come down to the track with me so I can show her how I’m kicking her physio program’s rear?”

      Chris snorts at Mack’s language and I shoot his father a look.

      “I mean its butt. Kicking its butt,” Mack corrects himself and gives Chris a wink.

      “I’d love to. Can I?” He looks over to me with his soulful eyes, giving me his best puppy dog stare.

      “Yes, of course,” I nod. I can’t help but grin at how excited Chris is. If he wasn’t already too cool for school, he’d probably be jumping up and down like a kid on a bouncy castle.

      “Alright, let me get changed and grab my blade and we’ll head out.”

      Obviously, Mack has a plan. I’m not sure what it is, but I trust him. It’s nice to see Chris excited about something again. I let myself imagine a world where Chris and Mack get along like this all the time. A world where the smiles on our faces don’t feel new anymore. A world where the three of us are together like this all of the time.

      As a family.

    

  



    
      
        
          18

        

        

    
    






          Mack

        

        2014

      

    
    
      “You into track and field in school?” I ask Lauren’s son as I sit on the bench and attach my blade.

      “Nah, I used to but I don’t anymore.” he shrugs.

      “Do you play any sports?” I secure the prosthesis and check it over.

      “Yeah, I still play football a lot. I wanna get on the school team when I get to middle school. I’m pretty good,” he says, proudly squaring his shoulders back in a move I’ve seen Lauren do a hundred times.

      I’ve never had much experience with kids. When my brother, Ben, was killed in the attack on the twin towers, my chances of becoming an uncle died along with him. So, I wasn’t sure how this was going to go today. However, talking with Chris is easy. Even though he’s only nine, I feel like I’m chatting with an old friend. Something about the way he talks, it’s familiar. I guess that’s to be expected from Lauren’s child though.

      “I love football. What’s your team? The Broncos?”

      “Yeah, but I also like the Seahawks,” his eyes shine.

      “Well, ya got good taste then. Ok, so whaddya say you and I hit the track for a little race? I’ve gotta warn you, I’m not one of those guys that’s going to go easy on you because of your age. I’d get prepared to eat a little dust,” I throw a little smack talk his way.

      “As if! Even if you didn’t have that thing,” he points to my blade, “I’d still beat someone as old as you!” And he chucks it right back. I like this kid.

      “Christopher! Mack’s, I mean, Captain Forrester’s prosthetic isn’t called ‘that thing’. Don’t be rude!” Lauren interrupts.

      It gives me an excuse to stop and check her out. She’s wearing spandex again, and I’ve been trying to keep my eyes off of her out of respect for her kid. But, dang, if her rear looked any better it would be art. I’d have to throw the boy some change for the bus so I could show her just how much I appreciate the masterpiece she is.

      Focus.

      Right. Track, Chris, race. I got this.

      “Don’t worry about it, Lauren. It doesn’t matter what he calls it, because I’ll still kick his … butt in the race with it.” I smirk at Chris and he’s returning my smirk right back at me.

      “Yeah, yeah. We’ll see,” he puffs out his chest and we walk up to the track.

      Lauren stays on the bench, which is really for the best. It’s always a constant struggle with my self-control to be around her. I don’t know if it’s the talk we had in the stairwell, or me hanging out with Chris, but with the way she’s been looking at me.… Let’s just say, my self control would be bleeding out in a shallow grave if her son wasn’t here.

      Chris and I take our positions, lining up beside each other on the asphalt. The kid’s got confidence, I can see that. His swagger reminds me of myself at his age. I bet he’s got all the girls on the school yard falling all over him. Well, he would if he didn’t get kicked out of school.

      “You ready?” I look over at him. He’s got his game face on. He’s been blessed with his mother’s skin tone and the same stubborn look of determination she gets when she’s trying to prove me wrong.

      “You know it,” he answers.

      “Ok, we’ll race to that oak tree. Sound good?” I point to the marker at the track’s midpoint.

      “Why don’t we just do a full lap?”

      You have to admire his bravado.

      “I’ll beat you going to the tree first, then, if you want a chance to redeem yourself, we can race as far as you want afterward. Ok?”

      Chris rolls his eyes good naturedly. “Whatever, I’ll wait for you at the tree then.”

      Yep, I really like this guy.

      “We’ll see. On your mark, get set, go!” I yell and we break into a sprint. Chris is out in front of me, pumping his arms and pushing hard.

      I adjust my gait for the springy bounce of my blade. I’m still not totally used to it yet. The kid is fast; I’ll give him that. But, I’m faster.

      Sucking oxygen deep into my lungs, I propel myself forward until Chris and I are neck and neck. For a split second, it almost feels like neither of us are moving at all. We’re perfectly in step beside each other, making it look like the world is rushing by us, instead of us rushing through it.

      “Meep, meep!” I do my best roadrunner impression, like I used to back in my grade school days when I was about to make my opponent eat my dust. Not that someone Chris’s age knows who the roadrunner is.

      I pull forward and give everything I have to put some distance between us. Chris is right on my heel though. He’s relentless. Someone has been taking their Flintstone vitamins.

      With one last push, I manage to put about a foot of space between us and raise my arm in victory as I soar pat the oak tree. I did it! That was closer than I expected.

      Chris and I slow our run into a slow jog, a speed walk, and finally a normal walking pace. I’m trying not to suck wind, meanwhile, Chris is completely fine. He’s not even breathing hard.

      “Ok, you got me,” he smiles. “I can’t believe you can run that fast with that thing. I mean, that prosthetic,” he corrects himself.

      “Yeah, once you learn how to use it, it’s just as good as having both legs.” I breathe in deep and try to slow my heart back down.

      “But, wasn’t it hard to learn how to use that? I mean, running again and all that?” He looks up at me from the side of his eye, like he’s not sure if he should broach the subject.

      I was hoping he would.

      “It was, Chris. Probably one of the hardest things I’ve done in my life. Physically anyway,” I add.

      “How’d you get so fast on it? I really thought I had this in the bag.” He looks me straight in the eye this time, more confident in his questions now.

      “You know, it took a long time,” I admit. “When I first lost my leg, I didn’t even really want to walk again,” I confess one of my darker moments to him.

      “What? Why?”

      “Cause, I was pissed off. I lost something that meant a lot to me and I was angry at the world that I could never get it back.”

      Chris nods silently and watches the track in front of us.

      “But then, I saw some veterans who also lost limbs in the war. I saw some who had moved on and learned how to live again and I saw some who didn’t. Let me tell you, the guys that didn’t, well, they may have only lost a leg or an arm or something, but then they let the anger about it take the rest of them.” I look over at Chris, he’s still watching the track but I can tell he’s listening to every word.

      “They were still living and breathing, but they might as well have had tombstones hanging around their necks where their dog tags used to be. They let that anger kill them inside. So, I did my physio and trained and followed your mother’s program here,” I look up as we’re approaching Lauren on the bench and smile her way. My heart speeds up again when she returns it.

      “And now look at me. I’m kicking a nine-year-old’s butt in a foot race.” I grin at him.

      He laughs and I hope my message got through. “Well, I don’t know about that. But you did win. Barely.” He smiles back.

      As we close in on the bench, Lauren stands up to meet us. “What happened out there? I thought you were gonna win at first,” she puts an arm around her son’s shoulders and gives him a quick squeeze.

      “Ahhh, he just got lucky,” Chris brushes her off, but shoots his mom a grin.

      Lauren looks so happy for once. It’s radiating from her.

      “That’s not what it looked like from here,” she points at the bench.

      “He almost had me. Honestly, I had to really dig deep to push past him,” I come to Chris’s rescue. I don’t want him leaving here with a bruised ego.

      “See?” He looks up at Lauren, vindicated.

      “Hey, Chris,” I sit down on the bench to change my blade to my regular prosthetic. “I’d like to talk to you about something, if you don’t mind.” The kid sits down beside me on the bench as Lauren stands a few feet away.

      “What’s that?”

      “Well, since you’re the man of your house, I was hoping to talk to you about taking your mom on a date.” I watch as his eyebrows shoot skyward. Hopefully the word “date” doesn’t upset him.

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah, see the thing is, I have these tickets to the Buffaloes game this Saturday and I was wondering if you’d mind if I took her out. I mean, if you’re interested, I have an extra couple tickets. You could come as our chaperone, if you want?”

      “To the Buffaloes game?”

      “Yeah, I’ve even got a ticket that you can bring a friend with, if you want.”

      Chris’s face looks like he just got the best birthday and Christmas gift all rolled into one.

      “Yeah! That would be awesome!” He jumps up, springing toward Lauren.

      “Mom! Can we go? Can we?” He jumps from foot to foot and Lauren giggles.

      “Yeah, we can go,” she agrees and Chris gives a whoop, pumping his fist in the air. “But that extra ticket is going to go to Chelsea,” she interrupts his dance. “You’re still in trouble, so you won’t be bringing any of your friends,” she adds sternly.

      “Ok, ok. But we can go, right?” He looks over at her and she nods back. “Thanks, Captain America! I mean, Mack,” Chris smiles at me.

      “No problem, kid.”

      With my blade changed we all head back to the hospital, but now Chris is practically bounding back to the front doors, leaving us in his dust.

      “Hey, thanks a lot. I really appreciate it.” Lauren gives my hand a quick squeeze and between that and her smile, it’s all the thanks I need.

      “I told you I’d help,” I nod toward Chris.

      “You’re a man of your word,” she looks at the ground, biting her perfect lip. Goodness, I want to kiss her.

      “Always,” I answer. “So, uh, about the game on Saturday?”

      “Yeah?” She looks up.

      “What time do you wanna come pick me up?” I smirk.

      Lauren laughs and it’s an easy, happy sound that reminds me of a dream.

      A dream come true.
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      “Woo! Go Buffaloes!” Chelsea screams with her hands cupped around her mouth like a bullhorn. The team can probably hear her, too. When Mack said he had tickets to the game, I didn’t think he meant for seats that are practically on the field. We’re sitting so close that we can not only hear every word of the coach cursing out his boys, but we can smell the gum he keeps snapping as he anxiously watches the plays.

      Chris and Chelsea are on their tip-toes, even though there’s no one in front of them to block their view. I’ve never seen them so excited! I knew my son loved football, but didn’t realize that Chelsea was such a fan. With two minutes left in the game, they’re watching the field, unblinking, so they don’t miss a second.

      I’m pressed up against Mack on the bench, and happy to stay here. Don’t get me wrong, I’m just as red-blooded as every other American. I follow football and yell at my screen every Sunday, just like everyone else. However, right now, I’m a bit more interested in the sexy guy to my left.

      I sneak a peek at Mack and let my eyes wander over his rugged features. His brown hair is tousled just like when we were kids. But that’s where the similarities to the boy I once knew end. Sitting next to me, with tattoos sneaking out from under his white tee is a man. No question. My gaze falls down over his muscles and my mind wanders to how his hard body would feel against mine once I ripped that shirt off him. And those jeans. They’d have to go.

      I glance back at his face and feel my cheeks run hot as Mack watches me, smirking. So much for a subtle glimpse.

      “Are you bored with the game?” His voice is like velvet and makes me want to feel his arms around me as he whispers in my ear. “Or were you distracted by something?” His eyes twinkle mischievously. He knows dang well I was checking him out. He’s loving this.

      “No, I was, um,” my mind races as I try to save some face here. I’ll give Mack a lot of things, my body, my heart, my future, but I’ll never give him the upper hand. “I was just going to ask you how you got tickets this good. These seats are amazing.” I lie. Well, it’s not a total lie. I mean, those thoughts have crossed my mind in the past five hours. Just not when he caught me eye-him.

      “Uh-huh. Tickets, huh? That’s why you were undressing me with your eyes? More like you were wondering how you can get tickets, to the gun show.” He lifts his arm, flexing his bicep jokingly. Even though he’s just kidding around, I have to remind myself to slide my eyes back over to his face when I see his cut muscle flexing tight against his sleeve.

      “Oh, give it up!” I nudge him with my elbow gently. “Not every look from a woman means she wants to sleep with you.” Why are his lips so distracting? Is there no safe space on his face or body that I can rest my eyes anymore?

      “Maybe not every woman, but you do.” His smile broadens like he’s just won the Super Bowl. Goodness, he’s so arrogant. Goodness, he’s so right.

      “Seriously, how’d you get these seats? This is amazing,” I sweep my hand out toward the field. I almost feel like, if I’m not careful, I might bump one of the players.

      “I have my ways,” he answers slyly. I bet he does. He probably got them from one of his little bimbos. Not that I care. Except, I do.

      Luckily, with only forty seconds left on the clock, the Buffaloes score a touchdown and the crowd erupts into deafening madness. Somehow, above the cheering and yelling, I can still hear Chelsea freaking out.

      I guess I made the right call inviting her.

      Mack and I stand up and join the crowd in their riotous screams of joy. On the other side of me, my son is happily jumping like he’s stolen a pogo stick from a small child.

      “Did you see that, Mom?” he screams over the noise. “This is awesome!” It does my heart good to see him so happy. After the year we’ve had, I was starting to wonder if he’d ever be happy again.

      Lieutenant Rogers did us a solid by getting him into that group therapy session. I took him to his first one on Thursday, and I feel like I’m already seeing a positive change in him. Between the therapy, and the way he and Mack have been bonding, I’m starting to settle into this once unfamiliar feeling of hope.

      “I saw,” I answer him, but he’s already back to watching the field. With the clock counting down, it’s obvious that the game is over, but Chris doesn’t want to miss a nanosecond.

      The timer erases numbers until it hits zero. The game is over, the Buffaloes won. This couldn’t have been a better day. When Mack first talked to Chris about taking me on a date, I was a little annoyed at how he played his hand. Going through my son to get a date with me was a bit sneaky. Now, I could kiss him for having such a great idea. And kiss him for having such sexy lips, and eyes, and abs … My eyes snap back up to Mack and he’s smiling down at me. Caught red-handed. Again! If I’m going to keep working with him at the hospital, I’m going to need to step up my game a bit.

      “Ok, let’s pack it in,” I ignore Mack’s knowing smile and direct my attention at Chris and my sister. “Traffic is going to be a nightmare, so we might as well make our way to the car.” I gather up my water bottle and check to see if I’m leaving anything behind.

      “Wait a sec,” Mack puts his hand on my arm and a tingle shoots through my skin.

      “What’s going on?” His eyes stop me in my tracks though. His hypnotic blues are playing their old tricks on my body.

      “You’ll see,” he nods over my head toward the field and I turn around. Running toward us with his helmet tucked under his arm is the quarterback of the Buffaloes. He looks familiar, but I can’t place him.

      “Mack! Hey man, good to see you again,” he walks up to Mack and claps his shoulder.

      “You too, Armstrong. Great game out there, man.” Mack shakes the quarterback’s hand.

      Armstrong. That name rings a bell, wait, Cameron Armstrong? From our graduating class? Well somebody grew up!

      I look over at my sister to give her a look. After all, Cameron Armstrong had once spent an entire afternoon trying to pick her up. Back then, with her being two years older than us and already graduated, it felt like she was practically old enough to be his mother. I remember she enjoyed the attention, but shocked the high school junior when she passed on his rare offer.

      If Chelsea remembers any of this, it doesn’t show on her face. In fact, the only thing that does show on her face is lust. She practically looks like a human emoji with large hearts for eyes.

      “Hi, Chelsea.” Cameron’s voice cuts through to whatever planet she’s on and she startles back into the moment.

      “Hey,” she looks at him, confused. Yeah, she doesn’t remember him. But, obviously the same can’t be said about him. I’ll fill her in later.

      “Hi, thanks for coming out today. Did you enjoy the game?” Cameron looks at Chris and I think there’s a very real chance that his head might burst.

      “It was awesome! You guys rocked. Oh my goodness, that last touchdown too, I couldn’t believe it.” Chris rattles on excitedly.

      “Yeah, I was hoping we could make that work, but you never know. It’s just as much luck as it is skill sometimes.” Cameron looks at Chris and then over to me. “Hey, do you think it would be ok if I take Mack and, I’m sorry, what’s your name?” He looks back at my son.

      “Chris.”

      “If I take my old Captain here and Chris for a tour? I mean, if you’d be interested of course,” he looks back at Chris and I can’t guarantee he won’t faint.

      “Yes! Can I, Mom? Please?” His voice has a tinge of whininess to it, like a toddler begging for a cookie.

      “Your old Captain?” I ask Cameron before answering Chris.

      “Yeah, this guy led my platoon over in Afghanistan. Heck of a leader, as you all know,” he looks over at Mack, who gives me a knowing look.

      “See, I told you I had my ways to get these tickets,” he puts the puzzle pieces into place for me. I find myself secretly relieved that it wasn’t another one of his fan-girls throwing gifts at him in exchange for God-knows-what.

      “Well, thank you both for serving our country,” Chelsea interrupts and Cameron looks over at her. You can almost see the rest of the world disappear from their vision in the look they exchange. Jeez, get a room!

      “Mom!” Chris pleads from my side.

      “Yes, oh, yeah. Of course you can do a tour. Chelsea and I will meet you guys out in the car, ok?” I look over at Mack and he nods.

      That’s all Chris needs, he’s on the field quicker than an Olympic sprinter having a false start during a race. “Awesome!” he cries out, excitement trembling through him.

      “Ok, well, I guess I should go then,” Cameron mumbles but his eyes still don’t break contact with Chelsea’s.

      “Alright, thanks for doing this for us, man.” Mack claps Cameron on the shoulder, bringing him back from whatever imaginary field of flowers him and my sister seem to be running through in their love struck gaze together.

      “Yeah, ok.” Cameron’s eyes come back into focus and he looks over at my son. “Let’s do this. I’ll give you guys the grand tour.”

      “Cool!” Chris jumps from foot to foot.

      “I’ll, um, see you around.” He looks back at Chelsea again and I want to gag. “I hope.”

      “You will,” she assures.

      “And, I’ll see you later,” Mack gives my hand a quick squeeze and it takes my breath away like he kissed me.

      I watch as my son and his father walk across the field with the gridiron bad boy we went to high school with. It’s amazing how a week can change everything. Last week, life couldn’t look any bleaker than it did. Now, I feel like I have my son back, and possibly Mack back too.

      I can’t wait to see what next week will bring.
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      “And that’s pretty much it,” Cameron walks us back out on the field. It’s not like there’s a lot of behind the scenes besides the locker room and the coach’s office. “What do you think, Chris? You wanna play college ball one day?” Cameron scoops up a football from the abandoned mesh sack of them at the players’ entrance to the field.

      “For sure. I mean, first I want to make the middle school team though,” Chris looks around the nearly empty stadium in awe.

      “You’re not in middle school yet? Man, how old are you? Someone’s been eating their Wheaties!” Armstrong chuckles at his own joke and Chris looks up at him with question marks in his eyes. “Never mind,” he mumbles, realizing the reference is lost on his young audience.

      “I’m nine, in grade four. Well, I was in grade four anyway. Till I got kicked out of school.”

      “Kicked out? What for?” Armstrong was never one for turning down gossip. It’s good to see some things don’t change.

      “I dunno, I set off some cherry bombs in the toilets and the principal freaked out.” Chris shrugs.

      “Well, that sounds like a dumb reason to get expelled, but I don’t know much about that. I do know that you’ll never play college ball if you don’t get into middle school. Hey, you two want to toss the ball around a bit out here?” Armstrong holds the football up in his hand and Chris’s eyes light up.

      “Can we?”

      “Yeah, man. Let’s do it.” Armstrong jogs about ten feet away and I do the same in the other direction until the three of us are in a triangle.

      Cameron tosses the ball to Chris and he catches it effortlessly. “Great catch!” Cameron encourages him. Chris stands a little taller and chucks the ball my way.

      I cradle the ball in my arms before tossing it back Cameron’s way.

      “Thanks. And, I know that I need to get back in school. I’m gonna try not to mess it up when I get back in,” Chris catches the ball.

      “I had to go to some group thing for kids who lost their parents and they told me that I haven’t had closure yet, or whatever. I dunno.” Chris chucks the ball at me and looks at his feet. “I don’t really know what they meant.”

      My hand freezes in mid-air with the ball in it and I look over at Cameron. I talked to him ahead of time about Chris’s situation, so this isn’t news to him, but he’s not letting on.

      “You lost your dad? I’m really sorry to hear that,” I can hear that the sentiment is heartfelt.

      “Yeah, I haven’t said it yet, but I’m sorry you had to go through that trash,” I agree. “That’s an unfair hand you got dealt, Armstrong and I know how important it is to get closure though. Don’t we?” I chuck the ball back at my old Corporal.

      “Yeah, man. That’s no lie.” He nods.

      “You know, when I first got back from the war, I was really struggling with closure too. I lost some great men over there. Men I’d trust with my life. I did trust them with my life, and I felt like I let them down when I stepped back on U.S. soil and they didn’t.” I confess and for a moment, no one remembers to pass the ball. Instead, Chris and Cameron simply listen respectfully.

      “What did you do? To get closure, I mean?” Chris prods and I’m grateful for the interruption in where my dark thoughts were heading.

      “Hmm? Oh, I visited their graves and talked to them,” Chris looks at me like I just grew another head.

      “What?” he sounds like he thinks I’m pulling his leg.

      “No, really. I mean, it’s not like I thought they would answer me. I’m not crazy,” I try to explain, “I just needed to talk to them though. To tell them I was sorry I let them down and that I let their families down. I had to tell them how it was an honor to serve with them, and that I wouldn’t forget them.” My voice grows thick and I swallow hard, trying to push down the memory with it. “It really helped.” I admit to the ground.

      I look up and Armstrong is watching me closely. He seems to suddenly remember that he’s still holding the ball and he throws it over to Chris. “You know what, man? I did the same thing.”

      “Really?” Chris looks at him, tilting his head.

      “Yeah, I went to the grave of my old buddy. I had to say good-bye to him, you know? I wanted to let him know that I got out of the military and came here,” he points to the empty seats surrounding us. “I don’t know why, but it really worked. I felt peace after that. Like I was finally closing a door on that part of my life.”

      Chris looks at the ball in his hand, then at Armstrong and I. We’ve obviously given him something to chew on.

      “I dunno if that would work for me,” he talks to the football. Armstrong walks in toward Chris and I follow his lead. I clap my hand on the boy’s back dragging him out of the dark place I can see him going to, like he just did for me.

      “Hey, maybe talking to your dad at his grave won’t be the way for you. I’m just saying it worked for me. You gotta do what feels right for you, ok?” I explain gently.

      “It’s true,” Cameron interrupts, “whatever you’ve got to do, just get that closure though. It’s the only way you can move on and keep living, man.”

      Chris nods, but doesn’t respond. I wonder if it’s because he can’t trust his voice right now. I decide that’s probably our cue to get going. Besides, the ladies are waiting in the car for us.

      “We should probably get moving, Armstrong.” I step out to shake his hand. “Thanks for this,” We shake hands, the same hands we fought to save each other’s lives with. The man who told me I was as good as a blood brother to him. Only now, I’m ready to hear it.

      “Anytime, Captain.” He smiles at me. “Hey, Chris,” he looks over at Lauren’s son, “you wanna keep that ball?”

      That does it. Chris’s crestfallen face forms back into the cheerful smile he had when we started this tour. Thank goodness. I didn’t want to depress him. Just the opposite, really.

      “Yeah? That would be cool. Thanks!” Chris clutches the football like he was just given a diamond.

      “No problem. Just remember to keep working that arm, ok? And, no matter how you gotta do it, get that closure. You’ll feel like you’ve been given a new life when you do.” Cameron sticks out his hand to shake Chris’s and I can’t help but feel a strange twinge of pride when the boy returns the handshake.

      “I will.” From the look in his eyes, I think we’ve done some good for him today. At least, I hope we have. He looks determined, maybe this is what he needed to turn a new leaf. No child deserves the tragedy and upheaval that Chris has had to deal with. I hope that this is the beginning of being able to put it behind him.

      And I find myself hoping that I’ll be able to keep being there for him, helping to guide him through it in the future.
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      “Do you remember that Halloween when my father caught you and your friends trying to t.p. my house?” Heat flushes through my cheeks as I laugh at the memory. Of course, the diminishing bottle of wine sitting on the coffee table probably has something to do with it.

      “Oh, man. How could I forget? Your dad was so pissed. I thought he was gonna hand me my rear in a sling.” Mack’s eyes twinkle as he throws his head back and laughs. “I would’ve deserved it though.”

      “Nah, his bark was worse than his bite, but yeah, he caught you red-handed.”

      “We were so dumb about it too,” he runs his palm over his beard, “I mean, we had a laundry basket of toilet paper.” He shakes his head and then takes another sip of the white wine we’re polishing off.

      After they finally came out to the car, Chris and Mack were joking around like lifelong friends. It did my heart good to see my boy so relaxed and happy again. I guess none of us were in a hurry to say goodbye. After Mack agreed to come over for dinner, he and Chris went outside and tossed the Frisbee around until the night sky grew chilly. Then they decided to warm up a bit by playing video games, talking smack the whole time. I swear, for a couple of hours, I wasn’t sure if I had one kid or two.

      Chris went to bed hours ago, but Mack and I are still up, basking in the glow of our sentimentality. That glow burns a lot brighter when you pop the cork on the third bottle of chardonnay.

      “I still remember what he said, too,” Mack continues. He puts his glass down on the table and straightens up as he imitates my father’s posture. “One of you boys better have a serious bowel problem,” Mack drops his voice like dad’s signature baritone. “Because if I find you throwing that toilet paper on my property, you’re gonna need every single sheet when I beat the trash out of each of you.”

      Laughter rises up from my belly like bubbles in a glass of champagne. It’s nice to be able to laugh over memories of dad now. When the heart attack first took him, every thought of him stung. Actually, it feels good to let loose and laugh about anything again. With the year I’ve had, I was beginning to forget what feeling anything was like. Unless you count numbness and exhaustion. I was starting to believe those would be the only sensations I would ever have again.

      “That was dad,” I smile and hold my glass up in the air, “bless his soul.” Mack closes his eyes and nods in a silent blessing. “Why were you trying to t.p. my house anyway? We were friends for a while by that point.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I was young and didn’t know how to talk about feelings and stuff back then. I guess some things never change, huh?” He looks over at me and winks.

      Mack is many things, but an open book isn’t one of them.

      “What were we,” he continues, “Chris’s age?” He slides his hand over my shoulders casually and resting my head against the crook of his arm feels like home.

      “Yep, I’d say we were right around there,” I agree. Sitting back up, I swallow the last mouthful of my wine and put the glass down on the table. I quickly snuggle back against him, breathing in his scent shamelessly.

      “I guess it’s probably because I loved you even then, but I didn’t know how to tell you.” His voice drops, but every word is etched into my eardrums and tattooed onto my heart.

      Love me, even then? Does that mean he still…? I look into Mack’s face searching for meaning in the words he hasn’t spoken.

      “Should I call you a cab soon? I don’t want my co-workers wagging their tongues about having you out all night,” I look over at the clock. It’s probably already too late for that, but him staying the night certainly won’t help.

