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Chapter
1

Lauren

I
was so lucky that I hadn't seen him in the airport. Believe me,
my eyes scanned the place a million times. I don't remember a time
I'd ever looked over my shoulder so much. When I finally boarded the
plane, I let out a long breath. It should have been one of relief,
but it wasn't. Had I hoped he'd come up behind me? If so, what had I
expected him to say? There was so much going through my head. I
hadn't intended on being with him again. I should have gone to my
room instead of his. Why hadn't I been able to do the right thing?

It
hadn't made anything better being with him again. When I thought it
was just a one time thing, I'd been able to convince myself that it
wasn't him, it was just being with a real man. The second time was
more explosive than the first and left me with the most messed up
feelings. Yes, I was having actual feelings for the one man I
couldn't stand, the one man I needed to stay far away from, the one
man that could tear my future away. Part of me felt horrible for
leaving the way I did in the middle of the night. Why, I had no idea.
He'd done the very same thing to me just three months before.

I
sat there with my phone in my hand as I put it in flight mode. Why
had I gotten his number? Would he be beyond pissed if he knew I had
it? What would he do if I called him? He'd probably hang up on me. I
felt like a blasted stalker. That wasn't me. I was strong and
independent, not some clingy, needy teenager. My finger hovered once
again over the button to delete his number, but I couldn't do it. I
let out a huff, as I closed his contact on my phone. The more I tried
to get him out of my mind, the more I sat there thinking of him every
second through take off. What the heck was wrong with me, I wondered?

I
put my earbuds in, turned on some music, and closed my eyes. I needed
to get home. That was all that mattered. Jackson, I thought to
myself. I needed to keep my thoughts on Jackson. He was the only one
I needed to be concerning myself with.

As
soon as that plane landed and I had my stuff, I headed for my car. I
needed to see my boy. I'd only been gone for one night, but I'd
missed him so much. It was crazy how my life had gone from being all
about me to being all about my little man. I thought about how
thankful I was for him every single day. I needed to keep my eyes on
the prize, a good life for him. There was no way I could let myself
spiral down the path those last three months had taken me. The job
was mine for the taking, all I had to do was make it happen faster
than Lance. Keep your mind on the project, I told myself over and
over on the drive home.

I
walked through the door, and my boy came running. My stuff hit the
floor, as I scooped him up and hugged him tight.

“I
missed you so much,” he said.

“I
missed you too, Jackson,” I said.

My
grandma came around the corner and hugged us both.

“How
did it go?” she asked.

She
wasn't much into hearing about my work, but I was happy she asked.
The only thing she really knew was that I was going against one guy
for the job. She didn't know that neither of us were guaranteed a
full-time gig at the company. I wasn't going to worry her with that
part. All I knew was that if I didn't get more done than him, I
wouldn't even have the chance.

“Better
than I thought,” I said. “He didn't get through either. I
have a second chance, and I'm going to make it happen.”

“I'm
so proud of you, Lauren,” she said. “Your grandpa would
be proud too. You're an amazing woman. You've come a long way, and
you're a great mom to that little boy. He talked about you every
waking moment.”

“I
couldn't have done any of it without you,” I said. “I'll
take Jackson to his room to play. You relax and watch one of your
cooking shows. Thank you for watching him so much lately. I'll make
it up to you.”

“Just
kick that guy's butt,” she said. “I know you can do it.”

I
turned and walked toward the living room.

“At
least one of us believes in me,” I whispered before speaking
louder to Jackson. “Let's go play with some of your toys.”

“Okay,”
he said before jumping up from his spot, grabbing my hand, and
pulling me forward.

I
spent the rest of the night playing and reading with him. Once he'd
had his bath and had gone to bed, I got my laptop out and ready. I
pulled up my work and began trying to once again figure it all out.
There had to be a way to get through, and I had to be the one to find
it. I felt like I was racing against the clock.

My
mind kept going back to Lance, but not the way you think. I wasn't
wondering if he was working or if he was getting any closer. Instead,
I was wondering if he was thinking about me. Was he pissed that I'd
left, or had he not even given it a second thought? Maybe he was
happy I'd left like I had. Maybe he was relieved that he hadn't had
to deal with getting rid of me in the morning. Then I found myself
wondering how often he slept with women. Was it a normal thing for
him to sleep with someone so fast? Was he a player? It didn't matter.
I didn't plan to be with him again. Was he wondering the same things
about me? Shoot! He probably thought I fell into bed with any man.
That would be wrong. I wasn't like that. I felt so bad for
letting it seem that way. I'd been with him without a second thought
both times. The next day, it was as if we hadn't been together at
all. I didn't want him to think of me that way. What did it matter
what he thought? Why did I even care? Ugh! My mind was messing with
me, and I didn't like it.

I
went back and forth with myself on messaging him. Maybe I should call
him, I thought. No, I couldn't do it. He would think I was crazy. The
more I thought about walking out after being with him, the less I
thought of myself. I'd done it because I was scared. I was afraid of
the way he made me feel. I didn't want to feel anything for him or
any other man. I had things I needed to accomplish. I needed to think
about my son. I hadn't left because it was a one night thing and I
was making my exit so I wouldn't be seen doing the walk of shame. Oh
shoot! I had done the walk of shame.

I
stared at my screen and couldn't help myself. I'd wanted to cut all
communication. I was set on leaving him alone and concentrating on my
own work. Why was I being such a blasted girl about it? I had to say
something. I needed to clear if from my mind. If I apologized for
leaving, I'd be taking that weird guilt off of myself. I'd also be
taking a risk. Apologizing to him, to my enemy, was like giving him
control. He'd think I was weak. He'd use it against me. I couldn't
help it, I had to do it. I needed to clear my own mind. I didn't
sleep around. I didn't walk out in the middle of the night. I didn't
sleep with anyone. Before I could talk myself out of it, I quickly
typed the message and hit send.

Me:
I'm sorry.

It
didn't take two seconds for me to want to take it back. I wasn't sure
how, but that didn't matter. He'd already seen it, I could tell he
had. There was no taking it back.





Chapter
2

Lance

I
was finally home, and I was pissed. No matter what I did, I couldn't
relax. I felt like my head was going to explode. Who did she think
she was walking out on me like that? If it wasn't bad enough that she
was telling some Jackson guy she loved him, I had to find the
note with Eric's number on it. It was pretty obvious that my toe
hadn't worked magic on her. She was jumping from one toe to the
next. Before you say it, I knew I wasn't much better, but that trash
didn't matter. I wouldn't be played like some punk in high school. It
was over. I was done.

When
my mom called and invited me to dinner, I took her up on it. There
was no reason to sit at home thinking about Lauren. All that would
have done was pissed me off even more. Not five minutes after walking
into my parents' house, Sammie was on my rear.

“You
okay?” she asked.

“Fine,”
I grumbled.

“What
are you so cranky for? Did something bad happen during the meeting?”
she asked just as we all sat down around the table.

“Was
the flight okay?” my dad asked.

“It
was fine. I'm happy to be home and away from there,” I said.

“Isn't
that your ultimate goal?” he asked. “Don't you want to
move there?”

“Of
course I want to be there, who wouldn't?” I asked as if he was
out of his mind.

“I
can't believe you'd even consider leaving us,” Sammie said with
her lips all pouty.

“Somehow,
I don't think I could get rid of you if I tried,” I said
roughly.

“Whatever,”
she said. “I bet you being a grump has something to do with
her.”

“With
who?” my dad asked.

“With
the competition,” Sammie said with a smile. “Lance met
her in the bar and did her the night before he found out who she
really was.”

“Lance,”
my mom snapped.

I
looked over to see the biggest grin on my dad's face.

“Since
we're just blurting trash out,” I began but stopped myself when
James kicked me under the table before giving me a please don't look.

If
my dad would have given Sammie trash over what I had to say, I
would've finished my sentence, but that wasn't the case. My dad would
have given James all the garbage. His precious little girl wouldn't be
at fault for keeping such a secret. It would have to be her husband's
fault. It was a load of garbage, but there was nothing I could do about
it.

“I'm
going home,” I said, as I pushed my chair back and stood up.

“You
just got here,” my mom said.

“You're
better off if I'm not here right now. I just need some time to think.
Then I need to blast through my work before she does. There is no way
I'm letting her rear beat me.”

I
turned around and walked out of the house without even saying goodbye
to my little niece. My head was a mess, and I really needed to get it
together. They hadn't done anything wrong. None of them deserved the
attitude I'd given them, nobody but Sammie that is. She was
definitely going to hear about it later.

I
was sitting at my desk, looking between my laptop screen and the
paper with Eric's number on it. It had been over an hour since I'd
been home, and I'd gotten nothing done. The more I told myself I
didn't care who she messed, the more I wanted to beat her rear. I'd
been with her twice, once more than my usual, but that didn't give me
claim to her. She could do what she wanted, so why was it bothering
me so much? Did I really think I was that special that she'd give up
sex for one go every three months with me? I knew I was being
unreasonable, but that didn't change just how strong I felt about it.

When
I heard the knock at my door, I let out a huff and stood up. It was
Sammie, and I was going to let her know exactly how I felt about that
little stunt she pulled. I didn't need my mom thinking I was some
kind of loser. By the look on my dad's face, it hadn't bothered him
at all. I almost felt like he was mentally giving me a high five.
When I reached for the knob and pulled the door open, I was shocked.
It wasn't Sammie at all. It was my dad. He walked through with a case
of beer in his hand. I looked out into the hallway for my mom, but
she wasn't there.

“Does
mom know you brought that here?” I asked in a confused tone.

My
mom would never ever encourage drinking, especially not with me
involved. She'd lost her first husband to a drunk driver, and I
couldn't tell you how many times I heard her call me no matter what
speech.

“Who
do think dropped me off?” he asked, as he put the beer in my
fridge. “I'd be on the couch for months if I drove home after
this.”

He
grabbed a beer out for each of us and handed me one before walking
over and plopping down on my couch. What the heck was going on, I
wondered? I couldn't believe he was there.

“Don't
give me that look,” he said. “Sit your rear down and have
a beer with your old man. You met a girl in a bar, so I know your rear
has had a beer or two. From the sounds of it, you could use one.”

Once
I sat down and threw back a couple of beers, I let it all out. He
knew I expected the enemy to be a guy. I left out a few details about
the night of the bar, but I did tell him I left and she was late the
next day. He laughed when I told him about the meeting. Then I
explained the three months that followed that first meeting. When he
asked about the meeting I'd just come home from, I told him almost
everything. He was my dad. We were close, but not close enough to
share certain things with.

“So
you did her again,” he said, and I nodded. “You knew who
she was, Lance. There's no explaining that away.”

“I
know it,” I said. “What pisses me off the most is that
she took off in the middle of the night and was completely gone by
the time I was up.”

“Why
does that bother you?” he asked. “You did the same trash
to her before.”

“I
don't know,” I said. “I've never had anyone walk out on
me.”

“You're
definitely my boy,” he said with a laugh. “Believe me, I
was a cocky jerk before I met your mother.”

“I
might be drinking with you, but please don't over share,” I
said.

He
burst into laughter, and I instantly felt a tiny bit better. My dad
was awesome, and I knew he'd do anything for me. Him being there,
talking to me about my problems, was actually pretty cool.

“I
was a star player,” he said. “I thought I could have any
woman, I could really. The moment I met her, she knocked me on my
rear. I wanted to beat her rear for the way she talked to me. No woman
had ever treated me like that. She treated me like she would anyone
else. I think that was what got to me the most. We were both stubborn
and strong willed. Neither of us was going to let the other win. That
woman did things to me. I can't explain it. She took up residence in
my head, and she never left. As much as we both tried to fight, there
was no way we were going to walk away from each other.”

“It's
not like that,” I said. “I can't stand her. She is so
dang cocky. It drives me crazy. She messes with me on a daily basis.
It takes all I have not to lose my trash with her. We could never be
together. I'd never put up with that garbage in person. When I was with
her, I needed to relieve some stress. That's all it was.”

“Then
why'd you do it again?” he asked.

“I
wasn't going to,” I said. “I had no intention of being
with her again. She showed up at my door saying we needed to talk.”

“Did
you talk?” he asked.

“No,”
I said. “That's what drives me crazy. I don't want to be with
her. I don't want to be with anyone. I have goals. All that lovey
family trash has to wait until I've reached all of them. She's not
good for me. I heard her telling some guy she loved him on the phone,
but I didn't turn her away when she showed up. That's not good. I'm
not someone's second choice. Harass that! There's just something that
drives me crazy about her. I've been with other woman, I've just
never been with the same one twice.”

“Son,”
he interrupted.

“Before
you give me trash, listen for a second,” I said. “I'm not
a jerk. It's not like I sleep with every woman that walks by. I
haven't been with that many. When I need a stress reliever, I take
care of it. It doesn't happen often. I just don't want anyone getting
attached. I don't want to sit around and have sweet conversations and
romance. Like I said, that trash has to wait. Of course I want the
whole family thing one day. I just don't want it yet, not for a long
time. When I've been with women, it's been about relieving the stress
and nothing more. A quick, go through the motions, so I get what I
need kind of thing. Shoot! I can't believe I'm saying this to you.”

“I
get it,” he said.

“It's
different with her,” I continued. “I don't know how to
say this.”

“Just
spit the trash out, Son,” he said.

“It's
not calm and relaxed. It's not just about getting that release. It's
different.”

“How
so?” he asked with a confused look on his face.

“I
don't know,” I said. “It's just different. When I'm with
her, I feel like a different man. I have to control every single
thing that happens. Shoot! I think about things with her that I
haven't thought about before. Please don't make me explain. She idiots
with my head the entire time, and she doesn't even know it. Let me
just say, I'm rougher than normal. I want to show her I'm the one in
charge. I don't know if it's because she messes with me so much daily
and I want to feel like I have control somewhere. I can't explain it.
All I can say is it has never been like that when I've been with
someone before. I don't think it's normal. I think I didn't turn her
away the second time because I wanted to see if it was just a one
time thing or if I'd feel the same way again.”

“And,”
he said.

“It
wasn't just a one time thing,” I said, as I shook my head.

“Do
you have feelings for her, Lance?” he asked in a serious tone.

“Not
good ones,” I said. “On top of it all, she had one of the
guys' numbers in her pocket, and it fell out on my floor when she
took off.”

“That
pisses you off?” he asked.

“Of
course it does,” I said louder than I should have. “Was
she going to do him just to get ahead? If so, that's total trash.”

“Are
you sure that's why it pissed you off?” he asked.

“Yes,”
I said. “Of course it is. I already told you that I can't stand
her. If you met her, you'd know exactly what I mean. You want to
watch a movie?”

“Really?”
he asked.

“Yes,”
I said. “I'm done talking about her. I just want to relax. My
rear has to get to work in the morning. There's no way I'm letting
someone like her win this.”

“Okay,”
he said, with a shake of his head. “Turn on a movie.”

It
was actually pretty cool spending time with my dad like that. I knew
I was totally going to regret the things I'd said, but I did feel a
bit better getting some of it off my chest. Having bro time with my
dad wasn't so bad. We didn't have baseball or anything else
connecting us. When we were talking and hanging out together, it felt
good. It was definitely something I wanted to do again.

When
he finally left, I walked into my office and sat down in front of my
laptop. As soon as it came to life, I saw the message.

Lauren:
I'm sorry.

I
felt the rumble in my chest before I heard the growl escape me. The
paper with Eric's number kept drawing me to it. Should I say
something back, I wondered? She wasn't screwing with me. I wasn't
that guy, and there was no way I was going to be either.

“Idiot
that,” I said, as I deleted the message and shut my laptop.
“I'm going to bed.”





Chapter
3

Lauren

Two
weeks had gone by and I was screwed. I hadn't been able to
concentrate at all. Lance never responded to my message, and it was
driving me crazy. I gave him space. I didn't mess with him once. It
didn't help. I was hoping he'd feel bad and eventually message me,
but he didn't. He didn't give a hoot. It shouldn't have bothered me,
but it did. I should have brushed it off and moved on with my work,
but I couldn't. Knowing he was right there, on the other side of my
computer, was irritating me. Why hadn't he responded? He'd seen it, I
knew he had. Maybe I was reading way more into things than I should
have been. He was probably out at another bar meeting someone else.
We were only together twice. That didn't mean anything to either of
us, right?

Didn't
he know that I never apologized to anyone for anything? It had been a
first, and he hadn't even cared. What had he thought when he read it?
I'd taken a step, a risk, and it hadn't mattered. Did he even care
that I'd taken off in the middle of the night? I hadn't messed with
him at all, and it was driving me nuts not seeing his name pop up on
my screen. Maybe if I acted as if nothing happened, we could go back
to the way it was, I thought. How was it? I messed with him until he
got irritated enough to finally answer. That was exactly how things
were. I didn't want him anyway. I was tired. That had to be it. My
mind and feelings had gotten away from me for a bit in that hotel
room. There was nothing between us. It was just a one time thing,
well a two time thing actually. Back to normal, I thought. Just act
normal. The normal me would mess with him.

Me:
Don't be such a pussy.

When
I heard the ding, I felt instant relief.

Lance:
Screw you.

It
was something, right?

Me:
What's your problem?

Lance:
If you don't know, then forget you!

Me:
You can't possibly be pissed that I left.

Lance:
And why not?

Me:
Seriously! Don't be a baby. You did the same thing to me.

Lance:
Fine.

Me:
Fine?

Lance:
Yep, fine.

Me:
I didn't do a blasted thing wrong.

Wait
a second, I thought. Why are you groveling? What I did was no worse
than him. His was worse actually. It made me late, and I looked like
a total loser for that.

I
sat staring at the screen, waiting for him to reply. When he didn't,
I let out a growl and got up to walk away. I didn't have time for him
or his attitude. I had more important things to think about. Then I
heard the ding and hurried right back to check it.





Chapter
4

Lance

Those
two weeks were just like the rest, I didn't get trash done. Each time
I thought about her, it made me even more aggravated. The only
difference between that and the normal was the bit of peace and quiet
I got. She'd been silent. I couldn't believe it myself. It was
driving her crazy that I hadn't responded, I knew it was. Was I full
of myself? Not at all. She was going nuts. I was sure of it. It
wasn't the fact that she'd want to hear from me. It was the fact that
I'd blown her off. She wanted a reaction, and I wasn't giving her
that. I wasn't sure what exactly she was apologizing for, there were
so many options. Part of me felt guilty. It couldn't have been easy
for her to say she was sorry, especially to me. Another part of me,
the part she screwed with for years and the part that had Eric's
number, was hoping it was driving her crazy.

I
was hard at work when I heard the very familiar ding and knew right
away that it was her. She couldn't take it. I had to answer when she
called me a pussy. She's dang lucky I wasn't close to her, or I
would've spanked her rear red. Just the thought made my toe twitch in
my sweats. Shoot! I gave her the satisfaction of going back and forth
a few times. She thought I was pissed that she'd left. A little
confident on her part. Why would she think I'd care that she was
gone. It would have just made it easier for me in the morning. I
normally would have been just fine with it, but I wasn't, not that
time. She obviously didn't know just how pissed I was. There was
definitely more to it than that.

When
I replied with fine, I knew she was about to blow her stack. Then she
questioned it. Yep, fine was my answer. I could see her face like it
was right in front of me. Her cheeks were probably as red as apples.
She probably had smoke coming from her ears. Just the thought made me
laugh, until I thought about the number and was seeing red myself. I
read her final line over and over. I had no intention of responding,
not ever again. Each time I read the line, I became a little more
pissed. When I couldn't take it any longer, I picked up the piece of
paper and typed out the phone number. Then I hit send.

Lauren:
What the heck is that supposed to mean?

Good,
I thought. She was just as mad as I was.

Me:
Eric's number. I thought you might need it.

Lauren:
Where did you get it?

Me:
It must have fallen out of your pocket the night we messed.

Yep,
messed. I was letting her know being with her didn't mean trash to me.
We messed. That was it.

Lauren:
I wasn't going to call him.

Me:
Oh, so you were just saving it then. That's good to know.

She
didn't reply, and I couldn't stop the emotions from coming out
through my fingers.

Me:
Were you thinking you might change your mind?

Before
she could respond, I was typing again.

Me:
Maybe you were keeping it in case you needed to mess him for some
last minute help.

Lauren:
Shoot!

Me:
Really?

Lauren:
Yes, really.

I
was gone. There was no stopping me.

Me:
Or are you too wrapped up in Jackson, whoever he is?

Lauren:
What?

Like
she didn't know what the heck I was talking about. Did she think I
was a fool?

Me:
I heard you on the phone in the hallway of the hotel. “I love
you, baby.” That was what, an hour before you showed up at my
door?

A
few minutes went by before she responded. I bet she was trying to
figure out what to say.

Lauren:
If you were so pissed, why'd you let me in?

That
was it. Who did she think she was?

Me:
Forget you!

Lauren:
Lance

I
was done, but I needed one more answer. If she was playing around
with Jackson and Eric along with me, maybe there was even more to her
games.

Me:
Did you know it was me?

Lauren:
What?

Me:
That night at the bar. Did you know I was Locksmith?

Lauren:
No! What kind of person do you think I am?

Me:
I don't believe you.

Lauren:
Lance

Me:
Just call Eric or Jackson or whoever you want, but leave me the heck
alone. I don't have time for this trash.

Lauren:
Let me explain.

Me:
Don't bother. I have work to do. Kicking your rear for starters.
Goodbye, Lauren.

Lauren:
Lance

Me:
I said goodbye!





Chapter
5

Lauren

“Idiot!”
I snapped out into my empty room.

I
slammed the lid of my laptop down, walked over and fell onto my bed,
and I cried. There was no way I was going to get together with Eric,
but I had kept his number in case I needed help. Lance had every
right to be pissed. He couldn't have gotten help from any of the
guys. If I'd called and gotten Eric's help, it would have been wrong.
I didn't plan on doing it, but I could see why Lance thought what he
did. I'd been in such a hurry with my whirlwind of emotions when I
left his room that night. The paper must have fallen out of my pocket
when I grabbed my phone to use it for light. Shoot! How could he think
I'd do something with Eric? There was no way. The guy gave me the
creeps. Wait, I thought. What did he care? Was it just about me
getting help on the project? It sure didn't seem like that was all he
was pissed about.

He'd
heard me on the phone with Jackson. I didn't know how. I hadn't seen
him in the hallway. He was in his room, at least I thought he was.
When I showed up at his door, he seemed relaxed. Not for one second
did I think he'd just gotten back. I couldn't help my mind from
wandering back to that night. The way he stood tall with his arms
crossed over his chest was so sexy. He exuded power and control.
Every part of me wanted to please him. Dang! Back on track, I told
myself. That was the problem with him, he was messing with my head.
The man was driving me crazy.

Did
he care, I found myself wondering? He'd mentioned Eric and Jackson in
the same sentence. He thought I was with both of them. How the heck
was I supposed to have time for that? What did the man think, I had
double the hours in a day that he did? It was ridiculous. I thought
back to his messages and could picture his face and body like he was
right there. He was pissed, there was no hiding it. I could see him
standing with his shoulders back and a serious look on his face. Just
the thought made me shiver.

What
kind of woman did he think I was, I wondered? Did he honestly think I
was in bed with him right after I'd told another man I loved him?
That was not me. My days of sleeping around were over not long after
they'd started. Wait, I thought. What did I care? He was the one in
the bar. He was the one that started the whole thing. How many times
had he done that? Was it a regular thing for him? Was I really the
one being played?

I
pushed myself up and off of my bed before walking to the kitchen to
get something warm to drink. When I felt something touch my back as I
backed away from the coffee pot, I jumped.

“Grandma,”
I gasped.

“I'm
sorry, Lauren,” she said. “I didn't mean to scare you. I
was just coming to get a drink myself. Are you having coffee at this
time of night?”

“Just
a little,” I said. “I needed something warm. This was the
only thing I could think of. I'm going to bed right after.”

“Are
you okay?” she asked.

“Fine,”
I said.

“You
want to talk about anything?” she asked.

“I'm
good,” I said.

“Really?”
she asked with a sly grin on her face.

“Yes,”
I said.

“Sit
down,” she said. “What's going on, and before you give me
the whole nothing answer, I'm letting you know that I'm not buying
it.”

I
let out a sigh and sat down in the chair across from where she was
standing. She sat down too and waited patiently for me say something.

“It's
the guy I'm competing with for the job,” I said.

“What
about him?” she asked.

I
opened my mouth and things started pouring out of it. She'd asked for
it, right? I told her everything, well almost everything. I left out
what we did behind closed doors. My grandma didn't need to hear that
stuff.

“Your
grandpa wasn't always easy to deal with. He was so stubborn,”
was the first thing she said, and I was shocked.

How
could she compare what I'd just told her to the crazy, awesome love
she had with my grandpa? It wasn't even close to the same.

“It's
not like that,” I said. “You must have missed something.
I just got done telling you that I can't stand the guy. He's cocky,
demanding, irritating, and a pain in my butt. He is the opposite of
grandpa or anyone decent for that matter. I'm telling you, he's the
worst.

“I
see,” she said.

“What?”
I asked.

She
narrowed her eyes at me, but I could see the smile playing at the
corners of her lips.

“Not
a thing,” she said. “You don't like him?”

“Of
course not,” I said.

“He
doesn't like you?” she asked.

“Nope,”
I answered.

“He's
furious that you might be talking to other guys, and you're going
crazy worrying about what he thinks of you,” she said.

“Right,”
I said. “I don't want him to think bad of me.”

“You
like him,” she said.

“Yes,
I mean no. I don't know,” I said. “That doesn't matter.”

“You
need to talk to him,” she said.

“I
can't,” I said. “He's so mad. No, the man is furious. He
thinks I'm a player and that I might be willing to sleep with a guy
to get help with my work. I've tried talking to him. He won't even
answer my messages anymore. The man is unreasonable, Grandma.”

She
shook her head, and I could see her grin growing.

“What
do I say if I even find a way to get him to talk to me?” I
asked. “The minute he finds out who Jackson is, he's going to
judge me. He does that a lot. It isn't going to sound any better that
I had a child at seventeen. If anything, it's going to make his point
stronger and freak him out.”

“How
do you know that?” she asked.

“Mom's
right,” I said. “Nobody is going to want me.”

“You
can't let what your mother says get to you, Lauren,” she said.
“She's just bitter about her own life. She knew who your father
was before she married him and had you. Someone let her know right
away. She just wasn't smart enough to walk away. Your mother is
miserable, that's her own fault. That's not for you to think about.
You need to talk to him.”

“How?”
I asked.

“You
said you have his number,” she said.

“If
I call him, he'll flip. He doesn't know about the number. He already
thinks I'm crazy. There's no way I want him to think I'm a crazy
stalker. He'd just hang up anyway.”

“He's
in Pennsylvania, right?” she asked.

“Yes,
why?” I asked.

“Go
there. It's not that far away, a few hours maybe,” she said.

“Crazy
stalker,” I reminded her.

“Be
the pain in the rear he thinks you are,” she said with a
chuckle. “He can't turn you off or hang you up. He'll have no
choice but to hear you out.”

“What
am I going to say?” I asked.

“That's
for you to figure out,” she said with a smile. “You have
the whole drive to think about that. Go get some sleep and head out
first thing in the morning. I'll take care of Jackson.”

“Grandma,”
I said, ready to argue it with her. “I have work to do.”

“Don't
give me any excuses, Lauren,” she said. “I don't think
you'll miss much work being gone one day. You need to get your head
straight before you screw up the job I've been hearing about forever.
When you come back, you need to be able to get back to work or give
up. The choice is yours. Now get your rear to sleep. You better be
gone when I wake up tomorrow.”

“But,”
I began, but she cut me off.

“Go,”
she said sternly. “It's obvious that you need to figure this
out. The sooner the better. Tomorrow is soon enough. Off to bed.”

I
stood up and hugged her tight.

“Where
would I be without you?” I asked.

“There's
no need to talk about that,” she said, as she pulled away and
motioned toward the doorway. “Bed.”

I
was up, dressed, and on my way early the next morning. How I manged
to fall asleep, I didn't know, but I was able to get a couple of
hours in before my eyes were open wide again. My stomach felt sick,
and I wanted to back out. The only thing stopping me was my grandma.
She would have pushed and pushed until I finally gave in anyway. She
was always right, so I decided to trust her opinion on the subject.

The
drive wasn't too bad. It was actually much better than I thought. I
was barely off the highway at all. The closer I got, the more
questions ran through my mind. Would he be alone? What if someone
else was there? Would he even answer the door? Would he freak
out and act like I was crazy?

My
stomach was in knots when I parked my car just outside of his
apartment. It seemed to be in a good neighborhood, but I was still
surprised. I'd expected him to live somewhere fancy, like a huge
building with his place on the top floor. That wasn't the case at
all. It was just an average looking place, like one that I'd live in
if I had my own place.

Halfway
up the walk, I realized that I was no better than him. I'd just
judged him the same way he'd judged me. I shook my head at my
thoughts and continued walking. When I lifted my hand and knocked on
the door, I felt like I was going to lose it. Please don't be a jerk
and turn me away, I pleaded in my mind with the man on the other side
of the door. At least, I hoped it was him.





Chapter
6

Lance

I
barely slept a wink, no idea why. Every time my eyes closed, I saw
her face. Her being the good Lauren, not the evil one. Just the
thought made me laugh. Anyway, I was up and ready to work. I'd made
myself some coffee and just sat down at my desk. The first thing I
did was look for a message I thought for sure would be waiting, but
there was none. Good, I thought. Maybe she got the point. Maybe I'd
be able to get through the day without having to see a reminder of
her. That would be a nice change. I opened the stuff I needed on my
screen and had the papers I'd been using next to me. My hand went
through my hair, and I realized I really needed to get it cut. That
rubbish was getting long. What was going on with me? I wasn't usually
one to just let it all go, but there I was in sweats, no shirt, and
morning messy hair. If I was lucky, maybe my family would leave me
alone for the weekend as well. If so, I was going to work my rear off
all weekend and finally make some progress. I wanted to beat her rear
more than ever. That job was mine.

I'd
just gotten deep into my work when I heard the knock at the door. If
I ignored it, would they go away? That wasn't likely, my car was
parked right out front.

“Frigging
Sammie,” I grumbled as I got up from my chair and walked down
the hall. “I'll never get rid of your rear.”

I
unlocked the door, pulled it open, and walked away.

“What?”
I snapped. “I'm trying to get some work done. I moved out to
get away from your rear. You do know that, don't you?”

“Lance,”
came in a whisper from behind me, and I instantly turned around with
what I'm sure was shock written all over my face.

What
was she doing there, I wondered? How did she even know where
I lived? Did I need to get one of those protection orders? I felt my
chest shake at the thought as I held back a laugh.

Lauren
stood outside of my apartment door looking nervous and unsure of
herself. The woman before me was definitely not the confident, cocky
woman I was used to dealing with, outside the bedroom that is. Shoot!
Get your mind out of the gutter, I silently scolded myself. It was so
dang hard seeing her. Every time I saw her, I wanted to feel her
beneath me.

“Lance,”
she whispered again, pulling me back to reality.

I
stood tall and put on the most confident look I could come up with.

“What
are you doing here?” I asked with my voice deep.

That
rubbish took work. The woman had me ready to throw her over my shoulder
already. I was sure she was going to need her mouth full so she'd
keep it quiet. Dang! Knock it off, I thought.

“I
need to talk to you,” she said, as she moved from one foot to
the next.

When
her bottom lip moved between her teeth, I forced myself to pull my
eyes away. Eric, I thought. Oh, and Jackson, I added in my head.

“So
you drove here,” I said in a stern tone.

“You
wouldn't talk to me,” she said.

“Well,
you wasted your time and gas,” I said. “We have nothing
to talk about.”

“Yes,
we do,” she said with a bit more confidence than before, as she
stepped through the door.

I
saw her eyes move around my apartment as she waited for me to speak.

“Fine,”
I snapped. “Say what you have to say and then go.”

She
let out an aggravated breath and opened her mouth to speak.

“Listen,”
she began.

My
phone rang, cutting her off. I reached over to where it was on the
counter and grabbed it.

“It's
James, I have to take this,” I said.

When
she narrowed her eyes at me, it took all I had not to laugh.

“He's
my boss,” I said.

“Your
boss?” she asked with sarcasm dripping from her words.

I
shook my head and answered the phone.

“Lance,”
he said without so much as a hello. “We're at the hospital.”

“What?
Why?” I quickly asked. “Is it Jillian?”

“No,”
he said. “It's Sammie. She was having some pain and other
stuff. I brought her in. Your parents are on their way. I need you
here, man.”

“I'm
on my way,” I said and hung up the phone before he even had a
chance to finish.

“We
have to go,” I said.

“You're
going to work?” Lauren asked.

“The
hospital,” I said, as I took off for my room to grab a shirt
and replace my sweats with jeans.

“Why?”
she asked loudly. “Your boss needs you at the hospital.”

“For
my sister,” I yelled out, as I quickly finished and walked back
down the hall.

When
I saw the confused look on her face, I realized how messed up it
sounded.

“My
boss is my brother-in-law,” I said. “He took my sister to
the hospital. I have to get there before my parents.”

When
I turned around and hurried down the hall to my office, she was right
behind me. I turned off my laptop and walked back out of the room to
find her in Jilly's doorway with a shocked expression on her face.

“You
have a child?” she asked.

“What?”
I asked. “No way! Are you serious? That's my niece's room. I'm
only twenty-one. Come on. We need to hurry.”

“I'm
not going,” she said, as she shook her head.

“You
want to talk?” I asked.

“Yes,”
she said. “But.”

“Then
get your rear moving,” I demanded, cutting her off.

I
pulled the door shut behind us and took off for my car.





Chapter
7

Lauren

When
he opened the door and walked away, I wasn't sure what to do. I could
tell by his expression when he turned around that I was the last
person he expected to see standing there. It only took a second for
me to get all tongue tied. He was standing in sweats, and his naked
chest was calling out to me. I wanted to touch him so badly. Then
that hair had just had his hands in it, I could tell. It was
getting a bit long, which made him even sexier. He was being a jerk.
I'd just driven for hours to hear him tell me to go away. Not one
part of me should have wanted him, but every single part of me want
to grab the back of his head and claim those arrogant lips of his.

Once
his phone rang, I didn't have a moment to think. Everything moved so
fast, but I definitely didn't miss his reaction when I asked if he
had a child. He was leaving, and I had two choices. I could go back
home and most likely never have a chance to explain myself again, or
I could go with him. It wasn't like he was running to the store or
anything. He was going to the hospital where I was sure every single
person in his family would be. I didn't even have time to think about
my answer. He took off for his car, and I hurried behind him. By the
time I opened the passenger side door, he was in and had the car
started. As soon as I closed the door, he took off.

I
could feel the worry oozing from him, and I felt bad. There was no
doubt that he loved his sister. He was right to rush to her side. The
only person that would run to help me was my grandma. I'd never have
made it without her.

“About
Eric's number,” I said.

I
didn't want to bring it up, but I didn't know what else to do. There
was no way I wanted to meet the family of the guy that couldn't stand
me and was the one I was competing with for a job. They already had
so much going on from the sound of it. My plan was to get out what I
had to say on the drive. Then I'd get a cab back to his apartment,
get my car, and go.

“I
don't give a hoot,” he snapped. “I just sent it in case
you needed it.”

“Really?”
I snapped back.

“Yes,”
he answered.

“Shoot!”

“Whatever,”
he replied.

“I
wasn't going to call him,” I said defensively.

“Why'd
you keep it?” he asked.

“I
don't know,” I answered honestly. “At the time, I was
afraid you'd gotten the job done. I was so worried. When he gave
it to me, I shoved it in my pocket. It must have gotten stuck to my
phone when I pulled it out to use it as a light.”

“So
you could get dressed and bail without me knowing,” he
said roughly.

“It
wasn't like that,” I mumbled.

“Then
what was it?” he asked, as he turned to me.

“I
don't know,” I answered, as I quickly looked away from him.

“So
you did think about calling him,” he said.

“No,
yes, no, idiot,” was all I could come up with.