      “Why would they gossip about me being with you? Don’t you know I went to visit my great-aunt Mildred for the weekend? You’d love her, she’s such a sweetheart,” his eyes glint mischievously.

      “Mildred? You don’t have a… oh, I get it,” I have a bimbo moment. I’m not sure if it’s because of the wine or if looking at Mack is distracting me. That’s not true. I know what’s clouding my head, not to mention my judgement, and it ain’t the chardonnay.

      He’s gorgeous. I can’t pry my eyes off his blues. With a few drinks in him, they’re the color of a crisp autumn sky. Like a tumbling red maple leaf, I’m being tossed around, trusting him to safely place me on solid ground.

      “Well, you can stay here then,” I look down at his lips. Why are they so distracting? “But, you’re gonna need to crash on the couch. I don’t want to confuse Chris.” I tell him honestly.

      “I can respect that.”

      His broad hand slides over the side of my face and under my chin. My heartbeat quickens as my eyes travel down to his pink lips. Suddenly, those perfect lips are crushing mine in a bruising kiss. I can feel the urgency of his desire and the longing on his tongue.

      Can he feel how my body craves him?

      How my soul aches for him?

      How my heart beats his name?
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      Mack kisses a trail of burning desire down the tender spot on my neck. I close my eyes, making the heat from his lips build an electric buzz in my body. Each kiss sends pulses of electricity to my nipples, then down to my belly and it spreads down further, blossoming between my legs.

      Dang, only Mack could make me so wet from a kiss. A simple kiss was all it ever took to make me crazy. I’ve never been able to resist his lips.

      “I can’t wait to taste every single inch of you,” Mack growls. I can feel his teeth graze my neck and a little shiver runs down my spine.

      “Every inch, huh?” I smirk at the idea. A girl could do worse than having Mack “Captain America” Forrester worshipping her body. I doubt she could ever do better actually.

      “Every inch,” he continues kissing down along my collar bone, his fingers sliding up under the hem of my shirt. “From here,” his fingertip grazes over my bra and I press my breasts against him, greedy for more. “All the way to here,” he drags his hand down over my belly, over my rear and down my legs to my ankles. “Do you think I’m forgetting anywhere?” he teases me and my pussy clenches tight with anticipation.

      “Maybe,” I breathe.

      “How about here,” his fingers softly make their way back up my leg and stop between my thighs. “I’m gonna love eating your sweet pussy, Lauren.” Mack gives me a quick kiss on my neck and starts tugging my shirt up over my belly to free me. But my body seems to have other plans.

      Please, not now.

      “Uh, Mack?” I creak.

      “Yeah?” He pulls my shirt up over my breasts, exposing my lavender bra.

      “I, uh, I’ve had too much wine. I need to use the washroom.” I squirm, hating my pathetic bladder right now. Worst timing ever.

      Mack sits back and looks up at me, “Goodness, Lauren, you look horrified,” he smirks. “It’s no biggie, go pee. I’m not going anywhere.” He sits back into the couch looking like he’s been sitting on it since the day I bought it. He looks so perfectly comfortable in my home, like he’s always been there. Like he always will be.

      “I’m not horrified,” I lie. “I just didn’t want to ruin the mood.”

      Mack suddenly grabs my hand and pulls it between his legs, resting it on his hard cock pressing against his fly. I gasp, but don’t try to pull it back.

      “See? You couldn’t possibly ruin the mood. Now go, hurry back.”

      Reluctantly, I pull my hand back and get my feet under me. Seriously hating my bladder even more after that. Dang, it seems like his muscles, tattoos and ego aren’t the only things that’ve grown. His cock is hard, heavy and huge!

      I scurry over to the stairs and jump up them like a gazelle, two at a time. I think I hear Mack laughing at me from the living room, but I hurry into the bathroom too quickly to say for sure.

      Still cursing the wine and my bladder, I sit down and pee as fast as I can. With the toilet still flushing, I rinse my hands and see myself in the mirror for the first time tonight. I look ten years younger! I can’t believe how much youth has returned to my eyes, I can’t help but smile at my reflection. Mack isn’t just good for my body, he’s good for my soul. And my soul doesn’t want to waste another second staring at myself in the mirror.

      Heading out the door, I start for the stairs but stop in my tracks. I should check in on Chris first. It’s not like when he was a baby and I used to stand over his crib watching him sleep. However, this has been a difficult time for him the past few weeks. I mean, seeing just tiny glimpses of my old son peaking through from behind the tumultuous clouds of pain he’s been hiding behind for a year has given my heart so much hope. I just pray that it lasts. I pad lightly down the hall and sneak a quick look in his room. It takes a second for my eyes to adjust to the darkness of his space as I search for his bed … it’s empty!

      Wait, where is he? I look around his room, snapping my head around so fast that it hurts my neck. He’s not there. I flip on his light, “Chris? Chris!” No answer. Instead, his window is gaping open, like a mouth trying to shout the answers to where my son went.

      His room is empty.

      Cold fear spreads through my stomach as I turn on my heel and run to my room in search of my son. Flicking the switch to my light, it’s clear that he hasn’t been in my room at all, let alone to sleep.

      “Chris?” My voice is rising with the panic rising in my chest. Lord, where is he?

      I thump back down the stairs, and stop at the bottom. Mack is standing over by the mantle looking at our family photos. One family photo in particular. The large double framed collage of pictures showing the early years of my time with Chris. There is photo after photo of only my son and I at the park, on birthdays, Christmases, just enjoying life together. Just the two of us. That’s how it was until he was three. Mack’s eyes slide over to the next frame, the picture of my wedding day, where Joel, Chris and I are smiling at the camera broadly. I remember feeling relieved when Joel and I got married. Relieved that he was a good man who wanted to take Chris and I on. Who wanted to look after us, care for us.

      I don’t have time to wonder if Mack is putting the story together. I don’t have time to explain that Joel is absent from years’ worth of pictures because he wasn’t in our lives then. I don’t have time because right now, his son is missing and we need to find him.

      “Mack!” His head snaps up at the edge in my tone.

      “Sorry, I was just looking around a bit,” he starts to explain.

      “That’s fine,” I hold out my hand to stop him from explaining. I don’t really care right now. “Mack, we need to call the cops! Chris is gone. Oh my goodness, it’s almost midnight! Where could he be? Oh my goodness!” Tears swell up in the corners of my eyes.

      “Are you sure?” Mack doesn’t wait for me to answer, he lunges up the stairs and I can hear his prosthetic thump against the floor above as he searches the rooms.

      I grab the phone wondering if I should call the police department or 9-1-1. I can hear Mack rush back down the stairs and close the distance between us.

      “Lauren! Where is Joel buried?” Mack interrupts my disjointed thoughts.

      “What?” My mind can’t process his words. They don’t make sense to me. I don’t care about Joel right now; I want to find Chris. “What are you talking about?”

      “I know where he is, I’m going to go get him, ok? Tell me, please, where is Joel buried?” Mack lays a hand on my shoulder and it’s heavy. It brings me back from the edge. It calms me.

      The grave is on Magnolia Lane, it’s only five blocks north. At the Lewis cemetery. You think he’s there? Why?”

      “I know he is. Stay here in case he comes back, ok? I’m going to go get him. I promise. If he’s not there then I’ll call you, but I think he is.” Mack gives out his orders as he grabs his things and heads out the door. Once a soldier always a soldier.

      “Ok, Mack, are you sure? I think I should call the police. What if something happened to him.” The tears spill over and wet my face, but I don’t care.

      “Hey,” Mack grabs my shoulders and looks down into my face, “I told you, I promise I’ll get him. Ok? You can trust my word, you know that. Please, try to calm down a little and I’ll be back soon. I’ll take care of this. I promise.” He stresses and somehow it actually does slow my heartbeat a little from the borderline heart attack I’m having.

      “Ok,” I answer and Mack gives me a quick peck on the forehead and disappears out the front door.

      “I love you,” I whisper to the door shutting in my face. Please, Lord, let him bring back my baby. Please, let this all be ok.
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      The pavement is thudding under my prosthetic as I run toward where Lauren told me the graveyard is. The cool air is rushing past my ears and I sweep my head from side to side for the first signs of the cemetery. I didn’t have time to get detailed directions from Lauren. I could’ve brought her with me, but I feel like if Chris is there, and I expect he is, then he’s not going to want to talk to his Mom. He needs his Dad.

      Before Lauren came down the stairs, those pictures of her family … is Chris mine? When Lauren told me how old he was, I figured that she shacked up with Joel Brickman shortly after I left for West Point. Yet, I looked through a bunch of pictures of her and Chris by themselves for years. I mean, someone must have been taking all those shots, but it seems weird that Joel isn’t in a single one until the wedding picture.

      My eyes try to squeeze shut with the wave of guilt washing over me. I should’ve been there for her. Not Joel Brickman. God rest his soul.

      Running up the street isn’t as easy without my blade. I’ve gotten so used to it now that I’ve been doing daily jogs and sprints. However, I can see the steel gate leading to the Lewis cemetery up ahead. I don’t need a blade; I need to get … my son.

      Is he my son? Why would Lauren keep that from me? Was she that angry at me for going to West Point? They say hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, but that seems ridiculous.

      I should’ve been there for her.

      You have no one to be angry at but yourself.

      I slow my jog to a walk and stride in through the gate, searching the rows of headstones like an owl scanning a field for mice. Where is he? I don’t see him anywhere. Just hundreds of grave markers shining under the moonlight. Some covered in fresh flowers from loved ones who still ache for their losses. Some long forgotten, their headstones crumbling and neglected.

      I stop and tilt my head to listen carefully. All I can hear is the faded noise of traffic a few streets over. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe Chris didn’t come here. Maybe I’m wrong about everything. He might not even be my kid.

      The pictures on the mantle flash in my mind, the only thing is, Chris didn’t look like Joel as a toddler. He didn’t look like Lauren either except for her beautiful skin tone. No. He looked like me.

      A small movement catches my peripheral vision and I snap my head over to investigate further. Almost twenty rows away I can see a small figure in the shadows. It’s him. He did come here! I wonder what else I’m right about?

      I want to yell his name, but I stop myself. What if he runs? Or I scare him? It’s probably better to just go talk to him. I walk up the end of the row, so I don’t trample on anyone’s graves, and close the yards between us.

      With each step I get closer to him, the more I’m sure it is Chris. I can hear his voice being carried by the night air. “Need to let you go …” He’s sitting at the foot of the grave, talking to Joel. Just like Armstrong and I had suggested. I’m happy that he’s getting the closure he needs; I just wish he would’ve waited until tomorrow to do it.

      I slow down, I’m not trying to sneak up on him, but I don’t want to interrupt him either. His back is to me, but I can hear the tears he’s choking back in his voice.

      “Mom and I are doing ok. I mean, it’s been hard without you, real hard. I’ve been messing up a lot. I just get so mad sometimes that you’re gone, you know? Like, why did you have to leave us when we still needed you here?” his voice cracks.

      I stop a couple a rows away from him and let him speak his mind. I’ve been where he is and I know how important it is to say your piece to get some peace.

      “It’s been hard on mom.” He sounds like he’s accusing Joel angrily. “And, well, I’ve been hard on her too. I got expelled and then the cops picked me up. I know I’m making her worry. I just, I dunno, I just keep getting so pissed off. I mean angry,” he sounds defeated and I watch as his shoulders slump forward.

      “But I think things are going to get better now. Mom has a cool friend. You’d like him, he talked to me about you and stuff. Everyone keeps talking about closure and I guess it’s important. That’s why I’m here. I wanted to tell you that I still miss you and think about you all the time, but I don’t want to be mad about it anymore. I want to go back to having some fun and doing stuff I like again. I guess I felt like I shouldn’t be having any fun without you, but I know you wouldn’t want that. So, I still love you, and I still miss you, but I’m gonna move on. I have to. I don’t want to be mad all the time anymore.” His voice breaks and so does my heart. Chris drops his head into his hands and his back rises and falls with his cries.

      I walk over to him and he turns around quickly, wiping the tears from his face.

      “Hey man, are you ok?” I look down at his tear-streaked cheeks and wish I could do or say something that would take away his pain. I know from experience that the only true bandage is time.

      “Yeah,” Chris sniffs and swallows hard. “I just needed closure. Like you guys said.”

      I nod. I know he did. “That’s all right, you did what you had to do. I understand that. Your mom is a bit worried though. She thinks you snuck out to run away or something.”

      I watch as his shoulders slump back down and he looks at his hands. “I messed up again, didn’t I?” He sneaks a look up at me sideways.

      “Nah, you did what you had to do. I’ll explain it to her. I get it.” I answer honestly. It’s not a lie. When I decided to go visit Corporal Thompson’s gravesite, I pulled a U-turn in the middle of rush hour traffic to do it. Sometimes things can’t wait until morning, or for traffic lights. When your soul tells you that it’s ready to heal, you listen.

      “I’m just gonna give her a quick call so she doesn’t keep worrying, ok? I’ll let you finish up here.” I pull my cell out of my pocket and Chris nods at me.

      I dial the only number that I’ve bothered to program into this thing and Lauren picks up on the first ring.

      “Hello?” I can tell from her voice that Chris isn’t the only one who’s been crying.

      “Hey, I’m here with Chris. He’s ok. He just needed to get some closure with Joel, but everything is ok.” I soothe her.

      “Oh thank goodness! I swear every time I think he’s turning a corner he goes and does something like this! What was he thinking sneaking off in the middle of the night! Thank you Lord, he’s safe.” I can practically hear her crossing herself.

      “He’s not doing it to act out, ok? Trust me, it’s a good thing that he came here tonight. He needed to talk to Joel as a man. It’s because of me and Armstrong that he even got the idea, so please, cut him some slack this time? I don’t think he’s sliding back.” I plead his case.

      The phone is silent. I flick my hand over to check if the timer is still counting the seconds. It is.

      “Lauren?”

      “Ok,” she finally answers quietly. “But he still has to know that leaving in the middle of the night isn’t ok. Even if it’s to go to the grave.” I can hear the edge creeping back into her tone. I don’t think she knows if she’s relieved, happy, or pissed off. Probably all three. And then some.

      “He knows,” I interrupt gently. “Trust me.”

      “Ok, well you two get back here soon.”

      “We will see you in a bit.” I hang up and walk over to Chris. He’s standing up now and has wiped away the last remnants of his tears.

      “Is she mad at me?” He looks up into my face and it’s like looking back in time down into my own reflection.

      “Nah. I mean, she was worried, of course. Don’t worry, it’s all gonna be ok.” I throw my arm around his shoulder and give him a quick squeeze. To my surprise, Chris throws both his arms around me and buries his face into my arm.

      “Thank you for helping me,” he mumbles. “Not just with this, like, with understanding me, I guess.” He lets go and looks down at his feet.

      “Hey, anytime. Ok? I’m always here if you need me.”

      Chris looks up at me, his brown eyes searching my face. Like he’s not sure if I’m just saying the words or if I mean them. He seems to find the honesty he’s looking for, because his lips spread into a smile and he nods at me.

      “Ok, let’s go back to my house,” he walks away from Joel’s grave. “I’m ready now.”

      “Ok.”

      The only sound in the air is our footsteps as we walk side-by-side to the cemetery gate. I feel ten pounds lighter just knowing how much baggage the little man at my side just left back there. I can’t even imagine how much better he must feel. Or how much better his life is going to get now that he’s closing the door on his grief. I’m not saying it’ll be perfect, but it should get easier now.

      I look over the headstones, lined up like men on parade. All standing at attention, decorated and shining. My skin prickles and a rush of air whooshes in my ears as my mind travels back to the military gravesite I visited with my men lying in it.

      The men I lost that day.

      The men I let down.

      Suddenly, my throat closes and I gasp for breath as I see Thompson’s face in my mind’s eye. Chris fades away, the stones around me disappear as I see the Afghani elder just steps away from me. His hand is hidden beneath his clothes, but I know what’s there. I’ve seen this happen a million times. He pulls out his ax and the sickening thud is all I can hear as Thompson’s head slices in half. The blood drips down what’s left of his face and is soaked up by the sand billowing around us as he crumples in the dirt.

      “Corporal!”

      “Hey, what’s going on? Are you ok?” I blink my eyes, covered in cold sweat and watch as Chris reappears. The dusty hell hole that I fought in quickly evaporates around me and the cemetery returns.

      Chris looks frightened. I fight the urge to puke and wipe the beads of sweat from my forehead, my mind scurrying for some kind of answer to give him.

      “Yeah, sorry. I think I might be coming down with something. It’s late. How about we get you home so we can both get some sleep, huh?” My throat is dry as I manage to reassure him. The last thing I need is to have Chris and Lauren worrying about me. It’s my job to look after them, not the other way around.

      “Oh, ok,” he looks like he’s not fully buying it. At least he doesn’t keep pushing it though.

      What was I saying about leaving that baggage behind at the grave?

      Let’s hope it works better for Chris than it did for me.
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      The front door opens and I stop pacing and watch as Chris walks into the house with Mack behind him. I can’t even feel my feet hit the floor as I run across it. I throw my arms around Chris and thank goodness silently.

      “I was so worried!” My voice is hoarse from crying. “Don’t ever do that to me again,” I step back and hold my son by his shoulders. He looks up at me with soft eyes and a trembling chin.

      “I won’t, Mom. I’m sorry.” I can see he’s trying to keep it together in front of Mack. He probably doesn’t want to cry in front of his hero. I won’t put him through that.

      “Go on up to bed, I’m gonna come up in a second,” I give him another quick hug.

      “Ok,” he answers timidly. “Goodnight,” he looks over his shoulder at Mack and then flees up the stairs.

      “Did you talk to him? Did you tell him he can’t do this to me?” I stare into Mack’s eyes once Chris is out of earshot.

      “I did. Lauren, I know you’re upset …”

      “You’re right I’m upset. Anything could have happened to him. Anything! He could’ve gotten hit by a car, or taken by a creep, I could’ve lost him, Mack.” A sob chokes out my words and I cry into my hands. I feel Mack’s arms around me, strong arms that feel like a brick wall surrounding me. I feel so safe with him. I always have.

      “He’s alright. I know he scared you, but I’m partly to blame for that. Cameron and I talked to him about getting closure by talking to people we’ve lost at their graves. I didn’t think he’d sneak out tonight to do it, but I understand it. He had a lot to get off his chest. You’ve got a great kid there, Lauren. Go easy on him,” his voice rumbles in his chest.

      With my ear pressed against it I can hear his heart beating and his lungs breathing and his voice soothing my fears. Somehow, even just listening to Mack’s body serving the most basic of functions, keeping him alive, calms my frayed nerves and makes me want to stay in his arms forever.

      “I have to go talk to him,” I murmur into his shirt, but instead of walking away I wrap my arms around Mack’s waist. Everything feels so far away. The pain of losing Joel. The heartache of watching Chris lash out. My job. The world. It’s all so distant as I just listen to Mack’s heart.

      “Of course, that’s because you’re a great Mom, Lauren. Go ahead, just remember that he’s still fragile.”

      “I know.” It’s true. My son has become the king of cool in the last year, never shedding a tear, always ready with a smart remark. I could see how close to the surface his emotions were when he walked in. “I’ll be back in a bit. I’m just gonna say goodnight to him.” I manage to drop my arms from Mack’s waist and my eyes flutter closed as he leans over me and softly kisses my forehead.

      “I would expect nothing less,” he smiles down at me and lets me go. Instantly the agony of the world feels closer. I feel less protected from it all. Like a wound with a Band-Aid ripped off too soon. A shiver runs through me and I rub my hands down my arms.

      “I’ll be right back. Thank you for bringing him home.” I kiss Mack quickly and then run up the stairs before my body has a chance to destroy what’s left of my rational brain with it’s desires.

      I rap my knuckles lightly on Chris’s open door, he’s still awake.

      “Hey,” my voice is soft, the sheer panic I was feeling earlier was washed away by Mack’s embrace. “Can I talk to you for a sec?” Chris nods at me and I cross the floor, sitting lightly on the edge of his bed.

      “Mom, I’m sorry I snuck to the grave.” Chris sits up and looks at me with eyes so sad I instantly choke up.

      “I know you are honey. You really gave me a scare.”

      “Mom, do you think I’m bad? I mean, I know I’ve been doing a lot of bad stuff. Do you think it’s too late to be good now?” He twists the edge of his comforter in his hands and looks down.

      “You’re not bad. You’ve just made some bad choices, Chris. Everyone does. Even I’ve made bad choices.” Like not telling Mack he’s your father. The thought flits through my mind leaving a fiery trail of guilt.

      “You have?” Chris looks up at me, but still clutches the blanket in his hands. It reminds me of when he was three and he wouldn’t give up his baby blanket. I finally had enough of trying to coax him to stop dragging it everywhere, so when he was sleeping one night I snuck it out of his room and cut it up, stuffing the evidence in the bottom of the trash can.

      Chris looked high and low for that stupid blanket, eventually finding a strand of his favorite blue blankie covered in coffee grounds and dust at the edge of the can. He pulled out the shred of blanket and wrapped it around his little hands, refusing to let it go, like a little boxer taping his hands before a fight. And what a fight he put up! I finally gave in to him, letting him keep that frayed fabric in his room until he was ready to let it go.

      “Yep, even I have. You can’t get through life without making mistakes. It’s how we learn. It doesn’t make you bad, it makes you human.”

      His chin quivers and his eyebrows drop as tears slide down the edge of his nose. “So, you still love me then? You’re not mad at me?” he whispers.

      I lean in and wrap my arms around him, “Of course I love you! Nothing can change that, honey. Not a single thing. We’re gonna have good times and bad, but I’m always going to love you, Christopher! A mother never stops loving her kids, so I’m sorry, but you’re just stuck with me loving you forever and ever and ever!” I squeeze him tight.

      “Ok, Mom! You can let go now,” my son’s voice is muffled by my bear hug and I smile. “Oh, all right. I guess it’s not cool to hug your Mom anymore, huh?” I tease him.

      “No, I’m growing up you know. Mack said that I’m the man of the house.” He puffs his chest out proudly.

      “I know he did, but don’t be in too big of a rush to grow up, ok? And don’t think that you’re too big to talk to me when things are getting hard for you. We’ve got to stick together, you and I. Got it?”

      “Got it,” Chris smiles and slides back down against his pillow. His eyelids look like they weigh a hundred pounds, but he’s still fighting to keep them open.

      I give his hand a squeeze and walk over to his door. “Goodnight Chris. Have sweet dreams, honey.”

      “I will.” he mumbles back. “Oh, and Mom?”

      “Yeah, hon?” I turn and look at him snuggled up in his bed. There’s the boy I forgot I had. Looking so innocent and being so sweet.

      “If you want to marry Mack, I just want you to know that it’s ok with me.” He smiles and closes his eyes, resting his head.

      I don’t even know what to say to that, and from the soft snores coming from Chris, I don’t think I need to say anything.

      “Good night Chris.” I turn off his light and close the door, leaning my head back against it, I think about what he just said.

      Kids are so perceptive! It’s amazing what they see, what they know. We adults could learn a thing or two from them.
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      I hear Lauren shuffling around upstairs, I imagine she’s probably getting me a blanket to crash on the couch with. It’s been a crazy night; I’m guessing she’s exhausted after all the drama. I listen to her feet softly padding down the stairs. My mouth drops open when I see her bare legs through the bannister. My eyes travel up her body to the tiny booty shorts and fitted tank top she’s wearing. Oh my goodness, she’s a tease!

      “What are you wearing?” My voice is louder than I intended, I clear my throat and try to turn down the volume, “Are you trying to kill me?” I immediately stand up and walk over to her. Like she’s gravity or a magnetic pull. Like science itself has created a new law that refuses to let me stay away from her.

      “This?” She looks down over her tiny clothes, then up at me, batting her dark eyelashes innocently. “This is just what I wear to bed.”

      “If that’s what you wear to bed, then I think I’m going to need to keep you company,” I run my hands down her back and press my body against hers.

      “No,” she says quietly.

      “What?” I heard her, but I’m hoping my ears are mistaken.

      “No, you can’t come to bed with me.”

      So much for not hearing her right.

      “Because I want you right here. Right now.” She presses her belly into me. She’s not wearing a bra, her dark nipples are little diamonds under her flimsy top, begging me to suck on them. I slide my hand down her back and under the edge of her shorts, grabbing her fat cheek in my hand tight, I push her against my hardening cock.

      “Listen to me, Lauren. You need to know that this is what you want, you understand? You’re always going on about how you’re not one of my fan-club bimbos or whatever, and you’re right, you’re not.” I wrap my hand in her coarse hair and firmly kiss her, squeezing her beautiful rear until she squirms up against my cock.

      Idiot she feels good. I can’t wait to feel her tight pussy again. I can smell her desire and it takes more willpower than I knew I had not to pull her little shorts down to her knees, whirl her around and harass her against the wall.

      I pull my lips away from hers and Lauren sighs, her eyes still closed. “What’s wrong?” She flutters them open.

      “Nothing is wrong. I just need to know, right now, if you’re ready to move on with your life. Cause, when we idiot. Not if, when, I’m not interested in having you for a night. I can get that from any girl. Heck, I can get it from a group of them, at the same time if I want.”

      Fire flashes in her brown eyes and her lips turn downward. “I’m well aware of your reputation, Mack.”

      “Good, cause it’s all true. I’m sure I’ve earned every word of it. Listen to me, I’m not telling you this to make you jealous,” I smile, “even though it’s awfully cute on you.”

      “I’m not jealous,” she lies, looking to the side.

      “Good, because I don’t want those girls. I want you. Only you, you understand? I need you to be ready to move on because when I forget you, I’m making you mine, Lauren. I won’t ever just watch you leave my life again.”

      “I never left you the first time. You left me.” She’s still pouting. Her lips sticking out at me, it’s so cute. I grab her chin and kiss her again and her pout melts like butter on my lips.

      “You’re right,” I whisper, “and I won’t be leaving you again either. So, do you still want me?” I slide my fingers between her rear cheeks and push them forward until they dip into her soft, wet pussy. She’s dripping for me, there’s no denying what she wants, and I’m only too happy to give it to her, if she’ll agree.

      “I do. I really do,” she moans, pressing her mound down against my hand.

      I pull my hand back out of her shorts and wrap both my hands around her thighs, gripping them tight and pulling them open around me, I lift her off the ground and guide her legs around my waist. I walk her back across the floor toward the couch. “Good, cause I’m gonna forget you until you can’t move anymore,” I growl.
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      I toss Lauren down onto the sofa and she gives a little squeal. She flops down and her head falls back against the cushion. I’m not waiting for a special invitation. Before she even has a chance to lift her head back up, I climb on top of her, straddling her legs between mine. I hold her brown hands in mine and pull her up toward me until she’s sitting pinned underneath me.

      Lauren looks up at me with the same excitement she had in her eyes when we were teenagers. I remember how she made me wait until she officially turned eighteen before she’d let me harass her. I mean, every teenaged boy practically spends a third of their life jerking off, but with her making me wait, it probably went up to fifty percent of my time.

      The first few times I had her, I didn’t have a clue how to really make her cum. I was just a dumb kid, fumbling in the darkness of inexperience. Now my blindfold has been lifted and I’m gonna show her that all these bimbos she’s been getting jealous of have served their purpose.

      She’ll be sending them thank you cards.

      “I can’t move,” Lauren looks up at me coyly. The twinkle in her gorgeous brown eyes tells me she isn’t complaining.

      “Good, I’ve got you right where I want you.” I gather the fabric of her shirt over the edge of my fingers and pull it up off her body as she lifts her hands over her head to make it easier for me.

      Her big belly bounce slightly when she drops her arms back by her sides, like they’re taunting me. Daring me to take her. I slide my hands under her sweet rear and release her from the leg lock I’ve been holding her in. I scoop her beautiful rear up off the couch and plop her down on my throbbing cock.

      “Oh!”

      I don’t give her a chance to think or to speak. Just feel. Dropping my head, I lick her perfect, almond skin from her collar bone to her mahogany nipple. Closing my lips around it, she moans to the ceiling, throwing her head back. I softly pucker my lips around her little diamond tip and flicker my tongue, gently battering her nipple. I glance up at her and graze the sharp edge of my teeth against her.

      “Ahh,” she yelps, but she grinds her hot little pussy down against my hard cock, still confined by these stupid jeans. I’ve never hated anything as much as I hate these pants right now.

      I immediately give her little pebble another soft swish of my tongue, kissing it better before I move my head over and start doing the same thing to her other perfect nipple.

      Idiot she’s sexy. I can’t tell you the amount of women who’ve dressed up or brought friends to the party just to get me half as excited as Lauren wearing a simple pair of booty shorts.

      Her hands slide down over my shoulders and I feel the sharp tips of her nails dig into my skin as she twists her hips on top of me. I don’t expect the burst of pain as she scrapes her nails across my flesh until I can feel the little cuts she’s leaving on my back.

      “Hey!” I stop teasing her full belly and look up at her smirking face.

      “What?” She bats her eyelashes like a doll, “two can play that game,” her pink lips turn up into a sultry smile.

      “Oh, is that so? We’ll just see about that,” I grab her hands and wrap my hand around both her wrists so she can’t pull that little stunt again. Not unless I want her to.

      Pulling her arms high above her head, I throw her down onto the couch under my control. I’ll let her use them again, when I decide what I want her to do to me. Until then, she’s gonna lie here and squirm under me until she can’t take anymore.

      “Goodness, Mack, I want you. I’ve always wanted you. Please let me see you? Let me feel you inside me,” she begs.

      “You’re not ready yet,” I let my eyes feast on her shamelessly. Savoring every inch of her skin from her long neck to her perky belly.

      She’s too sexy, and the crazy part is, she doesn’t even know it. Not like I do. Most women who look half as good as Lauren are used to every guy chasing them down. They get an attitude that she doesn’t have. She’s the most stunning woman I’ve ever met, and she’s still so down to earth. She defies logic and rules. There are no games with her, no laws. Heck, even lying on her back, her perky belly seem to defy the law of gravity, so maybe she is some kind of magic.

      And she’s mine.

      My eyes’ gaze is interrupted rudely by the fabric of her little shorts, covering her modestly.

      I’ve got no time for modesty.

      “Keep your hands up,” I growl, releasing her wrists from my grasp. Lauren bites her pouty bottom lip and nods in response. “Good girl,” I love a woman who knows when to challenge me and when to let me have my way.

      I drag my fingertips down her ribs and over her little belly, protruding a little in the way a woman’s body does once she’s carried a child. Perfectly curved. I dig my fingers under the hips of each side of her shorts and tug them down to her knees in one quick pull.

      The little patience I’ve had is rewarded as I look down onto her glistening pussy. With just a short trim of hair covering her, and her sweet nectar ripe for savoring, she looks like the sweetest peach ready to be devoured.

      I quickly look into Lauren’s eyes and she watches me intently, her arms still perfectly still above her head. “But don’t worry, I’m gonna make sure I get you ready.”

      I pull her little shorts down the rest of her legs and toss them over my shoulder onto the floor. Sliding down between her thick thighs, I pinch my fingers into the meat of her legs as I hold them open wide. Her pussy is totally exposed now, the dark brown of her petals contrasting against the soft pink of her sensitive nub.

      I bury my face between her thighs and pull one of her dark lips into my mouth, tugging it softly as I let my tongue tease her sweet clit. She tastes like heaven. And I should know, I caught a glimpse of it in the desert. Funny how in the moment I was facing death, I saw her. She must be my eternal life.

      I circle my wet tongue over her nub as she tries to twist her hips in anticipation. My hands have her pinned to the couch though, and as long as she doesn’t move her arms, she’s completely under my power.

      Sliding my tongue down the length of her pussy, I spread her fat cheeks and dip my lips between them until I have my tongue pressed against her tight jerk.

      Lauren gasps and she stiffens out under my hands. But she doesn’t tell me to stop or say she doesn’t like it. She just seems surprised. I flicker my tongue against her until she’s squirming and bearing down against me. I slide back up to her sweet clit just to keep her on the edge.

      I finally let go of her thigh and push my fingertip into her pussy, feeling her muscles contract around me, trying to milk me.

      In good time, baby.

      Goodness, she’s still so tight! She hasn’t changed since she was eighteen.

      I know I can’t wait much longer to make her mine. I need to feel her tight pussy around my cock. My lips close around her clit and I suckle it lightly as I flutter my tongue against her relentlessly. Lauren is gasping and breathing a string of incoherent words. The way her walls keep gripping down on my finger, I can tell she’s very close.

      “Mack! Oh, my goodness!” Her body tightens up under me, every muscle contracting as she cums for me.

      I pull my head away, knowing how sensitive she’ll be after that, but keep thrusting my finger inside her as I watch her pant for air. Her hairline is covered in tiny droplets of sweat and she has the arms I told her not to move thrown over her eyes. I’ll let it go this time. Clearly she needs a minute.

      Lauren moves her arm and smiles down at me bashfully. Her hips keep climbing to meet my finger rhythmically her pussy.

      “I think you’re ready now.”

      “That was amazing.”

      “That was nothing.” I reluctantly stop fingering her little box and sit up enough to pull off my shirt. I stand up to get the pants off. With my prosthetic leg, I need to be careful about how I pull down my jeans. It’s probably not the most graceful way to undress, but it’ll get the job done. Finally, I pull off my underwear and smile down to Lauren as she licks her lips hungrily for me.

      “Wanna taste, baby?” I stroke my rock hard cock and watch her eyes widen as they travel down every inch of my member.

      “I do.” she purrs.

      I hold my toe at the base and hover the tip over her lips. Lauren quickly swipes her tongue over the tip, licking off the tiny bead of precum and then opens her mouth wide as she takes my thick cock deep into her mouth. I let my hand rest on the back of her head, guiding her slowly down my shaft until I can hear her throat protest with a slight gagging.

      “Sorry, I won’t go that deep. Not in your mouth anyway,” I reassure her as her eyes water a bit and look up at me.

      “Mmmm,” I’m not sure if she’s agreeing or arguing, but either way, it feels amazing.

      “Yeah, baby, just like that.” I let go of her head and just watch as Lauren slides her lips up and down the length of my shaft. I can feel the tension in my balls building as I get swept away by the sensation of her wet tongue sweeping over the tip of my cock.

      Idiot. If she doesn’t stop soon, I’m going to cum down her throat.

      “You need to stop,” I whisper unconvincingly. Lauren either doesn’t hear me or doesn’t listen. My balls tighten up and I’m gonna blow my load if I don’t pull out. I manage to take a step back, releasing myself from her perfect pout.

      I know I’m already a decorated veteran, but I want another medal for the self control that took. Heck, I want a chest full of medals!

      “I can finish you and we can have sex later,” she looks up at me, almost pleading. I’ve gotta admit, it’s tempting as idiot.

      “No,” my voice is hoarse. It’s amazing I can talk at all, really. “I’ve been missing you for ten years, I don’t want to wait one more second for you. I want you right now.”

      I kneel down between her legs and she opens them wide for me. I’m not the only one who doesn’t want to wait anymore.

      I grab my cock and slide it up and down just allowing the tip to tease her clit as I get myself back under control.

      Idiot control.

      I press the head of my cock into her wet pussy and wrap my other hand around the back of her neck, pressing all of my weight into her. She breathes in sharp as I bury my cock into her pussy. She’s so tight, I’m almost questioning if I ever took her virginity the first time around.

      “Oh!” Lauren’s eyes are wide and she squirms a little under me. I’ve been told I can be a bit much to take in one stroke, but I can’t help myself with her. I know I should pull back, let her adjust to my girth and go slow, but I can’t.

      I thrust my cock deep into her until my balls smack up against her plump rear cheeks. Still holding her head in a vice grip, I finally pull back a little bit and then harass her hard. I let myself get lost in her, let my cock bury inside her over and over as she whimpers in my ear.

      I don’t know how I’ve ever wasted time with any other girl. How I’ve ever let so much time go by. How I ever walked away. She’s amazing. I’ve messed more women than I can keep track of, and I know not a single one has felt like her. Like she was actually made to fit my body and mine alone.

      My breathing is getting heavy and so are my balls as I just keep Lauren like I just got out of prison. In a way I have. Even if it was a prison of my own making.

      “Oh, Mack, I’m gonna …” Her pussy squeezes around me and I arch my back so I can look down the length of our bodies. I want to see what’s mine milking my thick cock for every drop of cum I’m about to give her. Lauren drives her nails back into my back in the same spot she carved out before. The sharp pain and the sensation of her tight pussy quivering around me is too much. A wave of pleasure floods through me as I fill her with spurts of my seed.

      I feel light headed as I collapse against Lauren on the couch. Her legs are tangled around me in a full body hug and my cock is still twitching inside her.

      Cold realization washes over me as it occurs to me that I didn’t ask about protection. People have been calling me Captain America since I came back to US soil, but they could just as easily have been calling me Captain Condom.

      “Dang it,” I hiss and pull out of Lauren. Her eyes cloud over as confusion washes her face.

      “What? You have regrets?” The pain is all over her words. Regrets? How could she think that?

      “No, I just should’ve used protection. I got caught up.” I chide myself.

      “Why? I mean, you’re ok, aren’t you?” Panic tinges her words as she searches for meaning in mine.

      “No, no. I mean, yes. I don’t have anything. It’s not that.” I kiss the tip of her nose.

      “Oh,” I can see the tension melt away from her shoulders as she lies her head back against the arm of the couch. “Well, don’t worry about it then. I’m on birth control still. I don’t know why I didn’t stop when Joel passed. I guess it was just a habit.” She shrugs looking down to the cushions beneath us.

      “Yeah, but birth control doesn’t work that great for us, does it?” Lauren doesn’t blink. She keeps staring at the cushion like she’s memorizing it.

      “What do you mean?” she whispers to the couch.

      “I mean Chris. He’s mine isn’t he?” I finally ask the question that I’ve been wondering since I looked at the pictures. “He is my son, isn’t he Lauren?” I look down at her and if it wasn’t for the pulse wildly beating in her neck, I would think she was dead. She doesn’t move. Doesn’t blink. I don’t think she’s even breathing. “Lauren?” I don’t mean to raise my voice, but it comes out sharper than I intend.

      She snaps her head up and looks me straight in the eyes. Her brown eyes seem darker, more somber.

      “Yes.”
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      Scooting back on the couch, I pull my knees into my chest and fold my arms around my legs. I suddenly feel so exposed. So vulnerable. And it has nothing to do with being naked.

      Mack knows that he has a son. This secret I’ve been carrying for ten years has finally been lifted from my soul. I thought when this day came I would feel lighter, not sick.

      “Yes, he’s yours.” I answer him again. Resting my head on my knees, I look up at him from under my eyelashes. I’m not sure how he’s going to react. What he’s going to say. I watch storm clouds roll in over his face as he battles the emotions he’ll never share with me. Mack was never one to talk about his feelings, even before the military. Now even less so.

      “Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you get a hold of me at West Point?” He shakes his head slowly; his voice is monotone. I can’t tell if he thinks this is good news or the worst thing he’s heard. His furrowed brows aren’t really giving me a lot of information.

      “I thought about it. Trust me. You have no idea how many nights I fought with myself. It was hard. Please don’t think I made the decision lightly. I didn’t. For the first three years of Chris’s life, I was a single mother. I second guessed not telling you every single day. Especially when I was getting my degree and trying to look after my baby.”

      “Then why didn’t you?” Mack stands up and runs his hand over the back of his head. He walks over to the photos I caught him looking at earlier and stares down at them, his hand still resting on his neck as he looks back over the photos. My eyes sweep down his naked body, I wish he wouldn’t put distance between us. I wish he’d hold me close and talk to me about this.

      “Instead you let another man raise my child as his own? I mean, does that seem right to you? Did I hurt you that badly, Lauren? Was I so terrible to you that you didn’t even let me know I had a son in this world?” The muscles in his back flex tight.

      “No, you weren’t bad to me. You did hurt me, yes.” I admit, fresh tears sting my eyes as if the wound of him choosing his country over me happened yesterday. I guess it’s more like a burn than a wound. A burn that looks alright on the surface but keeps destroying the layers of skin underneath. A burn that radiates pain deep inside, long after it should have healed.

      “So you got back at me by keeping Chris from me?” his voice wavers, he still won’t face me. I hate talking to the back of his head, but I understand if he can’t look at me right now. I hug my knees tighter to my body, desperate to feel Mack’s arms around me. I wonder if I ever will again.

      “No, it had nothing to do with that!” I can’t believe he’d accuse me of keeping Chris out of his life because I had hurt feelings. What does he think of me? “Yes, I was hurt. Yes, I was angry. But I never kept it from you because of how you decided to leave. Let me remind you, it was you who decided to walk away and leave me here while you went off to pursue your dreams, Mack.” My tone has a razor’s edge.

      “Lauren, I was doing what I thought was right. You remember how Ben died. What was I supposed to do, forget about the one thing that I cared about and stay here just because you didn’t like my decision?” He finally turns to face me and I wish he’d turn back around. His eyes flash with anger, but under the anger I can see the betrayal he’s feeling tossing around on the ocean blue storm of his eyes.

      “I thought I was the one thing you cared about,” I whisper, I feel like I swallowed a rock.

      “You know what I mean,” he snaps.

      “No, I don’t. And I certainly didn’t then. Do you remember what you told me on prom night? How it was the perfect time for you to get into West Point because you had to be a certain age and couldn’t be married and …”

      “I couldn’t have kids,” he finishes my sentence. The anger fades from his eyes as he stares down at the floor.

      “Exactly. I didn’t keep Chris from you because you left me for West Point. It wasn’t some kind of revenge, Mack. I kept him from you because I knew how much West Point meant to you. I knew you would come back and look after us, but that you’d always be full of regret. You’d never get the chance to go again. Ever. I didn’t want us to be a weight around your neck.” I confess.

      “You shouldn’t have made that decision for me,” his voice is flat. Defeated. My heart squeezes in my chest thinking that I did this to him.

      “You’re right. I was young and stupid. I never should have let you go, either. I should’ve tried to make it work when you said you wanted to do the long distance thing. I admit I wasn’t a genius at eighteen.”

      “And what about in your twenties? What about after I graduated? You still never looked me up?” He meets my eyes and I see a flash of lightening on the stormy seas of his crystal blues.

      “You’re right. I met Joel in college and we ended up married. I guess after that I didn’t think about contacting you as much. I figured it would just make everything even more complicated. You never came back to Colorado, so I never knew if you got married or had other kids or anything. I guess I just thought it was better to let sleeping dogs lie.” I leave out how I still agonized about it for years. How many nights I searched for him on Facebook. How many times I tried to find his e-mail address.

      “This is so messed up, Lauren. I mean, how did any of this happen anyway? Didn’t you tell me you were on the pill then too?” Mack paces back and forth in front of my couch. I hold my hand out to him and he looks down at it like I’m holding up a foreign food.

      “Please, Mack, sit down with me.” I plead.

      He looks at me and grasps my hand. My heart flutters like a hummingbird’s wings with hope.

      “Ok.” He settles back onto the couch and looks over at me. I can see the suspicion coursing through his veins, but at least he’s giving me the chance to talk.

      “Thank you,” I breathe deep, feeling like I’m taking in the first breath after a deep dive. “You’re right, I was on the pill. I mean, you remember how diligent I was with it. I had a timer on my cellphone and everything.”

      “I remember.” His jaw is tight.

      “I don’t know if you remember that about a week before prom I got an ear infection?” I look into his eyes but I don’t see a flash of recognition. “Anyway, the doctor gave me a string of antibiotics and I didn’t realize back then that it makes your birth control not work that great. At least it did for me. So, yeah, Chris happened. Not that I would trade him for the world.” My mother’s guilt sweeps over me; all this talk about our son like he’s a mistake isn’t sitting well on my heart.

      “Idiot, that’s a lot to take in.” Mack looks down at his palms like he’s trying to read them. If I trace his love line, will I be there? Or is my place always going to be in his past?

      “I know. Just so you know, when Joel passed, I did start looking you up again to tell you. I was tracking down old high school friends to see if they knew what happened to you. Then I was watching the eleven o’clock news one night and I saw the footage of you over there. It was crazy. I’d been trying so hard to track you down and then, there you were on my television.” I remember how I sobbed uncontrollably as I watched Mack covered in blood. The news had pixelated the lower half of his leg missing, but it was clear as day what had happened to him.

      “Incredible. You saw that, huh?” He looks over at me and moves closer to me, gently placing his large hand on my foot.

      “Everyone in America saw that, Mack. The president saw it. So, yeah, I saw it too. It just felt like, since I knew what you were going to be up against with rehab and everything, like it was a sign to leave it alone. You were going to have enough on your plate, you know? It didn’t feel like a good time to fire off an e-mail about Chris, that’s for sure.” I place my hand on top of his and the warmth of his skin soothes me.

      “I can see that. That makes sense.” He looks over at me, into me. “Does he know?”

      “That you’re his father? No. He doesn’t. Chris knows that Joel wasn’t his biological Dad, and that he was adopted. I mean the kid is smart, he figured it out the same way you did.” I sweep my hand out toward the photographs. “I’ve never told him who his real father is though.”

      Silence grows between us and fills the air like a scream. A scream would be better actually. My skin begins to prickle as I wait for Mack to say something. Anything. Does he hate me? Does he want to be in our lives?

      “I’m sorry,” Mack’s voice cuts through my thoughts.

      “What? Why are you sorry?”

      “I’m sorry that I never looked back. I was young too, I was hurt that you wouldn’t even try to stay together when I left, so I tried to erase you from my memory. I didn’t realize that it was impossible, you were more than a memory. You were etched on my soul. When I lost my leg, and … my men …” his voice wavers as his emotions battle on his face. He clears his throat and his eyes focus back on mine, “You were there.”

      “You mean you thought of me?” I try to make sense of his words.

      “No, you were there. I could see you. Smell you. Taste you. I felt your hand on mine. I knew that if I died then, it would be with a heart full of regret for ever letting you leave. I knew I could never die happy until I found you again.”

      Tears prick the corners of my eyes and the rock in my throat feels even heavier as I struggle not to cry. “I never thought I’d see you again,” I confess. “I already felt like a piece of me had died the day you went to West Point.”

      He scoots over on the couch and puts his arm around me, I lie my head against his chest and let his heartbeat sing me a lullaby. “Were back together now,” he soothes me, running his hand over my hair. “All three of us. We’re gonna make this work. Ok?” He grabs my shoulders and holds me inches from his face. I’m lost in his eyes, transfixed by them.

      

      “Yes.”
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      “Hey, sexy.” I sneak up behind Lauren and wrap my arms around her, pulling her plump rear back against my cock. I watched her come into the building this morning, her hair perfectly in place and her uniform trim and pressed. Miles away from the naked wildcat I was gagging with my cock only hours before.

      “Mack, you can’t sneak up on me like this,” she pushes my hands down from her hips and twists around. Her lips are pressed into a solid line and she’s got her cute little nose scrunched up at me.

      “Aww, c’mon, you don’t want to have a quickie in the supply closet? Where’s that naughty girl I was flipping around all weekend, huh?” I pull her tight against me and I can see her pulse quicken in her neck. I let my hands slide down over her perfect rear and cup it, pulling her against my stiffening cock. Maybe she just needs a little inspiration.

      Lauren quickly looks over my shoulder toward the closet door, she doesn’t need to worry though, I closed it behind me.

      “A quickie? Are you crazy? This is where I work, Mack. It’s bad enough that you spent the weekend at my house,” she presses her hands firmly against my chest and steps back, “you’re gonna get me fired.”

      “I didn’t spend the weekend at your house, I was visiting my wonderful Aunt Mildred, remember?” I smirk, but she isn’t budging. Neither is the fixed line she has her lips in.

      “No, I can’t,” she hisses.

      I want to sweep my hand over the medical garbage crowding one of these metal tables and flip her around, bending her over it. I want to hold her down with one hand and rip her pants down with the other, her wildly until she’s dripping with my cum. The idea makes my cock throb painfully and I adjust myself so the sensitive skin isn’t pressing directly against my zipper.

      I may want to do that, but I won’t. I’m a persistent guy, but I know what lines can’t be crossed.

      “Fine,” I hold my hands up in surrender. “I just thought you looked really sexy this morning and wanted to show you how crazy you’re making me. I get it though, no quickies at work.” I step back, giving her some space.

      Lauren looks back over my shoulder at the door nervously. “No anything at work, Mack. I can’t lose this job, especially not for messing around with a patient. I’ll never find another hospital that will hire me after that. Look,” she closes the distance between us and runs the back of her fingers down my cheek and over my beard, “I want you, ok. Trust me, you have no idea,” the glint in her eyes speaks volumes. “We’ll figure this out, I promise. Now, please, get out of here before someone else needs something out of here.” She urges, but she doesn’t break away from me. Lauren stands her ground, her breasts lightly pressing up against my chest.

      I hold her chin between my thumb and forefinger and blanket her lips with mine, a hard kiss for how hard she’s made me. Lauren relaxes against me and her mouth opens, inviting me to take the kiss deeper. As our tongues collide, I slowly step her back, one step at a time, until her back is flat against the wall. I pin her in place with my hips and grind my ready cock against her hot little pussy as our kiss continues. Like I said, I’m persistent.

      A stream of light floods in from the door and I pull back quickly. Lauren gasps and runs the palms of her hands down over her shirt like she’s trying to iron them to her body.

      “Uh, Doctor Galt. Um, Mack, I mean, um, Captain Forrester just needed …” her eyes search the closet frantically as I turn to face the cock-block at the door.

      “I needed some bandages,” I state matter-of-factly. My eyes leveling him.

      “That’s not what it looked like from here,” cherry stains his face and he blows his cheeks out like a puffer fish. “This is highly unprofessional,” his face twitches with irritation as he looks over at Lauren. I don’t need to look at her to know what she looks like right now. I don’t want to see the shame tattooed to her face.

      “What’s highly unprofessional about my nurse getting me bandages?” I interrupt his glare. “If you ask me, that’s kinda the definition of professionalism right there.”

      His eyes flicker wildly as he attempts to push his chest out. These small guys are always the same, like little Chihuahuas trying to be pit bulls. “I don’t want to hear it, Captain. I know what I saw.” He looks back over at Lauren, who’s still silently being shielded by my body. “And if you think for one second that this isn’t going to be reprimanded, then you are mistaken. I’ve never seen such amoral conduct in a hospital. This man is your patient, Nurse Brickman. This little … relationship,” he spits out the word like it burned the roof of his mouth, “is against your medical oath and it’s against the law.”

      I can see him winding up like one of those symbol crashing monkey dolls we used to play with as kids. Nope. Not happening. Fire burns up in my gut, licking flames of fury into my throat.

      Who the heck does this guy think he is? He doesn’t get to talk to my woman like that! My hands ball up at my sides and my eyes narrow into slits.

      “No, you listen, doc. I’ve told you that Nurse Brickman has been professional, which is much more than I can say about you right now. And the last time I checked, I walked in here with a media team and worldwide news coverage when I came to your little hospital. So, if you want to pursue this, who do you think people are going to believe? A national war hero who left his leg in the desert for his country? Or you?” I sneer down at him.

      Galt’s chest deflates and his shoulders drop as he considers my words. “Listen, I’m not trying to start anything like that,” he starts back pedalling. “The media doesn’t need to be involved in this. I’m just trying to run a hospital here. It’s important that our staff follow proper procedures and conduct themselves appropriately.” His eyes flash at Lauren.

      “I know, I’m sorry,” she finally finds her voice behind me and the words scrape across my eardrums like the squeal of Styrofoam being twisted.

      “No, you didn’t do anything wrong. Don’t say sorry.” I put my hand in the air, interrupting whatever incriminating thing she’s about to confess.

      “As for me being a patient, I can leave this hospital at any time. In fact, I’ll be checking out today, thank you. I don’t need this attitude or negativity from a place that’s supposed to be helping me heal.” Galt’s mouth puckers tight like a jerk. With the trash he’s been spewing, I think it’s appropriate.

      “I’ll be doing some more media appearances soon with my blade, too,” I continue. “They can really go one of two ways. I can sing the praises of your fantastic rehabilitation center and shine a light on the wonderful care I’ve received here,” I look back at Lauren, I hate the fear I can see in her eyes. “Or, if you want to pursue reprimanding Nurse Brickman here, I can shine an entirely different spotlight on your center. It’s up to you.”

      I stroll across the floor and Galt’s mouth is gaping wide. If his lips looked was a jerk a couple seconds ago, then it just got messed.

      “Captain, I don’t see that there’s any reason you need to cut your rehabilitation short. I’m sure we can discuss this like civilized adults,” he pleads but doesn’t try to block the door as I approach.

      “I’ve done all the talking I intend to do; the rest is up to you.” I stare straight into his little eyes and walk out the closet door.

      “Captain Forrester, please, wait!” he calls but I continue on down the hall, leaving Lauren and her career dangling by a thread behind me.

      Incredible. How am I going to make up for this one?
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      This has been the longest day I’ve ever had. I’ve been riding a roller coaster of emotions for hours and it’s making me nauseous. It feels like this morning, in the supply closet with Mack, was weeks ago.

      I’m starting to feel numb now. I’ve gone from dripping wet with desire to paralyzed with fear to utter disbelief as I watched Mack make good on his word and pack up his bags.

      By the time he walked out the door, Dr. Galt was practically begging him to stay. Only Mack could get caught breaking rules and have people apologize to him for inconveniencing him with them in the first place.

      That was about four hours ago. Ever since I’ve been trying to lay low and look busy, but I can’t stop agonizing over what Mack is doing. He hasn’t been answering my texts or calls. I have no idea where he went, or where he plans to stay.

      It’s such a mess.

      In twenty minutes I’ll be off for the night and hopefully we can figure it out together. A light tap on my shoulder makes me jump from my thoughts.