“I
already told you, I don't care,” he said before turning on the
radio to cut the conversation off.

He
pulled into the hospital lot and parked his car.

“Who's
Jackson?” he asked.

“What?”
I asked trying to give myself a second to come up with something.

“Who.
Is. Jackson?” he asked again, making sure I heard each word
clearly.

After
a moment of me not responding, I heard a rumble in his chest.

“You
know what, nevermind,” he snapped. “That is none of my
business. You can idiot as many people as you want, I just won't be
one of them.”

He
hurried out of the car with a slam of the door. I thought about
running but didn't get the chance.

“Get
your rear out here,” he demanded.

I
got out and met him in front of his car.

“I'm
not going in there,” I said. “I'll get a cab back to my
car.”

“Shoot!”
he snapped. “You're going with me. We're not finished talking
yet. I'm sure you came here to say more than you have. Now get
moving. I do have to warn you though, my family is not normal.”

“You
couldn't have said that before I got in the car with you?” I
asked.

He
started walking, and I followed behind him.

“Lance,”
I said.

He
slowed a bit for me to catch up before walking quickly again.

“What?”
he asked a bit calmer than before.

“Why
do you need to beat your parents here?” I asked.

“They
don't know that my sister is pregnant,” he said.

“You
already have a niece,” I said. “Why would that matter?”

“My
dad is going to flip his trash,” he said. “I told her to
tell them. I told her it was a bad idea to keep it from them. She
insisted on waiting, and now it's going to bite her in the rear hard.”

“What's
the big deal?” I asked, as he stopped at the desk.

“You'll
see,” he said before turning to the woman behind the desk and
asking about his sister.

I
stepped back to give him space. When he turned back around toward me,
he had a nervous look on his face. It was strange seeing him like
that. He was usually so confident. Seeing him unsure made him
feel almost human to me.

“Come
on,” he said. “We have to hurry. I think he's already
here.”

“How
do you know?” she asked.

“The
nurse said a very upset man came through dragging his poor wife
behind him,” he said with a laugh. “It had to be my dad
and mom.”

We
got there as fast as we could. He stopped outside a door and began to
push it open. Then he stopped frozen, and I instantly heard why.

“Pregnant!
How could you not tell us, Sammie?” A very deep male voice
yelled out from inside the room. “I don't get it. You know how
I feel. This is not a joke to me. I almost lost you and your mom when
she gave birth to you.”

“I'm
sorry, Dad,” a female answered.

“Where's
your man?” the angry man demanded to know. “I'm going to
kick his rear.”

“Dad,”
she snapped. “It wasn't James' fault. He wanted to tell you. He
said it was a bad idea to keep it from you. I was the one that
insisted we wait.”

“Oh
really?” he snapped back. “You didn't learn before that
you shouldn't keep things from your old man. I can't believe this
incredible.”

“Settle
down, Hotshot,” a much calmer female voice said. “Knock
it off. If you didn't watch her every second the last time she was
pregnant, she wouldn't have kept it from you. You need to settle your
rear down before you need your own dang bed in here.”

I
leaned in closer to Lance.

“You
were right,” I whispered with a laugh. “They're crazy.”

“That
man does not hold back,” he whispered back.

Lance
opened the door a few more inches and the woman in the bed came into
view. She was beautiful, but she looked nothing like her brother.

“Lancie
knew,” she said, as she pointed toward the door.

“Shoot!”
Lance grumbled, as he pulled back quickly to close the door. “What
the heck are you laughing at?”

“Lancie,”
I whispered with a laugh.

“Hold
it right there, Son,” the man snapped loud enough that I jumped
and grabbed Lance's arm.

Lance
took a deep breath and pushed the door open the rest of the way.

“You
knew,” the man said with his back to us.

When
he turned around, and I saw his face, I gasped loud and my hand
instantly moved up to cover my mouth.

“Did
you know?” he asked with his eyes narrowed at Lance.

“How
could you not,” Lance snapped. “Seriously! Are you two
blind? She's been acting all weird, and James has been waiting on her
hand and foot.”

“I
just thought she was crawling all over his rear to irritate me,”
his dad said.

He
turned back to the bed and took a step toward Sammie. I had to give
her credit, he looked like he was going to rip her head off, and she
didn't look the least bit worried.

“This
is crazy,” he said. “How far along are you?”

She
looked at him but didn't answer.

“Sammie,”
he growled.

That
must have been where Lance got it. The man scared the trash out of me.

“Four
and a half months,” she said.

“What!”
he yelled.

“Lance,”
the pretty, small woman next to him said sternly.

“Do
not Lance me, Woman,” he said a little less stern than before.

“Calm
your trash down before they throw us out of here,” she said.

“I
just can't believe my little girl kept this from me,” he said
in a defeated tone.

The
man went from irate to calm with a few words from his wife. I
couldn't believe my eyes or ears. After a moment, the woman looked
over at me.

“I'm
Lance's mom Lucy,” she said. “This big, cranky man is his
dad Lance.”

“Oh,
I know who he is,” I said nervously.

I
couldn't believe I was standing in front of Lance Smith. He was one
of the best pitchers ever. Then it hit me. Lance's mom hadn't named
him after a player, she'd named him after his father. I looked over
at Lance feeling like such an idiot. I could see the smile playing at
the corners of his lips and wanted so badly to knock his sexy rear
out. That or kiss him, one or the other.

“He's
your dad,” I mumbled.

“Sure
is,” Lance said with a laugh. There was no hiding that smile
anymore.

“You
let me sound like a jerk making fun of your name,” I said.

“What's
wrong with his name?” his dad asked sternly.

Shoot!

“Nothing,”
I said nervously.

“You
think that's bad,” Lance said. “She called you an old,
retired ballplayer.”

“I
did not,” I said, so afraid of what his dad was going to
say.

Lance
narrowed his eyes at me, and I felt that trash all the way down to my
toes.

“Maybe
I did,” I said. “I just.”

I
stopped talking when I heard the door open just behind me.

“Run,”
Lance whispered from next to me.

“No
you don't,” his dad growled. “You keep your rear right
there. You get your rear in here, James Reid.”

James
Reid, I thought. He couldn't be serious.

In
walked James Reid with a little girl. She immediately jumped from his
arms to Lance's.

“Lancie,”
the little girl yelled out in excitement.

I
leaned a little closer to him.

“James
Reid is your brother-in-law, Lancie,” I said.

“Yes,
he is, and do not ever say that again,” he grumbled.

“You
don't think you could have mentioned any of that in the bar that
night?” I asked.

He
smiled wide, obviously thinking it was hilarious that I'd looked like
a complete fool.

“What
did you do to my little girl?” Lance's dad snapped toward
James.

“I
told her to tell you,” James said in his own defense.

Even
James, another amazing pitcher, was afraid of the big man.

“You're
blaming me?” Sammie asked in an innocent tone that had me
smiling.

“Don't
you dare,” Lance said from beside me. “You just threw my
rear under the bus a moment ago.”

James
turned to me.

“You're
Lauren, aren't you?” he asked, trying not to make it obvious
that he wanted the pressure off of himself.

“Yes,”
I said nervously. “You're James Reid. I can't believe this.”

“That
I'm part of this crazy family, I couldn't agree with you more,”
he said with a smile. “You don't look mean or at all like a
pain in the rear.”

“What?”
I asked a bit shocked at his words.

“Don't
listen to him,” Lance quickly cut in. “He's just afraid
that my dad is about to beat his rear.”

“I'm
Sammie,” Lance's sister said. “You're the competition.”

I
looked over at Lance when he started laughing and couldn't help but
smile. Hearing him laugh calmed me. It was the best sound ever. The
cocky, demanding guy had the sweetest laugh.

“This
is the woman that's had you all twisted up?” his dad asked.
“She's just a little thing.”

“Leave
her alone,” his mom quickly cut in before Lance had a chance to
respond.

The
doctor walked in, and Lance didn't waste any time using it as his
opportunity to get out of the room.

“We'll
be in the waiting room,” he said. “I'll take Jilly with
us.”

He
turned around and was gone. I followed after him and listened the
whole time. He was having the cutest conversation with his little
niece. I could see the tight bond they had. It brought me back to
that moment in his apartment when he hurried to set me straight on
him not having kids. With him being so close to her, I was surprised
at how quickly and just how strongly he'd reacted. His response made
me realize just what he'd think about Jackson. His mention of only
being twenty-one told me all I needed to know.

As
soon as we were in the waiting room away from everyone else, I
stormed over to him.

“Seriously?”
I snapped roughly.

“What?”
he asked innocently.

Must
run in the family, I thought.

“You're
dad is Lance Smith. The pitcher for the Pirates,” I said.

“My
mom doesn't seem so crazy now, does she?” he asked with a smile
planted on his face.

He
was proud of himself. That made me even more pissed than I had
already been. Without another word I sat down and watched him
interact with his niece. It was absolutely adorable. How was he the
same man I'd met before, I wondered? He was so sweet to her. She had
him wrapped around her little finger. He was up at the vending
machine buying her everything she was asking for. I couldn't take my
eyes away from them. How could he be so good with her but so quick to
let me know there was no way he had kids?

It
seemed like only a few minutes later when his parents, sister, and
brother-in-law walked into the waiting room.

“They
letting you leave?” he asked his sister.

“Sure
are,” she said. “It ended up being nothing.”

“Don't
you tell him that, Sammie,” their dad quickly jumped in. “The
doctor said you need to get some rest. We need to get you home. I'll
be right there for anything you need.”

“That
is why I didn't want to tell you,” she said.

“You
kids are going to be the death of me,” he said. “I will
be there every moment. If you don't like it, quit getting pregnant.”

Sammie
rolled her eyes and shook her head at her father. She thought he was
a pain in the rear, but she didn't realize just how lucky she was.

“We're
going to James and Sammie's,” their dad added. “We'll get
food on our way over.”

“It
was nice to meet you all,” I said. “I'm going to have
Lance drop me off on the way. I'm glad everything is okay.”

“Oh
no you don't,” their dad said. “I need to see what all
the hype is about. You come over to the house with Lance. You don't
need to be driving right back home. You live in Ohio, right?”

I
looked over at Lance, who turned to face the other way, before
responding.

“Thank
you, but I don't want to interfere with your family time.”

“That's
nonsense,” he replied. “You come over with Lance.”

I
looked over at Lance, and he just shook his head before leaning over
and hugging his sister.

“You're
okay?” he asked.

“I'm
fine,” she answered.

“I
love you, Sammie,” he said.

“I
love you too, Lancie,” she said.

I
couldn't help the laugh that escaped me.

“Do
not laugh,” he said sternly. “It only encourages her.”

James
took Jillian from Lance.

“We'll
see you in a few,” James said.

“We'll
be there,” Lance said.

Lance
turned around and walked away, so I hurried behind him. Just before
we got to the car, I couldn't hold back any longer.

“You
know I live in Ohio,” I said.

He
opened his door and looked over the top of his car at me.

“I
didn't bother asking you how you knew exactly which apartment I live
in, did I?”

Then
he got in, shut the door, and started the car.





Chapter
8

Lance

I
wasn't even out of the parking lot when I opened my big mouth.

“Who's
Jackson?” I asked.

“I
thought you didn't care,” she said.

That
woman needed her rear spanked so hard.

“I
don't,” I said.

“Take
me to my car,” she demanded, trying to be tough when she said
it.

“Can't
do that,” I said.

“Why
not?” she asked.

“Did
you not see them? What do you think they'll do if I show up without
you? Do you really want me to go through that?”

“I
don't want to be driving too late,” she said. “I need to
get home.”

“You
can stay at my place tonight and head out early in the morning,”
I said.

“Really?”
she asked.

“Yes,
really,” I answered. “You don't need to be driving in the
dark.”

“Is
that so?” she asked. “You think you can just make that
decision for me?”

“I
just did,” I said, so unsure of what she going to do.

She
didn't say anything for a minute, and I was glad. For once she was
keeping it to herself. She didn't need to be driving again so soon
after she'd gotten there. She needed sleep before she got behind the
wheel of her car again.

“I
can't believe you know two Pirates,” she said.

“Three.”

“What?”
she asked with a confused look on her face.

“I
know three,” I said. “James' dad Scott.”

“Dang,
I totally forgot about Scott being his dad. Wasn't there some big
story there or something?”

“Not
really,” I said. “Scott isn't his biological father. He
was with James' mom before, but they'd split up for several years.
When they got back together, he raised James as his own. He doesn't
know anything about his real dad. His mom doesn't like talking about
it. I guess he was a real jerk.”

“What's
the story with your dad freaking out on your sister?” she
asked.

“When
Sammie was born, he was worried about her dying. As soon as he knew
she was going to be okay, something happened to my mom and she almost
died. It scared him so bad. When Sammie was pregnant the first time,
he had a really hard time her entire pregnancy. He was so afraid. He
was up her rear every second. That's why she didn't tell him this
time. She wanted to wait until she had to. Now that she was in the
hospital with that scare, he's probably going to move into the
bedroom next to hers.”

“I'm
sure he's not that bad,” she said, defending him. “Was he
like that when you were born?”

“He
didn't have the chance,” I said, and she gave me a strange
look. “They adopted me right after I was born. My dad fought my
mom for years. She wanted to have another baby, but he didn't want to
lose her. He was too afraid.”

“Your
dad afraid,” she whispered to herself.

“He's
not always that tough guy you saw. He can be pretty emotional too,”
I said.

“So,
you're adopted,” she said. “That explains a lot.”

“What?”
I asked.

“Nothing,”
she said.

“Lauren,”
I said sternly.

“You
don't look like your parents or your sister,” she said quietly.

“I
can't help that I'm better looking than they are,” I said with
a laugh.

“And
cocky too,” she said sarcastically.

“You
think I'm cocky, my dad is so much worse. That was just a small taste
back there. He's really bad sometimes. The man has no filter.”

“Not
like you, right?” she said with a laugh. “I can't
imagine.”

I
pulled up Sammie's driveway and parked the car. When I swung my door
open, I heard Lauren say something.

“It's
not what you think.”

“What?”
I asked unsure of what she'd really said.

“Jackson,”
she said. “It's not what you think.”

“None
of my business,” I said, before getting out, shutting my door,
and walking over to James' car.

Jilly
jumped into my arms as soon as I opened her door, and I couldn't help
but laugh. That little girl made me so happy. I saw Lauren get out of
the car and turned to her just as Jilly wrapped her arms around my
neck and hugged me tight.

“Come
on,” I said. “We need to get you inside, Baby girl.”

There
was something in Lauren's eyes, but I couldn't tell what it was. It
almost looked like sadness.

“You
coming?” I asked.

She
nodded her head but didn't move.
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Lauren

I
was feeling confused and shocked with everything going on around me.
Why didn't he tell me Lance was his dad? Did he think that would make
a difference? It couldn't have been the money. He'd made his own
living. Why didn't he throw it back when I was giving him garbage about
his name? He didn't seem like the kind of guy to put up with that,
but he did, and for no reason at all.

His
family was definitely loud. They each dished out their share of trash,
but I could also see how much love they had for each other. It was
pretty amazing to see. I'd never experienced anything even close to
what they had. Don't get me wrong, my grandma and grandpa were
amazing to me. It was different though. His family was definitely one
of a kind.

He
was adopted. I hadn't seen that coming. He didn't look like his
parents, but sometimes people don't. I was shocked when he spoke so
openly about it. You'd never know it from watching them all interact.
They loved him as much as they did Sammie, you could see it. You
could tell that they treated him the same. He was so lucky to have
two parents that cared so much about him. Neither of mine gave a trash
about me.

I
wasn't sure why I hadn't been open with him about Jackson. He had no
problem telling me about his life. There was no reason for me to hide
it. My boy was my life. For some reason, I was still having a hard
time. I wasn't sure if it was seeing his reaction earlier or if I was
just afraid he'd judge me on that too. What was I so worried about? I
already knew that he couldn't stand me. It wasn't like telling him
was going to make it any worse. My mom had said that no man would
want me because of Jackson. Was she right? What did it matter? I
didn't want Lance anyway. I just wanted to clear the air with him so
I could concentrate on my work. All I wanted was a truce. I had work
to do. I needed to solve the puzzle. It was driving me out of my
mind.

I
watched him hug his niece tight. He had the biggest smile on his face
when he spun around with her. Then he started laughing. I could hear
him through the car window. When I got out, I stood there for a
moment watching all of them. They were talking and joking. Even his
dad was laughing. The pissed off mood surrounding him was gone just
like that. How did they do it? I'd never seen anything like it.

Lance's
dad leaned in Sammie's side of the car and scooped her up in his
arms. He was definitely still just as big as when he'd played ball.
The man wasn't old at all. She shoved his shoulder and shook her feet
as he carried her to the house. That man had so much love for his
daughter, and I couldn't help but feel it in my heart. When I felt a
hand on my arm, I jumped.

“You
okay?” Lance's mom asked.

I
quickly shook away the choked up feeling I had and looked over at
her.

“I'm
fine,” I said. “Thank you for having me here, Mrs.
Smith.”

“Oh
no,” she said. “Call me Lucy. I'm still way too young for
Mrs. Smith.”

When
she laughed, I couldn't help but laugh too.

“I
know we can all be overwhelming,” she said. “You'll get
used to it.”

“Oh
no,” I said, as I put my hands up. “I just came to talk
to Lance. Then I'll be going home and be out of his hair.”

“You
drove hours just to talk to my son?” she asked.

“Yes,”
I said, and without thinking continued on. “He was being an
rear, and.”

I
stopped myself as soon as I realized it.

“Sorry,”
I whispered.

“That's
okay,” she said. “He is his father's son. I'm sorry about
my husband back there. He loves his kids more than anything in this
world. He's also very passionate about the way he feels. There is no
filter there. He says exactly what pops into his head. Her being
pregnant scares the trash out of him. Her holding that information
back sent him over the edge. He can be a tough guy, but deep down,
he's just a big marshmallow. Don't tell him I said it though. I'll
deny it.”

“I
know,” I said with a chuckle. “Lance told me on the way
here. Not the marshmallow part, just about her being pregnant.”

“He
did?” she asked.

“Yes,”
I said. “He also told me he was adopted.”

“He
told you that,” she said, more as a statement than a question.

I
nodded but didn't speak.

“Come
on in,” she said. “I bet you're just as hungry as we are.
Those kids are going to turn all my man's hair gray. If we don't
get in there, who knows what they'll do.”

She
linked her arm in mine and nudged me to move.

“You
sure have my boy a mess,” she said, as we walked. “He
even moved out over that job. It's really messing with him, but I
really have to wonder if it's just the job that's got him going.”

We
walked through the door, and she released my arm.

“He's
not the only one,” I mumbled to myself.

As
soon as we walked in, James was running up the stairs to get pillows.
Lance's dad was gently setting Sammie on the couch. He sat down right
next to her and hugged her tight.

“I'm
going to be right here for everything, Sammie,” he said, as he
kissed her forehead.

Not
one part of me wasn't shaking from seeing the two of them together.

“You
sure you're okay?” Lucy asked me.

“I'm
fine,” I said. “I'm just not used to this.”

I
was so relieved when she grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the
kitchen without acknowledging my answer.

“We
should see what Sammie has in here to cook. Do you cook?” she
asked.

“Not
really. My grandma does most of the cooking at home. I'd love to
learn though. She always says a little of this and a little of that.
It's not worked for me so far.”

As
soon as we walked through the kitchen door, the first thing I saw was
Lance's rear sticking out from the fridge with Jillian at his legs.

“Ice
cream,” he said. “Okay. If you come home with me tonight,
I've got your favorite ice cream.”

“Okay,”
she said with a laugh. “I love you, Lancie.”

“Lance,”
he said, as he stood and turned around.

When
he saw his mom standing there with me, his eyes widened.

“Don't
tell Sammie,” he told his mom. “What we do at my place is
our business.”

“My
lips are sealed,” Lucy said.

Jillian
reached up and grabbed Lance's hand.

“Movie,
Lancie,” she said in the sweetest voice.

I
let out a laugh, and he glared at me. Little Jillian pulled on his
hand, and he followed behind her.

“That's
so cute,” I said with a smile I knew was covering my whole
face.

“He
doesn't think so,” Lucy said. “Sammie has called him that
his whole life. When he heard Jillian say it, he was not happy. It
wouldn't be so bad, but Sammie says it just to embarrass him in front
of people.”

“He
should just be happy he has a sister that loves him,” I said.
“I would have given anything for that growing up.”

Lance's
dad came into the room and wrapped his arms around Lucy. She snuggled
right into him. There was no missing the love between the two of
them. They'd been together for years, and they still looked like two
teenagers in love. I knew he felt just as protective of her as he did
his kids and instantly felt bad for calling him old. The retired part
was true, there was no feeling bad for that.

“What
are you two doing, Firecracker?” he asked.

“We're
looking for food,” she said. “I'm starving.”

“You're
not cooking,” he said. “I'll order some pizza. You go out
there and rest. I know that news came as a shock to you too. It did,
right?”

“Of
course, Hotshot,” she said with a smile. “I know better
than to hide trash from you. Those three obviously haven't learned
yet.”

“Scott,
Carrie, and mom will be here any minute. They left when James called
them on the way to the hospital. If I find out any of them knew,
they'll all be getting a jerk chewing.”

He
kissed her and then walked out of the room with his phone in his
hand.

“Mom?”
I asked.

“We
both claim Carrie's mom as ours. Lance's parents sucked, and so did
mine. She took us on as her own, and she will never know how much
she's done for both of us. You're going to love her.”

“Wow!”
I said without thinking. That seemed to be happening a lot.

She
gave me a confused look.

“You
said both of your sets of parents sucked,” I said. “You
can see how much you two love your kids. It's pretty amazing. I guess
it gives me hope for my future.”

She
gave me a strange look but didn't question me.

“Yeah,”
she said. “It's a long story. I didn't exactly like Lance when
I met him. I was fighting so many things. She was right there through
it all. Now look at us. I couldn't imagine my life without him in it.
I honestly don't think I could live without him.”

When
we got to the living room, Jillian was cuddled up on Lance's lap. I
couldn't believe he was the same man. How many sides were there to
him, I wondered? There was the grumpy competitor, the sexy as idiot
lover, and the super sweet family man. All of them jumbled my mind.

Lucy
walked over to Jillian and held her hands out.

“Come
sit with grandma,” she said, and Jillian shook her head no as
she snuggled closer to Lance.

Lance's
dad reached out and pulled Lucy onto his lap.

“We're
going to grandparents again, Firecracker,” he said. “What
do you think about that?”

“I'm
excited,” she answered. “Maybe this baby will like one of
us.”

Lance
let out a laugh and squeezed Jillian tight.

“We'll
see about that,” he said.

Lance's
dad pulled Lucy close and gave her the sweetest, most loving kiss.

“You
guys are so cute,” I said.

“Do
not encourage them,” Sammie said quickly. “They'll be
like two teenagers over there before long.”

I
heard the front door open. Then I heard an older woman's voice.

“Sammie
Reid,” she shouted. “I'm going to kick your rear. How
could you keep this from me. Me! James knows better too.”

“Lancie
knew too,” Sammie yelled out.

When
she moved to get up from the couch, her dad let out a growl that had
me shaking.

“Sit
that rear right there,” he said. “They'll be in here in a
second.”

“Are
you going to believe her, Grandma?” Lance asked.

A
short, white-haired woman walked into the room, and I couldn't
believe it was her voice. She looked so quiet, but I quickly found
out that she was just like the rest of them.

“You're
full of trash,” she said to Lance, as she leaned down to hug him
and Jillian.

“What?”
he asked.

“Don't
lie to me,” she said. “You knew you could have told me on
the down low, but you didn't. I'm not so sure how I feel about that.”

“Down
low, Grandma,” he said with a laugh. “Really?”

“Don't
tell me you don't know what that means. Don't you do that hacker
hooey?”

I
burst into laughter. She was hilarious. I should have known better
than to attract attention to myself. She turned around and looked me
up and down.

“Who
is this?” she asked. “I can only assume she's with
Lance.”

“Oh,
I'm not with him,” I said quickly.

“Is
this the girl you told me about, Lucy?” Lance's grandma asked.

“Come
on, Mom,” Lucy said, as she hurried off of Lance's dad's lap,
grabbed the woman's arm, and pulled her out of the room.

Scottie
Reid and a very pretty woman walked into the room. She was definitely
James' mom.

“I'm
Carrie,” she said, as she walked over to me.

“I'm
Lauren,” I said.

“How
do you know Lance?” she asked.

“We're
both working on the same project,” I answered.

“Oh,”
she said, as her eyes widened.

I
looked over at Lance, and he burst into laughter. As much as I still
wanted to kick his rear, I couldn't help but love hearing that laugh.

“I'm
Scott,” Scottie said.

“Oh,
she knows who you are,” Lance said. “She knows a lot
about the game.”

“Really?”
Scott asked.

“Well,”
I said with a shrug. “I don't feel like I know much now. I had
no idea Lance knew all of you.”

“Did
you think his mom had a thing for baseball and named him after her
favorite player?” he asked.

“Yes,”
I said. “I actually did.”

“That's
too funny,” he said. “Lucy loving baseball.”

“Don't
go being sweet to her,” Lance's dad said. “She said I was
an old, retired ballplayer.”

I
couldn't stop my eyes from going back to watch Lance with his niece.
They were laughing and carrying on together while everyone else
talked.

“Sammie
and James have loved it since they were tiny,” Scott said. “We
haven't been able to get Lance on board yet. His mom didn't like it
at first, but she's grown to love it.”

“That's
because she snagged the hottest one of all,” Lance's dad chimed
in.

“Whatever,”
Scott said. “We haven't given up on Lance yet. Maybe you can
talk some sense into him.”

“I
doubt that,” I said. “His rear is stubborn.”

I
didn't even have to look Lance's way. The man was glaring at me, I
could feel it.

“I
like it,” Lance said. “I just don't live and breathe it.”

“What
got you into it?” Scott asked me.

I
was so nervous, and I was pretty sure they could all see it.

“Don't
be shy,” Scott said. “We're not special. Well, we are,
but not because we play ball.”

He
had a huge smile on his face.

“Seriously,”
Lance's dad said as he looked at Lance. “How is she the one
that has your balls in a twist? There is no way she's the
pain-in-the-rear you told us about.”

“Mom,”
Lance yelled out. “Do something with your man.”

“Cut
the trash, Hotshot,” Lucy yelled, as she walked back into the
room. “What are you doing now?”

“Not
a thing, Firecracker,” he said innocently.

“My
dad's name was Randy,” I said. “He loved the game. Not
just a small love either. I mean he really loved it. He watched every
chance he got. My mom said his ex got him into it. I'd sit next to
him and watch too. It was the only time we ever connected. I still
treasure those moments. I still watch as many games as I can. When I
do, it makes me think of him.”

“Did
you lose him?” Carrie asked.

“Yes,”
I said. “Not the way you think though. He walked out on us when
I was eight and never looked back. We moved from Michigan to Ohio
shortly after. It didn't take long before my mom checked out on me
too.”

I
could see Lance watching me from the corner of my eye. The expression
on his face was something I hadn't seen yet.

“I'm
sorry,” she said. “That's awful.”

“It
hurt a lot,” I said. “I had my grandparents there to take
care of me. I still have my grandma. She's the best.”

“If
you ever need another grandma,” Lance's grandma said. “I'm
here for you. I took all these fools on as mine.”

“Who
were your dad's favorites?” Carrie asked.

“Carrie
definitely knows her ballplayers,” Lucy said.

“She
only knows one now,” Scott added, as he pulled his wife close.

“He
was a Pirate fan through and through,” I said, as I looked up
at Scott. “He didn't like you though.”

“Why?”
he asked.

“I
don't know,” I answered. “He'd never tell me. All he said
was that he couldn't stand you. He liked Lance though.”

“You're
just sucking up for earlier,” Lance's dad said.

It
made me laugh. Lucy was right about him, he had no filter. That had
to be where Lance got it. Not many of them seemed to have filters
though, so I guess he could have gotten it from anywhere.

“Can
you believe it?” Scott asked his wife. “Her dad didn't
like me. I thought everyone loved me.”

I
looked over at Carrie, and she was giving me a strange look.

“Incredible,”
Lance's dad said with a laugh. “Carrie didn't even like your
rear for a long time.”

I
held up my hands almost in surrender.

“That
was his opinion,” I said. “The only one I've seen play is
James.”

“I
was pretty awesome,” James said.

Scott
and Lance's dad both glared at James who quickly went back to taking
care of Sammie. I could see Lance still watching me. His eyes hadn't
moved away again.

“What?”
I asked.

“What?”
he said.

“I
see you sitting over there thinking,” I said. “What are
you judging?”

“Not
a thing,” he said.

“You
sure?” I asked sarcastically. “I'm sure there's so much
more to judge now.”

“Nope,”
he said. “I'm just over here spending time with my favorite
niece.”

The
pizza arrived, and everyone sat around eating, talking, and laughing.
By the time we were done, my stomach muscles were getting sore. I
felt so comfortable around them. You had no idea what was going to
come out next or who it was going to come from. None of them held
back. Me being the guest didn't help, they brought me right into it
too. They were all so close, but you could tell they'd do anything
for each other, every single one of them.
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Lance

Hearing
what she'd said about her parents was actually heartbreaking. Both of
my parents were awesome. Of course there were times they totally
pissed me off or got too into my life, but I felt loved all the time,
sometimes too loved. I couldn't imagine not having my family, all of
them. Scott, Carrie, and grandma were always there when any of us
needed them, even if they were two states away. Every single one of
us would drop everything to be there for another.

Seeing
my family give her trash made me smile. She'd given me more than
anyone ever had, and it was her turn. Seeing her squirm to try and
get out of things was even funnier. They were pissing me off though,
acting as if I told them all about her. I couldn't help that my
parents and sister had big mouths.

By
the time we left, I could see how tired Sammie was, so I offered to
take Jilly with me. Of course she jumped at the chance.

“Ice
cream,” she yelled.

That
little trash never forgot anything anyone told her. The whole distract
them and they'll forget was a load of garbage. It didn't work.

“Lancie,”
Sammie snapped at me.

“Mind
your own, Mama,” I said with a smile.

“Do
you want me to pack her a bag?” she asked.

“No,”
I said. “I've got stuff at my place already.”

Everyone
said goodbye to Lauren. She really fit in with all of them. By the
end of the night, she wasn't squirming. Instead, she was giving it
right back. Even grandma was laughing at her. I wasn't sure how I
felt about that. She wouldn't be around again, and I knew they'd all
bombard me with so many questions. Lauren said she'd meet me at the
car and took off before I could even respond. I waited for Jillian to
make her rounds before scooping her up and leaving.

“Lance,”
Carrie called out just as I'd opened the door.

I
stopped and waited for her to catch up. Who knew what she was going
to say, probably some way to go comment or something. My family had
no idea that Lauren wasn't the first girl to ever speak to me, I'd
just never brought any of them home. They were never around long
enough. Lauren wouldn't have been either if she hadn't shown up on my
doorstep.

“What's
Lauren's last name?” she asked.

I
had to think about that for a moment. She'd always been Eagle until
the job. What had they said her last name was?

“Lane
or Lee or something like that,” I said. “I can't
remember. Why?”

“I
was just curious,” she said. “She seems nice.”

“Don't
let that sweetness deceive you,” I said. “There is evil
hiding in there.”

“Lance,”
she said, as she smacked my arm. “You are something else.”

“See
you later,” I said, as I turned and took off with Jillian in my
arms.

The
car ride was quiet. Lauren stared out the window, and I couldn't
begin to imagine what she was thinking about. My family was a lot to
take in. Add in the rest of the bunch and look out. She was probably
ready to run as soon as the car stopped. I pulled into the lot and
parked in front of my apartment.

“Did
you bring anything?” I asked her as I got out.

“No,”
she said quietly before I shut my door, walked around to her side of
the car, and opened her door. “I didn't plan on staying. I'm
going to go.”

She
got out of my car and walked over to hers.

“No,”
I said, as I put my hand up to stop her door from opening. “You're
not driving this late. I have some clothes you can sleep in.”

I
got Jilly out and let us all in. When I came back with a t-shirt and
sweats, she was just hanging up the phone.

“I'll
leave early in the morning,” she said. “Love you.”

“Here,”
I said, as I threw the clothes at her.

I
was pissed. Had she really had the balls to call him from my living
room? What kind of man was he? If she was my woman, her rear would
have been home with me. Screw that, I would have been right there
with her. Wait! No. There was no way she'd ever be my woman. Never!

“Movie?”
Jilly asked, as she pulled at my leg.

Just
like that, my anger was gone. Not my woman, I thought. Not my
problem. I bent down, hugged Jilly, and spun her around.

“Okay,”
I said. “I'll make popcorn and get the ice cream. Anything for
my lady.”

When
I stood up, Lauren had the cutest smile on her face.

“Jilly
can show you where the movies are,” I said, as I turned and
walked into the kitchen. “Can you put one in?”

“Of
course,” she answered. “I'm going to go read in your room
until the couch is free.”

“Are
you too good to watch cartoons or kiddie movies?” I asked,
feeling a bit offended.

Maybe
she wasn't a kid person, I thought. That was just one more reason she
wouldn't fit with me. My niece was my girl. She was always around.
That would explain the shocked look on Lauren's face earlier when she
asked if I had a child. I could see her not liking kids, with that
whole evil side of her. See, I thought. Leave her to the Jackson guy.
He was probably just as mean.

“Not
at all,” she said. “I love cartoons.”

Wait,
what? She was such a huge puzzle.

“Really?”
I asked. “I don't see it.”

“There
you go judging me again,” she said.

“I
am not.”

“Yes,
you are,” she snapped. “I saw you at your parents' house.
You just sat and watched. Do you judge them too?”

“No,”
I snapped back.

“So
just me then?” she asked.

“Go
get the movie,” I said rougher than I should have. I couldn't
help it, that woman got to me.

I
got the ice cream and made some popcorn. Then I got a juice for
Jillian and sodas for us. There was still beer in the fridge from
when my dad came over, but I'd never drink that with Jilly there.

When
I walked back into the living room, the two of them were on the
floor, going through movies, and laughing. Without a word, I set
everything down on the table and sat down. Once the movie was in,
Lauren sat down at the opposite end of the couch, and Jillian climbed
up into her lap. I couldn't believe my eyes. Jilly always sat with
me, it didn't matter who was around.

“Hey,”
I said with a hurt look. “What about me?”

Jilly
let out a loud laugh and settled in on Lauren's lap.

Before
long, Jilly was asleep in Lauren's arms. They looked so adorable. For
a second, I forgot all of the negatives there were to Lauren, and
that list was pretty long. I reached forward and grabbed the remote,
but Lauren's arm came out and her hand landed on my arm.

“Wait,”
she said.

“What?”
I asked.

“I
want to see what happens,” she said.

“I've
seen it a million times,” I said. “I'll put her to bed.”

I
tucked Jilly in tight and leaned down to kiss her forehead. When I
walked back into the living room, I could hear Lauren sniffle.

“Are
you crying at the happy ending?” I asked.

“Bet
I don't look like that kind of girl,” she said through her
sniffles.

“I
think it's sweet,” I said.

“Shut
up,” she said.

“No,
really,” I said. “It's cute.”

I
sat down on the couch, not leaving the huge gap she'd originally
left, and looked over at her.

“I'm
sorry your dad is such a jerk,” I said before I could stop
myself.

“It's
not your fault,” she replied.

“It
still sucks. What did you mean about your mom?” I asked.

She
looked away from me before answering my question. I wanted to grab
her chin and make her look at me, but I wanted her answer more.

“My
dad said a million times that he hadn't wanted kids. I heard it every
time they argued, but I thought it was just because he wanted to
upset her. That wasn't the case. He really didn't want kids. That was
why he ended up leaving. After we moved to Ohio, she began distancing
herself from me. She blamed me for his leaving. Don't give me that
sympathetic look, Lance. I still have my grandma, and she helps me
every single day.”

I
hadn't realized I was giving her any kind of look or that she'd
turned back to me. How could she blame herself, I wondered? If he
left, he did it because he was a jerk. If her mom really blamed
her, that was some messed up trash. I couldn't begin to imagine how
she felt.