      “I need to talk to you in my office, Ms. Taylor,” my chief gives me a scalding glance and jerks his head as he hands out his orders.

      Dang it.

      “Uh, sure,” I follow him as he marches down the corridor. My stomach feels like I ate lead for lunch. I’m so fired. There’s no way I’m not getting fired. Now what am I going to do? How am I going to look after Chris? Pay the mortgage? My thoughts spin around in a cyclone of panic as I approach Dr. Galt’s office.

      He opens the door and storms into the room reserved for the chief of medical staff. I scurry in behind him.

      “Sit down there, please,” he points to the chair in front of his imposing desk and doesn’t wait for me to respond before sitting down on the other side.

      His desk looks comically large for him, is he sitting on a couple of phone books back there? I fight the smile trying to take over my lips, but he looks like a cartoon.

      Be serious, I scold myself silently. What is going on with you? Maybe my mother was right all those years ago, when I was eleven and got caught dropping balloons full of ketchup on cars from the overpass with Mack. She said then that he was a bad influence on me. There’s just something about him that makes me relax and stop trying to make everything perfect. Something that makes being bad feel so good.

      “You know I can’t let you leave for the day without addressing some issues.” Galt looks across his desk at me, snapping me back into the present.

      “Yes, I understand.” My heart picks up the pace, pumping like a little drummer boy.

      “I don’t think I need to explain to you the awkward position you’ve put me in here,” he rubs his thumb and forefinger over his wedding ring. For a second, I try to imagine the woman who decided that this man was the one for her. All I can picture are arranged marriages, mail-order brides and robot sex dolls. My money is on the sex doll.

      “As you can imagine, it’s important that we maintain our reputation as a world class rehabilitation center,” he continues. Waves of guilt begin to wash up over me. “People come from all around the globe to receive care here, they do that because we’re known for our cutting edge clinics, but also because we’re known for our highly professional, top of the line staff.” My boss rolls his ring around his finger and the guilt rises like a tide.

      “I know that, sir. And I don’t believe that what happened today needs to change any of that.” I hope I can plead my case.

      “You don’t? How do you expect our facility to remain internationally respected when,” he clears his throat and every muscle in my body tightens? Here it comes. The pink slip and a walk to the front door. Tears spring to the corners of my eyes and I try to think of what I can possibly say to save my job. “When one of the biggest war heroes that America has ever known decides to cut his rehabilitation here early?”

      Huh?

      “I, um, I’m not sure?” I blink in surprise. My mind is trying to sift through his words like a gold panner in the Klondike, searching for a tiny glint of something familiar.

      “It doesn’t look good at all.” He looks up at me with his eyebrows climbing skyward, worry clouds his eyes.

      “I don’t think anyone would really notice that Mack, er, that Captain Forrester isn’t a patient here anymore.” I try to reassure him. “It’s not like they knew his program here or had a timeline of how long he was expected to stay.”

      “Yes they did, I gave them one when we had the media conference,” he answers glumly.

      Of course he did.

      “Ok, but still, people discharge early for all kinds of reasons all of the time. I really don’t think you have anything to worry about.” I reassure him.

      Galt’s eyebrows settle back down and the corners of his mouth twinge, almost imperceptibly. I can’t be sure, but I think he’s happy. “That’s true, as long as he doesn’t bad mouth our facility during his upcoming interviews.” His mouth turns back down. It was fun while it lasted.

      “He won’t. I’ve known Mack since I was a child. He was just blowing smoke. He won’t say anything that will damage the hospital.” My mom heart twinges for him and I almost want to reach across his overcompensating desk and hold his hand.

      Almost. I mean, let’s not get crazy here.

      Galt nods slowly, digesting my words. “He said the same thing when I called him earlier,” he confides.

      Wait just one hot second, Mack answered his calls but couldn’t return a single text from me?

      “He did make a request that you be awarded a few days off to give you time to deal with personal issues you’ve been having. It’s no problem, of course, especially since your sole patient left today and also left a hole in your schedule.”

      “I’m sorry, you were talking to Mack? And he told you what, exactly?” I drop the “Captain Forrester” routine and cut to the chase. I think it’s safe to say that the cat is out of the bag anyway.

      “He mentioned the troubles you’ve been having with your son, and now with this adjustment you’ll need to make to your program, I don’t see a problem with you having a few days leave. I just wish you would’ve let me know that you were having issues. That’s what I’m here for.” He catches my eye quickly, but I can’t see any sincerity in him.

      “Well, that’s very kind of you,” I answer through clenched teeth. Who the heck does Mack think he is? First he follows me into the medical closet and almost gets me fired, then he tries to fix it by spilling secrets about my family? I’m unimpressed. “However, I won’t be needing any time off. I have everything under control, I can assure you.” I hiss out my words.

      “No need to thank me,” Dr. Galt steamrolls over me. Did he actually listen to anything I just said? “I’m hoping that on your extra days off that I’m granting, you’ll be able to speak with Captain Forrester and remind him of how well he was treated here? Just in case he has any hard feelings from our little outburst this morning.” He doesn’t wait for me to answer. Instead, he rolls his chair back and pulls out a drawer on his desk, clearly searching for something.

      “I can assure you that I’ll definitely be speaking to Captain Forrester.” I nod. I won’t tell him that I will most certainly be giving Mack a piece of my mind, but that I have no intention of being a walking infomercial for Spalding.

      “That would be appreciated,” he reaches into his drawer and shuffles around, pulling out a pink piece of construction paper. “Here, do you mind giving this to him? It’s from my daughter. I was supposed to give it to him the day he arrived, but I must have forgotten.” He slides the homemade card across the desk to my fingertips.

      I pick it up and look at the sprawling message written by a child’s hand. It has a picture of what I assume is Mack on the front with hearts around him. Inside she wrote, “Thank u. My hero!” My hand trembles a little as my throat feels like it’s closing down. I struggle to dam up the flood of tears threatening to fall.

      I’m not sure what’s sadder, the fact that my boss didn’t care enough about the card his daughter made to do anything but stuff it in a drawer, or the fact that he’s only now trying to have it delivered so he can try to manipulate Mack into caring about this stupid hospital. My heart breaks for a little girl I’ve never met.

      “Sure, I’ll pass it along,” I mumble, never taking my eyes off the card.

      “Fantastic, ok, well enjoy your days off!” He dismisses me and I stand up, making my way to the door. “And, Ms. Brickman?”

      “Yes?” I turn and look back at him.

      “Just remember how very differently this meeting could have gone today when you’re talking to him. Ok?” His eyes narrow and my skin prickles with rage.

      “I will.” I answer simply and walk out into the hall.

      What a douche.
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      I know I should head straight to mom’s and pick up Chris. However, I turn up my street instead. I just need some down time to figure everything out. Nothing crazy. Just, like, an hour to get my head on straight about everything that’s happened today. I slow to a crawl as I drive up to my house. Chelsea’s silver SUV is parked in my driveway.

      So much for that idea.

      I could just keep driving. I could go until the car runs out of gas, or my heart runs out of rage, or I finally figure this mess out.

      I pull in at my house and throw the car in park. Running away never solves anything. I’ve learned that the hard way. Reaching over to the passenger seat, I grab my purse and look at the pink paper card I tossed on there when I left Spalding. There’s no real point in giving it to Mack, he’ll see through Galt’s pathetic attempts at manipulation a mile away.

      I sigh as my eyes travel over the drawing on the front. The effort and detail her young hands put into drawing each shaky heart. No, screw that. I will give it to him. Not because I care about my boss and his games, but because someone needs to care about the little girl who worked so hard to make this for Mack.

      Grabbing the card, I head into the house to see why Chelsea’s here. If it isn’t one thing, it’s another.

      “She’s here! She’s here!” My son’s cries can be heard through my living room window as I walk by it.

      Stepping inside, I can see Chris hopping around with excitement. Chelsea is on the couch sipping a coffee. If she only knew what Mack and I were doing on that couch last night, she wouldn’t be sitting there. She’d probably go shower in some Lysol.

      “Hey, what’s going on?” I look at my sister.

      “We’re going to Elitch Gardens! And a hotel! It’s gonna be awesome!” Chris practically vibrates in his skin.

      “What?” I raise my eyebrows at Chelsea, but she just sips her coffee in response. Her eyes are twinkling at me. She’s up to something.

      “Good afternoon, beautiful.” Mack struts in from the kitchen holding a mug that says “Supermom” on it. He’s not the only one who gets to have a comic book alias. Although, I don’t think kids will be saving up their allowance to buy the latest supermom editions any time soon.

      What is he doing here? Just walking around my house like he’s been there all his life. He holds out the mug to me. “Here you go, with a dash of milk. Just like you like it.” His signature smirk is pasted to his face.

      “Aww, isn’t that sweet?” Chelsea chimes in. “Lauren, why don’t you pour that in a travel mug so we can get this show on the road. I don’t want to get stuck in rush hour traffic.” My big sister bosses me around in her signature style.

      “Where are you driving? What’s going on?” I wrap my fingers around the warmth of the mug, ignoring Mack for the time being.

      “Elitch Gardens! We’re gonna go on all the rides, and sleep in a hotel, and get room service too! Right Mack?” Chris jumps around like a kid on Christmas morning. If that kid was on meth.

      “Whoa? What?” My eyes flicker from my hyper child to his hot-headed father. “Mack, can I talk to you for a sec?” I put the coffee down on my mantle and walk through the kitchen and out the sliding door into the backyard. I don’t check to see if he’s following. I know he’s not stupid enough to stay behind.

      “Aww! Why are they talking?” Chris whines inside.

      “Just give them a minute, honey.” My sister consoles him as Mack slides the door shut behind us.

      Suddenly, his arms slide around me and he hugs me from behind. “I wanted to surprise you with a little treat.” He murmurs in my ear and I instinctively rest my head back against his chest. “I know today was pretty stressful for you, so I booked us a couple rooms at the Four Seasons and got us some passes at Elitch. I figure a little R & R will be good for you. Chelsea is going to share a room with Chris, so I’m going to have two days in a hotel with you to do whatever I want.” His voice grows thick with desire.

      I flutter my eyes closed for a moment and feel the tension ease from my shoulders. Dr. Galt’s stupid face pops into my head and my tendons practically snap as the stress winds me back up. “Mack, you can’t just spring things like this on me and call my boss and demand he give me days off.” I pull away from him and turn to face him. “Today was ridiculous, I could’ve gotten fired you know. And you taking off and not answering my texts or calls was a pretty nasty thing to do to me. What were you thinking?”

      “I wasn’t thinking, I was reacting. I wasn’t going to let that jerk threaten your job because of me. I know I didn’t handle it the best.”

      “Didn’t handle it the best? Mack you can’t just do whatever pops into your mind. We’re adults now, you have to act like one sometimes. I’m not sure what’s going on with you. And then you just make plans with Chris and Chelsea without even talking to me? How did you think that was gonna go over?” My teeth are clenched together so tight that my jaw hurts.

      Mack stands straighter as he squares off his shoulders and looks into my eyes. “I know today was a trash show, Lauren. I messed up.”

      I can feel the anger begin to drain from my body along with my energy. “Look, I don’t want to fight with you. The truth is, I’m worried about you. Chris told me about what happened at the grave the other night,” I lower my voice and touch his hand gently.

      Anger flashes in his eyes. Mack pulls his hand away. “I’m fine.” he answers tersely.

      “Are you sure? Cause you know it would be understandable if you needed a little help. You’ve been through a lot. More than any of us can imagine. Chris has only been going to his group therapy sessions twice now and look how much it’s helped him. Maybe you can find a group …”

      “I said I’m fine.” He juts out his chin and clenches his fists at his side. I can see him struggling with his demons and his temper. I’m not sure if he can win this battle though. Mack takes a deep breath and closes his eyes. When he opens them, the rage has passed and sorrow has crept into it’s place.

      “I know that I haven’t always dealt with everything the best, ok? But I’m fine. Just let me deal with things the best way for me. Anyway, I wanted to say sorry for the way things happened today. That’s why I wanted to make it right and treat you guys to a few days of fun. I thought it would be nice to spend time together as a family.” His crystal blue eyes scan my face as my anger and my forgiveness battle it out.

      “A family?” I mumble, his eyes holding me in place.

      “Yeah, you, me, Chris. Our family. I asked Chelsea to come because I don’t have a car and still need to learn to drive with my leg,” he looks down at his prosthetic wearily. “And she agreed to come along and help look after Chris. Now we can start making up for some lost time together. We don’t have to hide our relationship anymore, since I left Spalding. It’s all good.”

      My mind keeps dancing around the word “family”. It’s something I’ve always dreamt of, sharing my life with Mack.

      “What’s in your hand?” He reaches over gently plucking the card from my fingers.

      “It’s a card. The chief’s daughter made it for you.” I don’t bother telling him why he gave it to me. It doesn’t matter.

      A smile creeps across Mack’s face as he looks down at the pink paper. “That’s nice,” he looks up at me, “I can’t wait to get cute little homemade cards from our daughter.”

      “Our daughter?” My breath hitches in my throat. Mack steps toward me and wraps his arms around me.

      “Of course. We make beautiful children. It’d be a darn shame to stop with one.” His voice rumbles in my ear and I can feel my resistance melting away. “Why don’t we go to Elitch? Let me make today up to you? I’d like to take Chris somewhere fun and then, once it’s just you and me in the hotel room, I can really make things right.” His eyes twinkle.

      “Well,” I press up against him, “I guess I do have the time off now.”

      “You do.”

      “And Chris is pretty excited to go.”

      “He is.”

      “So, I guess we can do that.” I agree.

      Mack kisses me and I melt into his arms. I love how the same man that can drag so much chaos into my life can also make me feel so protected from it. How does he do that?

      I pull away and look back into his eyes, “But Mack?”

      “Yes.”

      “You have to promise that you won’t have anymore outbursts or anything else for that matter. Ok? I don’t want Chris seeing you get like that; it’s too upsetting for him.”

      “Cross my heart,” he smiles and crosses a x over his chest.

      I can’t help but laugh. Mack will never really grow up, but that’s what makes him so much fun to be around. A few days together as a family will be nice. Family. That word just fits so well. We’re finally all together again.

      As a family.
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      “Mom! Did you see us? It was crazy!” Chris bounds up to Lauren excitedly.

      “Way to go, little man! That roller coaster is crazy! I would’ve died if I went on that.” Chelsea holds up her hand to Chris and he high fives it.

      “I did see you, was it fun?” Lauren looks down at him with a smile.

      “It was amazing! Can I go again? I just need to go pee first, but you can hold my place in the line and then when I get back you can go on it with me this time,” he instructs Lauren. You gotta respect a man with a plan.

      “No, hun. I’m with Chelsea on this, I would never go on a ride that fast. We’re not all like Captain America over there,” she winks at me. “The Ferris wheel is about as daring as I get.”

      “That’s right, not everyone can be a hero,” I tease her.

      “Yeah, yeah. I think you’ve played that card already,” she shoots back at me, busting my chops. Goodness, I love her. “Besides,” she looks back down at Chris, “your aunt and I are getting hungry. Don’t you guys want to eat?”

      “Yeah!” Chris jumps, instantly forgetting how much he wanted to get on the Brain Drain again.

      “I’ll tell ya what, bud,” Chelsea looks down at him, “how about you go with your mom and find a bathroom. I’ll head out with Mack to get us some pizza slices. That way we’ll cut our time standing in line down. Ok?”

      Lauren looks over at her sister with question marks in her eyes. “Doesn’t it make more sense for you and I to get the food and for Mack to take Chris?”

      “Nah,” Chelsea waves her off casually. “It’s not like you’ve gotta take him in the bathroom or anything, he’s a big kid. Besides, it’ll be a good chance for me and the Captain here to have a chat.”

      Lauren searches her sister’s face and then mine, “Okay,” she answers slowly. “I guess we’ll meet you guys over at the picnic tables,” she puts her hand on Chris’s shoulder lightly and guides him away, shooting her sister one last look of suspicion before walking away with our son.

      “Let’s go get some pizza!” Chelsea smiles at me and gives my arm a tap to bring me back from watching Lauren’s perfect rear swing away.

      “Sure,” we walk past long lines of exhausted parents and their endless pits of energy for kids and make our way over to the food trucks.

      “Hey, this was a great idea, by the way. I think Lauren needed some down time and Chris is having a blast,” Chelsea seamlessly threads her way past the oncoming crowd. I’ve gotta admit, being surrounded by so many people has been tugging at my nerves all day. Now that it’s noon, the park is packed and I can feel my blood pressure going up as the free space shrinks closer around me.

      I’ve never loved huge crowds, but Afghanistan solidified my contempt. Over there, being surrounded by groups of people meant that extra diligence was needed. Constant surveying of the markets or busy streets for signs of danger or hostility. Over there, heavy crowds meant watching your men get attacked in a cowardly ambush. Over there, too many people swarming around meant death.

      “I’m happy that they’re happy,” it’s not a lie. It’s the reason I’ve been fighting my instinct to get the heck outta here every time another gaggle of strange faces has put me on edge.

      “Yeah, I can see that. It’s good that you’re trying to make her happy, Mack. I mean, Lauren has had it rough for a long time now. I’m sure you’re aware.” She shoots me a pointed look that instantly pulls me from my battle with claustrophobia and makes me feel like I’m not towering over her. Dang, that dirty look must run in the family. She and her sister have it down pat. “I mean, because when you took off on her ten years ago, it didn’t seem like you were really thinking about her happiness then,” she continues. Twist the knife, why don’t ya?

      “I wanted to stay with her back then too, she wasn’t having it,” I shoot back, but somehow with Chelsea giving me the side eye, I don’t have as much conviction in my voice.

      “Yeah, you were both a dumb couple of kids,” she agrees. “And I can see you’ve changed. You grew up into a great man. A man that would be a powerful influence on Chris’s life,” she continues.

      “Thanks,” I follow her as she weaves past an elderly couple walking about a quarter mile an hour. The smell of food tells me that we’re near the trucks before my eyes do. A mixture of scents perfume the air; the concoction is similar to the clash of spices at the market in Afghanistan. My vision blurs and suddenly sand grits under my feet where asphalt was only a second ago. The heat of the Afghani sun is searing my skin and beads of sweat break out on my forehead. I blink hard and take a deep breath. Focus. When I open my eyes, Chelsea is watching me closely. I must have stopped walking because we’re both standing still.

      “You ok?” she peers at me like a child looking at a bug they’re seeing for the first time.

      “Yeah, for sure. Just, uh, got dizzy for a sec. I’m good.”

      “Ok,” she looks at me with one eyebrow cocked. “Well, let’s get some slices. Maybe you need some food.” She nods over at the pizza truck and we get in the line for food.

      “Anyway, I’m not trying to give you a hard time or anything,” Chelsea picks up where she left off.

      “You sure about that?” I look her straight in the eyes, not because of our conversation, but because it helps me stay focused on the present.

      “I am. I’m actually trying to give you your props. I can see you’ve got a good heart and good intentions for my sister. I believe that people can change for the better and you’ve clearly done that.”

      “Thanks, I actually have a plan for later,” I reach into my pocket.

      “Hey, I don’t need to know what you plan to do with her later. We’re not that close!” she laughs and crinkles her nose the same way Lauren does.

      “No, not that. Well …” I shrug, “that too.”

      “Ewww.” She sticks out her pink tongue. “Can I get four slices of pepperoni and four cans of coke?” She diverts her attention to the man waiting to take our order.

      He nods and I drop the velvet box in my fingers and take out my wallet instead. I hand the guy some bills and Chelsea thrusts the cans of coke at me as she balances the giant slices of pizza in her hands.

      “Anyway, my plan is to propose. So you don’t need to worry about my intentions or me walking away anymore. I know you’re just doing your job as a big sister, and I appreciate that Chelsea.”

      The truth is, Chelsea has always looked after Lauren in one way or another, even since we were all kids. I remember when I was seven and I pulled all the heads off Lauren’s Barbie dolls and tossed them in the mud. Lauren cried like I had killed actual people and Chelsea chased me out of the yard with a skipping rope. And I don’t mean she gently skipped over to me and asked me to leave. I mean she looped that rope over her hand and swung it at me like a whip. She was never one to mess with, even when she was nine.

      She stops in her tracks and her brown eyes go wide. “You’re proposing? Seriously? Oh my goodness, that’s awesome!” She haphazardly tries to throw her pizza filled hands around me in an awkward hug.

      “Thanks,” I smile and pat her back with the cold coke cans in my hand.

      “Ok, we’re good now for sure,” she beams at me. “Let’s find some seats and keep an eye out for them,” she scans the picnic tables in front of us, littered with bodies and fast food. “Oh, wait! Have you ever seen this guy?” Chelsea points toward one of the food trucks with her elbow. “You’ve got to see this, it’s amazing!” She takes off in the direction of the truck with a sign that says “Fruit Ninja” on the side.

      I guess the table is going to have to wait. I wade my way through the crowd toward the display and fight the anxiety climbing up my throat.

      Chelsea and I come to a standstill in a group of onlookers at the side of the truck. The man behind the counter is a middle aged white dude with a martial arts belt tied around his head, Karate kid style.

      Um, ok. What the heck?

      On the butcher block in front of him is a grapefruit, watermelon, pineapple and other fruit.

      “What’s the deal?” I ask Chelsea.

      “He makes frozen yogurt with that stuff, but just watch, this is cool. I saw him on that food truck show on Food Network.”

      My eyes settle back on the fruit ninja as he takes in a deep breath and leans down under the counter to grab something. Suddenly he pops back up with a Japanese Katana sword in his hands. The blade glints in the sun as he lifts it up over his head. “Hi-eee-ah!” he shouts, swinging it down, splitting the pineapple in two.

      The crowd around me erupts into clapping and cheers. Someone bumps into my elbow and I drop the cans of coke on the ground.

      Oh shoot.

      I can’t tear my eyes away even as I watch the blade thicken and transform before my eyes. The sleek sword grows short and crude as it turns into an ax in his hands.

      Idiot.

      “Hi-eee-ah!” he screams, the ax chops down into the grapefruit and I stare in disbelief as the belt around the man’s head twists up into a turban. His white skin tans darker before my eyes and his little chin sprouts a salt and pepper beard.

      I freeze. My throat burns dry and I can’t speak. The food truck disappears and the sand returns. I’m back at the Shura again.

      He lifts the ax back up again and yells loudly, “No!” I manage, but it’s too late. I watch as the blade sinks into Thompson’s head, the blood dripping down over his lips as the pink of his brain is exposed to the air.

      I force my feet to move, the asphalt reappears under my shoes as I instinctively hurdle myself to the side of a garbage can. The bile rises in my throat and I puke into the can, grasping onto the sides for support. Wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I look back over my shoulder at the scene. The fruit ninja truck reappears and on the block is a watermelon cut in two. Not my corporal’s head.

      People I’ve never met stare at me and judge, but I don’t care. Idiot people.

      “Incredible, are you ok? What happened?” Chelsea swoops up beside me.

      “Yeah,” I lie. “I’m good, I uh, I guess that roller coaster did more of a number on me than I thought.” I try to sound convincing.

      “Really? We should probably get Chris and Lauren and get you back to the hotel then.”

      “No!” She steps back and peers up at me. “Sorry, I just don’t want to ruin such a nice day. I’m fine, I really am. I’m just not as young as I used to be, can’t take those crazy rides anymore I guess.” My voice has more conviction now. I almost believe myself. “Plus, I still want to take Lauren on the Ferris wheel. That’s where I want to propose. I swear, I’m fine, ok? Don’t tell her about this, it’ll just get her all worried again.” I plead.

      Chelsea bites her lip and searches my face for the truth. “Ok,” she agrees finally. “Let’s go find them. But no more roller coasters!” she chides.

      “Cross my heart,” I follow her toward the picnic tables.

      I can promise that I won’t go on anymore roller coasters, but how can I promise that this will never happen again?

      I can’t.
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      “We should probably get back to the hotel,” I look at the sun sliding down in the sky, like a barometer for our energy levels after such a long day.

      “Awww, but Mom, I’m not even tired,” Chris yawns as soon as he utters the words. I can’t help but laugh. He hasn’t changed since he was in diapers. Always trying to get one more story or play just one more game before his bedtime.

      “Well you might not be, but I am.” I rub my hand over his short, black hair.

      Mack doesn’t say anything, he looks distracted. He’s been acting kind of distant all afternoon. Ever since he and my sister went to get food. I know Chelsea wanted to talk to him about something, I just hope she didn’t get under his skin. I know my big sister has the best of intentions and that she’s fiercely protective of Chris and I, but she can come on a little strong.

      “What do you think? Are you ready to get going?” I drop my voice and turn to look at Mack. He’s so handsome. The way the sun is bouncing off his blue eyes and highlighting the tiny red hairs in his beard. He looks rugged. Sexy. I might be able to get a second wind when we get back to the hotel room. Even more inspiration to get this show on the road.

      “Hmmm,” he slowly shakes free from whatever thoughts are consuming him. “Go? Oh, no, I wanted to go on one more ride before we leave.” He looks over at me and then quickly over to Chelsea.

      “Jeez, you’re just as bad as Chris,” I chuckle. Of course he is. Like father like son.

      “No, I mean, I want to take you on the Ferris wheel before we go. Just the two of us,” his smile makes the corners of his eyes crinkle. How can I resist anything this man wants?

      “Hey, bud,” Chelsea cuts in, “whaddya say you and I head back to our room and watch some tv? I’ll let ya order room service for some ice cream.” She throws her arm around my son and gives him a little squeeze.

      “Really? Yeah! Ok.” Chris is easy to keep happy. I’m so happy I have my son back. The boy who is carefree and smiles easily.

      “We’ll see you two at breakfast tomorrow,” Chelsea winks at me. At least I think it’s at me. I get the feeling she may have meant it for Mack.

      “Thanks,” I smile back at her, but she’s not paying attention to me. She is looking at Mack. What’s that about? “Be good for your aunt and don’t stay up too late, ok?” I put my arms on Chris’s shoulders and give him as much of a hug as he’ll allow in public anymore.

      “Mom!” he groans, looking around self-consciously. I guess I’ve still managed to embarrass him.

      “We’ll be fine; you guys just enjoy your night.” Chelsea finally looks at me and steers Chris toward the exit under her arm.

      I watch them walk away and then turn to Mack. He looks so good in the rosy hue that the setting sun is casting on his skin. I mean, he looks good in any hour of the day, but the golden hour was given that name for a reason. Desire prickles over me and I throw my arms over his shoulders and stand on my tippy-toes to give him a quick kiss.

      “You know; we could head back to the hotel too. I’m not interested in watching a movie, but I think I can keep you entertained,” I murmur against his cheek.

      “I’m going to take you up on that,” he slides his hand across my lower back and presses me tight to his hard body. “Right after we go on the Ferris wheel together.”

      Seriously?

      “Um, ok. I guess.” I’ll admit it, I’m pouting a little. How can going on a dumb ride be more important that us getting naked together?

      “Oh come on, put that lip away,” he smiles and gives me a squeeze. “I’ve known you since you were six and we’ve never ever gone on a single ride together. Let’s just do one spin on the wheel and then I’ll take you on a different kind of ride,” his voice deepens and my pussy clenches at the thought.

      “Well since you put it that way,” I step back and hold his hand, “lead the way.”

      As we cross the park grounds hand-in-hand, I remember how we used to walk around our high school at lunchtime like this. I was so proud to be the one on Mack Forrester’s arm, while all the jealous girls wished they were me. It feels like no time has passed between us as I feel the heat of his palm against mine, reassuring me that I’m still his girl.

      We get to the line for the Ferris wheel and I’m happy to see that the crowd has thinned out enough that we’ll be on the next ride. It’s not that I don’t want to spend time with Mack, I appreciate the sentiment and everything, but I have more urgent matters to tend to back at the hotel. Like the matter of removing all his clothes and worshipping every inch of his cut, strong body. Things like that.

      “Wait here one sec, ok?” Mack smirks at me and let’s go of my hand. He walks away before I answer him and I watch as he cuts to the front of the line and starts talking to the guy running the wheel.

      What on earth is he doing?

      The man in charge of the ride stands up and shakes Mack’s hand vigorously. Mack pulls out his wallet and pulls out a bill, folding it over in his hand and presses it into the guy’s hand, but the man refuses. He waves his hands at him like windshield wipers in a downpour. What is he up to now? The last time I saw Mack do something like this was on our prom night when he paid the guy in the garage at the Colorado golf club to use the golf cart. The two of them shake hands again and Mack walks back to me with swagger and a smile.

      “What was that all about?” I eye him suspiciously.

      “Nothing to worry about, just having a nice chat that’s all.” he teases me.

      “Uh huh,” I know Mack Forrester and I know when he’s up to something. However, I don’t have time to get it out of him because the line starts moving forward and we shuffle along to our spots on the ride.

      As we reach the front of the line, where the man who runs the wheel stands, he looks over at Mack and gives him a friendly nod. We take our seat and pull the bar over our laps, locking it in place tight.

      “I know you’re up to something, Mack.”

      He opens his eyes wide, giving me his best attempt at an innocent look, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Uh huh.”

      The chair lurches backward and we start to spin up around the Ferris wheel. Whatever Mack’s up to slips my mind as we climb to the top of what feels like the world and the vibrant pink splashes across the sky catch my eye. “Oh my goodness, the sunset is amazing from up here,” I whisper and Mack tucks his arm around me.

      Thunk!

      Our seat comes to a dead halt as soon as we reach the summit of the ride. Are you kidding me? I look over at Mack, I guess I didn’t have to wait long to learn his plan.

      “Mack, if you think for one second that I’m going to have sex with you up here, you better think again,” I whisper loudly.

      He doesn’t say a word; his eyes twinkle mischievously.

      “There’s seriously no way. Are you nuts?” I hiss nervously looking around.

      “Lauren, calm down. That’s not why I got him to stop the ride,” he slips his hand into his pocket and pulls out a small box. Before I can process any of it, he flips the velvet lid open and pulls out a diamond ring.

      “Oh, Mack!”

      “Lauren, listen, I had big plans to bring you up here and tell you how you’re more gorgeous than this sunset,” he nods toward the deepening shades of pink and purple painted across the sky surrounding us. “And how those first stars you see coming out right now are nothing compared to the twinkle in your eyes. Don’t get me wrong. That’s true. But, really, I just want us to have memories of a lifetime worth of sunsets blurring together. I want you to take my name, to be my wife, to give me children. Well, more children. I want you. Forever.”

      “Oh, of course. Yes. Yes!” My voice wavers and I feel like I’m in a dream. Mack pulls the ring out of the box and grabs my hand, sliding the sparkling diamond down my finger.

      “You’re mine. Forever,” he murmurs happily.

      “Forever,” I agree, resting my head on his shoulder I hold my hand up to the sky and admire my ring against the fading sunset. I want to take a mental photograph of this moment and remember it forever as the day that my life began again.
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      The elevator doors pop open on our floor and Mack scoops me up off the ground, cradling me in his arms.

      “What are you doing?” I squeal, kicking my legs in the air lightly. I love how easily Mack can sweep me off my feet. Literally.

      “I’m gonna carry the bride across the threshhold,” there’s no mistaking the intention written all over his face. If I was a wounded gazelle, I’d be nervous to see an animal look down on me like this. But what Mack doesn’t know yet is that I’m no gazelle. I’m a lion.

      “We’re not married yet,” I fake a protest. Honestly, I hope he doesn’t put me back on my feet. I love being in his arms.

      Mack stops in front of our room door and effortlessly adjusts me in his hold as he fishes the card for the door out of his pocket.

      Sch-wick. Beep! The door swings open for us. Mack walks through and kicks it shut with his prosthetic leg.

      He’s come a long way, even in the short time span he spent at Spalding. His movements are so graceful now, he’s mastered the nuances of balancing on one leg, or carrying women to bed. I bet he’ll be ready to ride his motorcycle again soon. The idea floods me with a new wave of desire. The idea of his sitting on his bike, with a leather jacket and his tattoos peeping out from under the collar.

      Why are we still wearing clothes right now?

      “It might not be our wedding night yet,” Mack walks me to the end of the bed and tosses me onto it, “but, I’m gonna forget you like we’re on our honeymoon.”

      “Isn’t that what you did on the weekend?” My eyes travel greedily over him as he unbuttons his shirt. He slides it down over his shoulders and one by one his tattoos make an appearance. Each a symbol for a moment in his life I wasn’t there for. As much as I love his ink, it hurts to see the marks of time we never had together permanently etched into his skin.

      “The weekend was a nice test drive,” he drops his shirt to the floor behind him, “but now I’m gonna ride ya like I stole ya.” His blue eyes glint under the low light and my heart whooshes in my ears.

      “Stand up here,” Mack reaches forward and tugs my hand so I can get my feet under me on the bouncy bed. “I’ve got a good view from here,” he smirks up at me.

      “Of what?” I look down at him and steady myself on the bed.

      “Of you stripping for me, sweetheart.” He lets go of my hand and turns around, grabbing the little chair at the desk across the room. Dragging it to the end of the bed, he takes a seat and looks up at me expectantly.

      I’ve never stripped for anyone before. Joel was a good man, but he was not very exciting in bed. I feel a little silly, but the fire in Mack’s eyes helps me find my courage. “I don’t have any music,” I say tossing out my best excuse.

      “Well, let me fix that for you then.” Mack stands and turns on the tv to the music station. Nicki Minaj appears on the screen in hot pink spandex while Sir Mix-A-Lot’s voice gives me some inspiration.

      Mack sits back down in his seat, “Perfect song for you.” He smiles up at me.

      Ok. I got this.

      I swivel my hips and fall straight back onto my big butt, and I cannot lie … it’s embarrassing. I look past the laugh that Mack’s trying to suppress over his shoulder at the tv. On the screen, Nicki is on all fours, making Drake re-evaluate his life as she shakes her rear.

      Alright, I got this.

      I quickly pull my shirt over my head and throw it over Mack’s face.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” He pulls the shirt down and I’m on my back squirming out of my pants.

      “You don’t get to speak. You get to watch,” I purr, dropping my jeans onto the floor beside the bed. Mack’s stifled laugh evaporates into the air and his eyes narrow, but I’ve got his attention.

      I flip over onto my hands and knees, facing the headboard, so my thick curves are on display for Mack. Leaning down onto my elbows, I pop my rear in the air and shimmy my hips until my round cheeks are trembling to the beat. I look over my shoulder and Mack is silent. He looks like he’s under a spell. A surge of confidence charges through me and I crawl forward on the bed, slowly, stretching my legs out. Then I push myself back, until I’m at the very edge of the bed, my rear shaking and my pussy only inches from Mack’s face.

      From his mouth.

      I drop my head back to the comforter again, my rear still trembling, and press my ear flat against the bed. I push my breasts down onto the mattress so my rear is accentuated even more. I can feel Mack’s breath on the inside of my thighs, my pussy growing wet with desire.

      “Don’t move,” Mack growls. Before I have a chance, I feel his strong hands on my hips, pining me in place. He leans forward until his lips are brushing the edge of my panties, and grazes his teeth across my skin as he bites the edge of them and tugs them down over my rear until my pussy is exposed to the air.

      I breathe into the comforter, my chest pressing into the mattress every time I fill my lungs. Suddenly, Mack’s warm tongue snakes between my lips and quickly finds my aching clit. His nose presses in between my cheeks as he buries his face in my rear. He cups his tongue up over my clit and then flattens it out, making me moan and twist the comforter in my fingers.

      Mack’s hands drop from my hips and his fingers slide up between my thighs, digging into my flesh, he opens me wide for him until it’s almost painful. Lucky for me, he’s there to kiss it all better. His lips surround my clit and his soft tongue flickers over me relentlessly, all I can do is groan as the pleasure wracks my body.

      “Oh idiot, don’t stop!” I cry out. Ecstasy floods my body, like a star exploding into a supernova, it ripples out from my pussy and rushes through me. My toes are curled and my fingers are twisted in cloth as my eyes roll back and I cry out.

      Mack moves away from me, and I’m frozen in place. No man has ever made me feel like he does. I feel like a goddess being worshipped on his tongue.

      It’s time to return the favor.

      I sit back up and blood rushes to my head. When I stop seeing stars, I turn around and Mack is standing in front of the chair now, completely naked.

      Dang, he’s big. His thick cock is ready for me, swaying slightly under it’s own weight.

      Sliding off the end of the bed, I stand up in front of him and kick off my panties that are still tangled half way down my thighs.

      “You need to sit back down,” I instruct him. “I’m not done my show yet.” I push him lightly and he plops back down on the chair. “Oh, what do you have in mind?” he murmurs. But I won’t tell him, I’ll show him. I slip between his thighs and slide down onto my knees in front of my man. His prosthetic leg is cool against my skin on the one side and in striking contrast to the soft warmth radiating from his other leg. I remember when we had sex at my house, it took a bit to adjust to the new sensation, but I love it.

      Mack has been my hero since we were young and he punched Benjamin Reed right in the nose for pushing me into a mud puddle. I remember how devastated I was as the dirty water soaked up into my pastel yellow dress and how Mack pulled me to my feet and set Benjamin straight. I couldn’t help but smile when he wiped away my tears with his swollen knuckles. I knew then that he was my hero for life.

      His leg is just a physical reminder of how I now have to share my hero with the rest of America.

      His cock is so close to my lips; I can feel the heat of his skin. Sticking my tongue out, I lick a long trail from the base of his cock, slowly up to the tip. I look him in the eyes as I swipe my tongue over his most sensitive part and he groans, watching me closely. Opening wide, I take him in my mouth, his cock sliding down along my tongue until he reaches my throat. The last time he went in my mouth this deep, I gagged. This time, I’m relaxed and in control of my reflexes as I push down past my comfort until my lips are circling the base of his cock.

      “Oh, dang,” he gasps.

      I bob my head, letting his thick member slide across my tongue and into my throat over and over. It’s a little slower than using my hands and mouth together, but I don’t think either of us is in a rush. We have all night.

      “Stand up,” Mack’s voice is hoarse.

      I guess maybe one of us is in a rush after all.

      I let his cock fall free from my lips and pull myself back up to my feet again.

      “Good girl, now turn around, I want to see your sweet rear bouncing when I forget you.” His hands guide my hips as I turn around, easing me down onto his thick member. I’m so wet from him making me cum that he slides into me a bit easier this time. I push my rear all the way down until I’m sitting on his lap and his cock is fully inside me.

      Using the arms of the chair and more strength in my thighs than I knew I had, I ride Mack like a cowgirl bucking around on the back of a bull. Mack’s hands wrap around me, grabbing my belly as my pussy clenches around him tight.

      “Goodness, Lauren, you look so good,” he murmurs in my ear. Suddenly he lurches me forward and I flop down onto the bed, face first, without warning. In a second, Mack is standing behind me, between my legs as I’m bent over the bed.

      “What are you doing?” I’m surprised by him tossing me around like a rag doll, but I’m not upset. It’s kind of hot.

      “I told you, I’m going to ride you like I stole ya,” his hand wraps up around my throat and he pulls my head up off the bed as he thrusts his cock back into my pussy in one swift stroke. I groan at the sensation of being filled by him. Mack’s hand is holding my face up toward the ceiling under my chin, my back is arched back and I’m completely under his control. His thrusts get quicker and I moan as he idiots me, hard.

      I can feel my body building up with pleasure as Mack takes what’s his. Suddenly my body stiffens under him as another orgasm rolls through me. The last one was hot and intense like an explosion, but this one is slower and the bliss is more thorough like a warm fire on a cold night.

      Mack idiots me harder and all I can hear is the sound of our bodies slapping together, he jerks behind me and his movements grow erratic as he fills me with his cum. Mack drops his hand from my chin and I fall over onto the bed, happy to lie in the wake of my ecstasy.

      He joins me on the mattress, pulling me up against him so my legs aren’t dangling over the edge anymore. He pulls me against him until my head is lying on his chest and his heartbeat is the only thing I can hear.

      “I love you, Lauren,” he whispers into my hair.

      I feel like I’ve finally found my happy ending. I’m engaged to the one man I’ve always loved from childhood until now. To Chris’s father. To my hero. To Mack Forrester.

      “I love you too,” I whisper back. I can feel sleep drifting over me, taking me into a land of dreams. I’ll rest easy knowing that everything has finally worked out for me. For us. And that we’ll never be torn apart again.
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      Lauren and Chelsea sing along to the hottest hit of the moment up in the front while the little man and I ride in the back. It’s nice to see Lauren having fun and letting loose for once. Having these past few days off have been good for her.

      Lauren sings about shaking her rear and looks back at me with a wink.

      Can she ever. She proved that in the hotel. Dang, I still can’t get the image of her on all fours, shaking her fat rear for me out of my head. I’m not sure I ever want to. I always knew that she had a wild streak in her, but back in high school I was just so relieved when she finally let me harass her. I was happy to have the same clumsy, missionary sex over and over. Now, it looks like she could teach me a thing or two.

      I look over at Chris, but he’s got his head resting against the window and his eyes closed. Smart kid. I wish I could get some shut-eye too, but after my time in the army, I’ve just never been able to relax on long drives anymore. Driving off the base, on long stretches of highway, is one of the most dangerous things you can do in a war zone. It’s the perfect opportunity for the enemy to surround your vehicle and open fire. We’ve lost more good men and women that way than I’d care to count.

      Instead I stare out the window and try to relax. I should probably be trying to figure out my next move. Where I’m going to live, for instance. Lauren offered that I stay with her. Move in. I want to, but I’m just not sure if that’s too fast for Chris. The last thing I want to do is start our time as a family off on a sour note. I want him to be comfortable with me in his life.

      Will Lauren ever tell Chris that I’m his father? How will he take it? I keep wondering how we’re going to approach that minor detail. And by minor detail, I mean life altering revelation. I suppose I should focus on one thing at a time though. Figure out the living situation first, the rest will follow.

      The sing along comes to an end and the news update comes on. “A tragedy today as we lost another soldier to an improvised explosive device in Afghanistan. With only three months left until our troops are finally withdrawn from the war, the loss of nineteen-year-old Private Beckett is particularly painful …”

      “Turn it off,” Chelsea hisses at Lauren and jerks her head back toward me. Lauren quickly hits the button and the vehicle goes silent.

      “You don’t need to do that, I’m fine.” But my voice won’t lie for me. My tone tells them the truth. They know how hard it is for me to hear about another of my brothers in arms losing his life over there.

      Nineteen. Goodness, I’m almost a decade older than him. He was just a kid.

      My eyes go back to the window and billows of dust waft past us. Chelsea slows the SUV down a bit as an orange sign informs us that we’re getting jammed up by construction. Cursed road work, why don’t they just do repairs at night when most people aren’t out driving? I’ve never understood that. Instead, they tie up the roads with inconvenient traffic when everyone is rushing to get somewhere. Makes perfect sense.

      “Is there a detour you can take or something?” I try to disguise the edge in my tone. My palms are beginning to sweat a bit at the thought of being stalled for too long.

      “A detour? No, we’ve just gotta wait,” Chelsea slows down to a crawl as we near the stopped cars ahead of us. The road has been reduced to one lane and they’re letting the on coming traffic take their turn.

      “Great,” I mutter, rubbing my hands together.

      Outside my window, the dust from the gravel and dirt on the dug up road ahead is blowing around. It reminds me of the dust ups we used to deal with everyday in Afghanistan. Man I don’t miss those, the grains of sand whipping against my face like a million tiny razor blades. I instinctively rub my hand over the side of my face and narrow my eyes. Even though the swirling dirt is outside the window, the reaction is automatic.

      “Wow, look at the huge trucks,” Lauren looks out the windshield as the ground beneath our tires begin to rumble and shake. Massive dump trucks travel toward us, carrying broken asphalt and rocks.

      “They’re noisy,” Chelsea complains, raising her voice to be heard over them.

      I close my eyes for a second and fight the panic I can feel rising up the back of my throat. Breathe. This is a construction zone, not a war zone. Just breathe. I look back out my window and feel prickles of sweat tingle my hairline as the oversized yellow trucks fade into battered old busses. The windows are covered with black plastic garbage bags so you can’t see inside them.

      “Move! We’ve got to go! Come on!” I order, but my man at the wheel doesn’t move. “Why aren’t you going? We’re being swarmed!”

      “I can’t move,” the voice is distant, like a bad transmission on a radio. “The guy in front of me isn’t moving!”

      “We don’t have time for this. We’ve gotta get out of here.” I pop the door open on our Humvee and jump out. The sand clouds around my boots as I march over to the driver in our convoy who is deciding to risk everyone’s lives while the enemy is approaching.

      “What are you doing?” I bang on his window. “Drive! Now! You’re gonna get us all killed!” I slam my open palm against the glass and the driver jumps up straight and looks at me. “Don’t just look at me, I said to get in gear and go. We’re going to get swarmed! Don’t you see the busses coming?”

      He doesn’t do anything, the insubordinate mongrel. Maybe he’s afraid. They say some guys freeze up at the weirdest times. This guy couldn’t have chosen a worse one. I pop the handle on his door and grab him by his uniform, my face an inch from his. “Listen to me, you need to move or we’re all going to be killed! Do you hear me? Get this truck in gear now!” I yell. His co-navigator starts yelling too, but I can’t make out the words.

      The driver just stares at me; he’s clearly not going to get this vehicle out of the way. I can’t lose my men like this. I’ve got to do something. Fast. I reach over and unclick his seat belt and pull him out of the Humvee. If he won’t move this truck, I will. I climb in and my stomach lurches.

      The woman next to me. Where did she come from? I look around and the Humvee I was sitting in seconds ago has disappeared. Instead, I’m in a minivan. Terror grips my heart and my chest feels like it’s being crushed as the woman’s screams finally penetrate my ears.

      “Oh my goodness, please, please! Don’t hurt us! Please! Let us go. You can have the van, just let me and the kids go!” she yelps.

      I look in the rear view mirror at the crying children in the back bench seat. What is happening?

      “Get out of the car and put your hands on your head!” A man barks at my side. I look over, and a cop is standing a foot away from me with his gun drawn and pointing at my head.

      Idiot.

      “I said, get out of the car, sir!” he repeats himself and I comply, slowly sliding out of the seat until my feet hit the pavement below me. I put my hands flat on my head and am instantly tackled to the ground. My arms are wrenched behind my back and the cold pinch of metal surrounds my wrists.

      I’m easily lifted by two men back onto my feet and I see the red and blue lights flashing on the police car for the first time. Everything still feels unreal. Like this is a dream. This can’t be real. I just blink and wait for my mind to wake up, but it won’t.

      Looking around, I can see that people are standing outside of their cars with their cellphones held out at the end of their arms. Their faces are contorted with horror and fascination.

      “Mack!” I snap my head toward Lauren’s voice and see her on the side of the road, bawling. Under her arm is Chris, his face is pushed into her ribs. Chelsea is next to them both, glaring at me.

      “Watch your head, sir. One of the officers pushes down on my scalp and I duck into the back seat of the cruiser. He slams the door shut in my face and outside the window I can still see Lauren screaming my name.

      This isn’t a dream. This is a nightmare.
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      How is it that I’m parked at yet another police department to pick up yet another one of my guys? Mack was told that he’s free to go after being detained for a couple of hours. He called and asked me to pick him up. Of course I said yes, but not because I’m happy to do so. Him and I need to have a serious talk. Things have gotten out of control.

      Mack must have spotted me when I pulled in here, because he’s quickly crossing the parking lot toward my car. From his casual strut and easy smile, you’d never know he was the same guy who dragged a poor man out of his car in a terrifying melt down this morning.

      He opens the door and ducks his head down to look over at me. “Hey gorgeous, thanks for springing me from the joint,” he teases, his eyes sparkling.

      “Get in, Mack.” My voice is like a flat line on a heart monitor. My happiness isn’t far behind it.

      Mack’s smile turns down at the corners as he closes his mouth, but he doesn’t push it. He slides into the passenger seat and closes his door with a thud.

      “How about we go out for dinner? I’ll buy us a nice bottle of wine and then I can make this all up to you when we get back home. Your sweet nectar can be my dessert,” his eyes narrow and his voice drops low.

      He’s so sexy. I could lose all of my senses, my sight, my hearing, my smell, and still know that. It would still radiate from him and permeate my soul. The idea of his face buried between my thighs is certainly enough to distract me for a second.

      But, it’s never going to be enough to fix what happened today.

      “Mack, we have to talk,” his smirk slips off his face and he refuses to look at me. Instead, he pushes his jaw out as he stares straight ahead.

      “Lauren, look, I know things got a bit crazy today, but it’s all going to be fine. The police didn’t think it was a big enough deal to press any charges, so I don’t think we need to rehash it.”

      If this was a foreign film, the subtitle underneath him would be two words long: Drop It.

      Part of me wants to let it go. To believe that this was just a one-off situation. That nothing needs to change.

      That part of me is a liar.

      “No, Mack. We do need to rehash it ‘cause this can’t keep happening. Do you even remember what you did today? Do you remember dragging a father out of his vehicle in front of his wife and kids and trying to drive away? Because that’s a scene I don’t think I’m going to ever forget.”

      Mack’s eyebrows furrow together like storm clouds rolling in across a darkening sky. I watch his face for a flicker of recognition. For some small sign that he does remember, but the vacant, million-mile stare in his eyes tells me he doesn’t.

      “The police filled me in on it,” he finally mumbles.

      His eyelids look heavy; like he hasn’t slept in days. It’s clear that he hasn’t left the war behind. He may have escaped Afghanistan with his life, but his soul is still trapped over there, a POW being slowly tortured to death.

      “Mack, I …” my mind searches. I want to be gentle with him. I want to find the right words to say what I need to. However, I know he’ll just smell the trash through the flowers. “I want you to get help. I want you to go to therapy.”

      “No.” There’s no anger attached to his voice, but his single word hits me like a sucker punch to the gut.

      “Mack, please, just listen.”

      “No, you listen,” he drops his head and his voice is barely a whisper. “There’s nothing wrong with me. I don’t need some quack analyzing me and asking me whether or not I loved my mother. I’m a soldier, Lauren. I’ve been to war and I watched my men die. I have bad days, that’s the way that goes. I don’t need to go to some Kumbaya preaching, hug-me sessions to know that.”

      “Look, I’m not a doctor, ok? So, I’m not going to pretend I can diagnose you or anything, but I think you might have PTSD, Mack.” He puffs out his chest and his lips twist in protest. “There’s no shame in that!” I quickly add, trying to smooth over the blow to his ego. “Heck, after what you’ve gone through, it would be more shocking if you didn’t have some kind of residual scars that need healing. I just want what’s best for you, and our family. I can’t have you walking around like a ticking time bomb in Chris’s life.”

      “Don’t talk to me about bombs, Lauren. I’ve seen enough of them go off. You’re the one blowing this whole thing out of proportion. I’m not gonna go sit on some therapist’s couch just because I had a bad day. It’s not happening. End.Of.Frigging.Story.” He slams his fist into his palm with every punctuated word.

      A huge part of me just wants to let that be the end of the story. Our son’s face as he watched Mack in a fit of confusion and rage is burned into my brain though. I can’t let this be the end of the story. Chris needs stability, he needs a father, and Mack is in no position to be either.

      “It’s not just one bad day, Mack, and you know it. Chelsea told me about what happened by the fruit truck, ok? I know about that. Chris told me about how you got shaky at the grave. Mack, you even threw me to the ground that day at the track. Do you remember? I thought you were just trying to screw around, but I’ve been thinking about it a lot. It was because of that car that backfired, wasn’t it? It’s not just one thing, or one day. It’s getting worse and I can’t let this become everyday of our lives.”

      I reach across the car and place my hand on his. He peers up at me, just like his son does when he needs reassurance. Am I getting through to him?

      Suddenly, he flings my hand off of his like it’s a mosquito about to bite. No. No, I’m not.

      “You said it yourself, you are not a doctor, Lauren. You’re not a therapist. The last time I checked, you were a nurse. So, how about you let the big boys do their job and you worry about yours, ok?” His eyes flicker with rage and his face burns crimson. “For the last time, there’s nothing wrong with me. I’m not some delicate flower, got it? I don’t need to sit around and cry about my feelings. And I’m not going to therapy!” He spits out the last words like they’re tainted in poison.

      Silence builds like a tidal wave, drowning us.

      “Fine.” I find my voice and look down at the steering wheel. “If you won’t get help, then you need to leave. I can’t take you to my place, Mack.” Tears sting my eyes as I realize what I have to do.

      “What are you talking about? Are you trying to blackmail me?”

      “Blackmail? No. This is an ultimatum. You either get the help you need, or you can’t be in our lives anymore. I can’t always be wondering and waiting for you to explode again. This time you pulled an innocent man out of his car. Do you know how upsetting it was for Chris to see that today? What are you going to do next time? Beat someone to death? No. You either get help, or you leave.” My voice wavers, but my mind is made up.

      Silence again. It hurts my ears more than anything Mack could yell or say. I keep staring at the wheel, hoping that Mack will listen to reason. That he’ll put his family, not to mention his health, above his inflated ego and pig-headedness.

      “Fine,” he sighs.

      Oh, thank goodness. I silently pray. Thank you!

      Mack reaches over to the door and opens it, stepping back outside of the car before I fully understand what’s happening. “Then, I’m leaving.” He slams the door in my face and storms back to the police station as I watch in disbelief.

      Mack Forrester had only just walked back into my life a little over a week ago, and now he’s leaving me again. And this time, I think it’s for good.
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      The oak table under my arm is solid and the beer in my glass is frosty cold. Both sensations are keeping me grounded in the present. After what happened on the drive today I know being grounded is just what I need. Lauren’s furrowed brows and soft eyes linger in my mind and all of a sudden I don’t want to be grounded anymore. I want to be drunk.