“I
have to tell you something,” she said.

I
sat still for a moment wondering what she could have to tell me. A
million thoughts were running through my mind.

“I
did something,” she said.

“What?”
I asked.

“I
feel kind of bad for it,” she said.

“One
thing,” I said. “I can think of so many things you should
feel bad about.”

“Very
funny,” she said, as she narrowed her eyes and shook her head.

She
reached into the back pocket of the jeans she was still wearing and
pulled out her phone. Then she messed with it for a second. When she
turned it to face me and my name and number was in her contacts, I
was shocked.

“Where
did you get that?” I asked.

“Before
I left that night, I called myself from your phone. You didn't have
it locked.”

The
fact that I didn't lock my phone was somehow supposed to make it
okay. I don't think so. I guess I didn't think I had a reason to lock
it.

“Why?”
I asked.

“I
shouldn't have done it,” she said, as she stood up. “I'll
be back in a minute.”

When
she stepped forward to walk away, I grabbed her arm and turned her
back to face me.

“I
don't get you,” I said.

“Sometimes
I don't either,” she said with an innocent look on her face.

I
could see so much emotion in her eyes. In that moment, she wasn't the
enemy, she was the girl from the bar, and all I wanted to do was be
close to her.

“Why?”
I asked her again.

“I
don't know,” she said, as a tear slipped from the corner of her
eye.

“Why'd
you leave?” I asked. “Why'd you walk away from me?”

“It
scared the trash out of me,” she answered honestly.

“What
did?” I asked.

“Everything,”
she said, as she shook her head. “I shouldn't want you. You're
the only thing standing between me and my dreams. I need to make
those dreams happen, and not just for me.”

“But
you do?” I asked.

Her
nod was enough to get to me. I couldn't do it. I had to have her
again. I wanted her in my bed. My hand went up and wrapped around the
back of her neck, and my mouth crashed against hers. She gasped, and
her hands came up and buried themselves deep in my hair. Both of my
hands slid down her back and gripped under her rear. I lifted her up,
and her legs went around my waist. Then I walked to my room. With the
door closed and locked, I set her feet on the floor. Then I lifted
her shirt up and off. Her bra went next. After that, I slid my hands
down her body and dropped to my knees. I undid her jeans and pulled
them down and off her legs. My lips kissed her thigh softly before
moving slowly up, leaving tiny kisses along the way. Her white, lace
panties made me wonder if she'd hoped for what was happening or if
she was wearing them for someone else. That thought sent a surge of
jealousy through me, a feeling I'd never felt before her. My hand
curled into the waist of her panties and ripped them from her.

“Lance,”
she gasped.

They'd
never be worn for anyone again, I thought. Then I grabbed her foot
and lifted it to my shoulder. My other hand held under her rear to
steady her. I leaned forward, took her clit between my teeth, and
pulled. She whimpered the sweetest sound I'd ever heard. Her thighs
clenched, as her hand went to my hair. I licked and sucked her like I
never had anyone in my life. My mission was to make her come harder
than she thought she could. Her whimpers quickly turned to cries when
I thrust one finger into her and then another. There was no holding
back. I hit that spot deep inside of her, and she called out my name
as her pussy sucked my fingers in tight.

When
her body began to relax, I was on my feet with her in my arms. I set
her gently in the middle of my bed and looked down over her beautiful
body. Then I looked up at the headboard and knew I might never have
the chance again. I was already rock hard, but just that thought had
me ready to bust through my jeans. I walked over to my closet,
reached in, and came back with two ties. Her eyes widened, and I
could see her chest rise from her huge intake of breath.

“Not
a word,” I warned her, as I grabbed one of her wrists, lifted
it, and tied it to my headboard.

I
walked around my bed to the other side and did the same with her
other wrist. Then I took a step back and looked over the sexiest
sight I'd ever seen in my life.

“What
am I going to do with you?” I asked in a soft voice.

I
watched her knees come together and her thighs squeeze tight. She was
into it. My girl was ready and waiting for everything I was going to
give her. Wait! What? I turned away from her for a minute. My hand
went straight to my hair.

“Lance,”
she whispered.

“Get
your trash together,” I whispered to myself. It was sex. That
was all. There was no way I was going to ruin what we'd just started.

When
I turned back around, my tongue moved across my lip. Her nipples were
both calling out to me. They needed attention, and I was just the man
to give it to them. I crawled onto the bed and winked before going
down and sucking her nipple hard. She let out a yelp, and I couldn't
stop from smiling. My hand went to her other breast and gave it a
squeeze before rolling that nipple between my fingers. When my teeth
scraped against the nipple in my mouth, her back arched, and she
cried out. Her knees held tight together, and her eyes closed.

“If
I slid my hand between your legs, would you be wet for me?” I
asked.

She
made the sexiest sound, but she didn't answer. My hand moved from her
breast down her stomach. When it came to a stop just above the tiny
patch of hair, I wanted to taste her again.

“Open,”
I demanded, and she instantly let her legs go and opened them.
“Wider.”

She
did as I asked which made me want to satisfy her that much more. My
fingers slid down, and she was wet. Not just wet but dripping for me.
I could feel her juices running down between her rear cheeks. My cock
felt like it was going to explode instantly.

“Have
you been tied up before, Lauren?” I asked.

“Never,”
she said.

“Do
you like it?” I asked, but she didn't answer. “Do you
like it?”

“Mmmm,”
was all I heard.

“I'm
going to make you come again,” I said. “And again.”

“Mmmm,”
came from her again.

“How
do you want to come next?” I asked.

Her
eyes opened and connected with mine.

“Answer
me,” I said.

“I
don't know,” she whispered.

If
I didn't know better, I'd have thought she was shy. It wasn't true, I
knew that for sure. The way her mouth spouted off before she thought
about her words, and the way she'd been when I'd been with her before
told me so.

“You've
already come on my fingers,” I said, as I brought one my
fingers that had just been soaked by her up to my mouth and sucked
it. “This time, it's going to be on my tongue.”

She
moved to close her legs, but I moved my hand down to stop her.

“Maybe
I should have gotten a different bed,” I said. “Then I
could have tied your ankles to it too.”

When
her legs and rear squirmed, I knew my words were bringing her closer
to the edge.

“You
like that idea, don't you?” I asked.

She
turned her face away from me, but I caught her chin and brought it
back.

“When
I bought this bed, it was you I thought about,” I said without
thinking.

My
finger began circling her clit. With my other hand, I rolled one of
her nipples between my fingers.

“Do
you tie every woman up?” she asked shyly, almost like she was
afraid to hear my answer.

“Never,”
I answered honestly. “I've never wanted to before you.”

Her
chest moved forward against my fingers, and her legs moved to close
again, but I shook my head.

“Open,”
I said.

I
slid my finger down and squeezed her nipple when I thrust my finger
into her. Her head went back, her eyes squeezed shut, and her bottom
lip went between her teeth. I could see her biting down on it, but I
didn't want that. I wanted to hear my name come from those lips. I
leaned down and moved my tongue around her other nipple, as I added
another finger down below. Her hips began meeting each thrust of my
fingers, and her hands were pulling against there restraints to get
to me. It was the hottest thing I'd ever experienced. Her
back was arched, and her breasts were moving as close to my hand and
mouth as they could get. When her nipple was as hard as I could
possibly get it, I sucked it hard, pinched the other, and thrust my
fingers in deep. She pulled hard on her arms and cried out as her
entire body shook with pleasure. I loved feeling her pussy pulse
around my fingers. When her body finally settled, I sat back and
looked down at her. It was the most beautiful sight in the world. No
joke.

I
moved lower on the bed and lifted her legs, and her eyes shot open.

“Lance,”
she gasped, as she shook her head. “I can't.”

“That
wasn't my tongue,” I said, as I put her legs over my shoulders
and dove down with my mouth.

I
wasn't giving her one second to object. With her rear lifted high, I
was able to reach every part of her. Seeing her wrists pulling to get
free only made me harder, not that that was possible. My cock felt
like it was going to shoot off in my pants, but I wasn't about to
stop. When my tongue entered her, her hips pushed back against me. I
waited to touch her with my fingers until I knew she was close. When
my finger rubbed her clit, she cried out and came so hard around my
tongue.

“Idiot,”
she whimpered, when her body began to relax again.

I
let her legs down gently onto the bed. Part of me wanted to be so
dang rough with her, but another part of me wanted to take care of
her. Not just make her come, but care for her body. It was something
I'd never felt before. It wasn't just about getting off. It was so
different than that.

When
her eyes finally opened, I stood and removed my pants. Her eyes were
on my hands the whole time. I slid my fingers under the waistband of
my boxers and slowly began to move them down. When my cock sprang
free and was hard as steel, her eyes widened, and I didn't miss her
tongue moving over her lips. When I wrapped my hand around my toe
and began to stroke it, her knees went together and her wrists pulled
to break free.

“Do
you want this?” I asked, as my eyes moved toward my cock for a
second, and she nodded. “Where do you want it?”

When
she licked her lips again, I almost lost it.

“Lauren,”
I said.

“My
mouth,” she whispered.

“You
want to suck it?” I asked, and she nodded again.

I
crawled up the bed and straddled her with my toe just inches from
her face. When she pulled against her wrists and they didn't break
free, she let out a growl.

“Idiot,”
I whispered.

Then
I closed the gap between her mouth and me. Her tongue darted out and
circled my tip. Then her lips opened and wrapped around it. I moved
forward, into her mouth, little by little until I felt my cock tap
the back of her throat. Then I stopped to let her adjust to me. She
sucked in hard, and I let out a moan. I pulled all the way out to her
lips and thrust back in again. I felt her legs move and looked back
to see them clenched tightly together. Then I looked down at her tied
to my bed with my cock in her mouth. I pulled out and thrust in
again, and she moaned. The vibration in her throat had me moaning
too. I put my hands on the top of the headboard, pulled out, and then
harassed her mouth. I let my head fall back for a second, closed my
eyes, and felt the pleasure. She was taking all of me, and it was so
dang sexy.

I
felt like I was going to explode, so I pulled out of her mouth. She
gave me a strange look, and I wanted nothing more than to kiss her
worry away. She hadn't done a blasted thing wrong. Actually, she was
perfect.

“While
I'd love to come down your throat, on those soft lips, or all over
those sexy breasts, I want your pussy more,” I said, and she
moaned.

I
felt it in my toe, and I wasn't even touching her.

“I'm
going to forget you so hard, Lauren. There's no way I'm holding
back.”

I
leaned over, opened a drawer on my nightstand, grabbed the packet,
ripped it open, and rolled the condom over my cock. Then I moved back
and between her legs. I lifted them and spread them wide. Then I
watched, as I lined my mess up and thrust into her.

“Idiot,”
I whispered. “So tight.”

I
pulled back and thrust into her hard. Her hands were pulling again,
and her hips were moving in rhythm with mine. Her moans turned into
cries as I watched from above while I harassed her. There were so many
things I wanted to do with her.

I
let go of her legs and leaned forward. I needed her soft lips against
mine. When I pulled her bottom lip between my teeth, she whimpered.
My tongue dove into her mouth, and I was lost.

“So
sexy,” I said when I released her so we could catch our
breath. I continued moving in and out of her at a slow pace. “There
are so many things I want to do with you.”

Her
hips thrust forward against mine, but I wasn't speeding up.

“I
could forget you for hours and never get enough,” I said. “I
want so badly to forget you softly, but then I want to take you so hard
that you feel me for days. I want to spank your rear for every cocky
thing you've ever said or done to me. Then I want to pull you up on
all fours while I wrap my hand in your hair and forget you so
hard. Every time I close my eyes, I think about being buried balls
deep inside of you. When you leave here tomorrow, I want you to feel
me. I want to ruin you for anyone else.”

She
pulled hard against her wrists again. Her hips continued to thrust
forward hard. When I didn't move faster, she wrapped her legs around
my waist and dug her heals into my rear. I smiled down at her but
didn't change my pace.

“Lance,”
she whimpered.

“Yes?”
I asked.

“Please,”
she said.

“What?”
I asked innocently, as I took her nipple into my mouth and sucked it,
releasing it with a loud pop.

I
heard the rumble in her chest and smiled.

“So
sexy,” I said.

“Lance,”
she snapped with less patience.

“Lauren,”
I said, and continued moving inside of her.

“Please,”
she said again.

It
was taking all I had not to harass her so hard.

“What
is it you want?” I asked as innocently as possible while barely
holding back.

“You,”
she moaned.

“Me?”
I asked.

“I'm
begging you,” she said.

“Just
say the words, Lauren,” I said. “I want to hear them come
from those luscious lips of yours.”

“Lance,”
she said harsher than before.

I
narrowed my eyes but continued at the same pace.

“Please,”
she begged.

I
continued.

“Idiot,”
she growled out.

I
kept going.

“Idiot
me,” she snapped. “Idiot me right now.”

I
leaned down, claimed her mouth with mine, and did as she asked. I
pulled out and thrust in hard and fast.

“Oh
idiot,” she moaned. “Keep going. Please.”

I
pulled out and harassed her even harder.

“So
good,” she moaned against my lips.

I
grabbed her rear in my hand, lifted, and reached a place deep inside
of her. Her moans were mixing with mine. The sweat from my body was
dripping down on hers. There was no holding back. I was going to make
dang sure she felt me while she was taking that drive back home, back
to whoever was waiting for her. I let every bit of feeling I had out
while I harassed her hard. Every bit of jealousy for whoever it was
that held her heart. Every bit of need I had not knowing if I'd ever
be with her again. I let it all out. She came hard around my cock.
When I finally let go, I came harder than I ever had in my life.

My
body fell down on top of hers. I had to catch my breath before I
moved. When I got up, her eyes were closed. I quietly hurried to the
bathroom and came back with a wet rag. When I began to wipe between
her legs, she moaned.

“You
okay?” I asked.

“Perfect,”
she said.

I
reached up to untie one wrist. Then I rubbed it.

“When
I untie you, you're going to snuggle that sweet rear in against me and
sleep. Do you hear me?” I asked. “Do not run from me
again.”

“I
couldn't move if I wanted to,” she said in a sleepy voice.

“Good,”
I said. “I like it that way.”

Then
I untied her other wrist. She turned to her side, and I crawled in
behind her, pulling the covers over us. My arm moved around her and
pulled her close. I'd made sure my door was locked, and I had the
monitor on so I'd hear Jilly if she woke up. I always slept light
when she was over.

Lauren
turned in my arms. Her head rested on my shoulder, and her fingers
moved lazily up and down my chest.

“You're
really good to your niece,” she said softly.

“I
love that little trash,” I said.

“Your
family is so close,” she said. “I see why you have no
filter.”

“What?”
I asked her, as my finger rubbed along her shoulder.

“They
all say what they think,” she answered.

“Is
that bad?” I asked.

“No,”
she said. “I'd much rather have honesty than a bunch of lies.”

Neither
of us said anything for a few minutes. I thought she'd fallen asleep.

“I'm
really sorry about all the trash I've given you over the years,”
she said, and I was shocked.

“Really?”
I asked.

“Yes,”
she said. “Honestly, it helped me.”

“How?”
I asked.

“I
can't explain it right now,” she answered. “I just want
you to know that I never meant to torture you. I liked thinking
someone was there on the other side of those messages. I came here to
call a truce.”

“You
didn't come for my toe?” I asked, trying to lighten the mood
for her.

“No,”
she said.

“Seriously?”
I asked mocking shock.

“I
know you want this job,” she said. “So do I. I haven't
been able to concentrate for one second since the very beginning. All
I do is worry that you're ahead of me. It's messing with my head. I
really need this. I'm not even sure I can do it, but I need to give
it my all.”

“You're
the one messing with me,” I said.

“I
know it,” she said, pushing to get up.

“You
going to run before I even fall asleep this time?” I asked in a
serious tone.

“I'm
going to the couch,” she said.

She
stood up and put the clothes I'd given her to sleep in on.

“Stay
here,” I said.

I
got up and pulled on boxers and sweats.

“Please,”
I said.

“Fine,”
she said.

Then
she got back in the bed but made sure to face away from me.

“I'll
delete your number from my phone,” she said.

I
couldn't help the feeling it gave me when she turned away.

“Keep
it,” I said. “Add it to your list of numbers. You seem to
have a pretty good collection.”

“Lance,”
she whispered.

“I'll
agree to your truce,” I said, cutting her off.

“Truce,”
she whispered. “I'm still going to win.”

“We'll
see about that,” I said, as I turned to face her.

I
wanted to wrap my arms around her, but I knew if I did, she'd be out
of there. As I watched her fall asleep, I couldn't help myself from
wondering who she was. Beneath the hacker, the smart mouth, the
competition. Who was the real Lauren?
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Lauren

When
I opened my eyes, I saw a bit of light coming in through the curtain.
I slid out of bed as quietly as I could. When I stood up, my body
ached. My arms were sore, my legs felt wobbly, and I swear it felt
like he was still inside of me. I quickly got dressed, grabbed his
shirt that I'd worn, and looked down at him while he slept. He was
seriously the sexiest sight to see. I couldn't believe the relaxed
man in the bed was the same man that had me begging to be harassed the
night before. For a second, I thought about tying him to the bed and
having my way with him. Then I felt the soreness between my legs and
knew that I needed to go.

I
grabbed a piece of paper from his counter and wrote a quick note. I
didn't want him to think I was running from him. Was I running from
him, I wondered? Of course not. I needed to get home. I wasn't
supposed to be gone all night. Grandma didn't care, but I hadn't told
Jackson I wasn't going to be home. I didn't like leaving without
telling him exactly when I'd be back. I think that was more for me
than it was for him. I left the note on the counter where I knew he'd
see it right away.






Lance,

I
had to leave early so I could get back home. I didn't want Jillian to
see me here in the morning. I'm not sure her mother would approve of
that. Thank you for agreeing to a truce. Good luck! You're going to
need it.

Lauren






I
grabbed everything I'd brought, along with his shirt, and left.

I
thought about Lance and his family the entire drive home. They were
something else. I was still so shocked that his father was the old,
retired ballplayer. Then there was Scott and James. None of them were
like I thought they would be. If I would have guessed, I would have
thought that they were cocky and thought they were better than
everyone else. That wasn't the case at all. The cocky part was spot
on, but they didn't act different or special. Scott had even made the
comment himself that they weren't. There were so many of them, and
they loved each other deeply. I wasn't used to that. I had my grandma
and was so glad that she'd never bailed on me. Even when I'd
done something to make her think less of me, she didn't. Instead, she
supported me the whole way.

Lances'
parents popped into my mind. They loved each other so much. After all
those years, they were still so deeply in love. I wanted that for
myself one day. Would I ever have it? Was my mom right? If she was,
I'd still have my son. He was worth giving up anything for. I
couldn't help the sad feeling at never having that special love Lucy
and Lance's dad had though. Seeing Lance's reaction when I asked him
if he had a child made me think that my mom could be right. I loved
my son with all my heart, why couldn't someone else love him too?
When I had him, I was in a rough spot in my life. Was it really that
bad? As sad as the thought of not being loved made me feel, knowing
that I was going to hug my boy made me happy.

I
needed to get home and get to work. I needed to do it for Jackson.

When
I parked my car outside of my grandma's house, I saw the light on my
phone blinking. I turned it on and couldn't believe what I saw.

Lance:
Text me when you get home.

I
quickly typed back.

Me:
I'm home.

There
was an instant reply.

Lance:
Enjoy the shirt. Yep, I noticed. I'm not so sure about your hacking
skills though. You didn't even delete the call from my log. Good
luck, Eagle. You're going to need it. :-)

I
couldn't help but laugh. Then I looked over at his shirt and shook my
head. I grabbed all my stuff and headed in to get a hug from the two
people I loved most.

The
next month flew right by. I didn't mess with Lance at all, but I
missed it. He hadn't said anything to me, which I expected. It was me
that had the weird obsession with messing with him. Surprisingly, I
was actually able to concentrate. I hadn't sat around wondering how
well he was doing. We were both in the same boat, so I knew I had
just as good of a chance at finishing as he did.

I'd
been sitting at my desk every single day trying anything and
everything I could think of. Each day ran into the next. I'd be with
Jackson all day except for a couple of hours that grandma would spend
time with him. Then I'd work at night. I wasn't sleeping much, but I
was fine with that.

Then
it happened, I was sitting there and had just tried something that I
honestly never thought would work. When it did, I jumped up from my
chair. Then I sat back down to double and even triple check my work.
I'd done it. I'd finally gotten through.

When
I looked over at the clock, I was so excited. It was three in the
morning. The first person I thought of was Lance. It wasn't what
you're thinking. I didn't want to rub it in or brag. I just wanted to
call him. I wanted to share it with him. He was the only one that
would even begin to understand what I'd done. My grandma would say
“Good job, Lauren,” but she wouldn't get it. She wouldn't
see what a huge accomplishment it truly was. Only Lance would.

“Idiot
it,” I said, as I grabbed my phone and hit call on his name.
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Lance

I
heard a ringing noise and jumped to find my phone in the dark. Shoot!
Was it Sammie? She had to be okay. When I saw Lauren's name, I let
out a breath of relief. Wait! What the heck was she calling me at
three in the morning for? Yes, I'd saved her rear in my contacts. I
knew you were thinking it.

“Hello,”
I said, as I put the phone to my ear.

“Lance,”
she said, sounding very awake.

I
hadn't heard from her in a month. Each time I'd turned my laptop on,
I expected to see a message. Sure she said truce, but I didn't
believe her. She stayed true to her word. In all honesty, I'd missed
it. I was able to work though, so that was a good thing. I'd made a
huge breakthrough earlier that week, but I hadn't worked everything
out yet.

Hearing
her voice instantly took away the irritated and worried feelings I'd
had when my phone rang. What was she up so late for, and why
was she calling me in the middle of the night?

“Yes,”
I said.

“It's
me,” she said. “It's Lauren.”

I
heard her sniffle and instantly felt my chest tighten.

“Are
you okay? Are you crying?”

“I
did it,” she said with another sniffle. “I got through.”

Her
voice was shaking, and I could hear that she was definitely crying.

“You
got through?” I asked, unsure whether or not I wanted to tell
her that I had too.

“Yes,”
she said. “I can't believe it.”

“Why
are you crying?” I asked.

“I
don't know,” she said. “I'm so shocked. Were you
sleeping?”

I
sat on the edge of my bed, in the dark, wondering if she'd lost her
mind.

“Yes,”
I said. “I was. Your rear woke me up.”

“I'll
let you go,” she said. “I had to call you. I'm sorry.”

She
had to call me, I thought. What did that mean?

“There
was nobody else you wanted to wake up? It's fine,” I said. “I'm
awake now.”

I
got up, walked to my kitchen, and turned on the coffee maker.

“I
never thought it would work,” she said with such an animated
tone to her voice. The tears were gone. “I seriously didn't.”

“How?”
I asked, totally sure she was going to give me an “I can't tell
you” speech, but she didn't.

“Is
your computer on?” she asked.

“Yes,”
I answered.

“Pull
up the project,” she said.

I
grabbed my coffee and headed toward my office. When I sat down and
brought up what she'd asked using a fresh copy, she started talking
faster than I'd ever heard before. I followed along with everything
she was saying, and it worked. I was through. I hadn't said a single
word the entire time she explained. Once I was through, I sat back in
my chair and thought. She'd just told me exactly how to break into
it. What the heck was she thinking? I was her competition. She'd just
given me the answer.

“Lance,”
she said. “Are you still there?”

“I'm
here,” I said, feeling so confused. “What made you
call me, Lauren?”

Part
of me felt guilty. There she was, telling me everything I needed to
know to take the win from her. I hadn't called her when I'd gotten
through. I hadn't called anyone. The only person I'd even mentioned
it to was my dad, and that was only in passing. I was planning to do
more research before I called to tell them what I'd done. Not her.
She called me.

“Shoot!”
she said. “I'm sorry. I know you don't want to talk to me. I
was just so excited. The second it happened, I picked up my phone,
and you're the one I wanted to call. You were the one I wanted to
tell. I know I said I was going to leave you alone. I didn't do it to
mess with you. I shouldn't have called.”

“No,”
I said. “I'm glad you did.”

It
was true, I was glad. Out of all of the people in her life, she'd
chosen me to call. It was the first time I'd ever felt special to
someone that wasn't related to me. Lauren called me. That meant that
she trusted me. If she thought for one second that I'd use the
information to win, she wouldn't have given it to me. That said a
lot, and I wasn't sure exactly how I felt about it.

“You
have to call and tell them what you did,” I said. “They're
going to be so happy.”

“Okay,”
she said. “Now we just have to figure out how to stop someone
from getting through. I'll call you right back.”

Then
she was gone. I sat staring at my phone. We, I thought. What did she
mean we?





Chapter
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Lauren

I
thought I'd heard Jackson, but when I went to his room, he was sound
asleep. I hurried back to my room, grabbed my phone, and called Lance
back.

“Sorry
about that,” I said, as soon as he answered. “What do you
think? How can we stop it? This is the fun part.”

“You're
right about that,” I said. “I was looking at it again,
and I'm thinking it might not be too hard to stop.”

That
was it. We sat on the phone going through our ideas. I had a notebook
out so I could take notes of what we came with up with. I'd filled
four pages before I heard a weird beeping sound coming through the
line.

“What's
that?” I asked.

“My
alarm,” he said.  “I have to get ready for work.”

“Oh
shoot! I'm so sorry for you keeping you up,” I said.

Just
because I wasn't running out for work didn't mean he wasn't. I'd
totally forgotten that he worked for his sister's husband.

“I
forgot you had to work.”

“It's
fine,” he said. “It's nice talking to someone that
actually knows what they're doing. You're good. Nobody here gets it.
They think I play around all day. I'm going to let you go so I can at
least shower. Make sure you call them at nine.”

Did
he just compliment me, I wondered?

“Can
I call you tonight?” I asked.

“Sure,”
he said. “I'll be home by six.”

“Why?”
I asked without thinking. “You have a million dollars and
you're doing this. Why have another job too?”

I
could hear Jackson moving around in his room.

“I
like my job,” he said. “James gave me a shot to help
prove myself to my parents. I want to help him as much as I can. I'd
do it even if he didn't pay me, but I'd never tell him that. I'll
talk to you later. Make sure you call them now.”

Jackson
called out to me when Lance was talking.

“Okay,”
I said just before hitting end on the call. “I'll be right
there, Jackson.”

As
soon as he was up and settled with his morning cartoons, I made the
call. I was so nervous. Lance was right. The man sounded so
happy that I'd gotten through. I let him know I'd get back to him
with more information when I had it. He wished me luck and let me
know how great it was that one of us had done it.

I
walked back into the living room with a smile on my face. Jackson and
my grandma were snuggled up together on the couch. I sat down on the
other side of Jackson and hugged them both. Everything was falling
into place. Life was amazing.
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Lance

When
I heard her say “I'll be right there, Jackson” as she
hung up, I couldn't help the pissed off feeling that filled my veins.
Part of me wanted to call her back to tell I'd already been through,
but I couldn't do it. She'd been so happy when she called. I couldn't
take that away from her. For a moment, I thought about calling them
myself and telling them how I'd gotten through. It was a competition,
and technically I'd gotten through first. It was also my dream job.
Then I thought about the happiness in her voice as she walked me
through the exact steps on how to do it.

“Idiot,”
I growled, as I threw my phone down and took off for the shower.
“She's a pain in my rear.”

The
saddest part of it all was that I'd thought about her all day long
while I was at work. I was actually looking forward to her calling
when I got home. It didn't help that my mom was working that day and
mentioned Lauren twice. I needed to get my trash together. What I
needed was a night out. All I had to do was bury myself deep inside
of a sexy woman, and I'd be fine. Wait! I hadn't been with anyone
since I'd been with her the first time, and I'd already been with her
three times. That was not okay, and I was going to resolve that
problem very soon.

When
I got home from work, I heated up a frozen meal and headed for my
office. I jumped right in and had come up with a few things before
she'd called. The second I answered the phone, I started rattling off
ideas, and she came right back at me. By the time we hung up, I was
exhausted, and I was pretty sure she was too.

The
next two weeks went by quickly. We were super busy. I hadn't even had
the chance to go out and take care of my problem yet. Lauren seemed
to work during the night. I wasn't sure why. I hadn't asked since it
was none of my business. Each day my schedule changed a bit. By the
end of the second week, I was working during the day, sleeping after
work, and up talking to her all night. We'd made a huge amount of
progress together. I'd come up with something and she'd add to it, or
she'd come up with something and I'd add to it. It was actually going
very well. Even though all of our conversations revolved around work,
I couldn't wait to talk to her. She got it, and it was awesome. She
was just as passionate as I was. It was so nice talking to
someone that was right there on the same page with me.

Things
were going great, and then one day they stopped. I went back in my
mind over our last few talks. Had I said something to offend her? Was
she pissed at what I'd come up with? Shoot! Was she using me? Had she
gotten everything she needed so she could go to them without me
knowing? Would she do that? Why would she have told me how to get
through if that was her plan? I seriously couldn't figure out what
was going on. She'd told me what time she was going to call, but she
didn't, and she hadn't messaged either. I tried calling, but she
didn't answer. I tried messaging her, but I got nothing back. It was
like she'd vanished. I was pissed. She'd played me, I knew it.

Screw
her, I thought. I wasn't having that trash. I grabbed my phone and
typed out a message.

Me:
I get it. You went to them. I understand. You won. Congratulations!

It
only took a second for me to figure out that she hadn't vanished.
Nope, she was ignoring me.

Lauren:
It's not what you think.

Really?
That was it. Ugh!

Me:
Nothing ever is, is it? Answer your phone.

I
hit call on her name. My blood was boiling. I was so ready to tear
her a new one.

“Hello,”
she said in a strange tone.

“Lauren,”
I said.

“Yes,”
she said with her voice shaking.

“What's
wrong?” I asked.

“Nothing,”
she mumbled.

“Don't
give me that trash,” I said rougher than I should have. “What's
going on?”

“My
grandma died,” was all she said before bursting into tears. Not
just small tears, but I could hear her sobbing through the phone kind
of tears.

“I'm
on my way,” I said, as I jumped up from my seat, grabbed my
keys, and took off out the door.

“No,”
she said through her sobs. “You can't come here. I'm fine. Stay
there.”

I
hung up before she could say anything else. There was no way she was
talking me out of it, and I needed to get there as quickly as I
could. Her grandma was the only one she had, I remembered her saying
that. Her parents both sucked, and the only person that really cared
about her was gone.

“She
doesn't need you,” I said into my empty car. “She has
Jackson, whoever he is.”

I
thought about stopping and turning my car around, but I didn't.
Something felt off. I wasn't sure what it was, but there was
something there. She didn't seem like she'd had someone there for
her. Hearing her burst into tears tore at my heart. All I wanted to
do was take her pain away. If I couldn't do that, I was at least
going to be there.

The
drive seemed so long. Was she alone? Was she okay? It made me sick
being so far away. The closer I got, the more unsure I was about
going. Would she even want me there? She'd told me no. What would I
do when I finally got there? How could I help ease her pain?

I
pulled in the driveway that belonged to the address I'd found for
her. She wasn't the only one that could dig trash up. There were two
cars there besides mine. Maybe she did have someone, I thought. Maybe
driving there was a waste. I looked up at the house. It was nice.
There were two floors. It wasn't huge, but it was enough for her
grandma and her. Was her mom there? She'd said that her mom had
pulled away from her and that her grandparents raised her. Where was
her mom?

I
got out of the car and walked up the walk. When I lifted my hand to
knock, I was more nervous than I'd been in a long time. My nerves
always revolved around work. I'd never had a reason to be nervous
around a woman. It wasn't because of her. It was because of the
situation. Yeah, that was it. When I knocked and nobody answered, I
knocked again making sure to be louder.

I
heard the lock on the door move and took a deep breath as it opened.
The moment I saw her, I felt a tug in my chest. She wasn't the cocky
competitor I'd seen before. She was the opposite really. Her eyes
were red and puffy from crying, and her face was filled with sadness.

“Lance,”
she said when she looked up and saw it was me. “You have to go.
You can't be here. I told you not to come. I'm fine.”

She
had a tissue in her hand, and I could hear the little sniffles she
was trying to hide.

“You
don't look fine,” I said, as I moved to step forward.

Her
hand came up to stop me, and her head shook.

“No,”
she said. “You need to leave. I don't need anything.”

“You
might not need me, but I'm here anyway,” I said, feeling
something between hurt and offended that she was pushing for me to
leave so quickly.

Was
she afraid I'd see him? Was she worried I'd tell him that we'd been
together? Did he know anything about me? I wanted so badly to say
something, but seeing her looking the way she was stopped me. It
wasn't about them. I knew about him before I was with her the second
time. It was about her and the pain she was going through.

“No,”
she said. “Just go.”

She
reached up and grabbed the door behind her to close it.

“Why?”
I asked.

“Lance,”
she whispered.

“Mommy,”
a very young voice yelled out.

I
watched Lauren's eyes widen and a nervous look cross her face.

“Go,”
she said, as she pushed the door forward.

I
reached out to stop it and pushed it back against the wall.

“You
have a child?” I asked quietly.

Lauren
burst  into tears and instantly covered her face with her hands. A
little boy rounded the corner and walked up to us. He looked to be
somewhere between three and five and looked just like her.

“Hi,”
he said with a smile on his face.

“Hello,
I'm Lance,” I said.

“My
name is Jackson,” he said.

It
felt like someone punched me in the stomach.

“Jackson,”
I whispered.

The
hotel, the phone, the person she'd been talking to. It all made
sense. She was talking to her son.

“It's
nice to meet you, Jackson,” I said.

“Are
you my mommy's friend?” he asked.

“I
am,” I said.

“She's
sad,” he said. “Our grandma died.”

“I
heard,” I said, wanting to reach down and hug the little guy
that had just lost someone close to him. I couldn't imagine losing my
grandma.

“Did
you come to help her?” he asked.

“I
sure did,” I said. “Would that be okay with you?”

I
could hear her crying even harder and felt my heart breaking for her.

“Sure,”
he said. “I'm going back to watch my cartoon.”

With
that, he was gone.

I
took a step forward, and she didn't move. Her cries had turned into
sobs. I stepped forward again, reached up, took her hands away from
her face, and leaned down so I could see her eyes. She slowly opened
them, and there was so much emotion there.

“Jackson
is your son,” I said as more of a statement than a question.

She
nodded but didn't speak. Tears were sliding down her face faster than
my fingers could wipe them away.

“Why
didn't you tell me?” I asked.

“I
couldn't,” she said.

I
wrapped my arms around her, pulled her close, and held her tight.

“It'll
be okay, Lauren,” I said. “We'll figure this out.”

In
that moment, I was so glad I hadn't turned my car around. She was
alone with her son. Nobody should ever have to be alone.
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Lauren

Lance
didn't run. I thought he would the second he found out I had a child,
but he didn't. He stayed the entire time. He got a hotel room in
town, but he was at the house early each morning and stayed until it
was late. He helped me with everything, including Jackson. He'd even
gone with me to the funeral home and helped me with the plans. I
don't know how I could have done that without him. My mom should have
been the one to take care of that part, but she didn't. Instead, she
stayed in her room. I couldn't even tell you how many times he held
me while I cried.

It
was all so unexpected. My grandma had been fine. She was healthy,
always had been. When I found her on the floor in the kitchen, I
didn't know what to do. They said it was a heart attack. They said
she hadn't suffered, but that didn't do anything to ease my pain. She
was my life, her and Jackson. She was the only one I had left that
had been there for me. The only thing left was my son, and I was
going to do everything to give him the great life he deserved. We
were both going to miss her so much.

Jackson
loved Lance. I couldn't believe how good he was with my boy. If you
would have asked me, I never would have thought he would be. He had
his niece and was great with her, but that was different. Seeing
Jackson after just a few days with him, I knew I needed to be
careful. I didn't want him to get too attached to Lance. He'd already
had enough loss. I didn't want him to hurt anymore.