      The pub is pretty much a ghost town at only four in the afternoon with the exception of the bartender, a young couple laughing in a booth and a slovenly drunk guy who’s cozied up to the bar like it’s a replacement for the wife that surely left him.

      Across from me, the twenty-four-hour news station is passing off their opinions as facts. The news anchors keep yelling at each other like children competing for their mother’s attention. They discuss every point like it all has the same weight, whether is about a drunk driving accident or Kim and Kanye, the fervour is the same.

      “Are high-tops the new flip-flops in hip hop? Find out about this summer’s latest fashion craze coming up in the next hour.” The voiceover tries to titillate us with the hard hitting stories coming up. Seriously? Is this the news or Dr. Seuss? It’s annoying and little more than a background noise. Until my face flashes on the flat screen.

      Oh, that ain’t good.

      Of course, they’re using my military grad picture where I’m in full dress uniform. How long do you have to be out of the military before they stop using those pictures? Five years? Ten?

      My mind flashes back to my first day at West Point, when Staff Sergeant Skillnick formed us up in our civvies and gave us his introductory speech. “Welcome to West Point, ladies and gentlemen. Let me make it clear to you, that will be the last time anyone in your life refers to you that way. From now on, no matter what you do. No matter where you go. You will always be known for your military service first. It’s an honor few are ever awarded and not one to be taken lightly. So just remember this, whether you’re buying your first house or getting arrested for your first crime, it will be you rank, your service and this United States military that will open those doors for you, or that you will tarnish with your bad decisions. Choose carefully.”

      Idiot.

      My attention snaps back up to the television and I strain to listen to the same newscasters that only moments ago I was hoping would choke to death on live tv.

      The blonde with the severe make-up and over processed hair jumps in, “clearly, Captain Forrester has lost it.” She shares her unbiased, professional view. “Have you seen the video footage?” She drawls. “It’s just disgraceful. In my opinion he should have to give back the medals he was awarded. A man like that shouldn’t get to keep the highest award for courage…”

      “Hey,” I interrupt the program and wave my hand at the bartender. “Do you mind turning the channel?”

      The guy behind the counter doesn’t even look up from his phone. He just picks up the remote and clicks it one channel higher to an afternoon cooking show.

      “Hey, man. Sorry I’m running behind,” Cameron Armstrong comes up behind me and plops down on the chair across from me. “Have you been waiting here long?” He looks down at the beer I’m one swig away from finishing.

      “Nah, I’ve just had the one,” I hold up the bottle and finish the last mouthful.

      “Ok, well, I’ll get us a couple more.” He pops back up out of the chair and heads over to the bar.

      How about a couple dozen more?

      I distract myself by peeling at the label of my empty Stella and Cameron clunks two more down on the table and shimmies out of his jacket, hanging it on the back of his chair. “I’m glad you called, man,” he looks at me earnestly. “I was hoping we could get some drinks sometime.”

      “Thanks for coming out. I know it’s on short notice.” I lift up the new bottle and tilt it toward him in a silent salute.

      “I didn’t have much going on today anyway, so this is perfect.” His jacket erupts with a sound of bubbles surfacing on water and Cameron reaches into the pocket and pulls out his cellphone. “Incredible, sorry about that,” he swipes his thumb across it and a huge pair of brown titties fills his screen in a text message. “I forgot to set it to vibrate. I’ll do that now,” he leaves the belly and changes his settings.

      “Looks like you’ve got it pretty rough there, Armstrong,” I nod to the phone. “A hard knock life, huh?”

      My old Corporal shrugs it off. “You know how it is, all these girls are all flash and no substance. Not like what you’ve got with that Lauren chick. That trash looks like the real deal.” He chucks his phone back in his pocket and takes a long gulp of his beer.

      Twist the knife, why don’t ya?

      Instead of getting into any of that mess, I just down another third of my beer.

      “You know, it’s the craziest thing,” he continues, looking down the neck of his bottle, “I’ve got all this easy poon chasing me left and right, but I haven’t been able to get Lauren’s sister out of my head since the game. Did she, uh, mention me at all?” He looks up at me.

      “Huh? Oh, no. Not to me anyway. Her and I aren’t really close or anything.”

      His mouth twists to the side like he’s in deep thought. “Hey man, do you think you could bring her to another game for me? Or, maybe give her my number?”

      “Seriously? Armstrong, what are we? In high school? Do you want me to pass her a note in science class too?” Irritation is sewn through my words like the lace on one of Mr. Star Quarterback’s footballs.

      “Jeez man, who pissed in your cornflakes?” He frowns at his bottle and I watch a wave of realization wash over his face. “Oh, uh, you know what? You’re right. My bad, man. I know it’s been a trash day for you.” He looks up from his drink sheepishly.

      I sigh. Obviously he knows about the incident today. I guess everyone knows. That’s a hard pill to swallow. “No, don’t worry about it,” I wave my hand like I’m trying to sweep away the bad vibes. “I’m just being pissy cause Lauren and I broke up.”

      Cameron slowly swallows the beer in his mouth, and his eyebrows shoot sky high as he looks over at me. “I didn’t know, that sucks man.”

      “Yeah, I’m just trying to figure out what to do. I thought I might be living at her place, but now I need to figure out a ‘Plan B’ I guess.”

      “You’ll stay with me.” Cameron quickly interjects. He’s not asking me. It isn’t an invitation, it’s a statement.

      “That’s nice of you, but you don’t have to do that. Trust me, that’s not why I asked you to come out or anything.”

      “Harass that. You’re staying with me. It’s done. You’ll crash at my place as long as it takes to get yourself sorted out… uh, I mean settled.” He looks up at me nervously.

      “Thanks.” Somehow the word feels too small for the gratitude I feel.

      “Don’t mention it,” he shrugs it off. “It sounds like you’ve had one heck of a couple days. If staying at my place helps, it’s all yours. I can never repay you for what you did for me, Captain. There’s not a lot of men who would’ve risked their life like you did to save me. If crashing on my couch is something that can help you, then you can stay as long as you need.” He states matter-of-factly.

      “You’re a good man, Armstrong.” I take another drink of my girl Stella and she goes down easy, just like I like ‘em.

      “Don’t mention it, but, Captain?” His eyes dart up to mine and he nervously licks his lips.

      “Yeah?”

      “I just want you to know that I’ll help you in anyway I can. Like, if you need a hand tracking down someone to talk to or anything, I can help with that too.

      “I don’t need help, thanks.” My words cover our conversation in frost.

      Cameron picks at the label on his beer as the awkwardness marinates us. He looks torn. “I think you do.” He finally answers, his voice is barely above a whisper, but the push back is undeniable.

      “Listen, I don’t need help,” I stress for the third time today. “If this is the kinda strings your offer to stay with you comes with then forget it.” I thump my bottle on the table and get up to leave. Where I’m going, I have no idea, but I’m not going to sit here and listen to this trash.

      On the television the five o’clock news flashes on across the bar and a shaky cellphone video of earlier today leads the day’s stories. I stop and watch in horror as I see myself, frantic, panicked and screaming at the poor man in the minivan to drive. The terror on my face in undeniable and my stomach flops like a fish on a line as I have the out of body experience of seeing myself pull the guy from his vehicle. “In today’s top story,” the crimson lipped news anchor somberly tells the camera, “Captain Mack Forrester, West Point graduate, and the famous hero veteran who lost his leg saving several lives in the Afghanistan war, was arrested for the scene you just witnessed.”

      I slump back down in my seat, defeated. I drag my fingers through my hair and down the back of my neck as I try to digest what I just watched.

      Idiot.

      I look up at Cameron, and swallow hard to try to shake this feeling like a dump truck just dropped a ton of bricks on me and left me for dead.

      “Ok, man.” I nod my head and close my eyes, forcing myself to say the words: “I need help.”
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      My cellphone buzzes with another text from Chelsea. I’ve already ignored at least five phone calls from her on the home phone. Now she’s blowing up my cell.

      I pick it up from the coffee table and read her message: “call me. It’s an emergency.”

      Someone better be critically injured or dead. Guilt instantly boils in my gut at the thought. I call my sister and it doesn’t even get to a full ring before she answers.

      “Lauren! Have you heard from Mack?” She sounds breathless.

      “Chelsea are you seriously calling me every two seconds for this? I’m hanging up.” What was moments ago guilt is now anger lapping it’s flames up from my belly.

      “No, wait! I don’t mean about you two, I mean, have you seen that he’s doing an interview? I sent you a link. He’s talking to Cooper Sanders tomorrow and they’re doing a live special. They never do the interviews live on CNB.” She rambles.

      I walk over to my computer and open the e-mail she sent me. Sure enough, there’s a link to the CNB’S homepage. I click it and Mack’s military photograph is staring into me. The same picture they’ve been using on the news all week. Just below is a YouTube video with an oversized play button in the middle of it. I don’t need to click it; I’ve seen the footage of Mack’s meltdown about a hundred times in the past few days. Heck, I’ve seen it so much that the grainy cellphone footage is almost replacing my actual memory of the event.

      Chelsea is still blah-blahing about something or other, but I can’t pay attention. My eyes scan the article below the video, she’s right. Mack is doing an exclusive, live interview with Cooper Sanders tomorrow night.

      “Do you think they’re going to talk about us?” I can’t tell if Chelsea sounds horrified by the idea or flattered. “Do you think he’s going to explain what happened?” She continues.

      “I couldn’t tell you,” I answer her glumly. One thing is certain though: I’ll be tuning in to find out.
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      “I’m just gonna dust a little powder on your nose, that’s all. You don’t want to look shiny on camera,” The chick I banged in the back of a vehicle in Afghanistan leans over me and runs a fluffy makeup brush over my face. Her belly are popping out of the low V-neck of her shirt. “There, all done,” she steps back and admires her work, blinking her long eyelashes.

      She’s pretty, that much is undeniable. Too bad looking into her eyes is like taking a glance down into the Grand Canyon. A barren, empty, seemingly bottomless void. What was it Cameron said the other night about these chicks? All flash and no substance.

      Not like Lauren. My gut churns as I remember for the tenth time in the past hour the perfect woman I lost. Again.

      “Thanks, uh…” there’s no way this woman’s name is coming back to me. Lauren would call her a card carrying member of my bimbo fan club, but I doubt she would appreciate the nickname. Although from the vapid stare she’s returning, it might not bother her as much as you’d think.

      “Tiffany,” she fills in the blank cheerfully. From the way her face doesn’t move at all, she’s either full of Botox or she doesn’t care that I forgot.

      Probably both.

      “Ok, let’s get this stuff cleared out of here,” Cooper walks over to the chair poised across from me to get ready for the interview. “Thanks Tiffany, you can go too,” he directs her. She practically skips off the set, flipping her hair like she’s in a shampoo commercial the whole way.

      I can’t believe I ever found girls like her sexy. Once you’ve been with a woman like Lauren, all you can see is how every other girl comes up short. Once you’ve had an exquisite work of art, paint by numbers just don’t cut it anymore.

      Cooper sits on the very edge of the chair across from me, holding a small stack of papers in his hands. His crew are buzzing all around us, checking wires and aiming cameras. I never realized how much went into these interviews. When he joined us in the desert, it was bare bones compared to this circus.

      “Ok, so I just wanted to go over some of these questions with you so you know what to expect,” he’s hunched over with his elbows on his knees and barely speaking above a whisper. I get the feeling that he doesn’t usually give his interview subjects a preview of the hard hitting questions he’s known for serving up.

      The cameras have been following me around all day, recording me being “natural”. They’ve gotten footage of me cooking food, running with my blade, and of strangers recognizing me and thanking me for my service. I’m starting to feel like I’m in an infomercial selling portions of Captain “America” Mack Forrester.

      But wait, if you act now they’ll even throw in scenes of me petting puppies and kissing babies.

      “Obviously, we’re going to show the footage of the incident, ok? Then, I’m going to have to ask you if you think this is appropriate behaviour for a highly decorated war veteran. I know that sounds rough, but don’t worry, I’m gonna follow up with a bit saying how you’ve had a hard go and that this is being blown out of proportion. Ok?” He looks up at me with his steely blue eyes and I can see that he’s concerned for me.

      He cares.

      “You don’t need to do that,” I run my hand over my beard and try to ignore the voice inside telling me that this can all blow over, if I just let it. It looks like my old buddy Cooper Sanders is offering me a get out of jail free card. Wouldn’t I be a fool to turn it down?

      “The heck I don’t!” He raises his voice and then looks around the studio self consciously. The two of us pop our heads up like a couple of groundhogs looking for shadows in February, but if any of his staff noticed him raise his voice they don’t care enough to look our way.

      “Come here,” he leans into me, “look at this,” he continues, rolling up the sleeve of his dress shirt until the lower half of his arm is exposed to me. “You see this?” His blue eyes settle on me.

      “I can.” I don’t quite have a full sleeve of tattoos, but Cooper does.

      His twisted scars mark a time I wish I could leave in the desert. A time that haunts my days, let alone my dreams. Down the entire length of his arm is a roadmap of the cowardly attack we both survived in Afghanistan.

      “The plastic surgeons, they wanted to fix it. Make it disappear.” He talks to me like he’s revealing his deepest secret. “I told them to leave it alone. You know why?” His blue eyes always been hard to look away from. Never harder than now.

      “Why?” The word somehow bubbles up from my lips.

      “Because, when I went over there, to do the piece on you and the platoon, I thought I was king trash.” He smiles sadly at the memory. “I thought I was at the top of my game. A hero, at least in journalism. That’s why I pushed to keep up with you guys over there. I convinced myself I was just as badass as you guys, just without the uniform, you know?” He frowns and closes his eyes.

      “Ok.” I don’t know what else to say? Do I tell him I’m sorry that Afghanistan ruined that for him? That me getting my leg blown off somehow sucked for him? Less words are often better, I’m learning.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Until a grenade was thrown at my feet. Then I froze, didn’t I?” He opens his eyes and looks straight at me like he wants me to confirm what he already knows. I nod but keep my mouth shut. “But, you didn’t.” He says with reverence. “You didn’t even hesitate. At all.” He looks over his shoulders again, but no one cares about us any more than they did five minutes ago. “You saved my life,” his blues suddenly look a little bluer when a mist forms around the bottom of his eyelids. “So, if I can return the favor, you better believe I will.”

      He sits up straight and pushes his shoulders back into the chair, looking at me like we’re a couple of kids in a staring contest.

      “Thank you,” I finally answer, letting the gravity of what he’s offering me to sink in. A second chance. Or is this three now? Either way, he’s letting me off the hook, that much is clear.

      “We’re gonna roll in five minutes!” A disembodied voice yells to the side of us. Neither of us breaks our stare. I must not have been the only one who grew up with an older brother. This unblinking Olympics only hosts the most experienced and fierce of competitors.

      “Got it,” Cooper still doesn’t break his stare, even as he runs the show. Gotta respect that trash.

      Finally, I look away. Well, over his shoulder. I look into my past standing only a few feet away. Tiffany. Her full belly and her empty head remind me of everything I hated about being the man America thought they knew. She reminds me of everything that I miss about Lauren.

      “In five, four, three, two…” The man behind the camera doesn’t count the last number for fear of being heard on television. It is live, after all.

      As Cooper introduces the show, I try to push thoughts of Lauren out of my mind and focus. If I’m going to do damage control, I need to stop pouting about her and think about winning over hearts and minds.

      Hearts and minds. Because those missions have always worked out well for me.

      “Welcome to the show,” Cooper cuts into my thoughts and I sit up straighter in my chair. “The last time I saw you was when you were still a patient at the Walter Reed medical facility. You were learning to walk again with your new prosthetic leg. The only time I had ever met you before that was when you lost that leg, by saving my life.”

      “Thank you for having me on,” I nod sharply. I don’t want to let my mind get dragged back to that day right now. Not when I struggle so hard everyday to let it go.

      “It looks like you’ve come a long way from the man I watched fight for each baby step back at Walter Reed. Would you say that you’ve fully adjusted to living your life with an amputation now?” He throws me an easy one, like a softball being gently tossed into the glove of a toddler.

      “I believe I have. I live my life like every other American now. There’s nothing that I feel like my leg holds me back from anymore. I’ve learned to run with my new blade, and get out everyday for a jog or some sprints. It feels like my life before I lost the leg, except for one thing,” I look up at him.

      “What’s that?”

      “I still haven’t gotten back on my bike yet. “I need to do that next. I can’t tell you how much I’ve missed riding.” I feel myself relaxing a bit as our conversation bounces back and forth like a ping pong ball.

      “If my memory still serves me right, I believe you had plans to come home from the war and go on a cross country tour on your motorcycle. Is that still in the cards?” The silver haired news anchor’s eyes twinkle.

      “You better believe it, I want to get my bike out of storage next week and take her out for some short trips before I go out to the coast.”

      “Of course you do,” he smiles. “For those who aren’t familiar with your story, I’d like to play the video of that conversation we had, and the footage we have of your heroic bravery in Afghanistan. I must warn our viewers: this video is very graphic and raw, as war tends to be. I strongly recommend that if there are any children in the room under the age of fourteen that they be sent out now.” He gives his content advisory and then pauses, again, unblinking. I’m beginning to wonder if he even needs eyelids at all.

      “Are we good?” He looks over my shoulder to the producer. The bald man watching a monitor in front of him gives him a thumbs up. “Ok, so the people watching this are going to see the footage we got in the desert. Then they’ll cut back to us and I’ll talk to you about what happened the other day, ok?” His eyebrows look like they’re trying to furrow, but between the fillers and the makeup, there’s no chance of that happening.

      “Sounds good, thanks man.”

      A couple of crew members shuffle up beside us with a small table and a laptop. “As you can see, for the discussion about what happened here on the road, I’m going to play you a bit of the video. Everyone has seen it so there’s no need to watch the entire thing. I think seventy million views is more than enough,” he chuckles.

      Seventy million views? That’s how many people watched my meltdown? The number feels too large, too abstract to even be embarrassed by. I can’t imagine what a thousand people look like, let alone seventy.

      I don’t have time to really mull it over though, because the man behind the camera is signalling us again. “We’re back on in five, four, three, two…”

      Anderson looks straight into the lens, “Welcome back. I’m sitting down with Captain Mack Forrester, for those of you who were able to watch the entire footage that we just shared with you, it’s easy to see how the nickname “Captain America” was given to you. The heroism that you displayed that day was nothing short of the acts of bravery you would expect to see in a movie about a superhero.” His eyes break from the camera and focus back on me.

      I try not to squirm at the comparison, “Uh, thanks.”

      “I for one would like to thank you for your service and for the unflinching courage you showed when we came under attack. It must have been a surprise to you when, after the other video of you on the highway earlier this week went viral, how many people quickly turned against you.” He rubs his thumb and forefinger over the meat of his hand, “I was disgusted when I saw calls for your medals to be rescinded. How have you been dealing with the fallout of Captain America?”

      I blink for a moment, just trying to stay in the moment. “To be honest,” I clear my throat loudly, “that name has never sat easy with me. It’s always made me feel like it doesn’t honor the men I lost that day by comparing me to a Hollywood character. How do I feel about them being angry?” I look down at my missing leg, “I’m sorry that I let people down, but I’m much more concerned with how I made the man who I dragged out of his vehicle and his family feel. Those are real people, whose lives I affected, and for that I’m sorry.”

      “I think that’s appropriate. However, it appears to me that this entire thing has been blown out of proportion. As the last video we shared just showed, you’ve been through more than most people will ever face. You’re a true hero. You’ve sacrificed your own health and safety to save others. Now, because you experienced some road rage, people are demanding that you return your medals? I get road rage every week!” His unbiased reporting is getting buried under his emotions. “Everyone gets annoyed sometimes. I’m going to play a bit of the video showing the events that took place earlier in the week, in case there are some viewers at home who still haven’t seen it.” He leans forward and presses play on the already loaded video.

      On the laptop monitor, the familiar footage plays. I’ve seen bits and pieces of this video on the different news stations all week. Usually about ten seconds worth is all I’ve gotten through before shutting it off. My entire body tingles as I watch myself beating on the window of the man’s van. It’s strange to see yourself do something that you have no memory of. Like watching footage of yourself blacked out at a frat party. Who is that guy? Without the memory connecting me to the event, it feels surreal.

      We’ve now made it past the part that I usually see before scrambling for the remote. Now, I’m wrenching the door open and unbuckling the man’s seat belt in a panic. My seat suddenly feels extremely uncomfortable, like I just can’t find a way to sit in it that isn’t pinching into my skin. Cooper leans over to shut the remaining footage off, when the person who taped this on their cellphone suddenly sweeps across the car and over to Lauren and Chris.

      “No, wait, don’t turn it off.” I reach out and grab his hand.

      I can feel Cooper’s stare boring into me, but I can’t tear my eyes off the screen. Chris tries to break free from Lauren’s arms to run over to me, but her and Chelsea firmly grab him by the shoulders and keep him by their side. It’s a good thing too, with the state of mind I was in, I don’t know what I would’ve done if he tried to intervene.

      My guts twist up tight and my chest squeezes as I watch the tears slide down his face before he buries his head against his mother. Lauren is screaming my name, sobs convulsing through her body, but I’m too busy climbing into the man’s van to even know they’re near me. I let go of Cooper’s hand and he shuts off the computer.

      “So, those are not the actions that one would expect from a highly decorated war veteran,” Cooper continues, “but, it doesn’t look like anything more complicated than a little outburst of road rage. After all, you were stuck in construction, weren't you?” He looks up at me imploring me to follow the bouncing ball and help him downplay this whole thing.

      “No.” My voice is flat and empty.

      “No? You weren’t in a construction zone?” He sounds betrayed.

      “No, it wasn’t road rage. I wasn’t even driving. I think…” my voice cracks and I breathe in deep, I will not cry on national television.

      I give myself a second, but I can’t push the image of Chris trying to run after me, trying to help me...what would I have done to him? What have I already done to him? To Lauren? To my family. I fight the tears forming in the corners of my eyes.

      “What happened that day wasn’t road rage, Cooper,” my confession finally slips out. “I’ve been having flashbacks of the war ever since I returned home. I’m back there every night fighting in my dreams, and I’m often transported back in the day when something sets me off. I, well, I think that people look at me and they see that I’ve learned to walk again, and they say ‘oh, he’s better. He’s healed.’ But I haven’t healed. Because I have scars on the inside that no one can see, and they keep splitting open. I’m not better just because I can walk again. Not when my mind is still fighting a war.”

      I take a deep breath and look straight into the camera, “I need help. I’m going to get professional help.”
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      With a long day of fishing behind us, we’re settled around the campfire for the night. When I first looked into the Odyssey Project with Wounded Warriors, I wasn’t completely sold on their program. It just seemed like a bit of wishful thinking that you go out camping and fishing with other war veterans for a week and somehow you get better.

      Luckily when I sat down with the program coordinator, Jay, he set me straight on how it all works. This is only my first day, but I already feel that familiar bond that you have with your brothers in arms. There is an instant understanding and respect given to anyone who served their country. However, that bond is much deeper when you know you’re with others who fought for it as well.

      I stare into the fire, we all do, as Tim Baines wraps up his introduction. “So, that’s why I’m here,” he finishes up.

      “Great, welcome to the group, Tim.” His eyes travel over our faces, “Mack Forrester? Would you mind sharing why you signed up for this program and what you hope to get out of it?”

      I guess I’m up. I feel like when a teacher used to call on me in class because it was my turn to read. My head snaps up and my eyes try to focus after staring into the flickering flames to look at Jay.

      “Uh, yeah. Sure,” I clear my throat and look around self-consciously. However, none of the other guys are looking at me. They’re all zoned out like I was a couple of seconds ago. Listening, but hypnotized by the fire.

      I relax a little, realizing that there’s no spotlight on me right now. This isn’t like when I was awarded the medal of honor by the president. Heck, it ain’t even like sitting down with Cooper Sanders last month. These are my guys, we don’t know each other yet, but our shared experiences are enough to bond us.

      “When I got home from Afghanistan, I didn’t have time to think about much. I was so doped up on painkillers and meds that I got the best sleep I’d had in years. But, once they cut back on the pills, I had time to think. I thought about the men I lost. How I let them and their families down. I was consumed with guilt and anger. Honestly, there were days when I wanted to give up. There were a lot of days I asked God why he didn’t just let me die over there too.” My voice cracks and I have to fight a lump in my throat just to swallow. I’ve never really talked about those dark days. When living felt like a worse option than dying.

      I breathe in deep and push myself to keep going. No one said this would be easy. But nothing worth doing is. “One day I was talking to a pastor who lost his arm over there on a different rotation, and he told me that God had a plan for me and it wasn’t up to me to question it. It made me look at my recovery differently. I stopped feeling sorry for myself and put everything I had into healing. Into walking. Into making everyone believe I was the same guy I had always been.”

      I run my hand over my beard and look around the circle of men sitting around the fire. Some of them are nodding, others look lost in their own stories, but each of them still has their eyes on the crimson flames.

      “And what happened?” Jay interrupts my thoughts and gently nudges me back on track.

      “I think I did a great job,” I laugh. “You know, for a while there, I even had myself fooled.” My smile fades as I lower my voice, “but then the flashbacks started.” I look down into my hands, “that first one, it scared the trash out of me. It was intense,” I blink back tears and look over at Jay. I need to look into a friendly face to keep me in the present.

      “Did you know what it was?” He prods me on.

      “No. Well, I knew it wasn’t good. I’d seen enough movies about war and trash to know that much. You know, it’s funny though, if someone else had told me they were going through the same thing I would’ve had no problem identifying it. I would point at them and say, ‘oh, that’s PTSD. You should go talk to someone, it’s totally normal after what you’ve been through.’ But I couldn’t admit that trash to myself. I just couldn’t.”

      “Why not?” Jay is asking me questions that make Cooper Sanders look like an amateur. I mull it over. Why couldn’t I see it in myself?

      “It wasn’t because I didn’t know. The flashbacks, they got worse. And then, so did the nightmares. I knew what was going on in the back of my head, but I didn’t want to admit it. Honestly, I’m still uncomfortable.” I rub my hands together and look back into the fire.

      “You know,” I continue, “if it was someone else, I would say there’s nothing wrong with admitting you need help and all that. But, for me, it wasn’t like that. It’s like when I went to basic and they talked about PTSD in one of the classes. Even then, they give the whole ‘there’s no shame’ speech, but there was something false about it. The tone they use, the eye rolls. It’s like they have to teach it because it’s a law or something, not because anyone really believes it.”

      “So, you felt ashamed. Do you still feel that way now?” Jay pushes me.

      “Yeah. I guess I do. I can’t help but feel like when you admit you have PTSD; those four letters hang around your neck in a neon sign that spells ‘broken’ to everyone else. You know?” I look around for validation. Guys in the circle are nodding silently.

      “I just,” my voice breaks, “I just spent so much time trying to fix everything. I wanted to somehow fix what happened over there. I wanted to fix my leg so no one would know by looking at me that it was messed up. I wanted to fix everyone’s lives that I messed up in one way or another. But, I couldn’t fix myself. I couldn’t make it go away…” tears stream down my cheeks and my throat feels like I swallowed a coal. “I couldn’t fix it,” I sob.

      Tears fall down my cheeks and into my beard. For a few seconds the only sounds in the camp are the crackle of the burning fire and me crying.

      “Thank you for sharing that,” Jay finally softly speaks. “I think you’re going to find that most of us in this group have felt or do feel that way too. You’re not alone. This is only the first step in healing, but once you’ve gone through the entire program I think you’ll find you’re stronger for admitting you needed help,” he explains gently.

      “Thanks,” I wipe the tears away with the back of my hand. My chest already feels like someone has removed a crushing rock from it. I’m still on my back, and my lungs need work, but I can already breathe just a little easier. “I already do.”
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      I’m excited, I’m nervous … I think I might throw up! If Mack Forrester only knew the real effect he had on women.

      It’s been two, excruciatingly long months since I watched Mack finally confess that he needed help. Two months that I haven’t been able to look into his eyes. Two months that I haven’t been able to kiss his lips. Two months that I haven’t been able to feel his rock hard cock me.

      I mean, a girl has needs too! Sixty days is a long time to go. Not that I’m counting or anything. Sixty-three and a half. See, I’ve barely even noticed.

      That’s not to say that we’ve been out of touch for two months. Instead, we’ve been talking on the phone and texting like a couple of teenagers. I haven’t felt like such a love-struck dope, smiling down at my phone all the time since … well, since Mack and I were in high school. I guess some things never change.

      “You look so good, Lauren,” Chelsea reassures me as I squint at myself in the mirror for the billionth time.

      “You don’t think I’m wearing too much make-up?” I look at her past my reflection in the mirror.

      “No, it’s just the right amount. You’re already a natural beauty, now it’s just in high def,” she smiles.

      Mack is taking me out on a date tonight and from my dry mouth and nervous tummy, you’d think I’d never gone on one before in my life. Of course, him refusing to tell me where we’re going or what he’s got planned hasn’t helped at all.

      I give myself one last look in the mirror. Oh, who am I kidding, I’ll be back here in five minutes to scrutinize again. Chelsea is right though; my make-up does look good. So does my manicure and my hair, and even though she doesn’t know it, the wax job I got doesn’t look bad either.

      Just because she’s my sister doesn’t mean she needs to know every little detail.

      I turn and look at her, the sparkle in her big brown eyes makes me wonder who’s more excited? Her or me?

      “I hope I’m not overdressed. Or underdressed,” I look down at the black blouse and jeans I finally managed to settle on.

      “You’ll be fine! You look fine! Just relax, Lauren. You won’t have any fun if you’re just hyperventilating the whole time. You’re gonna have a great night, ok? And you know you don’t have to worry about Chris, he’s got the world’s best aunt to look after him, so chill, will ya?”

      I open my mouth to spill a laundry list of more worries and concerns, but my voice is drowned out.

      Vroom-tick-tick-tick!

      What was that?

      Chelsea, Chris and I all rush over to the living room window and see Mack pop out the kickstand on his motorcycle and tilt it onto the support as he steps off. I’d be scared that he showed up on his bike, if a larger part of me wasn’t aching with desire just from watching him park it.

      “Whoa,” Chris gives his approval and my sister and I watch Mack remove his helmet and walk toward the door.

      It feels like a scene from a movie. Probably a James Bond movie, because there’s just one teensy, minor detail that Mack didn’t fill me in on. Where ever he’s taking me tonight, he’s taking me there wearing a tuxedo.

      I’m painfully underdressed, that much is clear, but I can’t scrape two trashs together about it right now. Not when Mack “Captain America” Forrester shows up in some sexy man-lingerie on the back of a Harley.

      I rush over to the door and yank it open with all of the patience of a kid opening gifts on Christmas.

      “Mack!” I throw my arms around him as soon as he steps through the door. His arms wrap around my waist and he easily lifts me from my feet and swirls me around.

      For a moment, my mind flashes back to when we were kids and he talked me into being spun around on the merry-go-round at our park. I remember clearly how I clung onto those bars for dear life as Mack spun me around in nauseating circles until my façade of bravery broke down and I screamed his name in pure terror. In an instant, he thrust himself up onto the spinning cyclone from hell and grabbed onto my arms. “Don’t let go of me,” I cried desperately.

      “Never.” It was a one-word sentence, a statement and a promise spun into one.

      Mack places me on my tipsy feet and gives me a quick kiss on the tip of my nose.

      “Hey Mack!” Chris leaps over to him.

      “My man!” Mack high fives him enthusiastically.

      Our son could compete with the sun right now for who’s shining brightest.

      “Mack, nice to see you again,” Chelsea smiles at him.

      “Hey, lady! Thanks for helping me out,” he nods over at her and I know I don’t have a cool superhero nickname but my Spidey sense starts tingling. Helping him with what?

      “What are you wearing,” I interrupt their meaningful looks. “I’m not dressed for where we’re going if you’re wearing a tux!” I look down over the outfit I painfully picked out, rejected, tried back on, and finally settled on.

      “Don’t worry about that!” Chelsea interrupts before I have a chance to fully get immersed in Mack’s hypnotizing stare. “Come with me, I’ve got you something to wear,” she slides up beside me and grabs my hand.

      She quickly pulls me up the stairs before I have a chance to process much of what’s happening let alone protest over it. I look down over my shoulder as my feet automatically follow my sister and I see Chris and Mack talking like two old friends at a party.

      It's hard to be overly concerned with whatever is going on right now when my Mom heart is overflowing with joy.

      Chelsea leads me back down to my bedroom and lets go of my hand, leaving me to fend for myself by the door while she raids my closet. What is she doing?

      Quickly, she slides hanger after hanger forward until she finds whatever she’s looking for. She pulls a floor length, purple gown from behind my work clothes and tosses it on the bed.

      “Put this on,” she smiles.

      “Where did that come from?” I peer past her into my magical closet making amazing, elegant ball gowns appear. Is there a door to Narnia back there too?

      “I hid it in there,” she looks entirely too proud of herself with her chest puffed out and her eyes twinkling.

      “Oh, you did, huh?”

      “Yeah, and I know it’s a perfect fit cause I got your measurements from your other clothes. Well, from the ones you actually wear,” she laughs at her jab about my collection of clothes I’ll never fit into again.

      I look at the lavender dress on my bed and then back to my sister. I know she’s got my best interest at heart, so I won’t question her… not yet anyway.

      Instead, I slip out of the clothes I agonized over and put the dress on. “Can you zip me up, please?” I look over my shoulder at her.

      “Sure.” She helps me close the back as I admire how the light purple hue of the dress plays off of my skin tone. I look good, even if I do say so myself.

      “Where’s Mack taking me? Why are we dressing up like this?” I turn and confront Chelsea once I feel the zipper reach the top.

      “Nope. I’ll never tell you,” she sing-songs. Like she’s a five-year-old version of herself taunting the three-year-old version of myself.

      She clamps down on my hand and practically drags me out of the bedroom, back down the hall and to the stairs.

      “Oh, mom! You look like a princess!” Chris exclaims and almost immediately bashfully looks at his feet, like he’s ashamed of his declaration. It’s probably incredibly uncool to say that to your mom. It might be uncool, but I’d be lying if I said it didn’t make my week.

      “He’s not wrong, you know,” Mack’s eyes glide over me from head to toe. “You look amazing, but I don’t think you look like a princess,” he looks up at me after sweeping his eyes down my body all the way to my bare feet.

      “Oh, no?” I pout.

      “No. You don’t look like a princess, because you’re no princess. You’re my queen.” He grabs my hand and twirls me around in a small circle. I spin around with my eyes closed and enjoy the way the dress feels as it billows out around my legs.

      I do feel like a queen. His queen. Wait, a minute. This queen doesn’t have any shoes to wear with this dress.

      “My feet!” I stop on a dime and look down at my toes woefully.

      “Got it covered,” Chelsea smiles.

      “Come over here,” Mack walks me back to my couch and I sit as soon as my legs touch the seat.

      Chelsea rummages in the back of my coat closet and pulls out a shoe box. “Got it!”

      Seriously? Is my whole house full of hidden Easter eggs for this date?

      She drops the box beside Mack, who is kneeling at my feet. He opens the lid and I watch with my breath held as he pulls out the first velvet crushed high heel shoe. The heel must be six inches long. I’m going to officially break my neck tonight, that much is apparent. I look up at Chelsea, her smug smile is practically popping off her face. I’m 100% certain that these shoes were her brainchild.

      Make that 1000%

      Mack holds it in his hand, smirking up at me. “Let’s see if the shoe fits,” he teases me, sliding it onto my foot.

      It does fit. Perfectly.

      He puts the other one on me and I can’t help but wonder if I’m about to get whisked away in a pumpkin carriage. Remembering that there’s a motorcycle in the driveway waiting for me makes my stomach turn cold.

      “A perfect fit.” Mack stands back up and helps me off the couch. In these heels, I can use all the help I can get.

      Teetering on the brink of disaster I look down at our son, who is beaming his radiant smile up at us. “Ok, we’re going to head out now, Chris. Please promise me that you’ll be good for your aunt?”

      “I promise!” He crosses his heart, reminding me of his father only a few months back making me a similar promise in the backyard.

      “I can’t promise I’ll have her back by midnight,” Mack winks at Chelsea.

      “Don’t rush back, we’re good,” she cheerfully answers. “Have fun you two!”

      I follow Mack out the front door over to the bike and wonder how this is going to work, exactly.

      “Here, we’re not going that far, but I want you to wear the helmet,” he hands it to me.

      “Uh, ok.” I grab it from him and look down at it.

      “Mack! Lauren! Wait!” Chelsea yells from the front step dramatically. She’s holding something in her hands and runs over to us in her bare feet.

      “You almost forgot this,” she stuffs the white cardboard box into Mack’s hands and then gives me a meaningful look before disappearing back inside the house.

      “What’s that?” I look down into Mack’s hands and wait for him to pop the lid on this mystery.

      “It’s for you,” he opens the box and inside is a corsage. Violet and white roses are twisted up with some babies’ breath. He holds it over my wrist.

      “Lauren, will you do me the honor of going to the prom with me tonight?” He peers into my face with his crystal blue eyes and I don’t even want to question the insanity. I just want to hand over my ticket and take the ride with Mack into the madness he’s clearly planned out for us.

      “Yes.” I hold out my wrist for him. “Yes, I will.”
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      Mack pulls up to the Colorado Golf Club and brings his motorcycle to a stop. I thought seeing him on the back of the Harley was hot, it was practically orgasmic to be on there with him. I never realized that I could be so terrified and turned on at the same time.

      He helps me down from the seat and I quickly smooth out the bunched up dress that I transformed into a makeshift pair of pants between my legs. I pop the helmet off my head and hope that it hasn’t messed up my hair too badly.

      “You look stunning,” Mack murmurs, pulling me close. My self-consciousness evaporates as he wraps his strong arms around me. It’s impossible to feel insecure when a man like Mack Forrester looks at you like that. His lips cover mine with a tender kiss. Prickles of desire cover my skin as I melt into his tight embrace.

      I know that Mack put a lot of thought and time into tonight, that’s already clear. However, I’m just kinda wishing he’d saved himself the trouble and just booked us a hotel instead.

      Five minutes without oxygen would be easier than two months without Mack. Every cell in my body craves him.

      Needs him.

      Screams his name.

      He releases my lips from his tantalizing kiss and my eyelids flutter back open. “Are you ready?” His eyes sparkle.

      “Since you still haven’t told me what you’ve got cooked up in there, I guess I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.” My lips twitch up into a smile and betrays my complaining. He knows full well that I’m loving this.

      “All will be revealed soon,” he teases me dramatically and holds out his arm to me. I cling onto it for dear life. Ok, maybe not for the sake of my life, but certainly for the sake of my ankles.

      Dang Chelsea and her love of stilettos. I swear she must have worked the pole in another life. If it was in this one, I don’t wanna know.

      Safe on Mack’s arm, I let him guide me to the door I haven’t stepped through for a decade. I blink my eyes to adjust to the darkened room we step into.

      “Oh, Mack!”

      It’s the only words I can squeak out. I feel like we just walked into a dream. From the ceiling are the same clusters of teal, silver and white balloons, hanging like magical clouds. Draped over the walls is the same silky fabric that I remember from our prom night. Right down to the streamers and the “Congratulations to the Class of 2004!” sign hanging on the back wall, everything looks the same.

      There are three ways this could have happened. This country club may have been sporting this décor for ten years. I’ve stepped into a time warp. Or, Mack has spent countless hours recreating every detail of our last night together before both our lives changed forever.

      I manage to close my mouth and smile at the most incredible man I’ve ever known. “It’s amazing, Mack!” I lean my head against his arm and look over all the hard work and thought he’s put into making this re-imagined prom.

      “This is just a room. You, on the other hand, now that’s what I call amazing,” he guides me to the only table and chairs set up across the room.

      Being every bit the prince charming that I wished for ten years ago, he pulls my seat out and helps me tuck into the table. I’ve gotta admit, I’m enjoying the princess treatment. I just hope Mack isn’t such a gentleman later. When I rip that tux off his hard body and harass his brains out.

      Mack takes his seat across from me and reaches for my hand across the table. “I missed you,” his eyes search my face. I’m sure he can read every emotion on my face like words in a book.

      “I missed you too. So much. I know it was for the best and that you needed that time to work on everything, but I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t hard,” my eyes mist over.

      “Hey, don’t cry. I’m here now,” he traces his thumb along my bottom lid and gathers the tears threatening to ruin my makeup.

      “It was hard for me too,” his blue eyes stare into mine earnestly. “But, now I know I can give you all of me, not just fragments left over from the war. I’m not saying I’m perfect. I mean, I’m pretty close, obviously,” he teases me.

      “You are.” I know he’s kidding around, but I’m not.

      Mack smiles. “Thank you. Too bad I didn’t record that. It would’ve been perfect for six months from now when you’re giving me a hard time about leaving the toilet seat up or something.”

      The reference doesn’t escape me. My heart soars as I digest his words. He wasn’t us to live together? Before I can respond, a waiter interrupts our chat with a bottle of champagne and two glasses on a tray.

      “May I start your evening with a drink?” He offers.

      “Yes, thank you,” Mack nods. The man places the glasses between us and then reaches for the bottle.

      “You can just leave the bottle with us. We have a lot to celebrate,” Mack grins.

      Our server doesn’t argue; he simply places it between us. “Your dinner will be ready shortly,” he informs Mack before disappearing back over my shoulder.

      I shouldn’t be surprised that Mack also had our prom for two catered, but I am. Just like the man who just walked across the floor to the set up the turntables in the back corner shouldn’t surprise me either, but here we are.

      Soft music floods the sound system and Mack pours each of us a glass of the bubbly champagne. He lifts his glass in a toast, and I imitate him, eager to hear what he has to say.

      “Lauren, you look just as beautiful tonight as you did a decade ago. I was the luckiest man at our prom then, and you’ve made me the luckiest man in the world tonight by being on my arm.”

      “Thank you,” I don’t know what else to say, Mack’s never been one for flowery speeches, but I guess he’s just full of surprises tonight.

      “No, thank you.” He answers. “I figured that there was no better place to ask for a mulligan than at a golf club, so…”

      “A mulligan?” I interrupt. I’m not sure what he’s talking about.

      “Yeah, it’s a golf term. It’s for a do over? You’ve never heard that before?” His eyes crinkle at the corners, “look, all you need to know is that besides being incredibly handsome, I’m also very witty,” he laughs.

      “And humble, too,” I tease him.

      “Yes, humble as idiot,” he grins. There’s my old Mack. “Anyway, to new beginnings,” he raises his glass higher and I raise mine.

      The first sip of the champagne is heaven; the tiny bubbles tickle my lips but feel smooth on my tongue.

      Mack empties his glass in one long gulp, then takes a deep breath. “Lauren?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Will you dance with me?”

      My ears are ringing with shock. Never in my entire life has Mack danced with me. Never. No matter how much I’ve pleaded, or whined, or threatened him with teenaged angst. He’s never given in.

      “Of course,” I barely breathe the words, like they’re caught in my throat.

      He stands up and holds his hand out to me, and I steady myself with his strength and follow him to the dance floor. The music suddenly changes to The Scientist by Coldplay.

      Perfect. Absolutely perfect song with my absolutely perfect man. This couldn’t possibly get any better. Mack holds my waist and dances with all of the grace of a middle school boy, but it’s so charming, I just love him even more for his lack of skill.

      I lean my head against his chest and breathe him in. “Thank you for this Mack. For all of this. I, well, I don’t even know what to say except that it’s magical.”

      “That’s appropriate,” he chuckles and I look up at him.

      “Why’s that?”

      “Didn’t our first prom have a princess theme or something?” He looks down at me.

      “Yeah, well, the theme was fairy tales. So, yeah, it’s fitting that tonight is magical,” I smile back.

      “Well, what’s a fairy tale without a happy ending?” Mack stops our dance and looks me straight in the eyes. I think he’s going to kiss me, my lips are already pushed up into a pout and instead he slides down onto his good leg, kneeling before me.

      He lets go of my hand and reaches into his tuxedo jacket, pulling out the familiar velvet box that held the engagement ring he gave me on the Ferris wheel. It isn’t just familiar because of his proposal. It’s because ever since he walked out of my car at the police station that ring has been sitting on my bedside table in that very box.

      “How did you get that?” I don’t mean to accuse him; I’m just surprised to see it back in his hand.

      He lifts the lid, and sure enough, it’s the same ring. “Chelsea snuck it into my pocket before we left,” he smiles up at me, his eyes twinkling.

      Of course she did. She’s so stealthy.

      “Lauren, will you give me the chance to start over with you? To fulfill the destiny, I’ve known was mine since I was six years old? Will you become my wife?”

      In my mind, I can still see his round face at six. His sweet smile that transformed into his irresistible smirk over the years. “Yes, of course I will. Yes!” I hold out my trembling hand and Mack slips the ring back into place on my finger. I know in my heart that it will never be taken off again. What Mack and I have can never be destroyed. Fate has just pushed us back where we always belonged. In each other’s arms.

      Mack stands back up and wraps his arms around me, his lips softly opening mine until our tongues finish this dance for us. In each other’s arms. It’s where we’ve always been, it’s where we’ll always be. Until death do us part.
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Epilogue

        

        Mack

      

    
    
      I love how tight Lauren’s arms are wrapped around me as the buildings swirl past us in a streak of color. She pretends that she doesn’t like riding on my bike, but her little yelps of excitement tell a different story. She’s almost making the same noises I had her up until three in the morning making at the hotel last night. If the way she messed me was any indication, I’d say my prom proposal was a success. And now, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say she’s getting a little turned on by being on my bike. Sexy squeals don’t lie.

      I turn onto Lauren’s street and the building instantly reform from the kaleidoscope of mercury sliding past us back into strong houses and buildings. Being on my motorcycle again feels good. Like it’s one more tick in the box of things I needed to feel whole again. Now that I’m in therapy, and Lauren has my ring back on her finger, there’s really only one more box left to tick off before I can feel like my life is back on track: Chris.

      We talked about it for hours. Do we tell Chris that I’m his biological father? Does it matter? I was worried about him feeling like I’m taking Joel’s spot in his life. Lauren was pretty insistent that he wouldn’t see it that way. She knows better than I do. Since she’s gonna be my wife, I might as well get used to saying that.

      Pulling into the driveway, I can see the curtains rustle in the living room. Sure enough, before I’ve even got my kickstand extended, Chris is at the front door with a huge grin.

      “Hey Mom, hi Mack. How was your dance?”

      I help Lauren off the back of the bike and watch as she takes off my helmet and shakes her beautiful hair back and forth, like a slow motion clip of some model from a commercial or something. Whatever she’s selling, I’ll take ten! Dang she’s beautiful. She’s beautiful, and she’s mine.

      “Hey honey, it was great. Did you have fun with Chelsea?” She thrusts the helmet into my hands and makes her way into the house. I don’t mind though, the view of her walking away from me has always been my favorite.

      I follow them inside and see that Chelsea has been busy maintaining her reputation as the world’s best aunt. Two pizza boxes with stale crusts inside are covering the coffee table. In front of them are two pillows on the floor with video game controllers on them. I’d say she’s holding onto the title for a while yet.

      “Yeah, it was a blast. I totally kicked her ahhh….” Chris looks out of the corner of his eye at Lauren’s scowl forming. “Uh, butt. Yep. Kicked her butt at Mario Kart like a billion times.” He noticeably avoids eye contact with his mother, instead smiling at me.

      “A billion might be a bit of an exaggeration, bud. Besides, I let you win, like ten of those races.” Chelsea walks down the stairs and joins us in the living room. She looks different with make-up on and her hair done up. I’d give her a second look if I didn’t already snag the prettiest girl in the room. Scratch that, in the state.

      “Did not! You’re lying!” Chris defends his honor against his aunt’s jab. “Let’s have a rematch right now then. I’ll beat you again, fair and square.” He lunges for the controller on the floor and looks up at Chelsea expectantly.

      “Sorry, kiddo. I’ve gotta run. Maybe if these two lovebirds had shown up a bit earlier, I would’ve had more time.” Chelsea looks at her watch and then at Lauren with a cocked eyebrow and a twinkle in her eye.

      “Sorry, we took the long way home,” Lauren smirks. “Where are you in such a rush to get to? You gotta hot date or something?” Lauren tugs my hand and we sit down on the couch together.

      “Yeah, scorching hot date,” Chelsea’s voice is flat. “I got called into work, pretty exciting huh? We can’t all have elaborate proposals, I guess.” Her eyes flicker down over her sister’s ring finger where my diamond ring sparkles bright against Lauren’s almond hand.

      “Are you guys engaged?” Chris interrupts, putting down his controller. “Like for real this time? You’re gonna get married?” He stands up and looks at the ring, the huge smile he met us at the door with was a tiny smirk compared to his face now.

      “That’s right,” Lauren’s eyes shine as she looks at him.

      “Really? That’s great!” He hops from foot to foot and I can’t help but laugh.

      “I’m glad you’re happy about it, man.” I chime in.

      Chris’s grin fades slowly, and his eyes flicker over me quickly and then dart back to his mother. “Wait, so does this mean that Mack’s gonna be my father now?”

      Everyone looks over at Lauren. Chris watches her attentively, my eyes glue to her face nervously, and Chelsea is practically boring holes in her face.

      “I should, uh, I need to get to work. I’ll see ya around, ok?” Chelsea interrupts, rubbing her hand affectionately over her nephew’s hair.

      Chris shrugs her off, but isn’t too cool to give her a quick hug. Those days are numbered. It won’t be long before Chris will cut us all off from his affection. Then all of his attention. If he’s half the jerk I was in my teen years, we’re in for a real treat.

      Chelsea shoots one last look at Lauren before disappearing through the door. She should drag her judgy eyebrows back down over her eyes though, she doesn’t know that Lauren and I already discussed talking to Chris about this. We just thought it would come up on our terms. When the timing was right. No time like the present, I guess.

      “Bye, Chelsea.” Lauren calls out to her sister as the door shuts behind her.

      Chris’s eyes are still searching for an explanation on his mother’s face. I run my finger and thumb along the edge of my hand, he doesn’t look thrilled at the idea of me being his Dad. I can’t help but wonder… is this a mistake? Is Lauren about to spill the beans on something that Chris is still too young to really grasp?

      “Come over here,” Lauren pats the couch and I scooch over to make some room so he can sit between us. Chris plops down on the sofa with all the grace of a belly flopping pig. “I figured you might have some questions about all of this, ok?” Her eyes trace the edges of his face before flickering over to mine. I can see that she’s nervous, but I know nerves aren’t about to stop her. “Before we get into all of that, well, just wait a sec, ok? There’s something I need to grab,” Lauren hops to her feet and vanishes from the room, leaving me and my son together in a fog of confusion.

      Maybe her nerves are going to stop her.

      I rub my hand over the back of my neck and look over at Chris. I can’t help but smile when I see him mirroring the same action back to me. Yep, he’s mine all right. Right down to our nervous tics.

      “Hey, so are you still ok with your mother and I getting married? It’s ok if you need some time to think it over.” I finally cut through the silence.

      “What? No, I mean, of course it’s ok. I’m glad you two are getting married. I just don’t know, like, are you my Dad now? Is that what I call you? I mean, I just don’t know…” our eyes both follow Lauren as she walks back into the room carrying a book under her arm.

      “Ok, I found it,” she beams proudly. “I wanted to show you this,” she sits back down beside Chris and puts her yearbook on his lap. “You know how Mack and I went to a prom type dance yesterday?”

      “Yeah,” Chris answers slowly, looking down at the retro in all the wrong ways book in his lap.

      “Well, when I was in grade twelve, Mack took me to my original prom too,” she cracks the cover on the book and quickly flicks the pages past the signatures and orders from old friends to “never change!” to a picture that makes my heart ache.

      There we are, front and center on the page. I’ve got two full legs and no tattoos, not to mention wrinkles or gray hairs. In the picture, my arms are wrapped around Lauren and she’s looking up at me with a love so pure it makes me hate myself for ever walking away from it.

      Dang. She hasn’t changed a bit! Her skin still glows like she’s got her own professional photographer following her around with lighting, her smile still makes honey seem sour in comparison. She was perfect then. She’s perfect now. She’ll be perfect until the day we die.

      “Mack took you to the prom?” Chris finally looks up from the picture and over to his mother.

      “He did,” she flips the page to reveal more photographic evidence for him. “We were high school sweethearts. boyfriend and girlfriend. Before that, we were friends since we were six years old.” Her eyes glaze over as the nostalgia washes over her.

      “I thought you met him at the hospital? You guys grew up together? That’s crazy!” Chris sounds awestruck. Better than angry.

      “I hadn’t seen Mack since prom night. I did meet him again at the hospital,” she explains. As he listens, Chris flips through the book. Each page has new photographs revealing the truth about our history.

      “Why didn’t you see each other after the prom?” He looks over at me accusingly. I deserve that look. My gut twinges with guilt as I answer to the son I never realized we made that night.

      “As soon as we graduated, I went to West Point and joined the military. I had to go to New York for four years for school and then I did courses here and there. I never made it back here until now.”

      “There’s something I need to tell you about our first prom though, Chris,” Lauren looks at him. “That night, Mack and I made a baby together.” She looks at him unblinking. Is she breathing? Am I? The room is a vacuum of silence. I swear I can hear the thoughts swirling around in his brain.

      “You made a baby?” The words tumble from his mouth slowly, like he’s making sense of each one as he speaks it. “I…wait, I have a brother? Or a sister? Or…are they like a half-brother or half-sister?” He stares down at the book on his lap, like it’s going to reveal the identity of the mystery sibling he doesn’t have.

      “No,” Lauren interrupts. “You don’t have any brothers or sisters, ok? You know that Joel adopted you when you were three, we talked about that, right?”