After
my grandma's funeral, I had a small lunch at the house. Lance took
care of everything. He wouldn't let me cook or do anything. He hired
a caterer and told me I needed to relax and celebrate my grandma. I
promised I'd pay him back as soon as I could, but he brushed it off.
There was no way I'd let that happen. It wasn't his job to do any of
it.

Just
after the last person left, I heard someone walk into the kitchen
behind me. I thought it was Lance but could hear him talking to
Jackson from the other room. When I turned around and saw my mom
standing there, I knew something was up. She had a smirk on her face.
Her mother had just been buried, and she was smirking.

“I
wanted to let you know that you need to leave,” she said.

My
mouth dropped open. I was stunned.

“What?”
I asked, totally confused by her words.

“I
need you to pack up you and your son and leave,” she said, as
if I should've known exactly what she meant.

I
could see Lance standing behind her just around the corner. His
shadow was giving him away.

“I
don't understand,” I said. “Why would I need to do that.
I've lived here since I was eight. This was grandma's house.”

“It's
mine now, and I want you out,” she said.

“You
can't be serious,” I said. “We just buried her today. How
can you do this to me and to Jackson? You can't do this to us.
Grandma would never let this happen.”

“She's
not here,” she said with hate in her tone. “I can, and I
am. The house is mine. She never changed her will after Jackson came
along. I don't want you here. I told you when you got pregnant that
you were making a huge mistake. She helped you keep him. She took
care of you. I told you no man is ever going to want you now. You
didn't listen. Your dad left me because of you. I don't want you
here. Now that she's not here to help you, you can figure it out on
your own.”

I
could feel the tears sliding down my cheeks. How could she do that?
How could my own mother throw me out? It was the only place that's
ever felt like a real home to me, and I was being told to leave. I
couldn't believe what she was doing. I felt like I couldn't breathe.

“Where
am I supposed to go?” I asked her. “This is our home.”

“I
don't give a,” she began.

“With
me,” Lance growled out, cutting her off as he rounded the
corner. “The two of you are coming with me.”
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Lance

Hearing
her mother speak to her that way made me want to knock her rear out. I
was so sick to my stomach. How could she talk to her own
child that way? What about her grandson? It was like she didn't give
a trash what happened to them. How could she tell her own daughter
that no man would ever love her because of a child? Shoot! Was that
why Lauren was so afraid to tell me about Jackson? How could she have
lived with that woman all those years? What the heck was wrong with
her mother?

Her
mom was kicking her and her son out on the street. She didn't have a
plan in place. Incredible, she didn't know she'd need one. Her grandmother
had died suddenly just days before, and she was being thrown out on
her rear. That was not okay. I was so pissed off. That wasn't how
family was. It wasn't how it was supposed to be anyway. Family was
supposed to love you. They were supposed to be the people you turned
to when the world messed you over. My parents pissed me off on a
regular basis, but I'd never not be there for them. They would never
dream of turning their backs on me. They'd spend their last penny to
help me. That was family.

When
she asked her mom where she was supposed to go, I couldn't stop
myself. There was no way I was going to walk away.

“With
me,” I growled out. “The two of you are coming with me.”

In
that moment, I felt more protective over the two of them than I ever
had anyone or anything in my life. There was no way that jerk of a
woman was going to hurt Lauren days after her grandma's death. I
didn't care if she changed her mind, Lauren and Jackson were not
staying there with her. That trash would never happen.

“I
can't,” she said, as she looked past her mom.

“You
can,” I said firmly.

She
shook her head no.

“Jackson”

“I'll
stay at my parents if you're worried about me getting close to him,”
I said. “I'll figure it out.”

“No,”
she said. “We're not your problem.”

“You're
right, you're not,” I said, as I stepped around the nasty woman
to get to Lauren. “You can pay rent if it makes you feel
better.”

Her
shoulders instantly relaxed, and I smiled down at her.

“Rear,”
she whispered but smiled back.

That
was good enough for me. It was the first smile I'd seen on her since
I'd first knocked on her door.

“Go
pack your stuff,” I said. “I'll help you pack Jackson's.
Between our cars, we should be able to get most of it. I'll bring you
back for the rest.”

“I'm
not leaving right now,” she said.

“You
are,” I said. “I'm not leaving the two of you here one
night with her.”

“Lance,”
she said, as she reached out and grabbed my arm.

“Now,”
I demanded.

It
was taking all I had to hold it together in front of her. I couldn't
have her arguing with me. She needed to go. There was no way she was
staying without me there. I'd carry her rear out over my shoulder if I
had to.

When
I narrowed my eyes at her, she sucked her bottom lip between her
teeth. Don't do this, I thought. I didn't move my eyes away. Finally,
she took a deep breath and walked around me and out of the room. I
stayed facing away from the evil woman behind me. I heard Lauren tell
Jackson to come up to her room with her. Then I heard their
footsteps.

I
took a huge breath in and released it. Then I spun around to face the
jerk that had put Lauren through so much in her life.

“Go
ahead, take her,” she snapped at me. “I don't want her.
She's the reason he left.”

“That's
incredible,” I snapped back. “She doesn't deserve any of
this, and she definitely deserved a better mother than you. How can
you turn on your own child. She's the one you should have chosen.
He's not here. Being a jerk to her didn't bring him back, did it?
I've never seen a more disgusting person in all my life. She just
lost her grandmother, and you couldn't even give her time before
hurting her. What the heck is wrong with you? You're alone for a
reason, and it's not because of him.”

“I
should have listened when his ex's man told me he was a loser. He'd
gotten her pregnant and told her to take care of it. He was pissed
when he found out she hadn't. It didn't help that a ballplayer had
gotten her after he was done with her. I thought it would be
different with us. He loved me. He didn't want kids. I got pregnant
by accident. I'd still have him if I'd listened to him when he told
me to take care of it.”

I
was so pissed off that I wasn't even listening to her ramble anymore.

“You
make me so sick,” I growled out at her. “She deserves so
much better than you.”

“Oh
really?” she asked sarcastically. “You going to take her
and a boy that's not even yours?”

“I
am,” I said. “She better never hear from you again. You
have the house. Enjoy it. I'll make sure they're safe. You're going
to grow old alone, and that is your fault. So, when you're lonely and
you need help, remember this moment right here. The moment you turned
your back on your child. You have nobody to blame but yourself. You
should have loved her. You should have been a mother to her. It
wasn't her fault that you picked a jerk to love. That was all on
you, remember that.”

I
turned around and walked by her toward the doorway so I could go help
Lauren and get her the heck out of there.

“Have
a nice life,” I said. “I'll make dang sure they do.”
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Lauren

I
began filling boxes when I heard Lance walk up behind me.

“She's
really throwing me out,” I said more to myself than to him.
“How could she? This way my grandparents' house. I've lived
here since I was a little girl. They loved me. I'm her daughter.”

He
grabbed my shoulders and turned me to face him.

“Stop,”
he said. “She is the wrong one here, not you. Do not give her
any power over you. You hold your head tall and walk out of here
knowing that you and Jackson will have better lives without her. Do
you hear me?”

I
nodded before looking down at my feet. He'd been there those last few
days and helped me so much. There he was, seeing every vulnerable,
nasty part of me and my life. I felt so awful. He had it all
together. He had an amazing family, great job, money, and his own
place. I was a mess.

“Look
at me,” he said.

I
shook my head. His fingers brought my chin up so I was forced to look
at him.

“That
little boy can't be here,” he said. Even if you wanted to stay
and fight for whatever it is you want with her, you have to go for
him. You're grandma is gone. I'm so sorry for what you've just gone
through, but there is no way you can keep him around that evil woman
after the things she has said and done.”

“I
know,” I said. “I can't believe you heard those things. I
feel so stupid.”

“Don't,”
he snapped.

“You
don't get it,” I said. “Look at you, and look at me. You
should just go. I'll figure this out.”

“Not
happening,” he said. “I'm going to start in Jackson's
room. Get your rear moving in here.”

Just
like that, he turned and walked away.

“Lance,”
I called after him.

“Not
a word,” he said. “Don't fight me on this, Lauren. It
won't do you any good.”

I
let out a huff and went back to filling boxes. In that moment, I was
so glad that my grandma saved every box she probably ever had.

By
the time I was done, I was exhausted. I didn't take everything, but I
got most of it. With having Jackson, I spent most of my money on him,
so I didn't really have much. I grabbed photos of me and my
grandparents through the years as well as a picture of my dad with me
on his lap and put them in my purse.

When
I walked into Jackson's room, I almost lost it. He was sitting on his
bed talking away, and Lance was packing as he listened to every word.
He even stopped to ask questions about what Jackson was saying. My
mind began questioning things. Was I making the right decision?
Should I stay and try to find something close? Was it bad that I
wanted to go with him?

“You
going to stand there all night?” Lance asked, pulling me back
to reality.

“No,”
I said, as I walked in and grabbed a box.

By
the time we were done, it was midnight. We were able to fit all of
the boxes into the cars. His was much bigger than mine. I followed
behind him to the hotel. Jackson was so excited to be staying the
night in a new place, but he fell asleep before we even made it. When
I opened his door, Lance ran over from his car.

“I'll
get him,” he said.

“I've
got him,” I said.

He
narrowed his eyes at me, and I rolled mine as I stepped aside.

“Have
it your way, Boss,” I said sarcastically.

He
gave me a fake smile before leaning into the car to get Jackson. When
we got to his room, he set Jackson gently on the bed and covered him
up. Then he turned back to me.

“Do
you want me to get anything out of your car?” he asked. “I
have boxers and a t-shirt you can sleep in.”

Wait
a minute, I thought. How the heck did he have clothes? It took me
days to think of that. How sad was that?

“Where
did you get clothes?” I asked.

“I
went shopping on the way back here the night I got here,” he
said with a laugh. “Thanks for noticing.”

I
went to turn away from him, but he reached out to stop me.

“I
was just kidding,” he said. “You had a lot going on. Calm
your rear down.”

“I'm
going to go out and get my laptops,” I said. “I'll feel
better if we have them in here.”

“I'll
go,” he said. “It's dark out there. Hand me your keys.”

“I've
been out in the dark before,” I said with a laugh of my own.

“Keys,”
he demanded.

I
handed them to him, and he turned to walk out the door.

“Open
it for me when I get back,” he said. “Don't be a smart
rear either.”

“Yes,
Sir,” I said with a smile.

I
heard him mumbling something on his way out, but I couldn't make it
out.

When
I turned around and saw my sweet baby curled up under the covers,
tears slipped from my eyes. He'd been through so much. Our grandma
was our everything. He spent so much time with her and loved sitting
and playing with her. It was going to be just as hard on him as it
was on me. On top of that, I'd packed his whole life in just a few
hours and was moving him hours away. Part of me wasn't sure it was
the right thing to do. The other part knew we couldn't stay there.
Not only not in that house but not anywhere near my mom.

I
heard the knock on the door and hurried to open it. His eyes hit
mine, and I turned away to quickly dry them. He put my stuff down,
spun me around, and wrapped his arms around me.

“I
know all I seem to do is cry. I'm so sorry for everything I've put
you through. If you hadn't come,” I said, but he quickly put
his finger over my lips to quiet me.

“I'm
glad I did,” he said, as he put his forehead against mine.
“Everything will be okay.”

“How?”
I asked. “She was all we had. She's gone.”

“I
know,” he said.

He
sat down on the bed with his back against the headboard and pulled me
down next to him. His arms wrapped around me. My head went to his
shoulder, and I slowly felt my body relax. It was the first time in
so long that I'd actually felt safe, like nothing was going to hurt
me.

“Thank
you,” I said, as I closed my eyes. “Thank you for
everything.”

“Get
some sleep,” he said.

“Jackson,”
I said barely awake.

“I
already told you I'll stay with my parents,” he said sounding
just as tired as I felt.

“No,
it's your place,” I said. “He's never had a man in his
life. It's always been my grandma and me. He's been through a lot,
Lance. I'm so worried about him getting close to you. He's not your
responsibility. I'm going to get on my feet and get my own place.
I'll make sure we're not in your way. I'll make sure he doesn't
bother you.”

“She
really messed with you, didn't she?” he asked.

“What?”
I asked.

“Nothing,”
he said. “Get some sleep. We'll be up before you know it. You
need to be rested to drive. Close your eyes, and quit thinking.”

I
soaked up the feeling of being in Lance's arms. I was so scared
for what was ahead. It was just my boy and me against the world. All
we had was each other. Could I do it, I wondered? Could I be
everything Jackson deserved? Then I thought about Lance and couldn't
help but wonder why he was helping someone like me?





Chapter
18

Lance

We
were up and gone early the next morning. I wanted to get home, and I
wanted them safe and away from the trash she was leaving behind. She
followed behind me the whole way. Each mile we drove brought us
closer to her new start. I knew I should have been nervous. They were
going to invade my home, the home I'd gotten so I could get away from
everyone. Things were going to change. There wouldn't be anymore
walking around naked or thinking of only me. Not only was she going
to be there, but he was going to be there too. There would be
cartoons, toys, and tiny chatter. I wouldn't be alone. My privacy
would be no more. I should have been worried, but I wasn't. I was
actually looking forward to having them there. There would have to be
real meals and set schedules. The only thing set in my schedule was
my job and my freezer full of boxed meals.

She
pulled her car in next to mine. When I looked over at her, I could
see the worry in her eyes. There was no way I was giving her time to
think. She needed to jump in with both feet, or she'd be trying to
find a way out at every turn. I hurried over to her car, pulled open
Jackson's door, and scooped him up. Then I took off for my apartment.

The
second we were through the door, he was looking around. I carried him
down the hall to the extra bedroom and walked in.

“What
do you think?” I asked.

Beside
my old bedroom furniture, there were a few toys for Jillian and a few
outfits for her. There was also a new television I'd just gotten for
her. Thankfully, there wasn't any girl stuff on the walls yet.

Jackson's
face lit up as he looked around.

“What
about Jillian?” Lauren asked from the doorway.

“She'll
be fine,” I said, as I set Jackson down on the bed. “We'll
get another bed, or I can put one in my office for her. She's only
here once a week or so. We'll figure that part out.”

“Oh
shoot!” she said just before covering her mouth. “Your
parents. They're going to be so pissed.”

“That
I'm helping a friend,” I said. “You think they're going
to be mad.”

“Of
course,” she said. “I can only imagine what your dad is
going to say.”

“Not
a blasted thing,” I said.

“Lance,”
she said, looking down at Jackson.

“So
rubbish is acceptable but dang is not?” I asked her. “I
suggest you watch your mouth as well, Woman. This is my apartment,
Lauren. I don't need my parents' permission to have someone stay
here.”

“What
about Jackson?” she asked.

“Seriously?”
I asked her sternly.

“I'm
hungry,” Jackson said, as he looked up at both of us.

“You
like your new room?” I asked him, and he nodded.

“Can
we really stay?” he asked. “We don't have to live with
grandma since my other grandma went to heaven?”

“Of
course you can stay here,” I said. “We'll bring your
stuff in and you can put it wherever you want. Before we do that, we
need to get you fed.”

“I
like it here,” he said. “You don't make mommy cry like
that grandma does.”

I
looked over at Lauren and knew she was about to lose it.

“Nobody
is going to make mommy cry here, Jackson,” I said honestly, and
I knew I'd do whatever it took to keep my word to him.

The
biggest smile filled his small face, and I couldn't help but smile
too.

“Why
don't you go into the living room and watch cartoons. Mommy can turn
them on. There are a couple of movies you might like out there too. I
have a little niece that comes over, and she likes movies. I'll get
us something to eat.”

“Can
I meet your niece?” he asked.

“You
sure can,” I said. “She's a few years younger than you,
but she's pretty cool too.”

“Great,”
he said, as he hopped down from the bed, grabbed Lauren's hand, and
took off for the living room.

I
walked into the kitchen and looked around. We definitely needed to do
some shopping. Lauren got him settled before coming up behind me.

“You
don't have to give him her room. We can sleep in the living room,”
she said.

“No,”
I said, as I quickly turned around. “He needs a room, Lauren.
Jillian will be fine. I'm going to order some pizza. Is that okay for
him? We can go shopping tomorrow and get things he likes and some
food that isn't frozen. That was pretty much it for me.”

“Pizza
sounds good,” she said.

“Great,”
I said. “After pizza, I'll carry the boxes in. Then he can make
that room his. Don't give him any garbage either. You let him put his
stuff all over in there. We can put your boxes in the office so you
can go through them. There's a closet in there. I'll clear out a
couple of my drawers for you to use in my dresser too. I'm going to
go over and talk to my parents later. You and Jackson should come
with me.”

“You
really think he should go over there?” she whispered. “They're
going to be pissed, Lance. This is all my fault. I should be the one
to take the heat.”

“Yes,
he should go,” I said. “My mom is going to love him.”

I
could hear him singing along with the television.

“Listen
to that,” I said. “He's a great kid, Lauren.”

She
opened her mouth to say something, but I put my finger on her lips to
stop her.

“Not
a word,” I said before picking up my phone and calling for
pizza.

I
sent my mom a message that I was coming over and needed to talk to
her and my dad. I also told her I was bringing two people with me.
She knew I'd been at Lauren's because of her grandma's death, so I
was pretty sure she guessed that Lauren was one of the people coming
with me. She sent me back a time and let me know that she'd be making
dinner, which I was super happy to read. My mom was a great cook. Dad
said she hadn't always been though. When they first met, she ate
frozen like I did.

We
unpacked both cars and helped Jackson get his room in order. I wanted
it done right away so he'd feel like it was his from the start. Once
we were done with his room, it was time to go. I looked over his room
one more time before leaving for my parents'. I had no idea what they
were going to say or do, and I didn't care. I wanted Lauren and
Jackson there, and that was all that mattered. Even if they didn't
agree right away, I knew it wouldn't take long for Jackson and his
smart mouth mom to win them over. She'd had a great start when she
met them the first time. My mom asked me about her all the time.

When
we walked up my parents' front steps, I reached down to grab
Jackson's hand. I saw Lauren look over at me but didn't acknowledge
it. I opened the front door a crack and yelled into the house.

“We're
here.”

Lauren
gave me a strange look, and I laughed.

“This
is not a house you walk into unannounced. I believe not long ago my
dad mentioned something about naked weekends. Not a sight I need to
ever see.”

“No
he didn't,” she said with a questioning look in her eyes.

“If
you don't believe me, you can ask him yourself,” I said. “I
will not be scarred for life.”

I
stepped forward into the house with Jackson, and Lauren walked in
after us. We rounded the bend into the living room to find my dad
sitting in his chair with my mom on his lap. When Lauren let out a
laugh, my dad gave her a strange look. My mom jumped up, ran over,
and wrapped her arms around Lauren.

“I'm
so sorry to hear about your grandma,” she said. “I can't
imagine how hard that must have been.”

“Thank
you,” Lauren said.

I
was watching my dad closely. He was looking between me and Jackson
and then down at our hands. My mom took a step back from Lauren and
looked down at Jackson.

“Who
is this handsome young man?” she asked.

Jackson
looked up at her and scrunched his nose at her.

“I'm
Jackson,” he said. “Who are you?”

“It's
very nice to meet you, Jackson,” she said, as she leaned down
closer to him. “I'm Lance's mom, and that guy over there is his
dad.”

“That's
your mom and dad?” he asked, looking up at me.

“Yes,”
I said.

“This
is my mommy,” he said, pointing up at Lauren.

“I
can see that,” my mom said. “You look just like her.”

“I
don't have a daddy,” Jackson said. “Your daddy is big.”

“He
sure is,” I said. “He's pretty nice though.”

My
dad still hadn't said a word. I wasn't sure if he was just waiting to
lower the boom on me later or if something highly inappropriate was
about to come out of his mouth.”

Jackson
walked right over to my dad, totally oblivious to the tension in the
air.

“What
are you doing, Lance's dad?” Jackson asked.

“My
name is Lance too,” my dad said.

“Really?”
Jackson asked. “That's kind of strange. Why didn't you give him
his own name?”

My
dad burst into laughter, and just like that, the tension was gone.

“Do
you like baseball, Jackson?” my dad asked.

“Yes,”
Jackson answered. “I watch it with my mommy. Do you like it?”

“I
do,” my dad answered. “I used to play. I'm watching a
game right now.”

“Can
I watch it too?” Jackson asked, getting even closer to my dad.

“Hop
on up,” my dad said.

I
was just as shocked as Lauren when Jackson crawled right up into the
my dad's lap and snuggled in next to him.

“You
really are big,” Jackson said. “I like the Pirates. Who
do you like?”

“The
Pirates of course,” my dad said. “I think we're going to
get along just fine. Get my boy a drink, Firecracker.”

My
mom shook her head and took off for the kitchen. When she came back,
she handed my dad a drink and then handed Jackson one too. Then she
quickly turned to Lauren.

“I'm
so sorry,” she said. “Can he have soda? I didn't even
think to ask you.”

“A
little,” Lauren said. “Thanks for checking.”

“He's
a real cutie,” my mom said. “You two want to come help me
with dinner while the two men over there watch the game?”

I
could see Lauren looking between the game and us. Then I saw my mom
shake her head. She saw it too.

“Go
on,” she said.

“What?”
Lauren asked.

“Go
watch it,” my mom said, as she pointed to the screen. “Don't
think I don't see you looking over there. You're as bad as Sammie.”

“Really?”
Lauren asked.

“Go,”
my mom said. “At least I can count on Lance to help.”

“Thanks,”
I said. “Get moving.”

My
mom didn't waste a second when we got through the kitchen door. She
was surprised that Lauren had a son, but she didn't make a big deal
out of it. I could tell she felt horrible that Lauren had just lost
her grandma. My mom was no stranger to loss. She'd lost her first
husband. I told her that Lauren and Jackson were moving into my place
for a bit. She still didn't seem that shocked which honestly shocked
me, but I wasn't about to question it. I didn't give her all the
details of the time I was gone. I figured that was something Lauren
would tell if she wanted to.

We
had food on the table and called the three of them over. There were
three grumpy grumblers heading our way, and I looked over at my mom.

“I'm
not so sure about this after all,” I said.

My
mom burst into laughter.

“We
still have each other,” she said.

“There
are some days you're just as bad as dad,” I said. “At
least I get you part of the time though. I'm not complaining about
that.”

Everyone
had full plates and was busy eating. Jackson was smiling as he stuck
forkful after forkful into his mouth.

“Does
my mom cook good stuff?” I asked, and he nodded with another
forkful ready and waiting.

I
could feel the worry oozing off of Lauren, so I got it over with.

“Lauren
and Jackson are going to stay with me,” I said.

Before
I could say another word, Lauren had put her fork down and was
looking from my mom to my dad.

“Please
don't think I'm going to take advantage of Lance,” she began,
and my dad coughed.

“Hotshot,”
my mom hissed at him.

“Didn't
say a word, Firecracker,” he said.

Lauren
look over at me, and I could tell she was ready to cry.

“He
doesn't mean it the way you do,” I said. “I already
warned you about them.”

“Oh,”
she said in a whisper. “Oh!”

She
got it.

“I'm
going to pay rent and cook and clean,” she said. “I'm
going to earn our keep. I'm also going to make sure we don't get in
Lance's way. I'm going to be sleeping on the couch, so no worries
about me taking advantage that way either.”

“I
wasn't worried,” my dad said with a smile.

“I
didn't plan to come here,” she said, as she moved a bit in her
seat and looked down at her hands. “I've lived at my grandma
and grandpa's since I was little. I couldn't imagine living anywhere
else. I intended on staying after she passed, but my mom had other
plans. Yesterday, after everyone left, she told me I needed to
leave.”

“She
what?” my dad growled out loud enough to even have me looking
up.

Lauren's
eyes snapped up to his, and she bit her bottom lip.

“She
told me I wasn't welcome anymore,” she whispered. “I
guess my grandma never changed her will from what it had been all
these years. I'll be honest with you, I don't have money. Any money I
make, I use for Jackson.”

“His
dad?” my dad asked.

“Dad,”
I snapped.

“It's
okay,” she said. “They should have questions, Lance.
You're their son. They just want to make sure I'm not a bad person.
Be happy they care.”

I
instantly felt sick over the fact that I had so much love, and she
had none.

“When
my grandpa died, I kind of did the opposite of what I should have,”
she said. “Instead of getting closer to my grandma, I pushed
her away. I kind of started partying a bit and did some things I'm
not proud of. One of them was Jackson's dad. I mean, I'm so happy I
have him. You know what I mean. Anyway, it was a one night thing.
Please don't think I'm sleazy. If you're like your son, you're
probably judging me right now. I'll be honest with you, I've only
been with one man since then.”

I
know my eyes snapped to hers and widened larger than ever. I also
know neither of my parents missed it. Only one man since. I was with
her three times. I was the man she was talking about. Oh shoot! Was
she telling the truth? Maybe she was just saying that for them. That
had to be it.

“My
mom didn't want me to have Jackson,” she continued. “My
grandma was the one who stood with me through it all. She helped me
so much. I was already lost without her. The thought of having to
live with my mom was horrible enough. When she said I had to leave, I
didn't know what to do. She was putting me out with nothing. I don't
know what's worse, the fact that I had nowhere to go or her not
wanting me at all. It had been that way for a long time. It was just
hard having her say it again. Lance heard my mom and said I could
come back and stay with him. I argued it, but he wouldn't listen. I
promise I won't stay any longer than I have to. I plan to get on my
feet. This project is going to help me do that. Did he tell you I got
through? We've been working on it over the phone.”

My
dad looked up at me, and I narrowed my eyes at him letting him know
to keep quiet. He knew dang well I got through. He was the only one
I'd told.

“No,”
my mom said after clearing her throat to try and cover her emotions.

I
knew she was ready to burst into tears from hearing Lauren's story.
It was horrible.

“Anyway,”
Lauren said. “I just don't want you to think bad of me. I won't
overstay my welcome. I plan to be on my own as soon as possible. If I
get that job, I'll have to move there. Either way, it won't be long.
I want you to think good of me, and me showing up here with a child
probably does the exact opposite. I'm a good person. I can be a
pain-in-the-rear. Lance had that part right. I mean well though.”

My
mom got up, walked around the table, leaned down, and wrapped her
arms around Lauren.

“We
aren't judging you. We all have a past. Some suck worse than others.
You're welcome here in our home anytime, even without my boy. Your
mother is a fool. She doesn't know what she's missing. It makes me
sick to see parents not taking care of their children. We don't think
bad of you being at Lance's. Don't ever think like that. You'll get
on your feet, and we will be right here to help you. You have an
amazing son. No matter what happened for him to get here, it doesn't
matter. You made the right choice there. He's just as welcome as you
are. You hear me? Don't you ever apologize for anything, not to us or
anyone else.”

“Thank
you,” Lauren said with a tiny sniffle.

“Come
on now,” I said. “Enough crying. Let her eat. I know I'm
exhausted. I can only imagine how tired they are. We've done a lot
today. I want to get them back so Jackson can relax a bit before
bed.”

When
we got back to my apartment, Jackson was already asleep. The poor guy
had a busy few days. I carried him in and Lauren changed him into his
pajamas before tucking him in. It didn't matter what her mom said,
Lauren having Jackson was the right decision. She loved that little
boy so much. It melted my heart watching her be so gentle and kissing
him on the forehead.

When
she walked into my room, I handed her a pair of sweats and a shirt.

“It's
late,” I said. “I don't know about you, but I'm beat.”

“Me
too,” she said.

“I'll
lock up while you change,” I said before leaving the room.

When
she walked out into the living room, it took all I had not to wrap my
arms around her and cover her mouth with mine. My big sweats were
barely hanging onto her little body, and my t-shirt look so sexy
with her nipples pushing against it. I swear my toe twitched in my
jeans.

“Do
you have some blankets?” she asked.

“Why?”
I asked confused.

“I
need them to sleep,” she answered.

“In
my bed,” I said, and she shook her head. “Just for
tonight. I'll get the stuff tomorrow.”

When
she shook her head again, I walked over to her, leaned down, and
threw her over my shoulder.

“No
arguing tonight, Woman,” I said. “I'll be on my best
behavior. I just want you in my arms. There's nothing wrong with
that. Now close your mouth and get some sleep.”

I
dropped her down on my bed. Then I crawled in bed, pulled her close,
and covered us up. She turned the other way and scooted her rear back
against my toe. My hand grabbed her hip to still her.

“Stop,”
I demanded.

I
heard her giggle. Then I pulled my hand back and smacked her rear
hard.

“Hey,”
she yelped.

“Still
that trash now,” I said. “I'm not you tonight.
Close your eyes and get some sleep. We've got to get some work done
tomorrow.”

I
held her tight until I knew she was asleep. Then I finally closed my
own eyes wondering if I really had been the only man she'd been with
in four years. I had no idea what was going on between us. All I knew
was that I was so happy they were there.
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Lauren

The
next two months were amazing. I hadn't slept on the couch once. Being
in his arms felt better than anything I'd ever felt before in my
life. I felt like I belonged. Before you say anything, I knew it was
only temporary. I wasn't fooling myself into thinking any different.
There was no lying about it, but it still felt dang good.

I
spent my days at the apartment with Jackson while Lance spent his at
work. Jackson loved his room and being around Lance. He played while
I cleaned. Then we made dinner together. I'd given up any side jobs
to work solely on the project. Getting the job would make everything
better. Lance said I needed to put all of my spare time into it, and
I agreed with him. Dinner was ready each night when Lance walked
through the door. He commented a few times on how spoiled he was
getting. He'd even said he didn't know how he was going to go back to
frozen foods after I hit the big time and left.

We'd
let Jackson play or watch television while we worked. Then we'd do
something together, the three of us. Lance was helping way more than
I ever thought he would with Jackson. I told him constantly that I
could do it, but he wasn't having it. There were nights that Jackson
asked him to do things instead of me. I tried not to let it hurt my
feelings, and it felt good to see Jackson talking and spending time
with Lance. I was still very worried about them bonding too much.
When it was time to go, I didn't want it to be too hard on my boy.

We'd
get Jackson into bed before going back into the office and working
some more. I was more excited and passionate about the project than I
thought possible. Lance seemed to be right there with me. It was so
nice having someone to throw ideas around with, and it was even
better being able to do it in person. We both had stuff spread out
across the desks. He'd gotten me my own desk too. It was great.

When
our work was done, we'd make our way into the bedroom and be all over
each other until we finally fell asleep in a tangled mess of limbs. I
hadn't been with another man since I'd first been with Lance, so I
still wasn't sure it was being with him that made everything so
powerful and perfect. Each time was better than the last. I wasn't
sure if he felt the same way, but he never seemed to complain. It was
so strange seeing so many different sides of him. He was so sweet and
loving at times but so passionate and demanding the second the
bedroom door closed. There was definitely not a boring moment when it
came to being around him.

On
the weekends, Lance's mom would call and ask if Jackson could come
over for a few hours. She knew how hard we were working, and I was so
thankful for that. It was a huge help. Jackson even called to see if
he could sleep over a couple of times. Lance's parents were amazing.
I don't know what I would have done without any of them.

Lance's
mom called a couple of times a week while Lance was at work and she
was off. I'd take Jackson over for lunch, or we'd go out to eat.
Sammie even came and brought Jillian a few times. She was so round
and big. It was adorable. I'd met a couple of the current Pirates one
day. Sammie invited us to come hang out and see her working with the
kids. I will never forget that first day. There were kids there from
all walks of life, kids that normally wouldn't be together. When they
were there, baseball was all that mattered. It didn't matter if
someone was their friend or not, they put it all aside when they were
in her building. It was awesome to see professional players spending
their time teaching the kids. I was star struck, but the kids didn't
care. To them, they were just regular guys. To me, it was the
craziest thing ever. I'd get all tongue tied and Sammie would burst
into laughter.

“You're
so funny,” she said.

“I
can't help it,” I said. “I still can't believe all of
you.”

“They're
just regular guys,” she said.

“You're
crazy,” I said. “You're just saying that because you
married one of them.”

“We'd
been best friends since we were babies,” she said. “He
just happened to make a living playing ball. They all have lives and
some have families. Forget that you can watch them on television.
They are regular guys.”

Once
I put their fame aside, they were just regular guys. We ended up
laughing and messing with them. It was pretty great. Jackson loved
it. He listened to everything they said. Once he picked up a ball and
mitt, I knew I was in trouble. He asked me every day if we could go
back. Some days I caved, but others we stayed home and played
together. Lance even threw the ball around with us from time to time.

I
was sitting in the office working when Lance came in and sat down at
his desk. He never even looked at me, he didn't have to. Something
was going on. I could see right through him. We'd been working so
well together, and everything was in place. We were ready to report
back. I thought for a few minutes before I spoke. He had his elbows
on his desk and his head in his hands. I felt like he was about to
drop a huge bomb on me, but I couldn't figure out why. Was he done
with me? Was it time for me to go? Had he been waiting for me to
finish before giving me the boot? I could hear him sigh from across
the room. What was going on? I played back every moment I
could remember. I'd made sure to keep the apartment clean, I'd
cooked, and I'd taken care of Jackson as much as he'd let me by
myself. I hadn't asked for a single thing from Lance. What had I done
wrong? Maybe my mom was right. “Nobody will ever love you now.”
Who was I kidding? I knew it wasn't like that with Lance. I knew it
wasn't love, not from him anyway. Wait! What? Nothing. I knew I was
going to be on my way eventually, I just thought I'd at least have
gotten the job first.

“Lauren,”
his voice broke through my thoughts.

He
was still turned away from me. I hadn't realized tears were slipping
down my cheeks. This is it, I thought. Here it comes.

“Yes,”
I whispered.

“We
need to talk.”

And
there it was. It was time to go. I was going to be the one to move
first. His rear wasn't kicking me out. I wasn't letting that happen
again. It was me and my boy, and I was going to make sure I took my
pride with me.
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Lance

For
weeks we fixed up the project together, months actually. It was
solid. That was what she thought anyway. In the back of my mind, I
knew it wasn't. There was still another way to get through. I'd gone
back and forth with myself. I wasn't sure what to do. If she sent it
to them the way it was and someone broke through, she'd be done. On
the other hand, if I pointed it out, she'd think I was a toe. Why?
Well, she'd either be pissed that I'd figured it out and hadn't said
anything, or she'd be pissed that I'd gotten through before her. I
could play it off that I didn't, but then she'd want to know how I
got through while we were working together and not said anything. No
matter how you looked at it, Lauren was going to be pissed. She
thought it was ready to take to them, but it wasn't. It was going to
take longer to fix, but if we spent all of our spare time on it, we
could make it happen quick. I could even work on it while she spent
time with Jackson, but I wasn't sure how she was going to feel about
that. We'd already talked about her calling them, so I knew I
couldn't wait another second.

Jackson
had just gone to bed, and Lauren was in the office giving everything
one last look. As much as I didn't want to tell her, I knew I
couldn't let her turn it in to them the way it was. I walked into the
office, dreading what I was about to tell her and ready for the
gigantic explosion I knew was coming. I sat down at my desk with my
head in my hands. She didn't say a word, which only made it harder. I
couldn't take it anymore. I had to get it out there. I hadn't slept
in days, and it was driving me crazy.

“Lauren,”
I said.

I
knew I needed to turn to her, but I couldn't do it. She was looking
right at me, I could feel it.

“Yes,”
she whispered.

I
knew that wasn't going to last long.

“We
need to talk,” I said.

“Don't
bother,” she said.

“What?”
I asked, as I quickly turned to face her.

“I
said don't bother,” she said, as she got to her feet. “We'll
be gone by the end of the week.”

“What
the heck are you talking about?” I asked, as I stood as well.

“I
knew I couldn't stay here forever. I just thought you'd at least give
me time to get the job. I get it. I should have been more prepared
for this.”

“Stop,”
I said.

“No,
Lance,” she said, as she stood up. “I will be fine. Don't
feel bad or try to make it sound like something it's not.”

“I
said stop,” I growled out from deep in my chest.

Her
eyes widened, and she froze.

“I'm
not asking you to leave,” I said. “It's about the
project.”

A
confused look crossed her face.

“What?”
she asked.

“Sit
your rear down and don't say another word,” I said, as I took
steps forward, while she matched them by moving back, until the backs
of her knees were at her chair. She sat down and looked up at me.
“There's another way through.”

“How?”
she asked. “We've been working on it for over two months and we
haven't found anything.”

“Well,”
I said, but quickly stopped. When I turned around, she was on her
feet with her hand on my arm.

“Lance,”
she said. “There can't be.”

“There
is,” I said.

“We've
been sitting here together,” she said. “Neither of us
found anything.”

“Just
take my word for it. You have to fix it. Let me show you,” I
said, as I pulled my arm away from her and sat down at my desk. “Pull
your chair over here.”

She
quietly did as I asked. I took her step by step through what I found
and how to get through.

“I
don't get it,” she said from behind me. “We've been
working hard on this, Lance. We've been together. Neither of us found
that.”

Then
I heard her stand up and push her chair back.

“Hold
on,” she snapped, and I knew what was coming. She was about to
unleash the evil side of Lauren. “You found it and didn't tell
me. Shoot! You were going to go to them and make me look like an
idiot. You were going to save the day and take it all away from me.”

“Lauren,”
I said, as I stood and walked toward her. “It's not what you
think.”

“You
were going to screw me over,” she said, as she shook her head.
“I thought I belonged here, but I didn't. You were going to
throw me under the bus. I let you get close to Jackson. What the heck
was I thinking?”

“No,”
I said, as I shook my head.

“Yes,”
she said, as she nodded. “What made you change your mind,
Lance? What was it? Why did you suddenly feel bad enough to tell me?
I can't believe this. How could I let this happen?”

She
turned around and walked to the door.

“I'll
be out tomorrow,” she said.

“No,”
I said. “Lauren.”

“No,
Lance,” she said. “I can't believe I was this stupid.”

“It's
not what you think,” I said. “I wasn't going to screw you
over. I wasn't going to take the credit or save the day.”

“What
was it then?” she asked, as she quickly turned and looked right
into my eyes. “Tell me.”

“I
got through before you,” I said, as I fell back onto my chair.

“What?”
she asked. “You couldn't have. I called you the moment I got
through. We talked for hours. You hadn't made any progress yet.”

“I
never said that,” I said in my own defense.

“You
let me rattle on for hours about how I'd just gotten through,”
she said. “You even told me to call them first thing the
following morning. If you would've gotten through first, you would
have told me. You would have been dying to rub it in my face. Shoot!
You would have already called them.”

“Not
true,” I said. “I wanted to fix it up before I told
them.”

“No,”
she said, as she shook her finger at me.

If
she wasn't so cute all pissed off, I would have snatched that
finger out of my face.

“You
told me to call them,” she said. “You wouldn't have done
that. You would have wanted to call them first.”

I
shook my head no without a word.

“Why?”
she asked. “Why did you tell me to call them? You could have
jumped at the chance the second you hung up with me. Why did you
leave it for me to do? You want this just as much as I do, Lance. It
doesn't make sense. Why did you let me take the credit if you had
already gotten through? Tell me right now.”

“I
don't know,” I said, as I stood up and got nose to nose with
her. “I really don't know. When you called, you were so
excited. You were talking a million words a minute. It was the middle
of the night, and you were up working. What was I supposed to do? How
could I take that moment away from you? I couldn't do it, okay. I
just couldn't do it. I'm taking the couch tonight.”

With
that, I was gone. I walked right by her. She called out to me twice,
but I kept going. I didn't even grab blankets or a pillow. Instead, I
turned out the lights, let my body fall onto the couch, and closed my
eyes. There was no way sleep was coming to me, but I wasn't about to
talk to her. There were so many thoughts swirling around in my head,
and I wasn't ready to confront any of them.

I
woke up when I felt Jackson crawl up onto my back, but I didn't move.
There was a pillow under my head and a blanket covering me. When had
she done that, I wondered? I heard his little giggle as he settled
in. His head was on my shoulder, and his body went all the way to the
back of my knees. The television was on quietly with morning
cartoons. Before I knew it, I heard tiny snores coming from behind
me. He'd fallen back to sleep. There was no way I was moving a
muscle. Instead, I thought about how amazing he was. My parents loved
him, and so did Jillian. Whenever she was over, she followed him
around from room to room. He'd roll his eyes and look up at me. It
was the cutest sight. Little did he know, the girls would always be a
pain-in-the-rear. I wasn't going to break it to him yet. He still had
the fun years ahead of him.

“Incredible,”
I heard her whisper from above us.

When
she leaned down to grab him, I reached out and grabbed her arm.

“Don't,”
I said. “Leave him there. It was so cute. He was laughing
when he crawled up there. I tried not to let him know I was awake.
How did you get so lucky?”

“Me,”
she said. “You're the lucky one, Lance. You have more family
than I could imagine, and they truly love you. I would have given
anything to have that growing up.”

She
looked at Jackson and smiled.

“Maybe
you're right,” she said. “He's worth more than all of
that.”

“You're
right,” I said. “I am the lucky one. I have all of them
and him.”

She
stood up quickly. There was a huge shift in the air.

“Let
me put him in his bed,” she said. “That way you can get
up.”

I
knew something was up with her, but I wasn't about to ask. It had
something to do with my comment about Jackson.

“Okay,”
I said.

By
the time she got him back into bed, I'd made two cups of coffee.

“Did
you sleep?” I asked her, as I handed her a cup.

“No,”
she said. “I was working.”

“What
did you come up with?” I asked.

“I
can't believe I missed it,” she said. “I would have
looked like a total rear.”

“I
missed what you'd found too,” I said with a shrug. “That
doesn't matter. You'll get it fixed. Then you'll look like a total
rock star.”

I
grabbed my cup from the counter and walked by her and into the
office. She walked in behind me, but she didn't say a word. I sat
down at my desk and got to work. After a minute or so of her standing
behind me, I knew trash was stirring in her head, and I wasn't ready
for it.

“Lance,”
she whispered.

“You
feel like going over it, or you want some sleep?” I asked,
cutting her off.

“Can
I show you what I've got?” she asked.

“Sure,”
I said, and that was it.

We
dove right back in as if the night before hadn't happened. By the
time Jackson came into the room, we'd made huge progress and were
going back and forth with smiles on our faces. She pulled Jackson
onto her lap and hugged him tight. I could see her eyes barely
staying open and felt bad that she'd stayed up all night. I closed my
laptop, stood up, picked Jackson up, and looked down at her.

“I'll
get some breakfast for my man here,” I said. “Why don't
you go take a nap?”

“I
really need to get this done,” she said, and I narrowed my eyes
at her. “You can be such a pain, do you know that? I'll take a
dang nap.”

I
let out a laugh and turned to walk out of the room.

“Lance,”
she called out.

I
stopped and looked back at her from over my shoulder.

“Thank
you for telling me,” she said.

I
gave her a small nod and walked away.

After
about four hours, I walked into the bedroom and stopped dead in my
tracks. Lauren was on my side of the bed with her arms wrapped around
my pillow. Her hair fanned out behind her. The sheet was around her
waist and there was no missing her nipples pointing out from my
t-shirt. Her eyes opened and I was busted. Then a smile covered her
face. She was so beautiful. If only I could keep her cocky mouth
shut. I did have a few good ways of keeping it closed or full I mean.
Either way, it kept her quiet for the most part. I didn't mind the
moans she let out from around my cock at those times or any other.
When her eyes went wide, I knew my dang shorts were tenting out. I
couldn't help it. That woman drove my toe crazy.

“I
came to tell you lunch is ready,” I said, as I made sure to
stretch the word came out a little longer than the rest.

My
hand went down and wrapped around my cock through my shorts.

“If
you don't stop staring at it, it won't stop trying to get to you,”
I said.

“I
wasn't staring at it,” she said with an innocent look on her
face.

She's
wasn't fooling me. The woman was anything but innocent.

“Are
you going to try and tell me that you were over there having pure
thoughts?” I asked, and she nodded. “If that's true,
explain those hard, little nipples poking out of my t-shirt. That
rubbish was going on before I even walked into the room.”

She
sucked her bottom lip into her mouth, and her cheeks turned pink.
Dang! I wanted so badly to flip her rear over and make her other
cheeks just as pink, but I didn't. Instead, I took a step back.

“Get
your rear out of that bed and come eat with us,” I said. “You
will be getting none of this right now, so please try and control
yourself. If you're good, I'll let you wrap those sexy lips around it
later.”

She
rolled her eyes and shook her head.

“Really?”
I asked and pointed to her rear. “Those cheeks will definitely
be matching the pink on your other ones later. I'm going to spank you
so hard.”

“Lance,”
she snapped, as she looked around me.

“Is
mommy being bad?” I heard from just behind me.

My
eyes went wide, and I looked at Lauren silently begging her to help
me out.

“No,”
she said. “I just said something silly about Lance and he was
being a big baby.”

She
stood up and walked by me, brushing against my cock on the way.

“We'll
be out here,” she said with a smile on her face. “Come
out when you're ready.”

When
she stretched the word come like I had just moments before, I made a
mental note that payback would be a jerk for sure.

We
worked well into the night fixing up what I'd shown her the night
before. She was ready to call them. It was solid.

“It's
time for you to meet with them,” I said, as I closed my laptop
for the night.

“How
are we going to do that?” she asked. “Jackson.”

“I'll
stay here with him,” I said.

“What?”
she asked.

“Do
you have a problem with him staying with me?” I asked, feeling
slightly offended, more than slightly actually.

“No,”
she said. “You're going with me.”

“Nope,”
I said. “This is all yours.”

“No,
Lance,” she said. “It's not. We worked our rears off on
this, together.”

“You
sure?” I asked her.

“I'm
positive,” she said.

Two
days later, we were on a plane. Jackson was at my parents' house.
Lauren was totally freaking out, but my mom assured her that she'd
send her a message every hour if she wanted one. We were only going
to be gone one night, so we'd be back the next afternoon.

I
made sure to tell Lauren that we couldn't let them know she was
staying with me. She seemed a bit offended, but she'd just have to
deal with it. I didn't want anything to ruin her chances with them,
and I wasn't sure what they'd think if they knew. It was none of
their business what she'd been through since we'd last seen them. She
was quiet the rest of the flight and car ride. I wasn't sure if she
was pissed at me or just really nervous.

We
walked into the building, and I looked around. I was starting to feel
like it was just any other building. It didn't give me the same
feeling it had the first couple of times I'd walked in. Our flight
hadn't gotten in until lunch time, so we had to go straight there.
When we walked through the conference room door, I saw his rear right
away and my blood instantly began to boil. The idiot stood up and
pulled the chair next to him out.

“I
have your seat right here, Lauren,” Eric said.

I
knew she heard the rumble in my chest from right behind her, and she
quickly coughed. Did she seriously think that was going to cover it
up, I wondered? When she walked around the table, I kept my eyes on
him. She sat down, and the jerk scooted closer. It took all I had
not to jump across the table at him.

“Lance,”
the man behind me said. “You okay?”

“I'm
fine,” I said, as I pulled out my own chair and sat down.

I
kept my eyes glued to Eric. I'd never in my life felt so protective
before. It was the craziest feeling. I seriously felt like my arms
were going to explode, like I could have torn the idiot in half.

“You
have news for us,” the man at the end up the table began. “I
know you got through, and I'm excited to hear what you've come up
with, Lauren.”

I
felt her looking at me, but I didn't move my eyes away from him. Then
she did it, she shocked the trash out of me.

“Lance
actually got through before I did,” she said.

“Really?”
the man asked.

My
eyes shot over to her and I knew dang well they were filled with
warning. What the heck was she doing? She was supposed to say it was
her. I'd agreed to her telling them that I'd helped find a fix, but
she was the one that had gotten through. We'd had a very clear
conversation about it.

“Yes,”
she said before I could even speak. “I called him when I'd
gotten through, and he'd gotten through as well. The awesome part was
that we'd gotten through two different ways. We've been working
together to fix it, and we feel it's solid.”

“You
feel that way too, Lance?” he asked.

“I
do,” I said, not moving my eyes from her.

We
spent the next two hours going back and forth between the two of us
explaining our findings. She'd insisted that I explain for myself the
way I'd gotten through. I couldn't believe how well we'd worked
together after everything that had transpired between us. The whole
situation was messed up. We were supposed to be competing for our
dream job, but things had really taken a few twists along the way.

She
handed them an envelope with everything they needed to solve the
problems and make their work unbreakable. When we stood up from our
chairs, that Eric idiot leaned over toward Lauren.

“I'm
very happy with the results. We'll go over everything and get back
with you,” the man at the end of the table said as he stood and
walked to the door to open it.

Eric
was still leaning over. When he leaned in even closer and whispered
something in her ear, I walked out the door and down the hall to the
elevator. Neither of us said a word the entire way down to the lobby.
She got into the car before me, and I slid in beside her. The moment
the car door closed, she looked over at me.

“You
okay?” she asked with concern in her tone a few moments later.

“What
the heck did he say?” I asked louder than I should have,
considering the driver had already gotten in.

“Lance,”
she whispered.

“Now,”
I growled out.

“He
said I should have called him,” she said.

“That
it?” I asked.

“He
asked if I wanted to get together for dinner tonight,” she
said.

“Your
answer?” I asked.

I
was so pissed. I swear, I felt like the veins in my head were going
to blow. Never in my life had I ever felt like that before.

“I
told him that I had plans,” she said with a hurt look on her
face. “Do you honestly think I would have said yes? I'm not the
one afraid to admit to us knowing each other. You're the one that
doesn't want them to know I'm staying with you. You're the one that's
embarrassed.”
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Lauren

Lance
stared out the window the rest of the drive. I wanted so badly for
him to turn his head so I could see his face, but he wouldn't. Even
when I whispered his name, he didn't respond. I knew he was going to
ask about Eric. There was no way I would have met up with the guy. He
gave me the creeps. Not to mention, I was sleeping with Lance. While
I knew it wasn't a forever situation, I didn't want it to end yet. I
wasn't ready.

The
tension in the car could have been cut with a knife. I'm not kidding.
It was awful. I couldn't remember the last time there was so much
between us that was being left unsaid. He didn't want them to know
about us, and it took every bit of me not to move across that seat
and straddle his lap so he'd have no choice but to look at me. When I
said he was the one wanting us to keep them from knowing I was
staying with him, he hadn't responded. That was all the proof I
needed. He was embarrassed. Harass that, I thought. I didn't deserve or
need that trash. The longer we drove, the more upset I became. Was I
pissed? Was I hurt? I had no clue what I was exactly.

I
didn't even have time to reach for the handle of my door. The moment
the car stopped, Lance threw his door open, grabbed my hand, and
pulled me across the seat. I barely made it out without falling on my
face. He grabbed our bags from the driver and walked toward the hotel
entrance. The second we were through the door, I yanked my hand away
from his, grabbed my bag from him, and walked toward the desk to
check in. He walked to the available spot next to me where a very
young, pretty woman walked up to help him. She had the biggest smile
on her face as she asked his name. I watched the interaction between
them, as the man in front of me rattled off questions that I quickly
answered. Lance kept the most serious face through the entire thing.
She was flipping her hair and flirting as much as she possibly could,
but he never responded. He was even more pissed than I thought he
was. I could see the veins on the side of his forehead popping out
and felt so relieved that I was getting my own room. At the rate he
was going, I didn't think I'd hear from him until we were back at his
apartment.

When
he finished checking in, he turned and began walking. Again, relief.
When I was finished, I took my time picking my bag up and turning to
walk toward the elevator. He was gone, and I instantly felt sick to
stomach. He really was pissed at me, but I hadn't done anything
wrong. I would have told Eric I was with him. Shoot! I would have
walked into that meeting and let them all know. There was only one
problem, Lance. Well two problems actually. We weren't together. I
wasn't with him. We were, and I was only staying with him
until I could get on my feet. I let my shoulders fall, as I pushed
the button for my floor. I was so busy watching the woman practically
crawling over the desk to get to him that I hadn't heard his room
number. I stepped into the elevator sure that I wasn't going to see
or hear from him until the next day. I'd seen him every day for
months. I'd slept in his arms most of those nights. The thought of
going into my room alone had me ready to take the next flight out of
there.

When
the elevator doors opened and I stepped out, I jumped when a hand
grabbed mine. He held it tight as he stormed off down the hallway
pulling me behind him. My heart was thumping so hard in my chest. I
wasn't sure if it was from the shock and scare he gave me or the
thought that he hadn't gone to his room and left me alone. He stopped
in front of a door, slid his key through the slot, and pushed the
door open wide. Then he stepped through, dropped his bag, grabbed my
key and my bag, and dropped them too. He took a deep audible breath,
and I heard the door click closed behind me.

When
he turned around to face me, my entire body shivered. There was
something in his eyes, something so deep. What came next was
something I'd never experienced in my life, not like that, not even
close. He stepped forward with purpose. Then he wrapped his hand
around my neck, covered my mouth with his, and slammed my body
against the door. He pulled my bottom lip through his teeth and
thrust his tongue into my mouth. When my tongue tried to take
control, he didn't let it happen. His growl made it very clear that
he was the one controlling the situation. He wrapped his hand in my
hair and pulled my head back so I was looking up into his beautiful,
dark eyes.

“I'm
not embarrassed,” he said sternly. “Do you hear me,
Lauren? Not one bit. I'll go back to that office with your
hand in mine and forget you right on top of that conference room table
with all of them watching. Don't you ever say that again.”

“Lance,”
I whispered.

“You
were supposed to take the credit,” he said. “That's what
we said.”

“That's
what you said,” I snapped, looking up at him the entire time.

The
weight of his body against mine had every part of me wanting him to
shut up and take me.

“You
worked just as hard as I did,” I said. “You deserved the
credit.”

“The
only reason I told you not to tell them about you living with me,”
he began, but I cut him off.

“Staying
with you,” I corrected.

He
didn't acknowledge my words and kept his eyes on mine.

“I
didn't want them to judge you,” he said.

“You
mean the way you do?” I asked.

He
shook his head, and I saw his nostrils flare.

“You
worked your rear off. I didn't want anything to ruin that,” he
said.

“We
worked our rears off, Lance,” I said. “There was no way I
wasn't going to tell them that.”

“You
drive me crazy, Woman,” he said. “That idiot Eric.”

“What
did you want me to do, Lance?” I asked.

“Tell
him you're mine.”

“Really?”
I asked. “I wasn't supposed to tell them that I'm staying at
your apartment, but it was okay to tell them I'm yours. What exactly
does that even mean?”

I
moved to slide out from between him and the door but he wouldn't let
me. Instead, he held his body tighter against mine. I could feel his
chest beating hard when I put my hand up to push him away.

“What
does it mean?” he asked in return.

“Yes,
what does it mean?” I asked. “I'm staying with you until
I can get on my feet, and we're.”

I
saw something pass over his face, and then it was gone. His eyes were
looking into mine, and I felt like he could see straight into my
heart. When his mouth came down on mine with the most intense passion
I'd ever experienced, I had to gasp for air. I felt like I couldn't
breathe. When he pulled his mouth from mine, I knew my lips were
already swollen. His mouth moved down my neck, and his hands lifted
my shirt up and off. He unclasped my bra and let it fall to the
floor. When his hands moved up my arms and held my hands above my
head against the door, I felt a shiver run from my fingers to my
toes.

“Leave
them there,” he said.

His
fingers moved softly down my arms, along my shoulders, and to my
chest. He leaned forward and sucked one nipple into his mouth while
he rolled the other through his fingers. My back arched as I pushed
forward against his mouth. My head fell back, and I moaned.

“Mine,”
he said, and I shook as his voice vibrated around my nipple.

He
pulled my nipple through his teeth just as he pinched the other with
his fingers, and I cried out. When his mouth came down hard on mine
again, I was lost in the kiss. His fingers moved down my stomach and
undid my pants. Then he quickly shoved them down my legs. I never
pulled away, as I kicked them off and to the side. When his hands
went between us again, I heard him unbutton and unzip his pants. Then
they were gone as well. I could feel his hard cock against my belly
and wanted more than ever to feel him inside of me.

“Lance,”
I moaned against his lips.

He
didn't respond. I'm not sure he even heard me. It was like he was
lost in the moment. I heard the rip of my panties and felt the cool
air hit my skin. Then I felt his fingers.

“Open,”
he demanded, and I did. I took a step to the side.

Without
any warning, he moved his fingers lower and thrust two of them inside
of me causing me to cry out.

“Mine,”
he said again.

My
hands dove into his hair to pull him closer, but It wasn't possible.
Our tongues were tangled together in the most aggressive, passionate
kiss. I'd been with Lance many times during those months, and each
time had been amazing. There was something happening in that moment.
He was different. The look in his eyes and the way he was making me
feel as if he was actually claiming me as his had my emotions working
overtime. What did he mean mine?

He
pulled his fingers from me before grabbing my rear hard and lifting
me. My fingers held tightly to his hair which earned me a growl. I
loved the sounds he made. It was like they came from deep inside of
him. My mouth was on his, and I was claiming him as much as he was
me. I didn't want Eric or anyone else. The only one I wanted was
Lance. I felt his cock at my entrance and couldn't wait to feel him,
but he didn't move. He had me hovering just above him. I moved my
hips hoping he'd get the point, but he didn't. Then I tugged at his
hair, still nothing. When I opened my eyes and saw him looking back
at me, I felt something in my chest. There was something in that
look, and I wasn't going to say anything to ruin whatever it was. For
just a moment, I felt like I was right where I belonged. Then I felt
his cock tease me and moved my hips again. He sat still, starting
into my eyes. I felt like he could see deep inside of me, but I
wasn't sure I wanted him to. I needed to keep my heart in check.
There was no way I was going to let it fall for him. When I moved
against his cock again and he didn't move, I couldn't take it. I
needed him more in that moment than I'd ever needed him before. I
looked into his eyes again and knew I had to stop whatever it was
going on in my head.

“Please,”
I whispered. “I need you, Lance.”

In
one fast move, he lowered me as he thrust up so deep inside of
me. My back hit the cool door, my hands pulled him close, and my
mouth covered his. I sucked his bottom lip before letting my teeth
scrape against it as I released him.

“Idiot,”
he moaned.

Then
he snapped. He pulled out and thrust in deep and hard again. It was
my turn to moan. My head fell back against the door, as he moved my
body up and down it. He was reaching deeper than ever.

“Mine,”
he barked out, as his lips hit my neck and sucked it hard.

I
cried out his name when I felt his teeth scrape my neck. My hands
went to his shoulders and I lifted myself up before letting go and
dropping down on him.

“Idiot,”
he cried out. “So good, baby.”

I
didn't miss it, but I couldn't stop what was going on. We were both
lost together. I felt needed, protected, and wanted all at the same
time.

My
fingers dug into his neck as I lifted myself again. I wanted to feel
him so deep inside. I needed every bit of him. My cries and moans
were mixing together. His fingers held so tight on my hips that I
knew I was going to see their marks in the morning. His grunts and
the rumble in his chest came more and more as he held tight and
thrust into me hard over and over.

“Harder,
Lance,” I cried out. “I need you. So good.”

He
was me harder than I thought he could. I wrapped my arms
around his neck and held him tight while I crashed my mouth against
his. I couldn't think straight as I exploded around him. When I felt
myself pulse around his cock, he stilled and filled me with jolt
after jolt of him.

When
my body relaxed in his arms, he held me and walked toward the
bathroom. I didn't want him to let me go, and that thought scared me.
I knew better than to get attached to him, but I wasn't sure how hard
I could fight it. One night, I thought. I'd give myself that one
night. Then I'd get my head together and figure out what was next for
me.

When
he stepped into the shower still inside of me, I felt the hot water
hit my back and felt more relaxed than I'd felt in a very long time.
As soon as he pulled out of me, I missed the connection. Then he put
me on my feet, and I missed his arms. He grabbed the soap and began
moving it softly over my body. I wasn't sure I'd ever figure him out.
He'd been me so hard and been so aggressive just moments
before he was being so caring and loving. Not loving, I knew better.
It was just different, and it felt so good. He washed my entire body,
taking extra time on my breasts and rear of course. When he poured
shampoo into his hands, I was shocked. He washed my hair and massaged
my scalp. It felt so good and relaxing that I couldn't help but
close my eyes and enjoy every moment.

When
I was thoroughly cleaned, I picked up the soap and began cleaning
him. I started at his shoulders and made sure to take my time to feel
every inch of him. I turned him around and massaged his back as I
moved my hands down. Then I spent a little extra time on his rear too.
When I turned him around so the water could run over his back, I
noticed he was just as relaxed as I had been. I cleaned his arms inch
by inch before moving to his chest, down to his stomach, and then to
his cock. When I wrapped my hand around him tight and began moving up
and down him, I heard his breath catch. My other hand cupped his
balls and began cleaning them.

“Lauren,”
he mumbled.

“I'm
just making sure you're clean,” I said, as he went hard as
steel in my hand.

I
pushed him back under the water and rinsed all the soap from him,
never taking my hand from his cock.

“Lauren,”
he said again.

“Rinsing
you thoroughly,” I said.

When
I pulled him back out of the water, it continued running down his
back. I looked down at his cock and then back up into his sexy, dark
eyes that were watching me. When I slowly went down on my knees, he
shook his head. I kept my eyes on his as I leaned in and licked him
from his base to his tip. I could see his chest moving with deeper
breaths and knew there was no way I was letting him stop me. My
tongue swirled around him, and I heard him moan. Then I spread my
lips around him and took him into my mouth.

“Lauren,”
he moaned. “Up here.”

I
shook my head and moved him deeper into my mouth. When he touched the
back of my throat, I stopped and heard him moan again. My hands went
to the back of his legs. I pulled back and then filled my mouth with
him again.

“Idiot,”
he hissed.

Then
I sucked him hard and felt his body tighten. I moved him in and out
of my mouth slowly for a bit before speeding up and sucking him
harder.

“So
good, baby,” he said before wrapping his hand in my hair and
guiding me. “Have to get up.”

I
shook my head no.

“Lauren,”
he warned, as he tugged my hair to pull me from him.

I
shook my head no again and stayed right where I was.

“If
you don't get up, I'm going to fill your cocky mouth with cum.”

I
smiled around him and shrugged.

“That's
what you want, isn't it?” he asked.

I
nodded.

“You
want me to bother your mouth just like I did your pussy,” he
said.

I
nodded again.

“You
want me to fill your throat with me,” he said. “You want
to swallow every drop, don't you?”

I
nodded as I moaned around his cock. There was something about the way
he talked that had me so wet myself. I took one hand from his
leg and moved it down between my legs. When I touched my clit, I knew
he was watching me.

“Frigging
perfect,” he said, as he wrapped his hand tighter in my hair
and began moving me up and down his cock. “Rub your clit, baby.
Are you wet for me? Does sucking my cock turn you on?”

I
nodded and sucked hard around him. He started moving me over him
faster and hitting the back of my throat each time.

“Suck
it, baby,” he said with a moan. “Suck me hard.”

His
words only turned me on more and my fingers began moving faster over
my clit. When I moaned around his cock, I felt his legs shake.

“Idiot,”
he moaned. “You have no idea how beautiful you are. You on your
knees, with my cock in your mouth, and your fingers on your clit is
the sexiest sight.”

He
continued moving in and out of my throat. Then his free hand went up
against the wall.

“Idiot
yourself,” he said. “I want your fingers buried deep
inside my pussy. You're going to come around them while you swallow
me.”

I
moved my fingers lower and did as he said. I moaned around his cock
when I thrust two fingers inside myself and began moving them in and
out.

“Idiot,
baby,” he said, as his eyes were on me. “Move them fast
and deep. Suck me, Lauren. I'm going to bother your mouth and come down
your throat.”

I
moaned again.

“You
like that?” he asked. “Oh, baby.”

I
moved my fingers out and back in again while I sucked him.

“Idiot,”
he moaned. “So sexy. When I'm done with your mouth, I'm going
to get between those sweet thighs and forget you with my tongue. Then
I'm going to spank that rear and forget you hard for not listening when
I told you to get off your knees.”

My
fingers began moving faster inside of me, and my grip on the back of
his leg tightened. He held the back of my head and messed my mouth
deep and fast. His head fell back and his moans filled the air around
us.

“Idiot,
baby,” he moaned. “I need you with me. Idiot my pussy
hard.”

I
moved my fingers faster and was moaning around his cock. His
breathing was fast and deep, and I felt his leg tighten in my grip.
When he called out my name and stilled in my throat, I came hard
around my fingers. He filled my mouth, and I swallowed every bit of
him as I rode out my own orgasm. When I pulled him from my mouth, I
licked him clean. He reached under my arms and lifted me to my feet.
Then he grabbed my wrist, brought my fingers to his mouth, and sucked
them.

He
turned the water off and stepped out of the shower. When he grabbed a
towel, I stepped out behind him and reached over to grab my own, but
he caught my wrist and shook his head. Then he started at my
shoulders and dried me completely.

“In
the bed,” was all he said, as he turned me, pulled the towel
from me, and smacked my rear. “I'll be right there.”

When
he walked into the room, I couldn't help but watch his naked body. He
walked to the end of the bed, grabbed my ankles, and pulled me
roughly until my rear was barely on the edge. Then he dropped to his
knees, spread my legs wide, and licked his lips.

“Does
this mean I get to watch you touch yourself too?” I asked
before I could stop myself.

“Is
that what you want?” he asked, as he leaned forward and licked
me.

I
nodded.

“Really?”
he asked.

“Yes,”
I said, as he licked me again.

“I'll
tell you what I'm going to do,” he said, making sure to lick me
in between his words. “I'm going to forget you with my tongue
until you come all over it. Then I'm going to stand above you, hold
my cock in my hand, and stroke it hard while I watch your fingers
play with my pussy.”

He
was barely touching me with his tongue, and I was ready to come. The
man could make dirty sound so hot. I couldn't wait to see his
hand wrapped around his cock. Just the thought had me ready to
explode.

“Then
I'm going to watch your fingers move in and out of you while I stand
above you with your eyes glued to my hand and my cock. When I come
all over those sexy breasts, you're going to come so hard around
your fingers. Don't forget, I'm going to have my hands on that rear.
It's going to be red with my print on it.”

I
felt my legs quiver, and I knew he felt it too.

“Definitely
my dirty girl,” he said. “You're so wet right
now. I bet when I thrust my tongue inside this sweet pussy, you're
going to come so hard.”

“Lance,”
I whimpered.

“Yes,
baby,” he said.

“Idiot,”
I moaned.

My
hands grabbed tight on the sheets and my head fell back. I was moving
against his mouth and needed his tongue inside of me.

“Please,”
I cried out.

He
thrust his tongue into me, and my back came off the bed as my hips
thrust forward against his mouth. I came around his tongue hard. He
moved inside of me until my body fell back down against the bed. When
he pulled back, he had the most satisfying smile on his face.

When
he got to his feet, his cock was as hard as steel. I wanted to touch
him, but I wanted to see his hand wrapped around it even more. He
stood still as he looked down at me. Then he took a step out causing
my legs to spread with his. He was watching my face the entire time,
as he wrapped his hand around his cock and began moving up and down
his shaft.

“Idiot,”
I moaned.

My
nipples instantly hardened, as I watched him stroke himself. It was
seriously the sexiest thing I'd ever seen.

“Your
turn,” he said with a smile.

I
tried to keep my eyes connected with his, but I couldn't do it. I had
to watch him.

“Touch
your nipples,” he said.

I
was hesitant at first, but it didn't take long. The second he
released his cock, my fingers were on my nipples. Excitement shot
through me when he wrapped his hand back around his shaft.

“Roll
them between your fingers,” he said, and I followed exactly
what he said.

I'd
do whatever it took to keep his hand wrapped around his cock. I
wanted to watch him come at his own hand. It was something I'd not
seen before, and it already had me dripping wet again.

My
nipples were tight and so sensitive by the time he spoke again.

“Move
one hand down and play with your clit,” he said, and I did.

I
couldn't help but lick my lips when I saw the sexiest drop come from
his tip.

“You
want that, don't you,” he said, and I nodded.

Then
his finger moved over it. When he leaned forward and stuck his finger
in my mouth, I sucked it hard. I didn't miss it when he began to move
a bit faster over his cock. He stood back up and looked down at my
body.

“Move
your other hand down,” he said, and I did. “Idiot
yourself.”

I
looked at him with wide eyes for a second.

“Now,
baby,” he said. “I can't hold out much longer. It's so
dang sexy the way you're looking at my cock like you want to suck it
again. Fingers in my pussy now.”

I
thrust two fingers in while I played with my clit. My back arched and
my eyes closed.

“Eyes
open, baby,” he said. “I want to look into those
beautiful eyes when I explode all over that sexy body. You're going
to come with me. It's taking all I have not to fill you with my cock
right now. I want that back arched for me not your fingers. Idiot
yourself hard. I want to watch your fingers move in and out of my
pussy.”

His
grip on his cock tightened.

“Stroke
it faster,” I said.

He
narrowed his eyes at me, and I knew what he was thinking.

“Please,
Lance,” I begged.

When
his hand moved faster, my fingers did too. I cried out his name as I
came hard around my fingers. Then it happened. He did exactly as he
said. I watched his eyes close and heard him roar out my name as he
released over and over onto my stomach and my breasts. When he opened
his eyes again and looked over my body, there was something there. He
stood silent before blinking quickly and turning away. What the heck
was that, I wondered? He came back from the bathroom with a wet cloth
and carefully cleaned me.

Then
he did exactly as he'd promised. In one quick move, he flipped me
over, pulled my rear in the air, and spanked it hard. He rubbed the
sting before switching to other side. By the time he thrust his cock
into me, I knew his mark was on both sides. He messed me hard. His
moves were filled with purpose. The sweet, soft Lance was gone. It
was all about. I wasn't complaining. Both sides of him were
amazing. I just couldn't figure out what had happened that had
snapped him out of what he'd been thinking not long before. He didn't
give me long to think before he pulled me right into the moment with
him and had me crying out his name.

We
took a break to eat before going right back to, sucking, and
showering. It almost felt like he knew it was going to be the last
time we'd be together too.

We
did take a little time to talk about the project and what we thought
they would think of it. Then we talked about his family and Jackson.
We even talked about baseball.

By
the time we fell onto the bed, the last time, in a tangled mess, we
were both exhausted. I didn't know about him, but I'd never had what
I'd had that night with him with anyone before. The thought of having
to stand in the morning made me sore. My head was on his chest, and
his fingers were running up and down my back. I knew we'd go back to
reality in just a few short hours, and I knew I'd never have what I
had with him ever again. The way he said baby and mine had my
emotions running wild. That was the moment I realized it, I loved
him. I was in love with Lance.

“Are
you crying?” he asked.

When
I opened my eyes and looked at his chest, I quickly wiped him dry. I
hadn't even realized I'd been doing it. Shoot! What was wrong with me,
I wondered? I couldn't love him. It wasn't possible. I had to get my
head together fast. That was exactly what I was going to do as soon
as I got a tiny bit of sleep.

“Lauren,”
he said.

“I'm
good,” I said, making sure not to look up at him. “I'm
just tired. I just need some sleep.”

Then
I closed my eyes, hoping that everything would be back to normal when
the alarm went off, whatever normal was for us anyways.
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Lance

When
I'd opened my eyes and looked over her beautiful body covered in my
release, something happened. I don't know what it was, but I felt
like I couldn't look away from her. My chest ached, and I felt the
need to protect her. Mine, I thought. What the heck was all of that?
Then I saw her eyes. She seemed so, I don't know. There was something
in them. When I felt the pull at my chest, I snapped myself out of it
and took off to the bathroom. Cut the trash, Lance, I told myself, as
I looked in the mirror. Then an image of Eric whispering in her ear
popped into my head. I felt the rumble in my chest, quickly grabbed
and wet a rag, took care of her, then flipped her rear over and
released every bit of whatever it was that freaking image had me
feeling.

By
the time we closed our eyes, we were both exhausted. She was crying,
but she wouldn't tell me why. When she said she was just tired, I
wasn't sure what to think. It had been a very long day. We'd been
through a flight, a long meeting, and a pretty strenuous evening and
night. I'd never been with a woman the way I'd been with her that
night. I'd lost count of how many time she came, but I knew she was
going to still feel me when she stood to get out of bed. When I
looked at the clock once I knew she was asleep, we only had two hours
before the alarm would be going off. We were going to go home
exhausted, and it was totally worth it.