      I watch as the realization strikes through his body like a lightening bolt. Chris sits straighter on the couch, throwing his shoulders back and stiffening. “Me?”

      “That’s right,” I reassure him. I can’t tell from the flurry of emotions on his face how he’s feeling about this. It’s like watching the penny slots in Vegas swirl around as you wait for it to land on three cherries, or a total bust.

      “So, you’re my Dad? Like, my real Dad?” His voice is barely hovering above a whisper and he doesn’t look straight at me.

      “Joel was your real Dad. I’m your biological father. That doesn’t mean I don’t want to be considered your real Dad too one day, but I haven’t earned the title yet. If you’re up for it, I’d like to try.” I explain.

      “I, uh, that would be great.” He smiles, but I can see worry in his eyes as he furrows his brows. “So, did Dad know about Mack?” He asks Lauren. “And how come you never called me or anything before?” He looks back at me.

      “Joel knew everything; I promise you that. He knew Mack in high school, we all graduated the same year. It was no secret to him that I had you with Mack.” Lauren runs her hand over Chris’s arm, but he tugs it away.

      “Just a secret to me?” He pouts.

      “I was always going to tell you, whether Mack and I met again or not. I just wanted to wait until you were old enough.” She answers.

      Satisfied with his mother’s answer, his eyes snap back to me. Waiting. Searching. I clear my throat nervously.

      “I didn’t call because your mother and I weren’t together anymore, and I was in the military. I knew I could never be in your life in a stable, meaningful way, like Joel was. I might have been wrong, but I didn’t want to add confusion to your life or take away from your father in any way. I hope you can forgive me. I know I can’t make up for the past, but I hope you’ll let me try to make new memories now.” The last thing I’m going to do is throw Lauren under the bus and put all this on her. She’s already dealt with so much. I’m not going to add her son feeling betrayed to the mix.

      Chris looks back at the book in his lap. He studies the smiling faces of people he never met alongside pictures of us. Again, that silence. That noiseless void that roars in my ears louder than a jet plane engine. Finally, he picks up the book in his hands and pops off the couch to his feet.

      Is he going to go to his room? I wouldn’t blame him if he needed some time to process all this. It was a lot for me to take in as a grown man. I can’t imagine how much harder it would be for a nine-year-old. He turns and looks down at me, his face as solemn as any Texas hold ‘em champ I’ve ever met. “Mack?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I need you to come with me, please.”

      I don’t question where or why. In my gut, I already know. I jump to my feet ready to follow. “You got it, Chris. Let’s go.”

      

      Chris and I walk side-by-side wordlessly. I know where we’re going. I’ve walked this road before. Literally. It’s funny how during the day, with the sun shining, this path feels so different. Of course, not frantically looking for a run away child might have something to do with it too.

      The gate is only a few yards away now, and the tiny hairs on the back of my neck are standing at attention. Dread washes over me with every step we put between us and the entrance. It’s not because we told Chris about me being his biological father. It’s because the last time I was at Joel’s gravesite, I had a flashback that left me weak in the knees and my skin crawling.

      As we approach the open entrance to the cemetery, I stop in my tracks. Deep breath. Ground yourself. I remember what I’ve been going over in therapy now for weeks. I need something to keep me in the present. Something physical.

      “Hey, Chris! Wait up,” he hasn’t slowed his pace, still marching forward to Joel’s plot. He stops and turns toward me. Under his arm is the yearbook he left the house with.

      “Yeah?” His face is a melting pot of emotions. It kills me to see him straining so hard to contain it all. I’m the last guy who should be giving advice on how to deal with feelings though.

      “Um, are you going to need that book?” His eyes cloud with bewilderment. “The yearbook? In your hand?” Chris looks down to his hand like it’s a foreign object attached to his body. Recognition flashes over his face as he seems to remember that he’s carrying it.

      “No, I don’t need it. You want it?” He holds it out to me.

      “Yeah, thanks.” My fingers grasp the cool, hard edge of the yearbook. I’ll use it to ground me. To keep my mind in the present. Nothing like a musty book of memories to keep you focussed on the now.

      Chris looks at me closely, “I need to talk to Dad. You know? About all this. With you.” He finally explains himself.

      “I know,” I nod in agreement. I understand completely.

      He nods back at me, hopefully he can see that I’m here to support him. That I’m ready to listen to whatever he needs to say. Chris turns back and leads me to Joel’s burial site. It’s easier to navigate in the day. We stop at the foot of Joel’s grave and I grab onto the book in my hand until it hurts. I will stay in the present. I will hear what my son has to say. I will not let my mind slide back.

      “Hey, Dad,” Chris’s voice wavers with emotion. I gently lay my hand on his shoulder, and surprisingly, he doesn’t shrug it off. Instead, he takes a deep, steadying breath and stands taller. “I’m here with Mack again. I guess you already know him though, better than I do probably.”

      I wince as the words slap my face. Joel and I were never close, not that it matters. What matters is that my son feels like a man I haven’t seen in over a decade could know me more than he does.

      “Mom just told me about everything. Her and Mack are going to get married now, and I’m ok with that, you know. I remember how when I was four or five and you told me that you adopted me. You made me feel so special,” his voice cracks and he leans his head down to his heaving chest. Fat tear drops drip from the end of Chris’s nose to the grass below.

      “I remember you told me that you were so lucky,” he continues, “to have found a better son than you ever imagined you would have. I remember how I felt taller than all the other boys at the playground that day, because I had a Dad that chose me, you know? And you couldn’t ask for more than that.”

      My throat feels like I swallowed a rock, my emotions are barely under the surface. I clutch the yearbook in my one hand and give Chris’s shoulder a squeeze with the other. My fears about returning to the war, or having a flashback of anyone else’s grave start to disappear. I am present. I am here. I don’t need a reminder. My mind is focussed on one thing: Chris.

      “So, I just found out that Mack is my biological Dad and all that. It’s weird, you know? I saw him on tv when he came back, and I never knew. It doesn’t feel totally real yet. But, I wanted to tell him, in front of you that I’m lucky. Mack made me, but you raised me. And I couldn’t be luckier than to have two fathers better than I ever could’ve imagined who both love me and want to be in my life.”

      Chris takes a shaky breath in deep and looks over at me with his red-rimmed eyes. “Dad chose me to be his son,” his voice wavers, “and now I’m gonna choose for you to be my new Dad.”

      I drop my arm from his shoulder and wipe my eyes with the back of my hand. “Thank you.”

      “It doesn’t mean he won’t be my Dad anymore,” Chris nods toward Joel’s headstone.

      “Of course not. I would never try to take his place.”

      Chris throws his arms around me and squeezes me tight. Tears line my bottom lids and the world around me blurs. “Thanks…Dad.”

      

      “Hey, man. Are you feeling ok? You’re looking a little pale. You’re not getting cold feet are you?” Cameron quickly darts his eyes down to my prosthetic and looks back up at me sheepishly, “sorry, it’s just an expression.”

      “No my foot isn’t cold,” I laugh and shrug it off. I don’t know why after all this time he’s still worried that I’m gonna get all sensitive about my leg. It’s been two and a half years now; I barely even think about stuff like that anymore.

      I look out from the open door of the cabana the hotel has reserved for the men. I shield my eyes with my hand as they adjust to the startling contrast of the turquoise water slowly licking at the stark white sand. Reminds me of my plans for Lauren tonight.

      “I think I’ve just had too many drinks with umbrellas in them. Or maybe I’m a bit nervous,” I admit. Tying the knot isn’t making me nervous. I’m not afraid to commit to Lauren. Heck, I’ve known I’d make her my wife since we were six-years-old. I just want this day to be everything she’s been dreaming of. She deserves the fairy tale. I ain’t no prince, but I’m gonna do everything I can to make her happy.

      Cameron nods and follows my gaze across the beach. “I’ll tell ya, you guys are doing this right, if you ask me. Just a small wedding, nice beach, nice hotel. That’s the way to go. If I ever get hitched, I’m gonna try to get eloped in Vegas or something. Those huge weddings are just a waste.”

      When I first asked Lauren if we could have a low-key wedding, I didn’t think she’d really go for it. After all the interviews and watching my face on the news non-stop, the last thing I wanted was another big event. She not only agreed though, she seemed relieved. It all sounded perfect. Then she brought up the destination wedding thing. In the Bahamas. On a beach. In the sand.

      Sand.

      I didn’t love the idea of being surrounded by gritty, dusty dirt again. However, there’s no way I was going to crush her dream wedding. Love makes you do all kinds of things. I decided to suck it up and keep my complaints to myself. Seeing how happy it’s made her has been worth it.

      “Yeah, I’m happy we went this way. We wanted something a little more private. Just close friends and family, you know. You’re just lucky you made the short list,” I clap my hand against his shoulder with a smile.

      “Ha! It wouldn’t be a party without me,” he smirks back.

      “Or me!” Chris pipes in, finally tearing himself away from his reflection to join in. He’s ten-years-old going on eighteen with all his primping lately. I’m pretty sure our entire wedding album is just going to be selfies of Chris from how many poses he’s been doing for the camera. I’m not sure who he’s trying to impress, but if the apple doesn’t fall very far from the tree, there’s probably more than one he’s got his eye on.

      “You’re right, it wouldn’t be a wedding without my best man,” I smile at my son and he puffs his chest out proudly.

      “Ok, I should get moving,” Cameron interrupts. “The maid of honor needs a handsome man to escort her down the aisle.”

      “Do you know one?” I chuck trash at him. He gives me a quick look but keeps heading out the door. It’s probably time for Chris and I to take our places too.

      As if on cue, one of the hotel staff pops his head in the door “the guests are seated, if you want to take your places?”

      “Sure,” I answer. “You ready?” I turn to Chris. He looks like he was born ready for this moment. Him and Cameron look great in their white dress shirts and beige pants. I’ve got the same thing going on, but I also have a linen jacket to step it up a notch. Lauren and I decided to keep things casual and light for our beach wedding. I have a feeling she’s gonna look anything but casual when she walks down that aisle.

      Chris and I walk ten feet over to the alter and stand tall under the lowering sun. Early hints of pink and mauve are starting to creep across the sky to celebrate another day worth living. Like nature’s lazy fireworks.

      Our minister, a leathery, sun-soaked man named Greg smiles at Chris and I. “Are we ready?”

      “We’re good,” I nod.

      “Perfect.”

      He waves his hand at the hotel staff in behind the few chairs filled up with family and friends. All together, there’s about ten guests. My parents are sitting next to each other. Mom already has her handkerchief out, ready for the tears. Dad keeps rubbing small circles on her back, soothing her. They’re tears of joy, I know. However, I’m sure there’s another small part of her that’s thinking about how she never got this opportunity with Ben. How it was stolen from them.

      Cameron’s plus one is seated next to them. Lauren was pretty disappointed when he said he was bringing someone to the wedding. I know she had her hopes set on getting her sister and him together. I keep trying to tell her that he’s got some growing up to do before he’s gonna settle down with anyone, but she’s convinced that they’re going to end up together somehow. 
      Dad must have steel willpower, or his eyes are truly only for my mother, because Cameron’s date is all cleavage and blonde hair. Although, on second though, I don’t see the appeal of a girl like that anymore either. Why settle for a girl when you can have a lady?

      Next to her is Lauren’s mother. Her eyes are twinkling with happiness. Even at her age, her skin is still glowing with youth.

      The rest of the chairs are filled with unfamiliar faces. A couple of Lauren’s cousins and work friends. It’s a small crowd, just the nearest and dearest. It’s definitely not the big hype-a-palooza I was looking to avoid, and I couldn’t be happier for it.

      Soft ukulele music floats on the air as Cameron walks with Chelsea on his arm up the center of the chairs. It’s not a long walk, but you can see it written all over her face that she’s envisioning what it would be like to take those steps down the aisle toward him as her groom rather than them participating in our wedding.

      I don’t have time to dwell on it, it’s not really my problem anyway. Right now I’m struggling to breathe because Lauren is standing at the end of the aisle and she looks like a dream. The pastel sky is reflecting across her white sundress, splashing hues of pink and violet over her gown.

      She glances up at me from under her dark eyelashes, and I feel like a live wire is bouncing around in my skin. How is it that I can debrief Colonels? I can sit with Cooper Sanders for interviews? Heck, I can even get a medal pinned to my chest by the Commander in Chief himself, but one little glance from Lauren can turn me into a bundle of nerves?

      Because she’s the one.

      She’s always been the one. Since the day I dried her tears after she scraped her little knees in grade one. From that moment until now, my mind has only drifted to her. My heart has only ever beat her name. My soul has only ever cried out for her to make me complete.

      As she walks toward me, each step affirming our love, I know that she is everything I need. I might be missing my leg. My time in the dessert may have torn a piece of my spirit. But, for as long as I’m with Lauren, I will be unbroken, unscarred, unwounded.

      Whole.

      

      “Come on,” I mumble into Lauren’s ear, “let’s get out of here.” I can feel the heat of her skin tempting my mouth to taste her as she looks around at the stragglers still drinking and dancing around us.

      Almost everyone has gone back to the hotel now. Our parent’s and Chris left hours ago, leaving us to drink and dance under the stars with a live band and the ocean’s waves competing to serenade us. Even Chelsea called it a night once she realized that not only is every single lady in the hotel trying to get into Cameron’s suite tonight, but he’s trying to figure out a way to make it work.

      Lauren’s eyes lock onto mine and she presses her body tight into mine. “Ok,” she whispers, “let’s go.”

      My cock throbs against my pants, if there wasn’t anyone around I’d pick her up and harass her right here on the outdoor dance floor. I’m guessing that the hotel might frown on public, drunken sex shows though. Just a wild guess.

      Instead, I wrap my fingers around Lauren’s wrist and lead her through the darkness to the stone divider marking the edge of the beach and beginning of the hotel’s sprawling lawn.

      “Wait, stop!” Lauren stops dead in her tracks only five feet from the reception, “I’ve got a rock in my shoe, I need to get it out.” She leans over and begins to take her shoe off, like I’ve got nothing better to do than wait for the princess and the pea here to get her sweet rear back to the hotel room.

      Nope.

      “Hey, what…what are you doing?” She giggles as I hoist her up over my shoulder like a firefighter evacuating casualties from a burning building. “Put me down,” she squeals and kicks her feet lightly against my chest.

      I pass through the gate in the stone wall and glance at the hotel. How does it still look so far away? The property is immersed in a long stretch of darkness before the wall of lights they have aimed at the hotel. I glance back at the party we abandoned, if anyone has noticed that we left, they certainly don’t care. I know I can follow the stone path leading back to the main entrance of the hotel. I know I can carry Lauren the entire way if I want to. Take her back to our room and harass her until we both pass out. But where’s the fun in that?

      “Mack!” She giggles, “put me down.”

      The lady gets what the lady wants. I stumble off the path and make my way to the inside of the stone wall, gently placing Lauren back on her feet. “What are you doing?” She looks up at me from under her long eyelashes as desire sweeps over her beautiful features. She knows darn well what I’ve got planned for her. And if the lust in her twinkling brown eyes is any indication, I’d say she’s just as eager as I am.

      “I’m not taking you all the way back to the room,” my voice is gravel, “I want you right here, right now.”

      “Here? Do you want me to do this?” She steps into me, her hand snakes down my body until she finds her prize, grasping her fingers around my ready cock. “Or maybe this?” Lauren slides down to her knees, she quickly opens my belt and frees my toe from my dress pants.

      “No, I want to…mmm,” my mind goes blank as she slides her perfect lips over my cock. Her tongue swirls around my shaft, making it throb with excitement. Idiot she feels good. I look down at the goddess on her knees, worshipping me. If there’s anything sexier, I’ve never seen it.

      I drop my hand against her hair and push myself in past her lips slowly. Watching my cock inch into her mouth makes me crazy. I want to thrust myself deep. I want to watch my shaft disappear into those pretty lips. I want to cum in her mouth and have a lipstick ring tattooed around the base of my cock when she’s done swallowing every drop of my seed. I want to, but that’s not what I’m going to do. Not now anyway. If she wants to give me her mouth, then I’ll give her mine.

      “Get up,” I demand. Lauren looks up at me with surprise, but she doesn’t argue. She lets my cock slip from her lips and a I almost regret my words. “Let me help you,” I hold out my hand and pull her back to her feet.

      “You don’t want me to…” her pout is so adorable. I lean over and give her bottom lip that she’s got stuck out a little nip.

      “Of course I do,” I whisper with her flesh between my teeth. “It felt amazing.” I let go of her thick lip and pick her up like the bride she is. My bride. Mine.

      It’s a few steps to the wall and I turn around, sliding down it with the stones slipping across my back. With Lauren safely nestled in my arms and the stars twinkling above us, it feels like a dream. And I’m about to turn this dream into a fantasy.

      “Do you want my cock in your mouth?” I growl. She nods, silently answering me as she bites her bottom lip. “Good, I want you to suck me off, but there’s just one thing,” I look into her questioning eyes.

      “What?”

      “I’m gonna eat your sweet pussy while you do it.” I watch the surprise on Lauren’s face give way to desire. I love bringing out my good girl’s naughty side. A side that’s always just for me.

      “Ok.” Her voice is barely a whisper.

      She sits up straight on my lap and leans over me until I can feel her breath hot against my exposed flesh again. I wrap my hands around her hips and flip her onto her belly. Lauren lets out a little gasp of surprise, but she doesn’t protest. I flip her sundress up over her until her legs and rear are exposed. She’s wearing sheer, white, lace panties underneath.

      I grab each of her legs in each of my hands and guide them back to my shoulders, slowly pulling her back until I can smell her desire and her pussy is an inch from my face. Lauren pulls my cock back from my pants and I can feel her warm tongue swirling back around me as she takes me deep into her mouth. Idiot she feels good.

      I twist her panties to the side and thrust my tongue in past her folds, quickly finding her sensitive nub. Lauren bucks her hips as she sighs against my cock. Tightening my grip on her thick thighs, I press my nose in past her rear cheeks and surround her clit with my bottom lip. My tongue flickers against her, twirling and lapping against her as she pushes my cock all the way in, burying it in her face.

      I lick up her nectar, savoring her sweet, fruity tang over my tongue. Even her juices taste like heaven. She’s perfection.

      Lauren moves her head up and down, sliding her tongue over my shaft like a stripper on a pole. I can tell from her quivering thighs that she’s close. I won’t stop until I make her cum. Gently, I suck her clit into my mouth, just slightly pulling it in my lips as I batter my tongue against it mercilessly. Lauren jerks back and my cock drops from her mouth as she screams my name, “Mack!”

      I’ll never get tired of hearing that.

      “Oh, shoot. I’m cumming! Oh!” Lauren writhes in my hands, the pleasure twisting through her body. She presses back into my face, chasing her ecstasy shamelessly as my nose is pressed up against her tight little jerk. “Oh!” She cries out again, but this time it’s with satisfaction. Lauren pulls away from me slightly, I’m certain she’s feeling sensitive now.

      I help guide her legs to my side and she leans back on her knees looking at me with peace in her eyes.

      “Come here,” I stand up and hold out my hand again, helping her back onto her feet. Her legs wobble slightly like a newborn colt, so I hold her arm to steady her.

      “You wanna go?” She asks, her voice raspy from her cries.

      “I don’t wanna go,” I pick her up and she instinctively wraps her legs around my waist, “I wanna cum.” I turn around and thud her lightly against the stone wall. Supporting her with one arm, I reach between her thighs and pull her panties aside with my free hand and press my cock against her wet entrance. My cock sinks into her tight pussy until I have her pinned to the wall. I can feel her muscles bearing down against me as I thrust into her fast and hard.

      I harass her like I’m about to go to prison. Like every thrust into her perfect pussy will be my last ever. There’s no making love. There’s no sweet and gentle. Just fast, hard.

      Lauren squeezes herself around my cock tight and I can’t take another second. My orgasm shudders through me like hot, blinding light. I push myself as deep inside her as I can possibly go until I empty all of my seed inside her, shuddering against her. My breathing is ragged and the world around me is slowly reappearing as the last spurts of cum leave my cock.

      The animal has been tamed, for the time being, my sensibilities are slowly returning. I slowly step back from Lauren, gently placing her feet back onto the ground as I give her nose a kiss. “I love you. I love you so much. I always have, I always will.” I whisper to her.

      “I love you too, Mack Forrester. Forever.”

      Most people might look at me, a guy who lost his leg, lost his men, some even say lost his mind for a while, they’d look at me and say luck has never touched my life. But they’re wrong. I’m the luckiest guy in the entire cursed world. With Lauren as my wife, there’s not a man who walks among us who can say he’s luckier than me.
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      “What a gorgeous day, “I look up at the dark blue sky and breathe in a lungful of air that somehow feels cleaner. Like it always does in September.

      “You wanna talk about gorgeous? Look at you two,” Mack leans over and kisses me on the cheek and then over further to kiss our ten month-old daughter, Honor, on her button nose.

      Honor giggles and grabs her daddy’s face with both hands and slobbers with an open mouth down the side of his beard. She hasn’t quite perfected the art of kissing yet.

      Mack laughs and wipes the baby drool off with the back of his arm.

      “Can I hold her?” Chris interrupts.

      I’ve gotta admit, I was nervous when I first learned I was pregnant with Honor. The age gap between her and Chris seemed too insurmountable for them to ever be close. I’m so happy that my fears were unfounded. Her big brother might be a lot older than her, but their bond couldn’t be better. He absolutely adores his baby sister. If anything, it seems like the age gap has worked to his benefit. He’s had eleven years of being an only child and soaking up all the attention, he seems relieved to share the limelight with someone new. We’ll see how that goes once the infamous teen years hit, but right now, I’m just enjoying living in the moment.

      “Sure, bud. You can hold her.” I carefully move Honor into my son’s arms. She’s still not walking yet, but she’s so squirmy she can be difficult to hang onto. Luckily, today she’s feeling pretty snuggly, so she tucks her head in against Chris’s chest and shows off her new teeth in a tiny grin. With her mocha skin and large brown eyes, she’s already breaking all the baby boys’ hearts.

      “Guys! Hey! Look, you’re on the kiss cam!” Chelsea excitedly points to the giant screen across the stadium. I look over to where her finger is waving and, sure enough, Mack and I are smiling at ourselves from across the field.

      “Well, we wouldn’t want to let them down, now would we?” Mack wraps his arms around me tight. Our lips find each other, tenderly at first, but like every kiss with Mack, the spark of passion quickly ignites and burns like a sparkler in a child’s hand on July 4th.

      Around us, I can hear clapping and whooping for our lip lock. However, above all the commotion I can hear Chris groaning. “Mom! You’re embarrassing me!”

      I pull away from Mack and save my son the public humiliation of his parents’ love.

      “Thanks for letting us know about the camera, Chelsea,” I look over Mack to her but she doesn’t hear me. Now that the intermission is over, she’s completely immersed back into the game. My sister the super fan. I can’t help but wonder if she would be so invested in the game if Cameron Armstrong wasn’t the quarterback on the field right now.

      My money is on no.

      “Did you see that?” Chelsea screams and points to the field. It’s over! They slaughtered that game.” She yells excitedly.

      I didn’t really see it, with Mack and my beautiful children distracting me, this game was little more than background noise on a perfect day. Still, I appreciate that Cameron got us these seats. Now that we’ve sat this close to the field twice, it’s spoiled me. I could never sit in the cheap seats for an entire game again.

      Mack’s arm slides off my shoulders and he jumps to his feet as the players clear the field. I stand up next to him and take Honor back into my arms, giving her a kiss on her chubby cheek.

      People around us start to shuffle around and gather their things to leave, but Mack doesn’t move. I have a feeling I know why.

      Sure enough, I see Cameron pull off his helmet and slowly jog over to us. It’s like I’m having a flashback to two years ago, but I have a feeling that this time he’s not coming over to talk to Chris.

      I glance over a Chelsea and she’s running her hands over her hair nervously. I swear these two are like a couple of kids admiring each other across the cafeteria at lunch, but never saying ‘hi’ to each other. It’s too bad that king quarterback Armstrong has been too busy indulging in his own fan club for the past two years. I really thought him and Chelsea would’ve at least gone on a date by now. I’m not sure who’s more disappointed that it never happened for them, me or her.

      No, I’m kidding. It’s her. Definitely her.

      “Hey man, great start to the season! You’re killing it out there,” Mack shakes Cameron’s hand.

      “Thanks, gotta shine for all those scouts, right? Apparently college doesn’t go on forever. Eventually they hand you a piece of paper and ask you to leave campus.” He smiles over at Chelsea.

      I look at my sister and her grin could stop traffic. Subtle. Real subtle.

      “Awesome game, Armstrong,” Chris holds out his hand confidently. My heart swells with pride. He’s quite a bit taller since he got a tour of this stadium a couple years back. I’m so grateful for Mack and Cameron talking to him and helping him get the closure he so desperately needed.

      “Hey man, long time no see,” Cameron shakes his hand. “Did you ever make it onto the team?” He looks at my son and I can see that Chris is flattered that the quarterback remembered his goals.

      “I did. I’m a running back on the school team,” he puffs his chest out proudly. He has every reason to be proud. After I got Chris a fresh start in a new school district, you never would have known he had been the same kid who had been expelled. He studied hard and got on the honor roll and his report cards went from a day we both dreaded in the year to glowing.

      “Great job, man. Keep working on it and maybe you’ll be the one catching a scout’s eye.” Cameron claps his hand on Chris’s arm.

      “Well, you’re really making a name for yourself here,” Chelsea interrupts. “I bet you’ll get picked up the draft first,” she smiles.

      “I’d like to think that’s true. But I thought I made a name for myself in high school too, but you don’t remember me from back then do ya?” He puts her on the spot.

      Chelsea fidgets a little and furrows her eyebrows together. “Uh, yeah, sure I do.” The lie is so painfully obvious; it makes me grimace.

      “Yeah, it sounds like I made a real impression,” Cameron teases her.

      “Let’s give these two some space,” I whisper up at him. He looks down at me with his crystal blue eyes and for the tenth time today I remember how lucky I am. How lucky we are.

      “Sounds good. And then when I get you home, I think we should go find some space of our own. I have plans for you,” he murmurs.

      “I’d like that,” I steal the understatement of the year award from my sister in three small words.

      “Chelsea, we’ll meet you in the car, ok? I want to get Honor’s stuff packed up. No rush though, ok?” I look over at my sister.

      “Sure,” she answers without taking her eyes off Cameron Armstrong. I suppose it’s not hard to see why, with his sandy brown hair and dark blue eyes, he’s got a boyish charm about him that he never lost after high school. It’s nice to see that he’s looking at her with the same degree of desire tattooed across his face.

      As we leave them to chat, I look over my family. My son, growing up into a wonderful young man. My daughter, whose whole life is open to possibilities. My husband, who is helping me write the chapters of my life, one page at a time. I gaze at them and know how my story is going to end.

      When I glance back over my shoulder to Chelsea and Cameron, I can’t help but wonder if their story is just beginning.

      

      
        THE END
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