I
heard her moan and opened my eyes to see her sitting up in bed, with
her legs hanging over the side, and her feet on the floor.

“You
okay?” I asked.

She
turned around and narrowed her eyes at me, and I couldn't help but
smile.

“I
see you're feeling pretty proud of yourself over there,” she
replied sarcastically.

My
girl was back, I thought. Wait! I didn't mean it like that. I just
meant she was back to her normal, cocky self. Whatever was bothering
her when she closed her eyes was gone. Maybe she was just tired, I
thought.

I
sat up and leaned forward just next to her ear.

“You
have no idea,” I said. “You've got my cock rock hard just
thinking about you feeling me right now.”

“Really?”
she asked.

I
grabbed her hand and pulled it over to cover my mess over the
blanket.

“Really,”
I said.

“How
can you even think about that right now?” she asked, as she
pulled her hand away. “Isn't that thing sore?”

“Not
at all,” I said with a smile. “Want me to show you?”

“No,”
she said with a chuckle. “You keep that thing over there.”

“If
you don't stop calling my cock that thing, I'm going to bend you over
and show you exactly how much it wants inside of you.”

She
moved to stand, and I heard her groan.

“I
guess you're used to this sort of thing,” she said, and I was
instantly off the bed and in front of her.

“No,
I'm not,” I said sternly, as I scooped her up into my arms and
headed for the bathroom.

When
I got into the room, I set her rear on the counter, walked over to the
tub, and turned it on.

“What
are you doing?” she asked. “We don't have time.”

“We
do,” I said, as I adjusted the water and walked back over to
her while it filled. “You can relax for a bit before getting
dressed. I'll order us something to eat, unless you want me in there
with you.”

“Lance,”
she said, as I lifted her again and set her gently in the tub. “We
need to talk.”

I
felt her words hit me like a punch in the stomach. There was no way I
was letting her say anything more. It wasn't happening.

“Soak,”
I said, as I walked toward the door and out of the room.

Then
I heard it.

“We
can't do this anymore,” she whispered more to herself than in
hopes that I'd hear it.

I
ordered food but couldn't get her words out of my head. Was she
right? Did we need to stop? Part of me knew things were going too
far. The way I felt when Eric whispered in her ear wasn't right. I
wasn't supposed to get jealous, not like that anyway. It wasn't my
job to protect her. It was bad enough that I hadn't been with anyone
since I was first with her. We'd been together way too many times.
Then there was that possessive trash with me repeatedly telling her
that she was mine. Don't think I missed that I'd said baby at least
ten times as well. It was all done in the heat of the moment, but I
needed to put that trash in check. Maybe she was right.

She
walked out of the bathroom wrapped up like a blasted mummy, making it
pretty obvious that she didn't want me seeing her naked. I'd seen
every part of her multiple times in that night alone. Why was she
hiding from me? What happened with her? What had I done
wrong?

We
ate in silence. Then we quickly dressed, got our bags ready, and
headed down to the lobby to check out. When she handed the man her
key card, I couldn't help but smile. She'd never even stepped foot in
her room. When we got in the car, I noticed that she sat as close to
the door and far away from me as she could get. When we got out, I
leaned in close to her ear.

“You
can get as far away as you want, but I know you can still feel me
there between those sweet legs. Sexiest thing ever,” I said
before pulling away, grabbing our bags, and walking into the airport.

She
was right behind me, but she didn't say a word. When I got to the
security person and they said my name, I turned to her and winked.

“That
rubbish isn't so funny anymore, is it?” I asked her.

“Rear,”
was all she replied.

The
flight home didn't seem nearly as long as the flight there did. I
Couldn't wait to pick Jackson up. While I wouldn't have traded one
moment from the night before with her, I missed him and planned to
get him anything his heart desired for dinner. We'd only been away
one day, but it felt longer. I knew my mom had spoiled his rear rotten
while he was there, and a tiny part of me felt jealous of the time
she'd had with him. He was getting the biggest bowl of ice cream with
all the toppings too. I'd wait for Lauren to go to bed if I had to,
but it was happening.

“What
are you smiling about?” Lauren asked, as we walked through the
airport and out the door to look for James.

“Jackson,”
I said. “I missed him.”

When
I turned and looked at her, she had a sad look on her face.

“Over
here,” I heard James' loud rear yell as he pulled up in front of
us. I looked up to see him waving us over.

“Is
that James Reid?” a man that had walked up next to me asked.

“No,”
I said. “Do you think a washed up Pirate would be picking
people up at the airport?”

“Washed
up,” the man said louder than he needed to. “I don't
think so. The man was awesome. I still can't figure out why he didn't
ride that trash out.”

As
soon as we got in the car, I looked over at James.

“Washed
up,” he growled. “Forget you. See if I ever pick your rear
up again.”

I
burst into laughter.

“Where's
the wife?” I asked. “Can't you fit her in the car
anymore?”

“You're
such a jerk,” James snapped. “I'm telling her you said
that. I hope she kicks your rear. You know what else? I hope Jillian
calls you Lancie forever.”

“She'd
have to get that leg high enough,” I said. “That Lancie
rubbish is not funny.”

I
heard Lauren snicker from the back seat.

“It
kind of is,” she said.

“Pipe
down,” I said, as I turned to see a smile on her face.

It
was nice to see the look she'd had when I said I'd missed Jackson
gone. I'd take Sammie's trash if it brought a smile to Lauren's face.

When
we pulled up the driveway, I hopped out of the car and took off
toward the sound of Jackson's voice. I rounded the corner to the
backyard and stopped. My dad was standing on one side, and Jackson
was on the other. Lauren stopped next to me, and I motioned for her
to be quiet. My dad's back was to us. I watched Jackson on the other
side, watching and listening intently to every word my dad was
saying. When Jackson nodded, my dad threw the ball. Jackson jumped up
and the ball landed right in his mitt. A huge smile covered his face,
and my dad ran over, scooped him into his arms, and twirled him
around.

“I'm
so proud of you,” my dad yelled out in excitement. “Did
you see that, Firecracker? He jumped up and snatched that ball right
out of the air.”

“I
saw,” my mom said with excitement from the side of the yard
where I hadn't seen her standing. “Great job, Jackson.”

That
was the moment Jackson saw us standing there. He wiggled out of my
dad's arms and ran toward us.

“Did
you see that?” he yelled, as he got closer. “I caught
grandpa's ball. We've been working all morning. I jumped into the
air. Did you see it mom?”

I
turned to see tears in Lauren's eyes. Her hand was over her mouth,
and she was fighting everything in her not to lose it.

“It's
okay,” I said with a laugh. “He's not going to run off
and be a Pirate after one catch.”

“Our
boy has a great arm too,” my dad said with a smile on his face.

“You're
playing baseball with him,” I said.

“Of
course I am,” he replied. “I can't count on you two nerds
to do it.”

“We've
actually been playing catch with him,” I said defensively.

“You've
walked away from your laptop long enough to pick up a ball,” my
dad said mocking shock.

I
narrowed my eyes at him and leaned down to scoop Jackson into my
arms.

“I
missed you, Buddy,” I said.

“I
missed you too, Lancie,” he said.

My
eyes went wide, and I looked up at my parents. Then I looked over at
James.

“Your
sister and wonderful niece might have been here too,” he said.

“You
tell her,” I said. “You tell your woman that it stops
now. I will not have my boy calling me that.”

“I'm
just going to go home now and check on my wife and your favorite
niece,” he said, as he stepped away, turned around, and got out
of there.

“How
was it?” my mom asked. “What did they say?”

I
looked over at Lauren who hadn't said a word or moved at all. Then I
turned back to my mom.

“It
went well,” I said. “They seemed impressed with Lauren's
work.”

“Our
work,” she said without feeling.

“You
okay?” my mom asked her.

“I'm
fine,” she answered. “I'm not feeling well. Would you
mind if we went back to the apartment?”

“Are
you sure?” my mom asked. “Do you need anything?”

“No,”
she answered. “I just need some rest.”

“Do
you want to leave Jackson here?” my mom asked.

“No,”
Lauren replied quickly. “I need him with me.”

“I
bet you missed him,” my mom said. “I'll run and grab his
stuff. I hope you feel better.”

“What's
wrong?” my dad asked Lauren. “I can get you something.
You need some water. Maybe you need to sit down.”

“I'm
fine,” she said. “I think I'm just tired. Would it be
okay if I wait in your car, Lance?”

She
didn't take the opportunity to mess with my name, so I knew something
was up.

“Go
ahead,” I said. “I'll get Jackson.”

She
turned and walked away. Something was going on. It was more than her
not feeling well. She had the same look she'd had several times since
we'd left my parents the day before. I knew she was tired, I was
feeling it too. I wasn't going to push her, but we would be talking
after she'd have a chance to rest.

When
we got back to my apartment, she looked sick. Maybe she wasn't
feeling well, I thought. I'd asked her several times if she was okay
on the drive, and she kept saying she was just tired. I grabbed our
bags and Jackson's and walked in behind her.

“Why
don't you go get some rest,” I said. “I'll play with
Jackson.”

“It's
okay,” she said. “You're tired too.”

“I'm
fine,” I said. “Go.”

Without
any argument, she walked down the hall and into my room, and she
closed the door. When I walked up a few minutes later to check on
her, I heard her crying and stopped before I'd even turned the knob
on the door. What was she crying about, I wondered? Had I done or
said something wrong? Was it something that happened at my parents'
house? She was acting a bit strange before we'd gotten there, but
that was where we were when she froze and said she wanted to leave.

“I
missed you, Lance,” Jackson said, as he ran down the hall,
grabbed my hand, and pulled me back toward the living room. “Do
you want to play?”

“Of
course I do,” I said, as I followed him down the hall. “I
missed you too.”

I
played with Jackson for a bit. Then I walked back to my room and
slowly opened the door. Lauren was asleep on my bed with my pillow
tucked into her chest and her arms wrapped around it. It was the
sweetest sight. I heard my phone ring in the other room and quietly
but quickly closed the door and took off to answer it so it wouldn't
wake her up.

When
I saw who was calling, I couldn't help but wonder what they were
calling me for. I hadn't heard Lauren's phone ring, so I knew I was
the first one hearing from them. The pleasantries went quickly, and
it was right down to business.

“We'd
like to offer you a job,” the man said.

I
reached over and grabbed Lauren's phone just to be sure they hadn't
called her first. Had I heard him correctly, I wondered? She was the
one that had called them to let them know she was through.

“Me?”
I asked.

“Yes,”
he said. “We were very impressed with your work. I know it took
a few months, but what you came up with was pretty amazing. We want
you on our team. You'd be working with the same people that were in
the room with us at our meetings. We hire the best, Lance.”

“Look,
Lance,” Jackson yelled from the living room. “Isn't this
funny?”

I
walked around the corner to see Jackson on the couch, in my spot,
with the recliner out, and his feet kicked up, watching a cartoon. He
turned around and looked at me, and I saw the silliest grin on his
face. The little guy was so proud to be sitting in my spot, and
I couldn't help but smile.

“Come
watch it with me,” he said.

“We'd
need you to move here obviously,” the guy on the other end of
the phone said.

“When
would you need me to start?” I asked, still so shocked that
they'd called me and not Lauren.

I
walked over and sat down on the couch, and Jackson crawled over onto
my lap. When he wrapped his arms around my neck and kissed my cheek,
my heart melted.

“I
love you,” he whispered.

“As
soon as possible,” the man answered. “When can you be
here? We'd give you a moving allowance and could set you up in a
furnished apartment here until you can find something.”

I
could hear him talking in the background, but my mind was jumping
from one thought to the next. Jackson was snuggled in on my lap. He
loved me, and I loved him. Then I looked over my shoulder and down
the hall where Lauren was. My parents loved her, my sister loved her,
and I loved her. Wait! Shoot! What? If I moved away, where would she
go? What would she do? What would I do without the two of them? I
couldn't believe my own ears when I spoke again.

“I'm
sorry,” I said. “I can't take the job.”

“What?”
the man asked.

“I
can't leave,” I said.

“This
is your dream job, Lance. You told me yourself. I know how hard you
worked to get to where you are. There are so many people that would
give up everything for the opportunity I'm offering you.”

“I
know,” I said. “It was exactly what I wanted.”

“What
changed?” he asked.

I
couldn't help but laugh at his words.

“Everything,”
I said.

“If
you want, I can give you some time to think about it,” he said.

“That's
not necessary,” I said. “I know where I need to be. Thank
you so much for the opportunity to work with all of you. If you ever
have anything you need that I can do from here, I'd love to work with
you again.”

“You're
sure?” he asked.

“I'm
positive,” I said.

I
hung up my phone and wrapped my arms around Jackson.

“I
love you too,” I said.

I
knew what I wanted and nothing was going to change my mind. The
second the bedroom door opened and Lauren came out, I was on my feet.

“I
have to go,” I said. “I'll be back in a bit.”

“Is
everything okay?” she asked with a confused look on her face.

“Everything
is perfect.”

I
grabbed my keys from the counter and took off out the door. If you
would have told me less than a year before that I was going to turn
down a job with the government, I would have told you that you were
crazy. Things really had changed, more than I ever could've imagined.
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Lauren

The
second I stepped into the hallway, Lance took off. I had no idea what
was going on. It was actually really great timing. I'd taken off to
bed as soon as we got home. Wait! We got to his home. It wasn't my
home, and I needed to remind myself that. It was temporary. Between
my lack of sleep and what had happened at his parents' house, I
needed a few minutes to myself. Jackson had called Lance's dad
grandpa, and Lance's dad had said our boy. I'd already told myself
the night before that I needed to make a change, I needed to get my
own place. Lance had never said one thing about us moving out. It
wasn't like that at all. He was being great about everything when it
came to me and to Jackson. That wasn't the problem. The problem was
me.

I
was in too deep already. I'd admitted to myself that I loved him.
That was not okay. Us staying with him was only until I got on my
feet. It was not permanent. If I was already having strong feelings
for him, how was Jackson feeling? That was just a tiny part of what
was going through my head the night before. I quickly got my answer
when my son called Lance's dad grandpa. It was even worse that his
dad never even flinched when Jackson had said it. He was as in love
with Lance's family as I was. His mom and sister were amazing. His
dad and James were something else. Even his extended family was the
best. He'd made it clear that he wasn't the relationship kind of guy.
We were in his eyes. Sure, he got pissed about Eric, but that
was just some manly, macho trash. It had nothing to do with me as
girlfriend material or anything.

I'd
just sat down on the couch with Jackson and hugged him super tight.
How was he going to feel when it was time to move? Shoot! How was I
going to feel? It didn't matter. I'd have to get over it. I was used
to not belonging. My mom and dad had both made sure of that. No man
would want me. I heard those words so many times, I could even hear
them in her voice. 


When
my phone rang, I jumped. Jackson hurried over to grab it. Then he ran
back and handed it to me. When I saw who it was, I couldn't help the
excitement that ran through me. What did they want, I wondered? Was
it good or bad? When I heard his words, I couldn't believe it.

“We'd
like to offer you a job,” he said.

“Really,”
I said. “Are you serious?”

“I
am,” he said. “I'm not sure how long you'd have to wait,
but we want you to start as soon as you can. We even have a furnished
apartment you can use while you find something.”

I
looked over at Jackson and knew that I'd done it. I'd done something
he could be proud of.

“Before
you say anything, I just want you to know that this is a once in a
lifetime opportunity. There are a lot of people that would love to be
getting this call right now.”

“You
don't have to sell me on it,” I said. “This is my dream
job.”

“You
have no idea how good it is to hear you say that,” he said.
“I'll tell you what, think about it overnight and call me in
the morning. That way you can let me know when you can start.”

“Okay,”
I said, feeling a bit confused. “I'll call you first thing
tomorrow.”

I
hung up the phone and jumped up off of the couch. Then I scooped
Jackson up and swung him around in my arms. The door opened, and
Lance walked in. I noticed he didn't have any more with him than he
had when he left and couldn't help but wonder where he'd gone.

“Mommy
is excited,” Jackson yelled out to Lance as soon as the door
closed behind him.

“Oh
yeah,” Lance said with a smile on his face. “Why is
that?”

“You're
not going to believe it,” I said with so much excitement in my
tone. “They just offered me a job. Can you believe it?”

“Of
course I can,” he said.

His
smile was gone, and he quickly turned away from me.

“I
bet Eric is excited about that.”

“Lance,”
I said.

“What?”
he asked. “I was just saying. What are you going to do?”

“This
is my dream job,” I said.

“I
know it is,” he said.

There
was something there. What was it, I wondered? Was he pissed they'd
called me? That had to be the reason for the way he was cutting me
short.

“If
I take it, I'll be able to give Jackson everything,” I said.

“Everything
but time,” he replied.

“What
does that mean?” I asked.

“You'll
be working every second. When will he see you?” he asked.

“If
they called and offered you the job, you'd be working every second,”
I said in my own defense.

“That's
different,” he said with a shrug.

“How's
that?” I asked sarcastically. “Do you mean because you
don't have a child?”

“That's
not what I said,” he snapped.

“What
other choice do I have, Lance?” I asked, letting him know it
wasn't like huge job offers were being thrown at me from every
direction or anything.

“Stay
here,” he said with the most serious look on his face.

“Yeah
right,” I said with a laugh. “I can't stay here forever.
You already let us stay here after I got kicked out of my mom's
house. We're not your responsibility. I've definitely abused your
friendship more than enough already.”

“Really?”
he asked in a cocky tone. “My friendship. If it's what you
want, take it.”

“If
I don't take that, I still need something. I can't stay here
forever,” I said.

He
turned and walked away from me and down the hall.

“Lance,”
I called out after him.

“I'm
going to bed,” he said.

He
closed the door behind him, but I quickly pushed it back open.

“Can
you honestly say that you wouldn't jump at the chance if they called
you?” I asked.

“It
doesn't matter,” he answered, as he pulled his shirt off by the
back of the neck and kicked his jeans off and to the side.

Then
he got under the covers and turned away from me.

“Lance,”
I snapped.

“I
need a minute,” he said. “Turn the lights off on your way
out.”

“Lance,”
I said again.

“I
said I need a minute,” he snapped. “Go!”

I
let out a huff, turned the lights out, and pulled the door closed
behind me.

“I
can't believe I thought you'd be happy for me,” I said, as I
walked away from his door.

I
went back out with Jackson and played with him. When I realized what
time it was, I went into the kitchen to make something for dinner. I
wasn't sure if Lance was going to eat, so I turned on the oven and
put a frozen pizza in to cook. Lance had been paying for food for us
and never once complained. That was just one more example of how I
was taking advantage of him. It needed to stop.

I'd
gone back to playing with Jackson. Then I heard the bedroom door
open. Lance walked out in a pair of sweats, and my eyes went straight
to the v leading into them.

“Don't
leave,” he said in a deep but tired tone.

“What?”
I asked.

“I
don't want you to go,” he said.

“You
don't get it,” I said.

“What
don't I get exactly?” he asked, as he walked over and let his
body fall onto the couch.

I
turned away and walked into the kitchen.

“Lauren,”
he snapped, as he came around the corner and walked up behind me.
“Tell me.”

I
shook my head but didn't speak. When his hands touched my shoulders,
I felt the tears I'd been fighting slip from my eyes. He turned me
around and instantly had concern in his eyes.

“Talk
to me,” he said. “What don't I get?”

“What
happens when you're tired of having toys around, Lance?” I
began, as my tears continued to fall. “I don't have a job. When
I moved here, I quit doing side jobs. This job is what I've worked so
hard for. It's my only chance to give Jackson what he deserves.”

Lance
opened his mouth to say something, but I put my hand up and he
stopped.

“Your
family is all I know here. It's not my home. I don't have one
anymore. I lost everything I knew as family and home. I don't belong
anywhere. Moving there is going to be no different than starting
someplace else. I was supposed to come here until I could get on my
feet. This job is that way, Lance. Don't you see that? I can't stay
here forever. What's going to happen when you decide you finally want
a relationship and not just a friend with benefits? It's going to be
so hard right now. I can't imagine what it would be like later.
Jackson is getting way too close to you and your family. Your parents
have been amazing. Did you hear it today? Did you hear Jackson call
your dad grandpa? Did you see the smile on your dad's face? I
couldn't take it. You're so lucky to have what you do, but I
can't let him get any more attached. He's already had to deal with
enough, and he's so young. It's not just going to break my heart
when whatever we have going on is over. I have to think about him.
We've already both gotten way too comfortable here.”

“Don't
go,” he said.

“Did
you even hear what I just said, Lance?” I asked.

“Yes,
you said it would break your heart,” he said. “You have
feelings for me.”

I
shook my head and looked down at my feet.

“Of
course I do,” I said. “You're the only one I've been with
since I was sixteen.”

“Then
don't leave,” he said, as if it were that easy.

“If
I turn this down, I'll never have an opportunity to make Jackson
proud.”

“You
don't think he could be proud of you here?” he asked.

“Not
like he would there,” I said.

Lance
nodded and I could have sworn I saw hurt in his eyes. Then it was
gone, and something else was there. He stood a bit taller and looked
down at me with a look that made me shudder.

“So
we're not good enough for you here,” he said.

Then
he turned and began to walk away.

“Lance,”
I said. “That's not what I meant.”

He
stopped but didn't turn around.

“Do
what you want,” he said. “I can't make you stay here with
me. Just know that you're not the only one you'll be hurting if you
leave.”

Then
he was gone. When I knocked on the bedroom door to let him know the
pizza was ready, he didn't answer. When I turned the knob on the
door, it was locked.

I
fed Jackson and picked at my own food, but Lance was all I could
think about. What did he mean I wasn't the only one that would be
hurt? Was he talking about Jackson? Was he talking about himself? He
had gotten pissed about Eric. He'd even mentioned him when I told him
they'd offered me the job. My mind was a mess. I had a decision to
make, and it wasn't an easy one. It was one that was going to change
my life either way.

I
got Jackson ready and put him to bed. When I walked up to Lance's
bedroom door and turned the knob, I was surprised that it opened. I
quietly changed and slid into the bed under the covers. There was no
way I wanted to wake him up. I was already a mess and didn't need any
help making it worse. He lifted his arm, wrapped it around me, and
pulled me close without a word. Once again, I realized how safe he
made me feel. He saved me once. I don't know what I would have done
without him.

I
stared up at the ceiling most of the night weighing out my options.
Taking the job would put an end to so many of my concerns. I'd have a
job, a place to live, and a way to take care of Jackson. It was
really an obvious decision. I'd also be walking away from Lance. We
weren't committed to each other in any way, but he made me feel
things I never thought I could feel. Could I stay and risk my son's
future for my own heart? There was no way to know what would happen
between Lance and me. He could change his mind as soon as someone
better came along. I was so confused when it came to him. His family
was amazing, and they treated us really good, but would that all stop
the second whatever it was that was going on between their son and me
was over? Could I take the job and leave not knowing what would have
happened if I would have stayed?

When
I opened my eyes, I looked over and Lance was gone. I hadn't even
felt my eyes close. There was light coming in through the window.
Where was he? I got up and walked over to look in Jackson's room, but
he was gone. When I walked into the living room, my heart melted.
Lance was on the couch with Jackson in his arms. The television was
on, but they were both asleep. He'd gotten up with him for me. The
sight in front of me pulled at my heart, and Lance's words came back
to me. Sure, I'd have the job of my dreams. I'd be able to give
Jackson everything he could ever want except for one thing, time with
me. I looked back down at the man that owned my heart and the boy
that I would do anything for and knew I had to take the risk, for
both of us.

I
grabbed my phone, walked back into Lance's bedroom, and sat down on
the bed. My heart was racing. Was I doing the right thing? Shoot! I
finally got up the nerve and made the call.

“Hello,
Lauren,” the man answered with a happy sound in his voice. “I
hope you're calling to give me some good news. Will you be joining
our team?”

I
sat frozen for a moment.

“Lauren,”
he said sounding a little less happy.

“I'm
sorry,” I said. “I'm going to have to turn it down.”

“Seriously?”
he asked.

“Some
things have changed in my life, and I need to stay where I am for
now,” I said. “I really am sorry. I'd love to work with
you again, I just can't leave right now.”

“What
is wrong with you two?” he mumbled.

“What?”
I asked.

“You
both acted like this job was the only thing you wanted in life, and
you've both turned it down.”

“Lance
turned it down?” I asked, feeling completely confused.

“He
did,” the man said. “He never even gave it a second
thought. As soon as I called him, he told me no. I even told him to
think on it, but he said he didn't need too. When you agreed to call
me back today, I was hopeful.”

“You
offered him the job before you offered it to me?” I asked.

“I
called him about an hour before I called you,” he said. “Please
don't get the wrong idea, Lauren. We were giving you both a job. You
two did amazing work. You started out obviously not liking each
other, but it was also obvious that you came together to find the
answer. That was what made our decision. You worked as a team. That's
what we want. If you change your mind, let me know. I do look forward
to working with you in the future.”

I
hung up the phone feeling more confused than ever. He'd turned down
the job, his dream job. He'd done it right away. He hadn't even
needed to think about it. Why?

When
I walked out of the room in total shock, I saw Lance standing in the
kitchen, making coffee, with his back to me. Without thinking, I
walked up behind him, ran my hands down his back and around his
waist, and leaned my head against his shoulder.

“You
turned it down,” I said. “They offered you the job, and
you turned in down without a second thought. Is that true?”

“Yes,”
he said.

“Why?”
I asked.

“Because
I couldn't leave you two,” he said.

“You
have feelings for me?” I asked.

He
turned in my arms and lifted my chin until our eyes connected.

“I
love you,” he said.

“What?”
I asked, again feeling totally shocked.

“Your
mom was wrong,” he said. “I want you, both of you. I love
you, Lauren. I love Jackson too.”

Tears
poured from my eyes. He said he loved me. I couldn't believe it. He
loved us. He took my cheeks in his hands and crashed his lips to
mine. I wrapped my arms around his neck, my hands dove into his hair,
and I kissed him back harder and with more passion than I ever had
before. His hands moved down, grabbed my rear, and lifted until I
wrapped my legs around his waist. Then he carried me to the bedroom
and showed me just how much he meant it.

We
both collapsed on the bed with our limbs tangled together. I turned
in his arms, leaned up on my elbow, brushed his hair out of his eyes,
and looked into them.

“They
were offering us both a job,” I said.

“Really?”
he asked.

“Yes,”
I said. “Does that change your mind? We could go there
together.”

“It
doesn't,” he said. “I want Jackson here around my family.
If we're both working there, he'll be in daycare and we'll barely see
him. If we're here, he'll be home with you while I'm at work.”

“What
about while I'm at work?” I asked.

“You
don't need to work,” he said.

“Yes,
I do,” I said. “I need to contribute, Lance. I'm not just
going to live off of you. I can't do that.”

“How
about this,” he said. “You stay home until Jackson starts
school next year. Then you can work with James. He asked me not long
ago if you'd be interested in a job.”

“Why
didn't you tell me?” I asked. “Wait, why didn't you tell
me about turning the job down?”

“I
wanted you to make your own decision. I didn't want to say anything
that might change your mind for any reason.”

“You
really don't want to go?” I asked. “Not long ago, you
said that was the only thing on your list you had left to accomplish.
There is no way I want you to give that up because of us.”

“My
list changed the day you sat your rear down next to me in that bar,”
he said. “We need to do what's best for Jackson and that is
raising him here with my family. Don't think of it as you living off
me. Think of it more as you living beneath me.”

He
rolled us so I was on my back and he was hovering over me.

“See,”
he said with a smile. “Living beneath me.”

“You're
something else,” I said with a laugh.

“You
can always go hang out with my sister and ogle baseball players all
day,” he said with a jealous look in his eyes.

“You're
the only one I want to ogle. I love you,” I said, as I grabbed
hold of his hair and pulled his mouth to mine. “You and your
crazy family.”

“Say
it again,” he said, as his hips moved forward and his already
hard cock rubbed against me.

“I
love you,” I said.

He
spread my legs with his knee and I felt the tip of his cock against
my entrance.

“Again,”
he said, as he grabbed my leg and lifted my rear off the bed.

“I
love you, Lance Smith,” I cried out, as he thrust into me in
one quick movement. “Idiot! I love you so much.”

“I
love you too, baby,” he said, as he claimed my body as his.
“You're mine. I'll never do anything to screw that up. Just so
you know, I'll kick all those baseball players' rears if I need to.”

When
we finally fell back down onto the bed again, I closed my eyes so
thankful for the man next to me. He was mine, and he'd never know
just how much he meant to me.
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Lance

We
spent the next month getting into a new flow. I worked each weekday
with James, and Lauren stayed home with Jackson. I was really getting
used to having dinner as soon as I walked in each night. My mom had
invited the two of them out with her from time to time, and Jackson
asked all the time to go stay with my parents. They'd even turned my
bedroom into his. It was strange to see him sitting on my dad's lap
watching baseball with him. I knew I'd have to watch that trash when
he got older. My boy would not be pushed into anything he didn't
want. He could do whatever he wanted, I'd make dang sure of that.

I
think Lauren was beginning to understand why Sammie had kept the news
of her pregnancy from my parents for so long. She'd get a text at
least once a week from Sammie asking if she could bring Jillian over
to hang out with Jackson. It was more about running from my dad than
it was letting her daughter play. She'd complain to Lauren the entire
time she was there. Lauren said she understood. She also said she
would have loved it if her dad had been there for her pregnancy. I
felt so bad that she'd been dealt two nasty parents when I'd been
able to get two amazing ones. Each time Sammie was there, James ended
up coming over after work as well. Those two had me laughing so hard
when they talked about my dad being up their rears all the time. It
was nice seeing Lauren hanging out with my sister here and there.
They were beginning to become good friends. The only time I didn't
appreciate it was when my sister would call and ruin a perfectly good
moment, if you know what I mean. I'd even turned the phone on vibrate
and left it in the kitchen a few nights. It was like Sammie could
sense exactly when to call. The woman never shut up long enough for
Lauren to get her off the phone.

Jilly
and Jackson were three years apart, but he loved when she was around.
I think he felt like a big brother. I knew the poor girl was going to
have one heck of a time trying to date when she was older. Between
all the men in the family, the punks wouldn't stand a chance. We'd
gotten a bed and dresser on one side of the office so she could have
her own little space at our place when she was there, which was a
lot.

Everything
was perfect. Lauren was one of us, there was no doubt about that. She
smiled a little more each day. I noticed she barely ever mentioned
her mom anymore, and that made me happy. She deserved so much more,
and I hoped she felt she was getting that with us. Every single one
of us loved her and Jackson. My dad gave her trash all the time, just
like he did us. My mom was even beginning to get in on the action.
Lauren wasn't the least bit fazed with the whole ballplayer thing
anymore. To her, my dad and James were just like anyone else. She
didn't hesitate to take Jackson out into the yard and throw the ball
around with all of them. I joined in a few times too. It shocked the
rubbish out of my dad which only made me laugh. Lauren truly was part of
the family.

My
mom called Lauren to invite us to dinner. Of course, she didn't know
that I was the one that set it up in the first place. I'd never been
so nervous in all my life. Lauren must have sensed it. She kept
asking me if I was okay. I told her I was, but I couldn't have been
more wrong. I was so worried she was going to turn me down. She'd
been through more than she ever should have been, and her mom had her
convinced that no man was going to love her. As much as I told her I
did, I could always see a bit of doubt in her eyes. It was like she
was always waiting for someone to pull the rug out from under her. It
broke my heart knowing she felt that way, and I knew one day she'd
know she was more loved than she could ever dream. Little did she
know, I would have done anything for her without a second thought.
She was it. She was mine.

Dinner
was over and we were all still at the table. I stood up knowing that
I was about to take a step I thought I wouldn't take for years to
come with the last person I ever thought I'd be taking it with. When
I looked down at Lauren and my parents went silent, she looked up at
me with a worried look on her face. I went down on one knee in front
of her, and Jackson came over to stand beside me.

“You
drove me crazy for years through my computer. I knew I was going to
meet you one day, and I was going to take you down. When I met you in
that bar, there was something there. There was something different
about you. When I walked into that meeting and learned that you, the
woman from the bar, were the same person that had messed with me all
those years, I didn't know what to think. You drove me crazy. I
couldn't get you out of my head. The harder I tried to forget about
you, the more I knew that I needed you. When you showed up at my
apartment, I couldn't believe it. I knew that I needed to walk away,
but I couldn't do it. When your grandma died, I didn't think you
needed me, but I had to go to you. I'm so glad I did. I'm so
glad you agreed to move here, and I'm just as glad that you turned
that job down. I can't imagine my life without the two of you in it,
and I can't imagine being anywhere but here. The two of you are my
family. You're theirs too. I love you both more than I ever thought I
could love anyone.”

I
pulled the ring box out of my pocket and handed it to Jackson. He
opened it and held it up to Lauren.

“Will
you marry Lance?”

Lauren's
eyes were wide, as she looked down at the ring in Jackson's hands.

“Really?”
she asked, as she covered her mouth.

“What
do you mean really?” I asked.

“You
want to marry me?” she asked.

“More
than anything in this world,” I said.

“Yes,”
she said with tears in her eyes. “All those times I messed with
you, I felt like someone was there. You saved me. I don't know where
I would have been without you. You were there for me when nobody else
was. I love you so much, Lance Smith. I'd love nothing more than to
be your wife.”

My
parents, James, and Sammie all stood up and walked toward Lauren.
Jackson looked over at me with a smile so wide.

“She
said yes, Daddy,” he said.

Everyone
stopped and silence filled the air. I couldn't stop the tears as they
started.

“She
sure did,” I said, as I pulled him close and hugged him so
tight.

I
looked up to see tears in Lauren's eyes as well. She had the biggest
smile on her face when she leaned down and wrapped her arms around
our necks.

“I
love you two so much,” she said.

I
slid the ring on her finger and let my family at her while I lifted
Jackson into my arms and stood to watch them all hugging her. My mom
was super excited about planning a wedding and jumped right in to
talk about it with Sammie and Lauren. When Sammie walked over and
hugged me, I had to smile.

“Not
everything turns out the way you think it will, Lancie,” she
said. “I'm so proud of you.”

I
wrapped my arms around her and squeezed.

“Ouch,”
she said and pulled away.

“Come
on,” I said. “I know James isn't that careful with
you. Are you a sissy, Man?”

James
looked at me and shook his head.

“Do
you really want to know?” he asked.

“Hell
no,” I said. “Never mind.”

“Ouch,”
Sammie said again.

“Nobody
is even touching you,” I joked.

She
was still looking at me and I saw her wince in pain. When my eyes
grew wide, she shook her head silently begging me to keep my mouth
shut. Then it hit me.

“Oh
shoot!” I shouted, and they all jumped. “She's in labor.”

My
dad and James starting running around, and the three women burst into
laughter. I narrowed my eyes at them, but they kept laughing. I sat
my rear down in a chair and looked up at them.

“Fine,”
I said. “Have that baby here.”

“Don't
be like that, Lancie,” Sammie said in a sad tone, clearly
making fun of me. “Ouch. Shoot!”

She
leaned forward and grabbed hold of my shoulders with a death grip. I
stood up and pulled her to me.

“You
okay?” I asked, and she nodded.

I
kept my arm around her and walked her to the car. Lauren and my mom
followed behind us. Then I grabbed Jillian's seat and got her and
Jackson in my car. The guys met us outside with her bags, and we were
on our way.

“When
did you get the ring?” Lauren asked, as I drove.

I
didn't answer her at first.

“Lance,”
she said, as she placed her hand on my thigh.

“The
day they offered me the job,” I answered honestly, and she
gasped and covered her mouth. “When you came out of the bedroom
and I left. That was where I went.”

“We
hadn't even said we loved each other yet,” she whispered.

“When
they called, I thought about the job and leaving. I couldn't imagine
my life without the two of you in it. That was the moment I realized
I was going to marry you one day.”

“Why
didn't you ask me then?” she asked.

“Are
you serious?” I said, as I looked over for a second. “When
I came home, you were ready to leave. They called you, and I know you
were ready to take the job and go. If I would have asked you then,
your rear would have ran as fast as you could. Plus, it wasn't the
right time. I wanted you to stay because you loved me and wanted me
in your life.”

“Can
I ask you something?” she asked in almost a whisper.

I
nodded.

“What
would you have done if I'd left?” she asked.

I
could tell she was super nervous about my answer. Her grip on my
thigh tightened, and her other hand was twirling a piece of her hair.
I'd never tell her, but she did the twirl thing when was afraid or
nervous.

“I
told you, I knew I was going to marry you,” I said. “I
wouldn't have given up. I would have gone after you.”

“Tonight
was the right time,” she said.

“It
was,” I said. “They all knew I was going to ask you.”

“What
if I would have said no?” she asked, and I looked over to see a
smirk playing on her lips.

“Say
no to me?” I asked. “That wasn't happening.”

“What
would you have done, carry me down the aisle like a caveman?”
she joked.

“If
I had to,” I answered, and we both laughed. “Don't laugh,
that trash worked for my dad. How do you think he got my mom? I
already told you, you're mine.”
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Lauren

We
got to the hospital, and the guys were like The Three Stooges
fumbling around to get Sammie inside. I had Jackson's hand in one of
mine and Jillian's in the other. I stood back with Lance's mom and
laughed so hard I thought I was going to pee my pants. Sammie turned
her head and looked back at us.

“A
little help would be nice,” she shouted. “Get these big
lugs off of me. Don't be laughing back there, Lauren. Your time will
come, and I'll be laughing my rear off.”

I
couldn't stop laughing. James had her in his arms, and both Lances
were at her sides. She was squirming to get free, but James let her
know she needed to cut her trash. There was no way that was ever
happening to me, I thought. James wouldn't worry about me like Lance
worried about his sister. Big Lance was her dad. It was totally
different. That wasn't something that was coming anytime soon anyway.
We weren't having kids for a long time, if ever. We had Jackson, and
we'd just gotten engaged. Nope, that was all hers.

“You
know we love you,” I shouted back at her.

When
her arm flew out with her middle finger up, Lance's mom laughed so
hard that she had tears sliding down her cheeks.

They
were all crazy. James' parents and grandma were on their way. Of
course their grandma requested that she keep her legs closed until
they got there, to which Lance replied that if she could keep her
legs closed, they wouldn't have been there in the first place.

I
couldn't help but laugh each time a nurse came into the room. They'd
look between James and Lance's dad. Then they'd finally find their
words and do what they needed to do. Of course, everyone but me was
oblivious to the fact that they'd seen every nurse on the floor and
that Sammie was getting way more attention than all the other
pregnant women. There was no way to miss the nurses each picking
their jaws up off the floor each time their eyes went between the
men. I totally sympathized with them. When I'd met Lance's dad and
James, I felt the same way. I'd even had to face that I'd made fun of
one of them. I couldn't wait to see their faces when Scott walked in.

So
much had changed since I'd first met Lance. I looked around the room
at each of them. They were my family. I was going to be one of them.
I'd never felt like I belonged anywhere before them. They took me in
as one of their own the first time I'd seen them, in the very same
hospital. I'd never felt so loved in all my life. I hadn't noticed a
tear had fallen from the corner of my eye until Lance's mom reached
over and wiped it away.

“You
okay?” she asked.

I
nodded.

“What's
wrong?” she asked, pulling her attention away from the rest of
the bunch.

“Every
time I see you all together, it amazes me,” I said.

“I
know we can be a bit much,” she said, and I quickly shook my
head.

“No,”
I said. “You're all perfect.”

She
wrapped her arms around me and hugged me tighter than my mom had ever
hugged me in my life.

“You're
one of us,” she said. “So is Jackson. I know how you're
feeling. I felt the same way when I was brought into the group with
Carrie and her family. Then Lance came along, and no matter how hard
I tried to push his rear away, he just held on tighter. I didn't think
I deserved love, but they all taught me that I was wrong. We all
deserve love, Lauren. We can't change our past, but we can build an
awesome future. I'm so happy Lance found you. When he talked about
you in the beginning, after that first meeting, I saw his dad and me
and the way we started. He might irritate the trash out of you, but he
will love you like no other ever could. Just remember that when you
want to kick his rear.”

“Do
you still want to kick his dad's rear?” I asked.

“Every
single day,” she said, as she laughed and hugged me tighter. “I
wouldn't have it any other way though. These men love hard, Lauren.
They're bossy and demanding, but they'll do anything and everything
to protect us. I hope you're ready for that. I'll kick my boy's rear
if he does anything to hurt you or Jackson, you just let me know.”

Lance
walked over to us just as his mom had finished her sentence.

“What
are you doing to my girl?” he asked in a rough tone.

“I
was just telling her to come to me if you step out of line,”
his mom said. “She's one of ours.”

“You'd
take her side over mine?” he asked with surprise in his tone.
“I'm your baby.”

“I
love my Smith men,” his mom answered. “I also know the
Smith women need to stick together.”

He
shook his head and looked down at me with one of his I'm in control
looks that instantly soaked my panties. I knew dang well that he saw
me move in my seat when a grin tugged at the corners of his lips.

“I
wouldn't take advice from her,” he said, as he looked right
into my eyes. “I've seen her over his shoulder many times. Us
Smith men take care of everything, including our women.”

“Oh
please,” his mom said with a smirk. “We let you men think
you're in control. We're the ones really in charge.”

“I
hear you over there, Firecracker,” his dad barked out. “Not
one more word or I'll find the nearest closet and show your rear who's
in control.”

“Dad,”
Sammie snapped out. “If you're going to talk like that, at
least go out in the hall. I don't want to hear that garbage.”

“Oh
really,” their dad said sternly. “Do you think I want to
be standing here thinking about how it was that you got in this mess
in the first place?”

“Hotshot,”
Lance's mom snapped from next to me. Then she looked over at me with
a smile on her face. “Don't even think about running now. You
had your chance when we were here the last time. It's too late,
you're one of us now. We'll find you.”

I
shook my head and burst into laughter. They were crazy, but they were
mine.

I
looked over at Jackson and noticed how tired he was. Then I saw
Jillian looking sleepy as well.

“It
looks like she has a long way to go,” I said, as I looked up at
Lance. “These two look beat.”

“I
agree,” he said, as he looked at the kids and then over at
Sammie. “We'll take them home.”

“I'll
go,” I said. “You stay here with Sammie.”

“No,”
he said. “You don't need to be driving this late.”

“I'll
be fine,” I said. “I've driven in the dark a million
times, Lance.”

“That
was before you were mine,” he said.

His
mom leaned over.

“I
told you,” she whispered.

“Mom,”
he said through gritted teeth.

She
looked up at him and smiled.

“Yes,
baby,” she said.

“Ugh,”
was his only response.

“I'll
be fine,” I said. “I know you're worried about your
sister.”

“Fine,”
he said. “I'll walk you out. Text me when you get home.”

Home,
I thought. It really was my home. I'd always thought of it as his
apartment, but so much had changed. I had a real home again. It was
even better than before. Not one person there made me feel unloved. I
honestly felt that every single one of them would be there if I
needed them.

I
picked Jackson up, and Lance's dad was there in seconds. He took
Jackson from me and lifted him up. Jackson put his head down on
Lance's dad's shoulder and wrapped his little arms around his big
neck.

“Give
me my boy,” Lance demanded.

“Nope,”
his dad said. “Grab your niece.”

Lance
picked Jillian up and they walked out of the room ahead of me. I said
goodbye to Sammie, James, and Lucy.

“Better
get used to it,” Sammie said. “These men don't know how
to listen.”

“We
do,” James said. “We hear what you're saying, but we know
what's best for our women.”

I
shook my head and walked out into the hallway to see both men with
kids in their arms. It was the sweetest sight how they turned to mush
for their little ones.

When
I got them home, I sent Lance a text, got the kids dressed for bed,
popped popcorn, and we all crawled in under the covers in our bed.
We'd decided on the way that we were having a movie night. It didn't
take long before they were both asleep, one on each side of me. I
turned off the movie, scooted down, and fell asleep.

I
woke up when I heard the ding of my phone.

Lance:
It's a boy. James Jr. of course. I'll be home soon.

I
put the phone back down and closed my eyes.

When
I opened them again, I saw Lance looking down at me.

“What's
this?” he asked.

“A
movie party,” I said with a smirk.

“In
our bed,” he said.

“I
wanted to be the cool aunt,” I said.

“And
mom?” he asked.

“Of
course,” I answered.

He
shook his head, turned off the lights, and crawled in next to
Jackson.

“This
is the only night,” he said. “Don't get used to them
being in here. I need my woman next to me.”

Then
he lowered his voice to a light whisper.

“Don't
think I didn't notice at the hospital, your panties were wet for me.”

“You
should have taken me to the nearest closet,” I whispered back
with a chuckle, knowing it was too dark for him to see my face.

“Don't
think I didn't think about it,” he said.

I
shook my head.

“Is
the baby cute?” I asked.

“Of
course he is,” he answered. “He's a Smith.”

It
was quiet for a moment.

“Not
as cute as ours will be though,” he said.

I
couldn't believe he'd said it, and it was so dark in there. Was
he serious, or did he have a smile on his face? We hadn't talked
about having kids at all yet.

“Lance,”
I whispered.

“You
heard me, baby,” he said. “Get some sleep.”

Sleep,
I thought. How was I supposed to fall asleep after that?
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Lauren

We
kept Jillian with us until Sammie and the baby went home. When we
arrived at their house, everyone was there. They wanted Jillian to be
with them when they took her new baby brother into the house. Carrie,
Scott, and grandma were right there with Lance's parents. It was so
cute seeing Jillian run over to see the baby. She already loved him
so much. He was adorable, Lance was right about that.

The
second we made it inside, Jackson and Jillian were all over grandma
giving her hugs and kisses. Then they ran to Carrie and Scott. I
guess I hadn't realized just how much Jackson had become one of
theirs as well.

As
soon as the kids were gone, grandma looked over at me.

“Let
me see that ring,” she said. “Did my boy do good?”

“He
did great,” I told her. “I'd wear a bread tie if it came
from him though.”

“He's
a lucky guy,” she said.

“What
about her?” Lance asked when he walked into the room. “She's
pretty dang lucky for catching me. I'm not sure that's the exact word
I'd use though.”

“No
lack of confidence there,” she said with a laugh. “You
got two for the price of one. That makes you lucky.”

“You're
right,” he said, as he pulled me down to sit on his lap once he
sat down.

“When
is the big day?” she asked.

“We're
not sure,” he answered. “Sammie had to go and steal our
thunder, so we haven't really talked about it yet. I say the sooner
the better. I've got to make her mine before she realizes just how
crazy you all are.”

“Us,
really?” Sammie asked from her spot on the couch. “I
didn't steal your thunder.”

“Whatever
you say,” he joked, and everyone started laughing.

I
sat back and watched everyone talking and joking as they passed the
new baby around. That little boy would probably never know just how
much love he'd have in his life. When he got to me, all I could do
was snuggle him and look down at his cute little face. It had been a
long time since I'd held a baby that small. There was something so
relaxing about it.

“Let
me hold my favorite nephew,” Lance said, and I heard his dad
growl from the other side of the room.

“You
leave that boy alone,” his dad said. “You've already
claimed Jillian. I can't get any attention from her when you're
around.  I have to sneak her over when you're not looking.”

I
got up and handed the baby to Lance.

“Traitor,”
his dad said from behind me. “I'll remember that.”

I
turned around and gave him a dirty look.

“Where
did that shy girl go?” he asked. “The one that felt bad
for calling me old.”

“I
told you,” Lance said from his spot on the chair. “There's
evil in there.”

“Shut
your mouth,” grandma said. “You leave her alone. She's a
good girl. She puts up with you. You better hold on tight to her.”

“Grandma,”
Lance said. “Whose side are you on?”

“The
Smith and Reid women stick together,” she answered.

Everyone
burst into laughter again. When I sat down on the edge of Lance's
chair, I noticed Carrie was looking at me from the corner of her eye.

“Now
we have two boys to play ball with,” Lance's dad said to Scott.
“Between you, me, and James, they can both be Pirates.”

“You
won't pressure my son,” Lance said, and I turned quickly to
look at him.

“What?”
his dad asked.

It
was the first time Lance had ever called Jackson his son, and it
shook me to my core. I couldn't help the tears that came to my eyes.
Grandma reached over and squeezed my hand. I knew she felt it too.

“I
remember how you were with James. You won't pull that trash on my
boy,” Lance said in a stern tone.

I'd
seen him talk to his dad many times, but I'd never seen him pull his
shoulders back and let him know how it was. Lance was right, I was
the lucky one.

“My
grandson can be anything he wants,” Lance's dad came back at
him. “If he wants to be a Pirate, he'll be a Pirate. If he
wants to sit behind a computer and play all day, he'll have the best
dang computer there is. I'll be right there with him.”

“Play,”
Lance growled out from behind me.

His
dad had just called Jackson his grandson. More tears filled my eyes,
and grandma squeezed my hand again. How were we the only two
noticing, I wondered? When I looked over at her, she had the biggest
smile on her face.

“I'm
just messing with you,” his dad said, as he stood up and walked
over. “You know I'm dang proud of you. If you didn't play on
computers all day, we wouldn't have sassy pants over here.”

His
dad leaned down and snatched the baby from his arms.

“You
leave this boy alone,” his dad said. “Go find your
niece.”

I
shook my head at his dad.

“Sassy
pants,” I said.

He
let out a laugh and went back to his own chair, guarding the baby so
nobody would take him on the way there.

I
looked over and noticed Carrie looking at me as if she were studying
me. We'd seen each other a few times during the time I'd lived with
Lance, and she'd never done that before.

“You
okay,” Lance whispered, as he pulled me back against him.

“Perfect,”
I said, as I snuggled in against him.

“How
have you been?” I heard Carrie ask.

When
I turned to look at her, I noticed Scott giving her a warning look.
How did I know that look? All the men used the same dang one.

“Good,”
I said.

“Have
you heard from your mom?” she asked.

Grandma
snapped her head toward Carrie and narrowed her eyes at her.

“No,”
I said. “I haven't. Since my dad left years ago, she'd
distanced herself from me. I don't know why I didn't expect what came
after my grandma's death. My grandma was the one that wanted me
there. I wouldn't be surprised if my mom wasn't trying to find my dad
to get back with him. She loved him more than she did me.”

Lance
wrapped his arms tighter around me.

“I'm
just glad I have Lance,” I said. “He's shown me just how
wrong my mom was about me and about Jackson. I can't imagine treating
Jackson the way she treated me. I don't care how many mistakes he
makes, I'll be right there with him. I'd do anything for my son. I
don't see how any parent could turn their back on their child.”

“Can
I ask you a question?” Carrie asked, and I could see Scott give
her one more look of warning.

“Just
let her go,” grandma said. “Let her get it out of her
system. You know you can't stop her once she gets something in that
head of hers.”

“Fine,”
Scott said.

I
looked between the three of them and instantly felt nervous. Lance
must have sensed it, because he pulled me back against him even more.

“Your
dad's name is Randy Lee,” Carrie said more as a statement than
a question.

“Yes,”
I said.

“I
know he left when you were eight, but do you remember what he looked
like?” she asked.

“Of
course,” I said, as I pushed up from Lance's lap and walked
over to grab my purse. “When I left the house, I grabbed a few
pictures. Do you think you knew him? That would be so cool. Then you
could tell me about him. I know I shouldn't want to know, but I do.”

I
reached into my purse and pulled out a picture. He was so deep into
the game and hadn't noticed that I had crawled between his arms and
snuggled in against him. I looked over the picture for a moment
before handing it to her.

“This
is the only one I have with him in it,” I said, as I handed it
over.

Her
eyes widened, and she turned to show it to Scott. Grandma wasted no
time grabbing the picture from Carrie's hand to look at it herself.
The second her eyes hit that photo, her other hand went up to cover
her mouth.

“Did
you know him?” I asked with excitement filling me.

I
was young when he left, and my mom and grandma hadn't said much good
about him while I was growing up. If Carrie knew him, she could tell
me things I didn't already know.

“Do
you have a picture of your mom?” Carrie asked with a serious
tone in her voice.

I
went through the small stack of photos that hadn't left my purse once
since I'd left. When my eyes landed on my grandma, tears instantly
filled them.

“I'm
so sorry,” Carrie said. “I shouldn't have asked.”

“No,”
I said. “I just haven't looked at them since I've left, and I
miss my grandma so much. Here's the one of my mom. It's pretty old
too. I don't have any new ones.”

I
handed her a picture, and a look of concern crossed her face. Scott
looked over her shoulder at it and shook his head. The look on his
face worried me even more than hers. It almost looked like anger. Did
they know my dad and my mom somehow, I wondered?

Carrie
took the picture of my dad back, and Scott looked it over again.

“You
knew him?” I asked.

Scott
nodded.

“You
sure?” I asked.

“My
fist remembers his face well,” he said with a rumble in his
voice.

I'd
never heard Scott be anything but happy, but there was something
behind his words.

Carrie
handed the pictures back to me without a word.

“You
were his least favorite player,” I said. “I'm guess it
had nothing to do with your ball playing skills.”

“It
did not,” he said.

I
saw tears forming in Carrie's eyes and instantly felt bad.

“I'm
sorry,” I said. “I shouldn't have shown you. I had no
idea it would upset you.”

She
shook her head.

“You
have nothing to be sorry for, Lauren,” she said, as she got up,
walked over, leaned down, and pulled me in to hug her.

“What
is going on?” James asked. “How do you two know her
parents?”

Carrie
looked over at her mom with a questioning look in her eyes.

“You
don't have a choice,” was all grandma said. “You've got
your answer.”

“I
was hoping I was wrong,” Carrie said, as she looked back at me.
“I know there's a lot going on right now for everyone, but I
need to talk to you and James in the other room.”

Lance's
grip on me tightened, and he pulled me closer.

“No,”
he said sternly. “I don't know what that was all about, but you
need to talk to her right here.”

“Lance,”
Carrie said.

“I'll
be fine,” I said.

“No,”
he said. “Right here.”

“James,”
Carrie said, as she looked at her son.

“You
will tell him in front of me,” Scott said, as she stood up,
walked over to where James was sitting next to Sammie, and sat down
next to him. “My son will be with me when he hears this.”

“Mom,”
James said with concern in his voice. “What's going on?”

Carrie
looked over at Lance and me.

“Shoot!”
she mumbled to herself. “This could change things.”

I
felt my body tense at her words. Lance pulled me closer and whispered
in my ear.

“I
don't care what she has to say, nothing will change for any of us.”

“Mom,”
James said again.

I
watched Scott's hand grab tight on James' knee. Then I watched him
nod at Carrie.

“I
don't know how to say this,” Carrie said.

“What's
wrong?” James asked.

I
could see Carrie's hands shaking. She looked back at her mom and then
between me and James. Then I saw the tears in her eyes start to slide
down her cheeks. She took the pic from my hand again and looked down
at it one more time, almost as if she hoped it would change and she
would have been wrong.

“This
is your father,” she said, as she looked at James.

“Lauren's
father,” he said.

“Your
father,” Carrie said again.

“Mine?”
James asked pointing to his own chest.

Carrie
nodded.

“You're
sure?” James asked.

Carrie
nodded again. He looked over at his grandma.

“I
could never forget him,” she said with aggravation in her tone.

I
sat frozen looking between them all as if it weren't my dad they were
talking about.

“He
didn't want me, but he wanted her,” James said, as he looked
over at me.

“My
dad didn't have kids,” I said, finally snapping back to
reality. “He said a million times that he'd never wanted any. I
was a mistake. If he'd already had one, he wouldn't have gotten her
pregnant by accident. I'm the reason he left. He didn't have kids
before me.”

I
shook my head as I spoke.

“It's
him,” Carrie said. “I've seen your mom before.”

“How?”
I asked. “You knew my mom too.”

“When
we got back together,” Carrie said, as she looked down at
Scott. “We were out to dinner. Your dad was there with a woman.
Your mom was that woman.”

I
was so confused, and she knew it.

“She
knew about James,” she said.

“What?”
I snapped.

“She
didn't know his name,” Carrie said. “She heard me tell
Randy that I'd kept the baby and not done as he'd requested. His
words were pretty nasty that day when he found out.”

“What
happened?” I asked.

“Scott
knocked him on his rear, and we left,” she answered in a sad
tone.

“My
mom knew,” I mumbled.

“Yes,”
Carrie said.

“She
knew I had a brother, and she didn't tell me,” I said aloud to
myself. “How could she have stayed with him knowing he wanted
you to get rid of your child? How could she marry him? How could she
get pregnant by someone like that? She let me blame myself all those
years. It was her fault. How could she have a baby with a man that
didn't want his child? Shoot!”

I
struggled to pull free of Lance's arms, but he wouldn't let me go.

“She
didn't want me to have Jackson,” I said. “She told me so
many times that no man would ever love me with a baby.”

“She
what?” Lance's dad growled from across the room.

“She's
just as sick as he is,” I said, as if nobody was there in the
room with me. “Those two deserve each other. How the heck could
he walk away from not one but two kids?”

The
tears streamed down my face. Lance pulled me back against him, and I
buried my face in his chest. When I finally opened my eyes again, I
looked at James who was still frozen in place.

“Not
only did he do it once, but he did it twice,” I whispered, as I
stood up and walked over to James. “A brother.”

I
stood in front of him.

“I
have a brother,” I said. “All those years, I felt so
alone. I felt so bad that he hadn't wanted me. I thought I'd done
something wrong. I can't believe this. How could she not tell me? I
have a brother.”

James
stood up and looked into my eyes.

“I
didn't know,” Carrie whispered over and over. “I'm so
sorry.”

Scott
got up and pulled Carrie in and hugged her.

“If
I ever see that idiot again,” he said, as she held Carrie
tight.

“A
sister,” James said. “I have another sister. I'm so sorry
that he left you too. If I'd known, I would have helped you. I would
have gotten you away from her. I would have been there when she told
you to leave.”

James
looked down at Lance with so much emotion in his eyes.

“Thank
you,” he said to Lance. “Thank you for being there when I
wasn't.”

“You
didn't know,” I told James.

“Doesn't
matter,” he said, as he shook his head. “I had
two parents that were good to me.”

“I
had my grandparents,” I said.

“You're
here now,” he said, as he wrapped his arms around me and hugged
me. “I'll never let anything happen to you or Jackson. Jackson!
I have a nephew.”

I
pulled out of his arms and looked down at the baby still in Lance's
dad's arms.

“I
have a niece and a nephew,” I said.

“You
stay over there,” Lance's dad said. “Blood or not, leave
the boy where he is.”

I
turned to Carrie and it hit me.

“You
were the one,” I said.

“What?”
she asked.

“You
were the one that got him into baseball,” I said, and she
nodded.

“For
the record,” she said. “Scott was his favorite player
before that restaurant.”

“Thank
you,” I said.

“For
what?” she asked.

“For
giving me the only good memory I have of him. If it weren't for you,
I wouldn't even have that. Thank you for telling us. I can't believe
that I have a brother. You have no idea how many times I dreamed and
wished that I had one. It just took a little longer than I would have
liked to get one.”

James
wrapped his arms around me again.

“At
least I have one sister that likes me,” he said with a laugh.

“James,”
Scott said.

“One
of these days, you'll meet Cassie. She thinks she's better than all
of us,” he said.

“I
hope you're not mad,” I said to James. “I swear I didn't
know. Please don't think that he wanted me and not you. He didn't.
You were so much better off without him in your life.”

“My
sister,” James said. “That's pretty awesome.”

Then
he looked down at Lance.

“Better
watch it pal,” he said. “You hurt my sister, and I'll
forget you up.”

“Shoot!”
Lance said. “I'm doing your sister. You know what that means?
Now I get to make jokes and you get to hear them.”

“Incredible,”
James said.

“Paybacks
are a jerk,” Lance said with a laugh. “You want to know
what we did last night?”

“Do
not finish that thought,” James snapped out, as he pulled
Lauren closer.

“That
means we'll be brother and sister married to a brother and sister.
How cool is that?” Sammie asked from the couch.

“You
would think of something like that,” Lance said.

“She's
already my sister-in-law,” Sammie said, as she stuck her tongue
out at Lance before looking at me. “You don't have to marry him
if you don't want to. You'll still be one of us.”

“I
think I'll keep him,” I said, as I wrapped my arms around
Lance. “He's alright sometimes.”

“Alright,”
Lance snapped, as he pulled his hand back and smacked my rear hard.
“I'll pull you in the other room and show you how alright I am,
Woman.”

“Stop,”
James snapped. “Give me one day before you make me want to kick
your rear.”

“I
would have said the same thing yesterday,” Lance said.

“Yesterday,
she was your woman,” James said “Today, she's my sister.
Get your paws off her.”

Lance's
dad got up, handed the baby to Lance's mom, and walked over to us. He
wrapped his arms around me and pulled me away from Lance.

“You're
our daughter now. If I find out that nasty woman ever tries to
contact you, I will personally kick her rear. So you hear me?”
he said, as he lifted my chin for me to look at him. “She
doesn't deserve your love. You're ours, and we love you.”

I
wrapped my arms around him and hugged him back.

“I
love every single one of you,” I said.

Lance
pulled me back into his arms.

“Go
hug your own woman,” he told his dad.

I
shook my head and laughed. Then I looked back to James. I couldn't
believe I really had a brother.

Before
long, Carrie, Scott, Lucy, and grandma were all hugging me and
telling me how glad they were that I put up with Lance.


My life was better
than I could have ever imagined. It was my grandma that pushed me to
go to Lance when he wouldn't talk to me. I knew she was up there
looking down on me and said a silent thank you to her for everything
she'd ever done for me, including not fixing her will. I couldn't
imagine my life being any more perfect than it already was.
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Lance

One
week later, we walked into the courthouse and tied the knot. Lauren
said she didn't want a big wedding, and all I wanted was to make her
mine. It didn't matter to me who was there or where we did it. I
wanted her to be my wife, and there was no way I was waiting. My
parents, Sammie, James, and even Carrie, Scott, and grandma were
right there with us. They were my family, and they were hers too.
Jackson was in my arms the whole time. I looked into Lauren's
beautiful eyes and told her just how important she was to me. The
second our I do's were done, I pulled her in and covered her lips
with mine. She was my wife, and I was going to make dang sure she was
proud to be just that every single day. The two of them had been
through so much, and I was going to make both of their lives perfect
in every way I possibly could. They weren't going to worry or feel
unloved, not ever again. My parents took Jackson home with them, and
I took my wife home and claimed her as mine all night long.

The
next four months flew right by. So much was going on in our little
family. James was more than thrilled to have her as his sister. We
got together even more with him and Sammie than we had before. He'd
even taken Lauren out to dinner a few times so they could get to know
each other without Sammie and me screwing with them. He'd tried to
get her to work for him, but I wasn't having it. Jackson was just
getting ready to start school. We'd originally planned for her to
work once he started, but I'd changed my mind. She wasn't my wife
when I'd agreed to that. We had a few small arguments that ended each
time in the bedroom, with her under me and me letting her know I was
in charge. I was going to take care of her. I wanted her to be able
to be with Jackson at school or just be able to relax in a quiet
apartment. That subject dropped the moment I got a call asking me to
do another job with the government. It wasn't a test. They knew my
skills, and I didn't need to prove myself again. When the man
mentioned Lauren, I couldn't help but laugh.

“Lauren's
last name is now Smith,” I said.

“You've
got to be kidding me,” he said. “You two couldn't stand
each other.”

“She's
been dying to work,” I said. “I'm sure she'll be thrilled
you called.”

“I
guess she's the reason you turned the job down,” he said.

“She
was,” I said. “Best decision of my life.”

“I'll
give her a call,” he said. “You think you two would be
willing to work together again? You did an amazing job on the last
one.”

“Of
course,” I said. “I bet she'll be happy to hear from you.
We're both at the address you have for me. I can't wait to work with
you again.”

Three
days later, we walked into the same conference room we had before.
The only difference was her hand being in mine when we walked through
the door. Before you say it, I held my woman's hand any chance I got.
I will give it to you though. That idiot Eric was going to know
where she belonged. She leaned over and kissed my cheek with a smile
on her face. Yep, she loved that trash.

Eric
was up and pulling the chair next to him out before he even looked up
at us. When his eyes hit our hands, they widened. Then they moved up
further and I smiled wide at him. Then I kissed Lauren on the cheek,
walked around the table, and sat down in the chair Eric had just
pulled out.

“You
shouldn't have,” I said.

Then
I pulled out the piece of paper he'd originally written his name and
number on and set it down in front of him.

“She
won't be needing that,” I whispered. “I'll give her all
the help she needs.”

I
looked across the table at my sexy-as-idiot wife and winked. She just
shook her head and smiled.

“We're
so happy to have the two of you back,” the man said. “I
see you've learned to like each other.”

I
let out a laugh.

“Thank
you for that,” I said, as I looked down the table toward him.

I
knew Eric was looking over at me. I could feel that trash. I sat at
the table with my hands together and quietly turned my ring around my
finger over and over and over. Say what you want, he was the jerk.
There was no way his rear needed to be flirting with a woman he was
working with, especially not my woman.

As
soon as we walked through the doorway of our hotel room, I slammed my
lips against hers so hard it took her breath away. Did we really need
to stay the night, nope. Did I want to, hell yeah I did. It was the
very same hotel I'd first met her in. I guess it was like our
honeymoon all wrapped into one night. When she pulled away to catch
her breath, I smiled.

“Did
you really need to torture Eric like that?” she asked.

The
rumble came from deep in my chest before I could stop it.

“Sure
did,” I said.

“You
should have seen his face when you sat next to him. I can't believe
you still had his number,” she said. “It was kind of sexy
seeing you all jealous like that.”

“Oh
yeah,” I said.

She
reached for the bottom of my shirt and lifted it over my head.

“Hhmmm,”
she mumbled.

Then
she reached for the button on my jeans to unbutton them before
lowering my zipper. Her fingers hooked in the waist and pulled them
down. My cock was rock hard, and I couldn't wait for her to release
it. She licked her lips and the thing twitched. When she pulled
my boxers down and it sprang free, I grabbed hold of my shaft and
began to stroke it. Lauren was on her knees, eye level with my hand,
and it took all I had not to grab the back of her head and harass her
sexy mouth. Her hand came up and cupped my balls. Then her other hand
covered mine, and she began stroking it with me. When her tongue
moved between her lips, I groaned.

“Don't
tease me, Baby,” I said.

Her
tongue darted out across my tip, and the drop that had escaped me
spread along her tongue. She began swirling her tongue around the
head, and I couldn't take my eyes off of her. Her grip over my hand
tightened, and I wasn't sure how much more I could take.

“Wrap
those sexy lips around me,” I said.

When
the grin on her lips widened, my free hand dove into her hair and
tugged her so she was looking up at me.

“Lips
around my cock, Baby,” I said roughly, and I watched her
shiver.

She
slowly opened her mouth wider, taking me in a bit at a time.

“You
really want to push me, Lauren?” I asked.

She
smiled wide and took me in a bit more.

“I'm
holding on by a thread,” I groaned. “Suck it.”

She
looked up at me as she pulled my cock out of her mouth until just my
tip was resting on her lips. My hand tangled in her hair and held on
tight. Then my hips thrust forward until I tapped the back of her
throat.

“Suck
it!” I demanded.

Her
lips tightened around me and she sucked hard. I let out a moan, as my
head fell back. Her hands moved to the backs of my thighs and she
urged me forward again and again. I was her mouth hard and
fast.

“Idiot,”
I moaned. “Don't stop. Suck it deep, Baby. So good.”

I
harassed her mouth hard, and she took every single bit of me. When I
cried out and filled her mouth, she swallowed every last drop before
licking me clean.

I
grabbed under her arms and lifted her to her feet. Then I quickly
stripped her clothes from her. The look in my eyes had to be
aggressive. She took a step back for each one I took forward. When
her knees hit the end of the bed, I smiled. Then I grabbed her legs
and lifted.

“Lance,”
she gasped when her back hit the bed.

“You
think you're going to tease me,” I said. “I'm going to
teach you a very valuable lesson.”

“Really?”
she asked as innocent as she possibly could.

“Yes,”
I said. “I'm going to lick, suck, and forget you right to the
very edge, then I'm going to pull away and deny you over and over and
over again. By the time I give you what you really want, you're going
to be begging me to make you come.”

“Lance,”
she whispered.

“Don't
Lance me now, Baby,” I said. “I warned you.”

I
stood above her and didn't take my eyes from her sexy body.

“I
told you not to tease me,” I said. “What did you do?”

She
sucked her bottom lip into her mouth but didn't speak.

“I
hope you didn't plan to sleep tonight,” I said.

She
let out a moan and clenched her thighs together.

“Open,”
I snapped, and her legs fell apart.

“You're
so wet, aren't you?” I asked from above her.

She
shook her head but didn't release her lip.

“Really?”
I asked. “You're not wet at all?”

She
shook her head again.

I
grabbed her legs, spread them wide, and thrust a finger into her
without warning. She cried out and her hips bucked forward. Then I
thrust a second finger in. When I pulled them out to the edge of her
entrance, she moved her hips forward, but I didn't give in. I didn't
enter her. When her body fell back on the bed, I thrust my two
fingers in deep and hard.

“Idiot,”
she cried out. “Lance.”

“You're
soaked, aren't you?” I asked.

She
didn't move, so I narrowed my eyes at her. Then I pulled my fingers
from her, lifted them to my mouth, and sucked them dry. She moaned
and clenched her thighs again. I grabbed her legs, spread them wide,
and thrust those same two fingers in again. Her hips lifted off the
bed, and she cried out my name.

“You
want these fingers, Baby?” I asked, and she nodded.

I
pulled them out and thrust them in until I felt her body begin to
tense. Then I pulled both fingers from her, and she whined. My woman
whined. Once I saw her body begin to relax, I went down on my knees,
lifted her legs over my shoulders, and devoured her. Her hips were
bucking against me, and her hand went to my hair. I thrust my tongue
into her and hit that spot that had her rear moving all over the bed.
Again, the moment I felt her body tense, I pulled my tongue from her
and got to my feet.

“Idiot,
Lance,” she snapped out. “Get your mouth back there right
now.”

I
wiped my mouth with my hand and shook my head.

“Do
not play with me, Baby,” I said.

“Okay,”
she said. “Fine.”

“Fine,”
I said with a smile.

“Yes,”
she said. “Just get your mouth back there now.”

I
shook my head and reached down to grab her t-shirt from the floor.

“Scoot
your rear up the bed,” I said, and she did.

Then
I grabbed her wrist, lifted her arm above her head, and tied her
wrist to the headboard.

“Lance,”
she growled.

“Yes,
baby,” I said, as I grabbed my shirt and did the same to her
other wrist.

Then
I slowly slid my fingers down her arm, and she shook, her whole
freaking body shook. I walked to the end of the bed, grabbed my
already hard cock in my hand, and began slowly stroking it. She
pulled at both of her wrists before groaning. Then she tried pouting.
That trash wasn't working.

“You
want this?” I asked, and she nodded with a smile.

“Where
do you want it?” I asked.

“Inside
of me,” she said.

“Spread
those legs for me, Baby,” I said, and she did. “Are you
wet for me?”

I
could see her wheels turning. She was fighting between messing with
me to prove she was in charge and giving in so she could get what she
really wanted.

“Lauren,”
I said sternly. “Are. You. Wet. For. Me?”

“Yes,”
she cried out.

I
tightened my grip on my cock and stroked it a few times before
releasing it and crawling up the bed between her legs. Two fingers
dove into her, and her back flew up off the bed. Her hands pulled
against the restraints, but she didn't break free.

“You
want me here?” I asked.

“Yes,”
she cried out.

Her
body tightened, and I pulled my fingers from her.

“Lance,”
she cried out even louder in frustration.

I
moved in closer, held her legs apart, and moved my mess up and down
her entrance. She tried to to move forward but I grabbed her hips and
held her still. Once she gave up and her body fell back onto the bed,
I thrust into her without warning. Then I slowly began moving out and
back in at a lazy pace. It was taking all I had not to harass her
harder than ever, but I held tight to my control.

“Move,”
she said, but I didn't respond. All I could do was smile down at her.
“Faster.”

I
continued the exact same pace, and she yanked her arms with no
success.

“Please,”
she said. “I need you to move faster.”

When
I didn't speed up the pace, her legs wrapped around my waist and her
heel dug into my rear pulling me deep inside of her.

“Woman,”
I growled out, as I pulled out of her, grabbed her hips, and flipped
her onto her stomach.

“Idiot,”
she hissed.

“On
your knees,” I demanded.

With
her hands on the headboard, she lifted herself onto her knees.

“I
want that sweet rear in the air, Baby,” I said.

Her
back arched, and her rear was right there. I pulled my hand back
before letting go and spanking her. When I rubbed where my hand had
been, she moaned loud. Then I got her other cheek. By the time I was
done, her juices were dripping down her thighs and my print was on
both sides. She was exhausted and in major need of a release. I
needed one just as badly as she did. I got behind her, lined my cock
up, wrapped my hand in her hair, yanked, covered her mouth with mine,
and thrust into her fast and deep.

“Oh,
Lance,” she cried out, as she pulled against her restraints.
“Idiot! Don't stop. Do you hear me? Do. Not. Stop. Ig
need you.”

My
free hand grabbed tight to her hip, and I pounded into her over and
over. Her cries were mixing with my moans, and I knew there was no
way I could stop if I wanted to. I was gone.

“Idiot,
Lauren,” I moaned. “I need you there with me, Baby.”

I
thrust into her so deep. When she cried out, I thought the
entire hotel would have heard her. I thrust in two more times, before
I stilled, yelled her name, and filled her with everything I could.
Her pussy milked my cock as I emptied into her. Then her body went
slack. I quickly moved to untie her hands and rubbed her wrists. Then
I hurried to the bathroom and came back with a wet cloth. My girl was
exhausted. There was no way she was moving. When I came back in
again, I crawled in next to her, pulled her close, and covered her
up.

“Do
not tease me, Lauren,” I said.

“Hhmmm,”
was her only response before her breathing evened out and she fell
asleep.

I
let her rest for about an hour before I woke her up with my cock
inside of her. We spent the entire night in the tub, in front of the
bathroom mirror, or on the bed. My girl had come more times in that
one night than any other night.

We
were both exhausted when we made our way through security the next
morning. I knew dang well I'd be up with Jackson when we got home. It
was totally worth the lack of sleep to see my woman shift in her seat
from just how thoroughly I'd harassed her.

“I
love you so much,” I whispered into her ear while her head
leaned against my shoulder on the flight. “I'm so proud to
call you mine, Baby.”

After
an entire day for her and night of sleep for us both, we jumped right
in and got to work. Lauren was so excited. She was able to be right
there with Jackson, take care of our place, and felt like she was
actually contributing to our household funds. It didn't matter how
many times I told her it wasn't necessary, she liked that she was
bringing in money as well.

I
spent so much time with my boy. Jackson was my son. We went to the
movies, out to play mini golf, and even out for dinner. I really
enjoyed having time to bond with him alone. I'd even filed the papers
to officially make him mine. I wasn't sure which one of us was more
excited. I couldn't wait for the day to come that he'd share my last
name.





Chapter
28

Lance

I
came in from work the day before Jilly's second birthday to find
Lauren sitting at the kitchen table with tears in her eyes and
something in her hand. So many things began going through my mind.
Was it her mom? Had she contacted her? Was it Jackson? Shoot! Was it
something with the paperwork? Was he going to be my boy in the courts
eyes? Was it something with my family? What had the love of
my life in tears? Who's rear would I have to kick? The protective side
of me took over, and I was on my knees in front of her in seconds. I
swore I'd never give her a reason to cry. I said I'd do anything to
keep her happy. I never wanted her to feel sad or unloved again.

“What
is it, Baby?” I asked. “Are you okay?”

“I'm
not sure,” she answered.

Shoot!

“We'll
figure it out, whatever it is,” I said. “I'm right here.
You know that, right? I'll always be right here.”

My
stomach felt so sick. I felt like I was losing control and didn't
like it one bit. When I lifted her chin so I could see her eyes, I
felt my heart breaking for her.

“What
is it?” I asked her softly.

She
reached up and handed me whatever it was that was in her hand. Then
my eyes narrowed in on the word pregnant, and I gasped. I hurried off
the floor and back onto my feet. Then I grabbed her hands and pulled
her up with me.

“A
baby?” I asked, and she nodded. “You're crying about a
baby?”

More
tears came. I pulled her close and wrapped my arms around her. I'd
never felt such relief in my life.

“Lauren,”
I said as I kissed her forehead. “Aren't you happy?”

She
pulled back, and I held her face in my hands as I wiped away her
tears.

“I'm
just nervous. Will I be enough for both of them?” she asked.

“Of
course you will, baby,” I said. “We're going to have a
baby. I'm going to be right there every step of the way. You'll never
be alone. We'll be more than enough for both of them. I love you so
dang much. A baby! I can't believe it. You've just made me the
happiest man alive.”

“Really?”
she asked with worry in her voice.

“Yes,”
I said. “You're having our baby. This is the greatest gift
ever. I can't wait to tell everyone.”

“Wait
a minute,” she said, as she put her hand on my chest.

“We'll
see them all tomorrow at the party for Jilly. Even grandma will be
there,” I said with excitement.

“Not
tomorrow,” she said.

“Why
not?” I asked.

Then
I took a step back and looked into her eyes again.

“Lauren,”
I growled out. “Are you embarrassed that you're having my
baby?”

“Seriously,
Lance,” she growled back with a shake of her head. “After
everything I've been through with you, how could you ask me that?
You've done a million things to embarrass me, and I still married
your cocky, bossy rear. Having your baby could never embarrass me.
Tomorrow is Jillian's day. You are not going to steal her thunder.
Remember when you blamed Sammie for going into labor and stealing
ours? You let Jillian have her day. We'll tell them later. You can
even tell them the next morning, but you are not doing it on our
precious niece's birthday.”

“So
you want me to keep it from my dad?” I asked her. “You've
been around long enough to know that would be a hugeg
mistake.”

“One
day, Lance,” she said. “Don't be so dramatic. It's only
one day.”

“Huge
mistake,” I said. “When he loses his trash, I'm totally
throwing your rear under the bus. I will not be part of it. No way!”

She
shook her head and turned to walk away, but I reached out and turned
her around before she could escape.

“Best
news ever,” I said, as I brought my lips down on hers and
kissed my woman hard. “You know what that means?”

“What?”
she asked.

I
reached forward, scooped her into my arms, and carried her down the
hallway.

“Lance,”
she snapped. “Put me down. I have to make dinner.”

“Is
Jackson with my mom?” I asked.

“Yes,”
she said. “Something about grandpa missing his boy.”

“We'll
get dinner later,” I said. “I need to get all of this
sexy body I can get before the baby gets here. Something about you
having my baby in your belly turns me on more than ever.”

“How
is that possible?” she asked, as I gently set her down on the
bed.

“Oh,
I'll show you,” I said, as I brought my lips down on hers
again.

When
I was done showing her just how turned on I was, her body relaxed
against the sheets and her eyes closed.

“We
need to eat,” I said, as I leaned up on my elbow next to her
and rubbed her belly.

“Not
hungry,” she said. “Let me sleep.”

“Not
happening, Baby,” I said. “I need to feed you. Our baby
is going to grow so big in there. I need to keep my little one fed.
What would you like?”

She
opened her eyes and smiled, and I shook my head.

“And
you act like it's all me. You're the one that can't get enough of my
cock,” I said. “I can't wait to see your belly round and
feel this little one kick and roll. I love you so much.”

I
leaned down and kissed her belly.

“I'm
going to be the best daddy ever,” I said. “You have a big
brother too and lots of crazy family. Not one second will ever go by
that you won't feel loved. I love you, Little Bit.”

I
got up off the bed, pulled on a pair of sweats, and looked down at my
beautiful wife. If someone had told me a year ago where I would be, I
never would have believed them. I'd turned down the one thing I'd
worked my rear off for, I was married, I had a son, and I was going to
be a dad again. To top it all off, the woman I married had been my
enemy for years, the only person that could piss me off with just a
simple message. Life had a funny way of working out, but I wouldn't
have wanted it any other way.

“Get
some sleep,” I said to my already sleeping wife. “I'll
get dinner.”

She
was mine to protect and care for, and I was going to do just that for
the rest of my life.

Lauren
got up long enough to eat and ride my cock before going back to sleep
for the night.

When
I got out of the car at my parents' house the next day, I hurried
around to open her door. She looked up at me with a smile so wide,
and I knew I'd do anything to keep that same smile there every second
of every day. When I reached out, she took my hand and got out of the
car. Then she leaned in and kissed my cheek.

“I
won't break,” she said. “I think you learned that last
night.”

When
she moved to walk away, I reached out and pulled her back to me.

“Maybe
you should refresh my memory,” I said, as I turned us so her
back was to my car.

“Lance,”
she said in more of a whimper.

“Are
you sure about not telling them?” I asked, as I leaned in close
to her ear and pushed my knee between her legs.

“I'm
sure,” she said. “It's not a big deal.”

“Not
telling him never ends well, Lauren,” I whispered, as I rubbed
my knee against her.

“It's
only one day,” she whispered back with a hitch in her breath.
“I'm sure it'll be fine.”

“You
have no clue,” I whispered, as I slid my hand beneath the waist
of her jeans.

When
my fingers slid through her wetness, my eyes widened.

“Are
you wet for me, Baby?” I asked.

I
thrust a finger into her, and she whimpered. Then I pulled it out,
brought it to my mouth, and sucked it clean.

“Just
remember that when you're acting like it's all me,” I said, as
I grabbed her hand and pulled her along behind me. “You're a
dirty girl.”

“Only
for you,” she said from behind me.

I
stopped frozen and she bumped into my back. Then I turned around,
grabbed the back of her neck, and slammed my lips against hers. She
gasped into my mouth, and my tongue dove in and took control. I
kissed my woman hard. When I pulled back from our kiss, her eyes were
wide and her fingers went to her lips.

“Dang
right,” I said. “You're mine.”

Then
I reached down to adjust my toe that was as hard as steel, grabbed
her hand, and continued up the walk.

“Don't
think he'll be any different with you than Sammie,” I said.
“He's not such a tough guy when it comes to the women he loves
being pregnant.”

“Of
course he'll be different,” she said. “I'm not his
daughter.”

“You
have no idea,” I said, as I opened the door and motioned for
her to go in first. “I'll remind you of that later. Remember,
you're the one keeping it from him. Very bad idea.”

The
second the door closed, Jackson came running straight at me from the
other room. Was it bad that I was excited that I was the one he ran
to?

“Daddy,”
he yelled out.

I
leaned down, scooped him up, and tossed him into the air like he
weighed nothing at all.

“I
missed you, Jackson,” I said.

“Missed
you too,” he said.

He
looked over at Lauren and smiled.

“Hi,
Mommy,” he said.

“Hi,
Baby,” she replied before looking over at me and narrowing her
eyes.

“What?”
I asked, as I put him back on his feet and he took off again. “I
was at work when he got up yesterday. At least you got to see him.”

I
pulled her in close with my arm around her and walked us into the
living room. When I sat down, I pulled her onto my lap. Grandma
looked at me with a huge smile on her face. I leaned over a bit.

“What's
that smile for?” I asked.

“Nothing
at all,” she said with a wink.

I
looked around the room wondering what she knew that I didn't. She
knew something, and I knew it wasn't about Lauren. We'd just found
out the day before, and neither of us had said  a word to anyone. My
parents seemed fine. Carrie and Scott seemed fine. That only left
Sammie and James. I watched them close but didn't notice anything
strange.

The
second Sammie announced it was time to eat, I was on my feet with
Jackson at my side. I made his plate first. Then I went back for a
plate for Lauren. When I got my plate, I sat down and heard grandma
clear her throat from the seat next to me. Shoot! That whole big smile
was for me. How did that woman know everything, I wondered?
Then I saw her watching Sammie as James walked her plate to her. When
my eyes went wide, grandma let out a laugh.

“What's
so funny over there?” my dad asked.

“Nothing
of your concern, Lance,” she answered with a smile.

“You're
up to something,” he said defensively.

“Not
everything is about you,” she replied.

He
let out a huff, as he grabbed Jillian's hand and walked toward the
kitchen with her. I looked over at grandma and whispered.

“No
way.”

She
nodded her head and smiled.

“I'd
bet on that one,” she whispered back. “You happy?”

“Very,”
I answered.

“Me
too,” she said before turning back the second my dad walked
back into the room.

“Knock
it off over there,” he said sternly before smiling down at
Jillian like a sucker.

Between
my dad and me, that little girl would never want for anything. It was
becoming some kind of competition between us. She had us both wrapped
around her little finger. There was paper and toys everywhere when
she was through opening her gifts.

I
was on the couch with Lauren on my lap. Jackson was on the floor with
Jilly. They were ripping the boxes open and going through everything,
making a huge mess in the process. Baby James was in my dad's arms.
He was looking down at him with so much love in his eyes.

“He
used to look at you like that,” grandma whispered over to me.

“Really?”
I asked.

“He's
a good man. He loves hard, and he'd do anything for all of you,”
she said.

Lauren
was looking away from me, talking to Carrie and Scott about James.
I'd heard her say that she hadn't heard from her mom and hoped that
subject would drop. It wasn't something I wanted her worrying about.
She had all the love she needed right where she was.

“She
ready for your dad?” grandma asked, as she pointed toward
Lauren.

“No,”
I answered honestly. “Thinks it won't be the same for her.”

“She'll
learn,” she said with a laugh.

Something
got my attention out of the corner of my eye, and I looked toward
James and Sammie. She was sitting on his lap. They were whispering to
each other.

“I
don't believe it,” I whispered to grandma. “The baby is
only four months old.”

“I
know my kids,” she whispered back. “Watch them.”

Then
I watched James open his mouth and Sammie instantly put her hand over
it to stop him. He pulled her hand away and shook his head. Then he
gave her the look, the I'm not playing look. He only pulled
that trash out when he needed it, when she'd push him too far. She
moved to pull her hand from his, but he didn't let her. Then she gave
him her look, the don't you dare or you'll be on the couch
look. He shook his head and looked toward my dad. I watched the man
take in a huge breath. The idiot was scared, scared of my dad. I let
out a laugh, and he looked over at me.

“Pussy,”
I mouthed.

He
gave me a questioning look. Then he shrugged.

“James,”
Sammie quietly pleaded with him.

He
just shook his head and held her hands in his.

“We
have something to tell you,” James said before Sammie could do
anything to stop him.

My
dad stopped the baby talk conversation he was having with the baby
and quickly turned his head toward James and Sammie. My sister's
bottom lip was sucked in between her teeth, and she had the most
innocent look on her face.

“Oh
shoot!” my dad snapped before growling out. “James Reid.”

James
closed his eyes, shook his head, and then looked my dad in the eyes.

“What
could you possibly have to tell us?” my dad asked.

I
felt Lauren's body tense on my lap. All eyes were on my dad, James,
and Sammie.

“Well,”
James said.

“I'm
going to kick your rear,” my dad said, as he handed the baby
over to Scott and stood up. “Can't the two of you give me one
solid year of peace? Do you have any idea what I go through when
she's pregnant?”

His
hands went up and through his hair.

Lauren's
hands both went up to cover her mouth.

“I
told him not to,” Sammie began, but she stopped the second my
dad's eyes landed on her.

“It's
not my fault,” James said, as he stood to defend himself.

I
couldn't blame him there, not after him and my dad had their moment
when my dad found out about his little girl and the baseball player.

“Really?”
my dad asked. “So you get my little girl pregnant just by
looking at her now?”

Lauren
looked back at me with a nervous look on her face.

“I
can't help it that your daughter,” James began.

“Don't
you dare finish that sentence,” my dad barked out.

“At
least I told you,” James barked back. “You're little girl
wanted to keep it from you.”

“Did
she now,” my dad said, as he narrowed his eyes at Sammie before
looking back at James. “I'm glad you're learning that keeping
rubbish from me is a bad idea. Now, if only I could get you to
learn how to keep your hands off my daughter.”

“Shoot!”
Lauren whispered.

“I
didn't touch her,” James said. “She”

“Enough,”
my dad yelled before James could say another word.

I
couldn't do it anymore. Between my dad and James going back and forth
and Lauren moving her rear around in my lap like she was trying to
disappear into me, making my toe hard in the process, I was done. I
burst into laughter, and my dad spun around to glare at me.

“What
the heck do you think is so funny about this, Lance?” he
growled from deep in his chest.

I
felt Lauren shake in my lap. She turned around, looked me in the
eyes, and silently begged me to keep my mouth shut.

“Oh
shoot!” Sammie blurted out. “She's pregnant too.”

I
watched Sammie, my mom, and Carrie's hands all go to their mouths
when they gasped.

“She's
bringing you right down with her,” I whispered into Lauren's
ear.

“Are
you?” my dad asked her sternly, with the same rumble in his
chest.

Lauren
nodded nervously and pushed herself closer to my chest.

My
mom was off her chair, with her arms around Lauren, in seconds.

“What
about me?” Sammie asked.

“I'm
used to you being pregnant,” my mom said with a laugh.

“These
kids are driving me crazy, Firecracker,” my dad said from
behind her.

“Settle
down, Hotshot,” my mom said. “Just think, you'll have
five kids for your team. A few more, and you'll be all set.”

That
was when grandma and Carrie both burst into laughter. Poor Scott sat
with the baby in his arms and a worried look on his face.

“What
if they go into labor at the same time?” Carrie asked, as she
wrapped her arms around Lauren and then hurried over to Sammie.

“Are
you kidding me?” my dad snapped. “You're all
trying to kill me.”

My
mom hugged Sammie before wrapping her arms around my dad's waist.

Lauren
got up and walked over to Sammie. She wrapped her arms around her
neck and hugged her tight.

“At
least he's not my dad,” Lauren said with a laugh.

“The
idiot I'm not,” my dad snapped, as he turned so fast that my mom
went with him.

It
was one of the first moments I saw James take on the protective
brother role with Lauren. He stepped in front of her and looked my
dad in the eye.

“That's
my sister you just snapped at,” James said.

“Then
you better tell your sister that her dad is going to be up her rear
for the next nine months,” my dad said, stressing the word dad.

“You
have no idea,” Sammie whispered into Lauren's ear. “Thank
you.”

“For
what?” Lauren whispered back.

“Taking
some of the heat off me,” Sammie said with a laugh that had
Lauren laughing too.

“You
two are laughing,” my dad said. “We'll see who's laughing
a few months from now.”

My
dad walked out of the room. I pulled Lauren in and hugged her tight,
as I looked down at Jilly and Jackson who were still playing and
totally unaffected by the entire scene that had just taken place.

“You
ready for this?” my mom asked, as she walked over to us.

“Of
course,” Lauren said with a smile. “He can't be that
bad.”


My dad came back
into the room, just as the sentence slipped from her lips, with a
notebook, calendar, and pen in his hand. He sat down and looked
between Lauren and Sammie.

“Okay,”
he said. “I need the two of you to plan your appointments at
different time so I can make sure I'm there for all of them. I will
be talking to your doctors and making sure you both have everything
you could possibly need.”

Lauren
looked up at Sammie who was smiling back at her.

“You
know what would be even better,” my dad said. “You two
should get the same doctor. That way you could make your appointments
back to back. It would definitely save us some time.”

“What
was that you said a few moments ago, Lauren?” my mom asked.

“Is
he serious?” Lauren asked her with the most serious face I'd
seen her have yet.

“Very,”
my mom said. “I'll be over there with the kids.”

“Wait,”
Lauren said, as she grabbed my mom's arm. “He's your husband.
Can't you do something?”

My
mom raised her eyebrows at Lauren.

“That's
the funniest thing I've heard all day,” my mom said. “You're
the one that let my boy touch you. Now you have to deal with
grandpa.”

“I
don't know why Lance wouldn't wait to tell him,” Lauren said.

“Oh,
no way,” my mom said. “You were there at the hospital
that day, right? That was a public place. Would you really have
wanted to deal with all of that aimed at you? My boy knows. That
would have been a huge mistake. Ask James what happens the first time
you keep something from Lance's dad. He'll tell you. His rear ended up
at the hospital.”

“Seriously?”
Lauren asked.

My
mom nodded.

“He
loves all of his kids. You are no exception to that rule,” my
mom said. “You should probably accept that. It will make things
much easier on you.”

“Now
Lauren,” my dad said from where he was sitting with his
notebook and calendar. “I'll have my phone on and ready every
second of the day. If you need something from the store, are just
craving something, or aren't feeling well, you call me. I don't care
what time it is. I'll also be by every day to check on you while
Lance is at work.”

“You
have enough to do taking care of Sammie,” Lauren said. “Lance
will take care of me.”

“Don't
give me that trash,” my dad said, as he waved off her words.
“I'll be right there every single moment.”

Lauren
hugged me tighter and tighter as he went on. I knew she could feel my
chest shaking as I tried to hold back my laugh. Then her eyes
connected with Sammie's, and I knew they were about to get a whole
lot closer. If it wasn't from my dad forcing them together, it was
going to be from them trying to work the system to get a few minutes
of peace and quiet.

By
the time we got Jackson ready and left, my dad had a color coded
calendar ready for his two daughters, his words not mine. I knew he
was going to drive Lauren crazy, and I wouldn't admit it to her, but
I was so happy he'd be looking out for my girl when I wasn't there. I
wasn't looking forward to being away from her and Jackson during the
day, and my dad being there was going to put my mind at ease. I knew
he'd do anything for them just like he'd always done for me. I was
dang lucky to have him. We were going to come to blows from time to
time over appointments and such, that I was sure of, but I'd deal
with that when the time came. Until then, I was going to soak up
every moment with my woman, our little boy, and our little bit. My
hand was already on her belly every chance I got, and that was not
going to change. I wasn't going to miss a second of my baby growing
inside of her. I loved my little family more than I'd ever thought I
could love anyone in my life. I was the luckiest man alive, and I
knew I would never take that for granted.





Epilogue

Lance

Two
Months Later

We
started looking for a house the day after the party, and we found the
perfect home just around the corner from Sammie and James. We were
all excited, even my dad. That way he wouldn't have as far to drive
to check on both of his girls. James and Sammie were both happy that
Lauren would be right there. It had nothing to do with me. She was
getting so close to both of them.

Our
house was three floors total. There were five bedrooms, three
bathrooms with the master being amazing, and a huge basement perfect
for a playroom and family movie spot. It had a big yard for Jackson
to play in. I already had plans for a treehouse and playscape, and
Jackson was looking forward to building them with me. Lauren was
excited that she'd be able to plant flowers like she used to do with
her grandma. She'd even mentioned trying to grow her own garden.
Seeing her so happy melted my heart. There was no more worry or
sadness on her face. She hadn't mentioned either of her parents
either. When her and James talked, it was about our family and
nothing about the piece-of-rubbish that donated his sperm for them.

We
had the conversation about her working, and I won. Of course I did.
That trash wasn't happening. I did agree to continue working on
government jobs with her. She was able to stay home and still dive
into one of the things she truly enjoyed. There was no way I'd ever
want to take that away from her. We'd even started talking about
another idea that was military related and were looking forward to
working on it together. I had let James know that I'd be working part
of my time from home once the baby was born. His rear was at home more
than ever with baby number two, and I knew once baby number three
arrived, he'd never be at the office.

My
dad stayed true to his word. He was driving Lauren crazy, and she
wasn't even showing yet. I could tell she loved that he treated her
as his own, but I could also tell that she was overwhelmed and needed
a break. Sammie was already feeling the same way. I walked into
James' office and closed the door behind me.

“Everything
okay?” he asked without even looking up from his computer.

“No,”
I said.

He
looked up at me and smiled.

“Your
dad getting to Lauren too?” he asked.

“Yes,”
I said. “I need your help.”

“What
is it?” he asked.

I
looked out the window at my mom, who was of course watching us. Then
I closed the blinds and turned back to James.

“We
get the keys for the house tomorrow,” I said.

“I
know,” he said. “You took the day off.”

“You're
off too,” I said.

“Yes,”
he said. “I have an early meeting downtown.”

“Lauren
needs a minute without my dad,” I said. “Can we do dinner
at your house tomorrow? I'll tell my dad that Lauren is tired and
wants to nap. You tell him you'll be home and Sammie is tired as
well. There will be no need for him to check on either of them. We
can have a relaxing meal without him telling them what they need to
eat and trying to fill them with enough water to help them float
away.”

“Sounds
like a plan,” James said. “I can actually use a night
without him too. Come over as soon as you get the keys. I'll bring
home lunch after my meeting. We can just make a night of it. Jillian
and Jackson will love that.”

“Great,”
I said.

When
I turned and opened the door, I jumped back and James burst into
laughter.

“What
the heck?” I snapped.

“Your
mouth, Lance,” my mom said, as she pushed me back, walked in,
and closed the door. “What are you two up to?”

“Nothing,”
I quickly answered.

“Don't
give me that trash,” she said, as she poked her finger into my
chest. “You didn't want me to hear or see you. Spill it.”

I
let out a breath and sat down.

“Tomorrow,”
I said.

“You
get the keys,” she said with excitement in her tone. “I'm
so happy for you guys. My boy is all grown up with a family of his
own.”

I
nodded and looked over at James.

“What?”
she asked.

“Please
don't be mad,” I said.

“Seriously,
Lance,” she said. “You don't say something like that and
expect that I'm not going to be pissed. Talk to me.”

“We
need you to keep dad busy tomorrow,” I said, waiting for what
was to come.

“Why?”
she asked before bursting into laughter. “The girls.”

I
nodded and looked over at her.

“They
need a break. They need one dinner to eat whatever the heck they want
and a relaxed evening. Please!”

“He
just worries,” she said.

“We
know that,” James said. “Just one night.”

“What
am I supposed to do with him? You know your father. He does what he
wants,” she said.

“Do
what it is you do best,” I said with a smile. “Do
whatever it takes.”

“Lance,”
she snapped.

“Come
on,” I said. “Take one for the team. He talks the talk,
make him walk the walk.”

“If
I do that,” she began, but I quickly put my hand up to stop
her.

“Don't
say it,” I said. “I'm begging you not to finish that.
Will you keep him busy?”

“If
I do, you owe me big time,” she said.

“Anything,”
James and I both said at the same time.

“He's
going to want to help you with the house, the treehouse, and the
playscape,” she said. “You have to let him do it. Your
dad is dang proud of you. He's still hurt about the apartment. If I
do this, you have to let him be a part of this with a big-rear smile
on your face.”

“Okay,”
I said. “You're the best mom in the whole world.”

She
looked over at James who had a smile on his face too.

“I
know it,” she said. “I won't tell Carrie.”

“I
didn't say anything,” James said, as he quickly stood.

She
pulled me in to hug her. Then she walked around the desk and hugged
James. When she opened the door and moved to walk out, she turned
back to me.

“One
more thing,” she said. “Lunch is on you for a whole week.
I don't want the cheap trash either. I want the good stuff.”

“You
are something else,” I said, and she walked back to her desk
laughing.

The
next morning, I dropped Lauren and Jackson off at James' and Sammie's
house. Then I ran over to the Realtor's office to get the keys. We'd
already signed, so there was no reason to make Jackson sit and wait.
On the way to Sammie's, I stopped by the apartment to pick up a toy
Jillian had asked about. I grabbed the mail on my way in. When I put
it on the kitchen table, I saw an envelope from the court. I picked
it up and held it in my hand as I thought about Jackson and how
perfect my life was with him in it. Should I open it, I wondered? I
knew the answer. I had to wait. Lauren would want to see it too. I
kept the envelope with me as I hurried through the apartment to grab
the toy I'd gone there for in the first place.

The
entire drive, that envelope called out to me. I wanted to rip it
open. Was it really happening? Was he really going to be my son? He'd
been calling me daddy for months, and it felt dang good. There was
something about having that official piece of paper that had me
freaking out inside. I had a wife, a baby on the way, and a son. We'd
just gotten the keys to our new home. The only thing missing from my
life was that one piece of paper.

I
was out of my car as fast as possible. When I swung the front door
open, Jillian came running over with Jackson right next to her.

“Did
you get the toy, Lancie?” she asked.

I
was so excited, her calling me Lancie didn't even matter. When I
grabbed Jackson's hand, he looked up at me.

“You
look happy, Daddy,” he said. “Did you get our keys? Can
we start on the treehouse soon?”

I
scooped him into my arms and hurried into the living room. James
walked in the door right behind me with his hands full of bags of
food. When I sat down on the couch with Jackson in my arms, Lauren
stopped what she'd been saying and looked over at me.

“Lance,”
she whispered before getting up, walking over, and getting on her
knees in front of me with one hand on my knee and the other on my
arm. “What is it? Is it something with the house?”

James
walked into the room and walked up behind Lauren. Sammie stood, set
the baby in his chair, and walked over to stand with James.

“Lance,”
she said with worry in her voice.

“Daddy,”
Jackson said. “Why you crying?”

I
reached up and wiped under my eye to get the tears I hadn't even
realized had slipped out. Then I looked at Lauren and showed her the
envelope in my hand. She squeezed my knee tight.

“I
couldn't wait to get here,” I said.

“You
didn't open it?” she asked.

“I
couldn't,” I said, as I looked at Jackson.

“What
is it?” Jackson asked. “Can I open it?”

I
looked at Lauren and she nodded. Jackson took the envelope after I
ripped the tape free. He lifted the flap and pulled out the long
sheets of paper. When my eyes landed on the birth certificate to see
my name under father, I couldn't stop the tears from coming.

“What
is it?” Jackson asked.

“It
says I'm your daddy,” I said.

“Really?”
he asked with huge eyes.

“It
does,” I said. “It says that no matter what happens,
nobody can ever take you away from me. You're my boy.”

“Forever?”
Jackson asked.

“Forever,”
I said.

When
I looked up, there wasn't a dry eye around. Lauren, Sammie, and even
James had tears in their eyes. Everything was perfect. Not one thing
was missing from my life. I could never have dreamt of a life so
good, not even close.

We
all sat down and ate lunch. I promised Jackson we'd move everything
into the new house that weekend. Then we'd start on the treehouse
before anything else. I wasn't sure which of us was more excited.
When I thought about my dad being right there with us, I couldn't
stop from smiling. Who knew how crazy or big the treehouse was going
to be, but it wouldn't matter. We'd be doing it together.

“You
want to call him, don't you?” Lauren asked from beside me.

“I
do,” I said. “I want him to see the papers. He's going to
be so happy. They both are.”

“Do
it,” she said.

“I
said you'd have one day, I'm not going back on my word,” I
said. “We can tell them tomorrow.”

“We
can't. I've learned one thing about that man,” she said. “He
loves his family more than life itself. We can't keep it, not even
until tomorrow. Have them come over.”

“You
sure?” I asked.

“I'm
positive,” she said. “I kind of miss his crazy rear.”

“You
two are pussies,” Sammie said, as she looked over at me. “Go
ahead, call them over.”

I
grabbed my phone and sent my mom a text.

Me:
Bring dad over to Sammie's house.

Mom:
Your mom is busy. She's taking one for the team.

My
eyes went wide, and I turned my phone toward James. His hand went up
to cover his mouth.

“That
is so,” James began but stopped when he heard the ding.

Mom:
Just kidding. We're on our way. I'm kicking someone's rear. You two
can decide who gets it before I get there.

James
and I both burst into laughter.

“Sammie,”
I said. “I vote for Sammie.”

“I
didn't do trash,” she said. “He won't kick my rear. I'm
pregnant.”

“You're
always pregnant,” I said. “That is not fair.”

“Get
pregnant, Lancie,” she said. “Oh wait! You can't. Sucks
to be you.”

We
were still arguing when our parents walked through the door.

“Pussies,”
my dad barked out. “Were you two really trying to pick Sammie?”

“They
were,” Sammie said. “Can you believe them?”

“Like
you're innocent,” dad said. “I'm tired. I'm just going to
nap today. Doesn't look like napping to me.”

“Don't
blame her, Dad,” Lauren said, and I stopped frozen.

It
was the first time she'd ever said it, and I couldn't believe my
ears. She'd claimed him as hers. That trash made me love my girl even
more. She finally accepted that she was truly loved as his own.

“You're
just calling me dad because you don't want it to be your rear I kick,”
he said with a smile before pulling her in for a hug. “It
totally worked.”

Just
like that, we were all laughing.

“You
missed me,” he said. “Admit it, and we can forget the
whole thing.”

“I
missed you, Dad,” she said.

“Quit
sucking up,” my mom said, as she walked over to us. “What
did you text me to bring him here for? You both still owe me big
time.”

“Incredible,”
James said. “You told him.”

“Doesn't
matter,” she said. “He wasn't here, was he?”

“No,”
James said.

“Exactly,”
she said. “Be ready to pay up.”

“Something
pretty awesome happened today,” I said.

“You
got your keys,” my dad said. “I can't wait to get started
on that treehouse.”

“We
did,” I said. “I'm talking about something even better.”

“What
could be better than that?” he asked. “Lauren didn't have
an appointment today, so I know it's not about the baby.”

Lauren
handed my dad the papers, and tears instantly filled his eyes. My mom
wrapped her arms around him, as tears filled her eyes as well.

“Our
boy,” my dad said. “He's officially our boy.”

“He
is,” I said.

“Me,”
Jackson said. “You're crying too. Are you happy?”

My
dad scooped Jackson up into his arms and spun him around.

“More
happy than I've ever been in my life,” my dad said.

“Daddy
said I'm his forever,” Jackson said. “Am I yours too?”

“You
sure are,” my dad said. “You're mine forever.”

My
mom reached up and snatched Jackson from my dad's arms.

“Mine
too,” she said. “We love you so much, Jackson.”

“I
love you too, Grandma,” he said, as he wrapped his arms around
her neck and planted a huge kiss on her cheek.

“What
do you want for dinner?” my mom asked him. “You can have
anything you want.”

“Pizza,”
he shouted. “I want pizza.”

“Pizza
isn't good for the babies,” my dad said, and stopped the second
my girl narrowed her eyes at him. “Fine! Pizza it is.”

He
looked between Sammie and Lauren.

“Tomorrow
morning, I'll be right back on that trash,” he said. “You
two hear me?”

“In
that case,” Sammie said with a smile. “We're having ice
cream sundaes too.”

I
heard the rumble in my dad's chest before he laughed.

“Ice
cream,” Jackson yelled out. “I want a sundae.”

“Then
ice cream it is,” my dad said. “Anything for you.”

My
dad took Jackson and Jillian with him so they could pick out what
they wanted on their sundaes. I looked at my mom and smiled.

“They're
both going home with you tonight,” I said.

She
opened her mouth, but I quickly stopped her.

“You
know what he's going to let them buy,” I said. “He's your
problem. You're the one that married him.”

“He
didn't exactly give me a choice,” she said.

“Again,”
I said. “Your problem.”

She
stuck her tongue out and we all burst into laughter.

I
leaned over and rubbed Lauren's belly.

“You're
going to be part of the craziest family, Little Bit,” I
whispered. “You're also going to be so darn lucky.”

I
heard the bell ring on the front door. James had just picked up the
baby, and Sammie had just sat back down on the couch.

“Who
rings the bell?” I asked more to myself than them. “I'll
get it.”

When
I opened the door, I expected to see one of the two kids playing
around and my dad with his arms full of ice cream sundae supplies,
but it wasn't them.

“Cassie,”
I said, as I took in the sight in front of me.

She
was standing there with a little girl and toddler next to her and a
brand new baby in her arms.

“To
what do I owe the honor,” James said, as he walked up behind me
and his eyes widened.

Without
a word, she burst into tears.

“Oh
shoot!” he said, as he turned and I grabbed James from him. “Are
you okay? What is it?”

“I
left him,” she said through her sobs. “I don't know what
I'm going to do.”






The
End.
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